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A N N S A N S O N
Acting Director’s report

New Research Advisor for Institute 
I am pleased to announce that Dr Alison Morehead has
accepted the position of Senior Research Advisor at the
Australian Institute of Family Studies following the return
of former Research Advisor, Professor David de Vaus, to
full-time employment at La Trobe University (see Acting
Director’s report in the last edition of Family Matters, no.
66, Spring/Summer 2003). 

Alison has a PhD in work–family issues, and she comes
with a strong research record and knowledge of the
research–policy interface. She directed the Australian
Workplace Industrial Relations Survey (AWIRS) for the
Australian Government Department of Employment and
Workplace Relations, and a seven-country survey of
work–family issues for the International Labour Organisa-
tion in Geneva. Most recently she has been running the
Evaluation and Surveys Section in the Department of Edu-

cation, Science and Training, where
oversight of the Longitudinal Surveys
of Australian Youth was among her
responsibilities.

Alison started at the Institute on 4
May 2004, and will spend a portion of
her time working from Canberra. I
know she will make a strong contri-
bution to the Institute’s work. The
Board of Management and members
of staff join me in welcoming Alison
to the Institute.

Farewell to Matthew Gray  
On 30 April 2004 we were sorry to farewell Dr Matthew
Gray who is returning to Canberra to take up an appoint-
ment as a Senior Lecturer at the Centre for Aboriginal
Economic Policy Research at the Australian National Uni-
versity in Canberra. 

Since his appointment in November 2000 as a Principal
Research Fellow, Matthew has headed the Institute’s Fam-
ily and Society research program where he has been
responsible for a substantial number of high-quality
research projects and publications. His capacity to incor-
porate an economics perspective to the analysis of family
policy issues has been very valuable. The most recent
example of this focus is the Family and Work Decisions
project currently underway.

Matthew has been a much valued colleague and friend. He
has been generous and supportive in sharing his expertise in
research and analysis with others. He has thrown himself
with enthusiasm into all aspects of the Institute’s activities,
from conference organisation to our netball team! 

Matthew was farewelled in style at a gathering of his col-
leagues at the Institute on 22 April 2004 (see page 57 in
this edition of Family Matters). The Board of Management
and members of staff join me in wishing Matt and his wife
Harriet all the very best for the future. 

Institute hosts US expert on families
On 13 April 2004, the Australian Institute of Family Stud-
ies was pleased to host a seminar in Melbourne by Dr Wade
Horn, the Assistant Secretary for Children and Families, in
the United States Government Department of Health and
Human Services. Dr Horn spoke on the topic “Welfare
Reform and Family Policy: Implications for Australia from
the US Experience”. The invited audience included repre-
sentatives from the Australian Government Department of
Family and Community Services, the Ministry of Social
Development in New Zealand, senior academics, heads of
research organisations, heads of peak organisations in fam-
ily and community services, and Institute researchers.
(See page 56 in this issue for further details.)

Landmark study in the field
Following intensive planning and preparation, the large-
scale longitudinal study of 5000 infants and 5000
four-year-olds, Growing Up in Australia, has taken to the
field. At the time of writing, the team of interviewers has
already visited over a quarter of the children and their
families, and the remaining interviews will take place over
the coming months. 

The study is gathering comprehensive information on the
children’s lives and development over four waves of data
collection up to 2010. Focusing on children’s health, social
and emotional development, early child care and educa-
tional experiences, family l ives and community
interactions, Growing Up in Australia will provide a
strong evidence base for policy and practice.

In this edition of Family Matters we publish an article by
Ann Sanson and Robert Johnstone which describes the
study’s development process, discusses the data that will
be available to researchers from the first wave of data 
collection, and offers some pointers to the sorts of ques-
tions that can be addressed using the Growing Up in
Australia dataset. Also in this issue, on page 54, we feature
a report of the official launch on 8 February 2004 of 
the first wave of  Growing Up in Australia by Senator the
Hon Kay Patterson, Minister for Family and Community
Services.

INSTITUTE CONFERENCE 
The Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference will be

held at the Melbourne Convention Centre on 9-11 February 2005.

A call for papers, with details of keynote speakers and themes,

will be mailed to subscribers in June 2004. Please check the

Institute’s website (www.aifs.gov.au) in June, or subscribe to

the Institute’s email alerting system (from the website) to

receive further information as it becomes available.

A N N O U N C I N G

Dr Alison Morehead

2005
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T he House of Representative’s Standing Committee on
Family and Community Affairs released its report on
its Inquiry into Child Custody Arrangements Follow-

ing Separation late last year. This has ensured that the
spotlight of media and political attention has remained
focused on the issue of post-separation parenting. With the
release of the Australian Government’s response to the
Committee’s recommendations expected soon, this focus
of interest is likely to continue into the future.

The past ten months has seen strong involvement by the
Australian Institute of Family Studies in the debate.
Through our written submission and oral testimony before
the Inquiry, the Institute provided the Committee with a
review of the Australian and international research on pat-
terns of parenting after relationship breakdown. In
addition, we were able to provide snapshots of current
trends amongst Australian families from our own study,
the Caring For Children after Separation project, which
was in the field when the Inquiry was announced, aug-
mented by analyses from a number of other datasets. 

Following the release of the Committee’s report in Decem-
ber 2003, Bruce Smyth, the project manager for Caring
For Children after Separation, has been the principal
“face” of the Institute in a round of media appearances,
including print, radio and television. 

Family Matters (especially issue numbers 65 and 66) has
provided a useful forum for debate on the some of the
Inquiry’s Terms of Reference – including whether Parlia-
ment should introduce a rebuttable legal presumption for
50/50 shared care of children following separation. It has
also helped to fill the gap in knowledge about the arrange-
ments that separated parents in Australia actually make
regarding the care of their children.

T he predominant focus of this issue of Family Matters,
which has been ably coordinated by Bruce Smyth, is
on the recommendations in the Committee’s report,

with seven articles addressing issues relevant to these.
Three of these articles draw on new analyses from the Car-
ing for Children after Separation project. 

In the regular Family Law column, Catherine Caruana
summarises and comments on the Committee’s report.
Three pivotal recommendations for change in the report
are: changes to the substantive law through the introduction
of a legal presumption of equal “parental responsibility” fol-
lowing separation, in contrast to the mooted presumption of
a 50/50 time split for children; a radical restructuring of the
family law system, with the recommendation that a non-
adversarial, multi-disciplinary tribunal replace the Family
Court in the adjudication of all but the most difficult of fam-
ily law disputes; and a far-reaching review of the Child
Support Scheme.

An article by Bruce Smyth and Ruth Weston, using data from
the Caring for Children after Separation study, explores
attitudes among separated/divorced parents in Australia
towards 50/50 shared care. The authors find that these atti-
tudes vary markedly along gender and residence status lines. 

Complementing an article appearing in an earlier issue of
Family Matters (no. 65) on the views of parents who share
equally in the care of their children, Institute researchers,
Bruce Smyth, Catherine Caruana and Anna Ferro, use data
from the same qualitative study to report on the experi-
ences and motivations of parents with a range of different
parenting arrangements, including those whose children
have little or no contact with their non-resident parent. This
article summarises the findings of a research report soon to
be published by the Institute. 

Institute Research Fellow, Lixia Qu, applies a demographic
lens to the Australian Institute of Family Studies Caring for
Children after Separation data to investigate changes in the
residence arrangements of children. Looking at parents’
reports of where children were living at separation and at
the time of interview, this article explores the relevance of
age and gender of children and the repartnering of parents as
factors influencing residence choices. 

Also in this edition, Bruce Smyth comments on the call by
the Standing Committee to establish a Ministerial Task-
force charged with the responsibility for overhauling the
Child Support Scheme. He argues that the values underly-
ing the original establishment of the Scheme should be
borne in mind when making recommendations for change. 

Our two external contributors to this edition are both from
the United Kingdom, and both draw on recent qualitative
studies to explore issues relevant to the Inquiry. As with
most research in this area, the results of both studies
underline the complexity and diversity of dynamics in
post-separation family relationships. 

First, Marjorie Smith from the Thomas Coram Research
Unit, University of London, draws on a recent UK study to
discuss the relationships of children in stepfamilies with
their non-resident fathers and other family members. She
finds that children who are generally positive about their
relationship with one person are also likely to be positive
about relationships with others and that children who are
well adjusted and have a positive image of themselves tend
to form good relationships with those around them. 

The second external contributor to the debate, Neil Fergu-
son from Cardiff University, reflects on the Committee’s two
recommendations relating to the issue of child contact with
grandparents following parental separation. His qualitative
study highlights the impact of pre-separation grandparent-
grandchild relationships on post-separation relationships,
and suggests that reforms in this area should be mindful of
the need to balance the interests of all family members,
while prioritising the child’s best interests.

F amily law issues have always been high on the Institute’s
agenda of research priorities. We hope that the articles in
this edition of Family Matters serve to strengthen the

evidence base and inform the debate around the critical but
complex issues of how best to protect children’s interests 
following parental separation. 

C O N S I D E R I N G  T H E  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  O F  T H E  ” J O I N T  C U S T O D Y ” I N Q U I R Y



Most children live with their mothers after parental separation and little is known
about those who live with their fathers. Are they older? Are they boys? What proportion
move from living with one parent to the other, and who is more likely to do so? 

Children’s living arrangements
after parental separation

T R E N D S

living arrangements. For example, are
older children more likely to live with their fathers
than younger ones? Are boys more likely to live with
their fathers than girls? Are changes in living
arrangements more likely to occur for older than
younger children?  What happens when resident par-
ents find new partners? That is, how often does
repartnering result in children moving out? 

These questions are examined using the data
from the Caring For Children after Separation sur-
vey conducted by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies in August to October 2003.

Caring for Children after Separation survey
The Institute’s Caring for Children after Separation
survey involved telephone interviews with a national
random sample of 455 male and 572 female parents
who had at least one child under the age of 18 years
and who was not living with the other parent of that
child. Most of the parents had divorced (72 per cent),
23 per cent had been cohabiting, and 5 per cent had
never lived with the other parent. (See Smyth and
Weston in this issue for more details about the sam-
ple and response rate.) Note that mothers and fathers
in the sample were independent – that is, not previ-
ous partners of each other.

In the survey, respondents were asked about each
of their children’s place of residence at the time of
the interview, and immediately after parental sepa-
ration (or after birth for the small group who had
never lived with the child’s other parent). If a respon-
dent had children of different partners and had
separated from more than one of these partners, then
the residence questions focused on the children born
of the most recent former relationship. 

Because siblings do not necessarily live together
after parental separation, the analysis for this arti-
cle focuses mainly on the whereabouts of each
child, both upon separation and at the time of the
interview. This analysis focuses on 1774 children
aged under 18 at the time of interview. Information
was sought about these children’s living arrange-
ments at two time points – at separation (n=1774)
and at interview (n=1634; information for 140 chil-
dren was missing). 

It should be noted that there were some gender dif-
ferences in reporting children’s living arrangements

E ach year, nearly 50,000 children
under 18 years of age experience the divorce of
their parents. However, this figure fails to cap-

ture the number of children who experience
parental separation. Some married parents who
separate will not divorce for several years, if at all;
some will reconcile for a time, at least; and some
parents who separate will have been cohabiting
rather than married. Whatever the marital status
background, the way in which parenting arrange-
ments are managed is likely to have a critical
impact on children’s wellbeing.

Most children live with their mother after
parental separation or divorce, although estimates
of the exact proportion vary. According to a survey
conducted in 1997 by the Australian Bureau of Sta-
tistics (ABS 1998), 88 per cent of children under
the age of 18 who had a natural parent living else-
where were living with their mother. This survey
was based on the reports of resident parents only. 

These trends are consistent with the reports of
mothers, but not fathers, who participated in a
1997 survey of divorced parents conducted by the
Australian Institute of Family Studies. In this sur-
vey, 87 per cent of the mothers reported that their
children were living with them, whereas only 73
per cent of the fathers reported that their children
were living with their former wife (Smyth, Sheehan
and Fehlberg 2001). 

In the Institute’s 1997 survey, Smyth et al.
(2001) found that the children’s living arrange-
ments tended to be stable over the five years since
the parents separated. Only 20 per cent of mothers
and 23 per cent of fathers reported that children’s
living arrangements at the time of interview differed
from those in place at the time of separation (on
average, some five years earlier). The reports of
both mothers and fathers suggested that it was the
mother who was the more influential in shaping
decisions on children’s living arrangements. Thus,
it is not surprising that fathers were much more
likely than mothers to express a desire for change in
existing arrangements. 

Nevertheless, some children live with their father
after parental separation or divorce and others may
spend substantial time with each parent (ABS 1998;
Smyth et al. 2001). Little is known in Australia about
the nature of other factors associated with children’s

L I X I A  Q U
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Children aged under 18 years: current living 
arrangement by age

Table 1

after separation. According to fathers’ reporting, for
example, 22 per cent of children were living with
them at the time of interview. Mothers reported that
8 per cent were living with their fathers. It is unclear
whether this disparity was due to sample selection
(for example, resident parents may have been more
likely to agree to participate in the survey than non-
resident parents), or due to the parental perception
on children’s living arrangement (for example, par-
ents may have exaggerated how much time the child
was with them). 

Nevertheless, the general patterns on children’s
living arrangements discussed below were similar
by mother report and father report. Thus in the fol-
lowing analysis, living arrangements of children
reported by mothers and fathers were combined.

Living arrangements of children
In line with previous research, the Caring for Chil-
dren after Separation survey suggested that the
vast majority of children aged under 18 years lived
with their mother at the time of interview (about 79
per cent). Fourteen per cent of children lived with
their father. Only 5 per cent of children spent about
equal time with each parent. Other arrangements
such as living with grandparents or other relatives
or living independently applied to less than one per
cent of the children. 

The tendency to live with mothers was a little
stronger at the time of separation than at the time
of interview: at separation, 87 per cent of the chil-
dren lived with their mothers (compared with 79
per cent at interview), 10 per cent lived with their
fathers (14 per cent at interview), and less than 3
per cent spent about equal time with each parent (5
per cent at interview). 

While most children lived with their mother, the
children’s age appeared to play a significant role in
shaping alternative arrangements. As Table 1 shows,
the proportion who lived with fathers at the time of
the interview increased with the children’s age. For
example, 22 per cent of children aged 15–17 lived
with their father, while only 9 per cent of children
aged under five years did so. In addition, 4 per cent of
children aged 15–17 lived independently. 

Children’s gender appears to have little if anything
to do with decisions about whether they live with
their father or mother (or whether they live inde-
pendently as teenagers). Among children aged 12 to
17 years, boys were slightly more likely to live with
their fathers compared with girls (21 per cent com-
pared with 15 per cent), although the difference is
not statistically significant. For younger children, the
proportion living with their father was 12 per cent
and 11 per cent for boys and girls respectively.

As noted above, siblings within a family do not
always have the same living arrangements. Nine-
teen per cent of mothers and 27 per cent of fathers
with two or more children in the survey reported

0-4 5-11 12-14 15-17
(%) (%) (%) (%)

With mother 85.7 81.3 79.3 68.1
With father 8.8 12.3 14.3 21.7
About equal time with both parents 3.2 5.8 6.1 4.6
With relative including grandparents 0.8 0.3 0 1.3
Independently 0 0 0 3.8
Other 1.6 0.4 0.3 0.5
Total 100 100 100 100
Number of children 251 759 391 373
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The notion of shared care has attracted a great deal of attention recently. However, children are more likely to spend
time living with their father than to be in a “shared care” arrangement.
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Children's living arrangements at the time of 
separation and interview 

residence. However, these differences become non-
significant after controlling for children’s age. 

This survey also suggests that re-partnering by
resident parents operates as a trigger for some chil-
dren to move out to alternative arrangements. Of
children who lived with mothers soon after the sep-
aration, 13 per cent of those whose mothers had
repartnered had moved out, compared with only 6
per cent of those whose mothers had remained sin-
gle. Similar patterns occurred for children who
lived with their father soon after separation: 21 per
cent of those whose fathers had repartnered had
moved out compared with 10 per cent of those
whose fathers remained single. Application of mul-
tivariate analysis suggested that these results could
not be explained in terms of differences between
these groups in length of time since separation or
age of the children.

While more children lived with their father at the
time of interview than at the time of separation,
Table 2 also suggests that a change in residence was
more likely to be experienced by the children who
lived with their father rather than mother soon after
parental separation. Most commonly, the change
involved moving to live with the other parent (apply-
ing to 15 per cent of those who lived with their father
upon separation and only 5 per cent of those who
lived with their mother upon separation). 

Summary
The process of relationship breakdown can be the
most painful experience encountered in life. Any
dreams of working together to raise a happy and
healthy family, and of growing old together as a cou-
ple, are dashed – and in their place, there is often
much hurt, bitterness, and resentment, particularly
for a partner who did not want the separation
(Weston 1986). The distress experienced by separat-
ing couples is often exacerbated not only by the need
to make decisions about “who gets what” in terms of
property, but most particularly by parenting issues –
who the children should live with, how much contact
the non-resident parent should have, how to cope
with any lost opportunity of being part of the chil-
dren’s everyday lives and of watching them grow up
day-by-day, and how to handle the children’s distress
at a time that is marked by so much personal turmoil
for the parents themselves.

Thus, making arrangements for the children rep-
resents one of the key challenging issues facing
parents who undergo separation. While this chal-
lenge can be extremely difficult for parents, it is
also central to the children’s wellbeing. Issues about
children’s residential arrangements, contact with
their non-resident parent, and child support are at
the heart of these parenting arrangements. How-
ever, arrangements that are in children’s best
interests may change as children grow older and as
their parents follow different pathways.

In the Caring for Children after Separation
survey, the residential arrangements set in place at
the time of separation tended to be the same as
those at the time of interview. At both periods, the
majority of children lived with their mother and
only a small proportion of children lived with their

that their children have had different living
arrangements after separation. In most cases, these
children were split between parents. 

Changes in residence
Consistent with the earlier research noted above,
the Caring for Children after Separation survey
suggests considerable stability in children’s living
arrangements. However, it is important to point out
that there were data on the whereabouts of the 
children at only two points in time (upon separa-
tion and at the time of the survey). Thus the level of
stability in arrangements is likely to be somewhat
overstated. For simplicity, it is assumed in the 
following discussion that changes in residence
occurred only for those who had different living
arrangements over the two time points examined. 

Only 10 per cent of the children were reported to
have changed residence – that is, they lived in dif-
ferent households at the time of separation and at
the time of the parental interview. (The percentage
is slightly higher –12 per cent – if children whose
parents had separated for no more than one year
are excluded.) 

Changes in residence were the most likely to
have occurred for those aged 15–17 years at the
time of parental interview than for younger chil-
dren. For example, 21 per cent of children aged
15–17 had different residence at the time of inter-
view than at separation, compared with only 8 to 10
per cent of children aged 5–11 and 12–14. Although
the possible length of time since parental separation
was shorter for younger than older children, these
results continued to hold when differences in the
duration of separation were controlled. In other
words, the tendency for older than younger chil-
dren to experience a change in residence could not
be explained in terms of differences in the duration
of their parents’ separation. 

Nevertheless, the longer the time since parental
separation, the greater are the opportunities for a
change in residence. Seven per cent of children
whose parents had separated for two to three years
had changed their residence compared with 13 per
cent of children with parents who had been sepa-
rated for a longer period of time. The time since
parental separation beyond three years does not
appear to affect numbers experiencing a change in

Table 2

Upon separation

Arrangements at interview Living with mother Living with father
compared with separation (%) (%)
The same 91.7 83.4
Different 8.3 16.5
Total 100 100

Where change has occurred
Moved to the other parent 4.9 14.7
About equal time with both parents 1.5 1.8
Other 1.9 0
Total 8.3 16.5
Number of children 1417 163
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father. Several factors appeared to be related to 
the living arrangements of children. First, older
children were more likely to live with their father
than younger children. This is not surprising, given
the greater dependency of young children on their
primary care giver, the associated high level of car-
ing responsibilities carried by this parent, and the
fact that it is almost always mothers who assume
most of these responsibilities prior to any separa-
tion. While social norms still favour children living
with their mother after separation (Pryor and
Rodgers 2001), this may be more so for younger
than older children. 

A change in residence is also more likely to be
experienced by older children. In particular, chil-
dren are more likely to move out to alternative
arrangements where a resident parent repartners.
This highlights the dynamic and complex nature of
stepfamily relationships and processes. It is also
consistent with prior research findings that chil-
dren in stepfamilies tend to leave home at younger
ages than children who live with both parents (see
Coleman, Ganong and Fine 2000). 

While overseas research suggests that fathers are
more likely to spend time with children in all-boy
households than in all-girl or boy-girl households
(Cooksey and Fondell 1996) and that fathers are
more likely to gain “custody” of boys (see Pryor and
Rodgers 2001), the boys in this study do not appear
to be significantly more likely to live with their
father than girls.

While only a small proportion of children
appeared to have changed residence between the
time of parental separation and the survey, it 
should be noted that the Caring for Children after
Separation survey did not capture all changes
between the two points of time. Thus, it is likely to

understate the extent of residential changes that
children experience after separation. 

Governments in the western world are confronted
by the challenge of how to foster the continuing
involvement of both parents in children’s lives after
separation. Despite a groundswell of support for
fathers’ active involvement in children’s lives beyond
their traditional role as an economic provider, chil-
dren are still most likely to reside with their mother
after parental separation. While the notion of shared
care arrangements has attracted a great deal of atten-
tion recently, this analysis shows that currently
children are more likely to spend time living with
their father than to be in a “shared care” arrange-
ment. Thus, it is important that the needs of children
who live with their fathers as well as the needs of res-
ident fathers and non-resident mothers are not
overlooked in research and policy. 
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capacity as breadwinners (Mason 1994). The pen-
dulum then shifted from a paternal to a maternal
presumption because of mothers’ primary role as
nurterers; and then to “the best interests of the
child” imperative which typically maintained moth-
ers as primary carers (Mason 1994). 

But increasingly a number of questions sur-
rounding children’s best interests are being raised.
What are children’s “best interests”, and who can
determine them? How should children’s best inter-
ests be assessed, and aren’t children’s and their
parents’ interests inextricably linked? While recent
research suggests that many separated fathers and
mothers would like more father–child contact
(Parkinson and Smyth, forthcoming), whether this
extends to a general desire among separated par-
ents for 50/50 care is an important piece of missing
information in the current policy context. 

Indeed, 50/50 care may be perceived by many to
be the “Rolls-Royce” model of post-separation 
parenting. It seems fair and simple. Those in favour
of shared care focus on the benefits for children of
maintaining a close relationship with both parents,
while those opposed to it emphasise children’s need
for stability and the potential harm for children of
being exposed to ongoing high levels of parental
conflict, neglect or mental health problems
(Bauserman 2002; Brotsky et al. 1991). 

But what do separated and divorced parents
themselves think about “equal-time” parenting?
What factors might influence their attitudes? This
paper explores these questions by analysing data

side from stimulating much needed
debate about the potentialities and prac-
ticalities of equal-time parenting, the
recent parliamentary inquiry into “joint
custody” (see Caruana in this issue) has

brought into sharp focus just how little is known
about separated parents who opt for 50/50 care,
the reasons they do so (and why others do not),
and what separated parents and children think
about this arrangement. The various positions of
different advocacy groups on the issue of 50/50
care feature prominently in the media (for exam-
ple, Swinbourne 2003; Williams 2003) and are
typically split along gender lines, with fathers
groups in strong support of the idea. Yet the extent
to which these opposing views mirror those of sep-
arated mothers and fathers is unclear. 

With less than 6 per cent of separated parents 
in Australia exercising shared care, the lack of infor-
mation is not surprising. While recent Australian
research suggests that achieving a high level of
shared parenting post-divorce is demanding and
may be available to only a small, select group 
of families (Smyth, Caruana and Ferro 2003),
debate about the merits or otherwise of equal-time
parenting is likely to continue – especially in the
light of a rapidly growing “responsible fatherhood”
movement, as documented by Mincy and Pound
(2002) and Flood (2003).

Sharing the care of children after divorce is a
relatively new idea. A century or so ago, children
were “father’s property” after divorce given men’s

AA

The idea that children of separated parents should spend equal time with each parent has

generated much debate both in Australia and overseas. But what do separated and divorced

parents themselves think about “equal-time” parenting? This article makes use of recent

data from the Institute’s Caring for Children after Separation Project to answer this question.
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contact with unlisted numbers. The proportion of
unlisted numbers has increased markedly in recent
years, adding bias to samples drawn from electronic
telephone databases. 

To obtain the target sample, more than 163,000
telephone calls were made around Australia. Of
these calls, 46 per cent (74,618) of households were
not contactable (primarily because of no reply or
because the number had been disconnected or was
connected to a business). Of the households known
to contain a person who met the sample selection
criteria, around 35 per cent of respondents agreed
to participate in the interview. 

This analysis focuses on 1027 parents (56 per
cent women; 44 per cent men) who had either
separated or divorced (or had never lived with the
other parent of their child) and who had at least
one child under the age of 18 years. The majority
had been married to the child’s other parent 

collected late in 2003 for the Insti-
tute’s Caring for Children after
Separation Project. 

Attitudes to 50/50 shared par-
enting are of interest not only as a
window into current social values
but also because laws applying to
parenting require reasonably
wide acceptance for their compli-
ance and success. Providing a
national benchmark on these atti-
tudes is likely to contribute to
informed debate on the issue of
shared care. Such debate is important because the
current and future wellbeing of children remains
closely tied to the ability of parents to develop non-
conflicted, healthy patterns of parenting. It is
important to get the views of those who are closest
to this issue since it is they who are most likely to
understand the myriad of implications of exercising
50/50 care in the context of their own particular cir-
cumstances and the needs of their children.

Caring for Children after Separation Project 
The survey was conducted by the Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies in September 2003. The
sample was obtained through random digit dialling,
and was stratified by gender and geographical loca-
tion from the population of Australian households
with landline telephones. Random digit dialling has
a number of benefits, including the ability to make
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five categories were collapsed into three in this
paper: agree, disagree, and mixed feelings.

Methodological issues
Five methodological issues warrant mention. First,
the question on 50/50 care was asked at the start of
the interview in an attempt to capture respondents’
interest in the survey and to ensure that the question
was answered by respondents who might end the
interview prematurely. However, its early placement
means that answers represent initial reactions only.
Many respondents may have had little (if any) idea of
what “equal time” parenting might mean at a practi-
cal level, and not had time to think this through.

Second, each respondent was a former partner
from a former relationship (committed or other-
wise). In no instance were both ex-partners
interviewed. This means that differential reporting
and any sample biases cannot be distinguished. Dif-
ferential reporting by men and women is a common
feature of research of this nature, while the sensitive
nature of surveys of relationship breakdown may be
off-putting to certain types of respondents (such as
those who do not see their children or who do not
provide financial support for them).

Third, since not everyone is accessible by tele-
phone, the omission of certain groups of people in
the population not available through telephone

surveys sets limits on the generalisations
that can be made from the data to the Aus-
tralian population at large. While random
digit dialling overcomes a number of sampling
issues (such as  accessing parents who have
unlisted numbers because of the experience

of abuse, and accessing parents who have
recently moved residence and whose tele-
phone numbers have not yet been listed),
certain groups are nonetheless often system-
atically excluded, including the very poor,
those with only mobile telephone numbers

(which may include some non-resident parents
who are highly mobile), and those who have hear-
ing or English language difficulties (Bennett and
Steel 1999). 

Fourth, some groups (for example, non-resi-
dent mothers) in the following analysis are small
in size, and the interpretation of results for these
groups should be treated with caution.

Fifth, it should be borne in mind that the data
presented in this paper are separated parents’ views

(72 per cent); 23 per cent had been living in a de
facto relationship with the other parent; 5 per cent
had never lived with the other parent. Parents who
had lived with the other parent had been sepa-
rated for an average of five years, with almost 20
per cent having separated for 12 months or less.
Women ranged in age from 19 to 56 years (median
age=38 years); men’s ages ranged from 18 to 74
years (with 95 per cent being no more than 55
years old; median age=42 years). 

The vast majority of mothers and fathers were
resident and non-resident parents respectively
(86 per cent of mothers and 86 per cent of
fathers). The next largest groups were resident
fathers (17 per cent) and non-resident mothers
(12 per cent). Around 6–7 per cent of mothers and
fathers reported “split” arrangements (that is,
each parent had at least one child of the former
relationship in their care). Another 7 per cent of
fathers (n=33) but only 3 per cent of mothers
(n=15) indicated that the children lived with them
around half the time (“co-parents”).

The survey sought information on a range of
issues, including respondents’ parenting arrange-
ments (including residence, contact and child
support), decision-making responsibilities, wellbe-
ing, and demographic circumstances. Following 
a short screening interview, respondents were asked:

“As you may know, the government is look-
ing into the idea that if parents separate,
children should spend equal time with each
parent. That is, children would have two
homes and would move between each. Do
you agree or disagree with this idea?”

Five response options were offered: “Strongly
agree”, “Agree”, “Mixed feelings”, “Disagree” or
“Strongly disagree”. For conceptual clarity, these

Many fathers may feel that they have

little opportunity to play an active

role in their children’s lives 

following parental separation,

and that equal-time parenting 

is a symbolic starting point for

encouraging a parenting agreement.
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of 50/50 care. Little is known in Australia about
children’s views. While some interesting work is
underway (for example, Parkinson, Cashmore and
Single, forthcoming), information from children of
divorce represents a crucial gap in our knowledge
(Butler et al. 2003; Maclean 2003; Mason 1999;
Smart, Neale and Wade 2001; Taylor 1999). Seeking
children’s views can also be a powerful way of call-
ing parents back to reality (McIntosh et al. 2004;
Wallerstein and Blakeslee 2003). 

Who is in favour of 50/50 care?
In the following analysis, we examine the impor-
tance of gender in predicting attitudes, and ways in
which attitudes vary according to fathers’ and
mothers’ residence type. We then examine the
extent to which attitudes to 50/50 care vary accord-
ing to other personal views and circumstances of
respondents in the two largest groups: resident
mothers and non-resident fathers.

Gender and residence
Attitudes to “equal-time” parenting varied markedly
according to parents’ gender and their resident sta-
tus. Two-thirds of fathers (69 per cent) and only
one-third of mothers (31 per cent) agreed with the
notion of “equal time” parenting after parental 
separation, with fathers in each residential arrange-
ment group (as set out below) being more inclined
than their female counterparts to agree with the
notion of shared care.

Figure 1 sets out the percentages of men and
women in the different residence types who agreed,
disagreed or expressed mixed feelings about
notions of “equal time” parenting. The mothers
with shared care arrangements are not represented
given that that there were so few of them. 

The notion of 50/50 care was endorsed by 41 per
cent of resident fathers and 27 per cent of resident
mothers; by 74 per cent of non-resident fathers and
60 per cent of non-resident mothers; and by 77 per
cent of fathers and 48 per cent of mothers with
“split” arrangements. And while 91 per cent of
fathers with shared care arrangements endorsed the
notion of shared care arrangements, 9 of the 15
mothers with such arrangements provided such sup-
port (not shown in Figure 1). The most pronounced
gender difference emerged for split arrangements,
with fathers far more in favour of shared care than
mothers (77 per cent compared with 48 per cent). 

Although mothers in each residence type tended
to be less inclined than their male counterparts to
support the notion of shared parenting, respondents’
views were also linked with residence status. As
indicated above, 50/50 care was favoured by most
co-parents (both men and the small group of
women) as well as non-resident parents, and only a
minority of resident parents – regardless of gender. 

In sum, attitudes to 50/50 care were linked to
both respondents’ gender and their residence status.
This pattern of care was supported more by fathers
than by mothers in each residence type, and more
by co-parents and non-resident parents than by res-
ident parents. However, where children were split
across households, attitudes appeared to vary pri-
marily along gender lines. It is noteworthy that the
views of the two largest groups – non-resident
fathers and resident mothers – diverged consider-
ably. Resident mothers were the least likely of all
groups to support the idea of 50/50 care.

Other factors
Attitudes to 50/50 care are also likely to vary by fac-
tors other than parents’ gender and residence status.
We thus examined a number of other potential 
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been particularly sensitive to the dependency of
young children on them when evaluating the general
principle of shared care.

Table 1 lists other socio-demographic factors that
were significantly related to attitudes towards
shared care for one or both of the groups. Some of
these factors are self-evident, while others require
some explanation. 

For resident mothers, the principle of 50/50 care
was particularly likely to be rejected by those who
had new children (that is, born of a new relation-
ship). These trends are understandable. Mothers
with new young children may consider these chil-
dren’s needs first, and reject the complications that
may accompany 50/50 care of their other children. 

The principle of 50/50 was also likely to be
rejected by those who reported a great deal of 
current conflict with their former partner. Such 
an arrangement is likely to be difficult to manage
in high conflict situations and may exacerbate
existing conflict given the many logistical 
challenges that confront co-parents. High levels 
of conflict may also arise from some mothers’
desire to restrict contact. Such mothers would
also be particularly likely to oppose a 50/50 type
arrangement.

factors, most of which fell into two broad clusters:
socio-demographic circumstances (such as age of
youngest child, personal income, education and
employment status), and parents’ views on other
issues related to post-separation parenting. Given
the need for large numbers in order to make valid
inferences, we focus on the two most common
groups of parents – resident mothers (n=482) and
non-resident fathers (n=310). 

For resident mothers, but not non-resident
fathers, attitudes to shared care varied significantly
with age of youngest child: mothers with children
under six years old were more likely than other

mothers to reject the
notion of 50/50 care.
(Other inter-related tem-
poral factors such as age
of the respondent and
time since separation
also varied with attitudes
in ways consistent with
the pattern that emerged
for  age  of  youngest
child.) Mothers with
younger children in
their care may have

Attitudes towards 50/50 care: Reports of resident mothers and non-resident fathersTable 1

Resident mothers (n=482) Non-resident fathers (n=310)

Attitudes to 50/50 care Attitudes to 50/50 care

Agree Mixed Disagree Total p Agree Mixed Disagree Total p
% % % % (n) % % % % (n)

Location # *
City 31 19 50 100 (285) 69 14 17 100 (188)
Country 22 25 53 100 (195) 80 13 7 100 (122)
Education *
No degree 28 22 51 100 (382) 75 12 14 100 (260)
Degree(s) 24 19 57 100   (95) 65 25 10 100   (48)
Age of youngest childa

*
< 6 years 24 17 60 100 (139) 71 13 16 100   (76)
6+ yrs 29 23 48 100 (343) 74 14 12 100 (234)
Has a child born of *
a new relationship

Yes 12 19 70 100   (43) 78 11 11 100   (37)
No 30 21 50 100 (439) 73 14 13 100 (273)
Conflict with other *
parent

High 18 25 57 100 (122) 77 13 9 100   (97)
Low 33 21 46 100 (292) 72 13 14 100 (174)

Legal process in relation # *
to children’s matters
Court 18 29 53 100   (72) 82 15 3 100   (88)
No court 29 20 51 100 (410) 70 13 17 100 (222)
Notes: # p<.10; * p<.05; ** p<.01; 
a t-test of mean age of youngest biological child of target union was used.
Source: Caring for Children after Separation, Australian institute of family Studies 2003.

For resident mothers, children’s ages seemed a critical factor – 

perhaps reflecting mothers’ sensitivity to the dependency 

and stability needs of very young children in their care.
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Attitudes towards 50/50 care by satisfaction with, and attitudes to, father–child contact: Reports of resident 
mothers and non-resident fathers

While most non-resident fathers agreed with the
notion of 50/50 care, support was stronger among
rural than urban dwellers, among fathers without
(rather than with) tertiary degree qualifications,
and among those whose parenting arrangements
required some court involvement. While no obvious
explanations suggest themselves in relation to the
first two of these patterns, issues surrounding con-
tact would have been a common reason for the use
of formal legal processes. That is, we would expect
fathers who want greater time with their children to
be over-represented among those who pursue such
processes. The flip side of this pattern of results
might be expected to apply to resident mothers
(with those with court involvement being less likely
than other mothers to accept the principle of 50/50
care), and while the percentages shown are consis-
tent with this expectation, the results were not
statistically significant. 

Table 2 shows the extent to which attitudes to
50/50 care corresponded with five other views 
concerning post-separation parenting (three tapped
satisfaction with the decision making processes
about contact and the way it was working, and two
tapped attitudes about the relationships between
contact and child support payments). 

For fathers, attitudes to 50/50 care varied sig-
nificantly with each of the three satisfaction

measures: compared with other fathers, support
for 50/50 care was greater among those who were
dissatisfied with how contact was decided, the
amount of father–child contact occurring, and
how well the contact arrangements were working
for them. These issues are obviously inter-related.
However, for resident mothers, satisfaction with
the amount of contact was the only one of these
three domains linked with their views about 50/50
care. Like non-resident fathers, resident mothers
who were unhappy with father–child contact were
more likely to be in favour of 50/50 care. Never-
theless, regardless of how they viewed current
levels of parent–child contact, support for 50/50
care applied to only a minority of the mothers.

The two questions tapping parents’ views about
whether child support and contact should be linked
were: should those who do not pay child support be
allowed to see their children?; and should those who
are prevented from seeing their children have to pay
child support? (It is noteworthy that most fathers,
and only a minority of mothers, felt that contact and
child support should be linked. It is possible that this
pattern of results is influenced by question order.)

The pattern of results on both issues was 
consistent for resident mothers. Mothers who
believed that non-payment of child support should
result in contact being withheld were more

Table 2

Resident mothers (n=482) Non-resident fathers (n=310)

Attitudes to 50/50 care Attitudes to 50/50 care

Agree Mixed Disagree Total p Agree Mixed Disagree Total p
% % % % (n) % % % % (n)

Satisfaction with how *contact decideda

Satisfied 28 20 52 100 (277) 67 14 19 100 (108)
Dissatisfied 29 24 47 100   (34) 80 11 8 100 (107)
Satisfaction with * ***
amount of contactb

Satisfied 23 20 57 100 (215) 63 13 24 100 (103)
Dissatisfied 36 20 44 100 (126) 79 15 6 100 (136)

How contact arrangements *
are working for respondentc

Really well / Fairly well 27 23 51 100 (336) 68 15 17 100 (152)
Not so well / Badly 34 21 45 100   (82) 83 11 7 100 (124)
If child support isn’t paid, **
contact shouldn’t occurd 

Agree 17 20 63 100 (141) 71 14 15 100 (101)
Mixed 26 24 29 100   (58) 81 6 14 100   (36)
Disagree 33 22 45 100 (276) 73 15 12 100 (167)

If contact is obstructed, child *
support should not be paide

Agree 35 15 50 100 (157) 72 13 15 100 (170)
Mixed 17 26 57 100   (88) 78 10 13 100   (40)
Disagree 26 24 50 100 (229) 73 17 10 100   (97)

Notes:
a “Overall, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the way decisions are made about the children?”
b “Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the amount of contact (you/name of target partner) (have/has) with [youngest target child’s name] during the year?”
c “How (is the current situation in relation to contact/are the current (contact/shared parenting) arrangements) working for you?
d “Parents who can afford to pay child support but don’t, should not be allowed to see their children?”
e “Parents who are prevented from seeing their children should not have to pay child support?”
Source: Caring for Children after Separation, Australian Institute of Family Studies 2003.
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amount of contact that was occurring, and how the
contact arrangements were working for them. 

Gendered agendas?
Why might gender be the key predictor of atti-
tudes to 50/50 care? Is it because mothers
perceive shared care to be too disruptive to chil-
dren? Are mothers more inclined than fathers to
believe that children are typically best raised by
mothers given that it is mothers who still do the
bulk of raising children? Is it because fathers
believe that more time leads to better outcomes
for children, and that 50/50 care is thus the best
and fairest arrangement in this respect? Or is it
that fathers feel that they are at a disadvantage
when trying to negotiate an active role in their
children’s lives after relationship breakdown? 

Rather than focus on gender politics or view the
marked gender disparity in attitudes as yet another
example of the “custody wars” (see Mason 1999),
we interpret the data in the context of the changing
nature of parenting and modern family life. 

Specifically, the marked rise in the proportions
of married or partnered mothers in paid work –
and thus the increased tendency for couples to
share in the important family role of breadwin-
ning – has contributed to a fundamental shift in
conceptualisations of fatherhood (Mincy and
Pound 2002), and a related increase in so-called
“gender equity” attitudes (de Vaus 1997).

But while men and women tend to believe 
that both parents and couples should share
equally in the everyday care of children if they are
both in full-time paid work, mutually reinforcing
customs, practices, and behaviour necessarily lag.
Thus mothers are still doing the lion’s share of
nurturing children, although fathers of young chil-
dren today are doing more in this area than was
the case for their own fathers (Craig 1999; Fuligni
and Brooks-Gunn 2004; Pleck 1997). 

It is perhaps from the vantage of being the 
primary carers of young children, and as a conse-
quence being especially sensitive to children’s needs,
that mothers are more likely than fathers to oppose
the idea of 50/50 care. They may perceive shared
care to be too disruptive to children. On this issue, it
is noteworthy that mothers’ views about 50/50 care
seemed be influenced by their own children’s ages
and stages, and the level of inter-parental conflict. 

For most fathers, the disconnection from their
children that relationship breakdown often brings
may be a central factor explaining the appeal of
50/50. Indeed fathers’ attitudes appeared to be
tied in with their dissatisfaction with contact and
with the decision-making processes that occurred
in relation to contact. The strong desire by fathers
for 50/50 care may reflect what Walker (2003:
403) calls a “radiating message”. In this context,
the message would be something like “I want to be
more involved in my children’s lives”, and may
well be a reaction to the apparent shallowness of
every-other-weekend contact schedules that have
arisen from traditional (maternal) sole custody
models of post-separation parenting. 

Many fathers may feel that they have little oppor-
tunity to play an active role in their children’s lives

inclined than other mothers to oppose the notion
of 50/50 care. On the other hand, a disproportion-
ate number of mothers who endorsed 50/50 care
believed that non-resident parents should not be
required to support their children financially if
contact is prevented. In other words, 50/50 care
was more popular among mothers who valued
father–child contact for its own sake than among
other mothers. By contrast, fathers’ views of any
linking of contact and child support were unre-
lated to their attitudes to 50/50 care.

Several factors that we expected to be statisti-
cally related to attitudes to 50/50 care were not.
These factors included distance between parents’
households, the amount of father–child contact,
the type of contact (for example, daytime-only
contact versus sleepovers), the amount of child
support being paid, personal or household income,
level of education, concern about violence or chil-
dren’s safety, re-partnering status (respondent or
former partner), and housing tenure. It is unclear
to what extent this lack of association arises from
the general nature of the questions rather than
being specific to respondents’ own circumstances.

Discussion
Considerable diversity of views exists in relation to
the notion of 50/50 care among separated and
divorced parents. The level of debate on this issue is
thus not surprising. The views of separated parents
vary markedly along gender and residence status
lines. Our data suggest that most separated fathers
like the idea of equal-time parenting whereas most
separated mothers do not; most parents with it, like
it (although there were few co-parent mothers
reporting on this); most non-resident parents are in
favour of 50/50 care whereas most resident parents
are not; and the small group of fathers and mothers
with split care (where at least one child lives with
each parent) differ markedly in their views. For
each of these residence types, fathers were more
likely than mothers in the same residence type to
be in favour of 50/50 care.

No clear and simple pattern emerged in relation to
other socio-demographic factors. For resident moth-
ers, children’s ages seemed a critical factor – perhaps
reflecting mothers’ sensitivity to the dependency
and stability needs of very young children in their
care. Resident mothers’ attitudes towards 50/50 care
also varied according to the level of current co-
parental conflict they experienced and according to
their satisfaction with  current contact arrange-
ments. Finally, mothers’ attitudes towards 50/50 care
were consistent with their views on whether or not
contact and child support should be linked: those
who were not in favour of a link between contact and
child support  were more likely than other mothers
to support 50/50 care arrangements. 

Unlike resident mothers, non-resident fathers
tended to support the notion of 50/50 care regard-
less of any perceived nexus between contact and
child support. Although the vast majority of non-
resident fathers favoured 50/50 care, this was
particularly the case for fathers who were dissatis-
fied with the way in which contact was decided, the
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following parental separation, and that equal-time
parenting would be “a symbolic starting point for
encouraging a parenting agreement that fosters
clear expectations of high levels of continued
parental involvement and responsibility for chil-
dren by both parents that are in their children’s
best interests” (AIFS 2003: 3). All this would be
reinforced by the above noted societal changes in
attitudes about gender roles.

The often interlocking nature of gender and res-
ident status means that the vast majority of men

live apart from their children for much of the time,
and therefore many want (or appreciate having)
more time with their children. By contrast, most
of those who have the children in their care for the
majority of the time – mainly mothers – see things
differently. Of course, the apparent simplicity of
such gendered attitudinal data in relation to 50/50
care belies the complexity of balancing children’s
and parents’ interests and needs. Children’s voices
are needed on this issue, and are likely to add to its
complexity.
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F A M I L Y  L A W

instead on measures that
will foster the continued involvement of both par-
ents in their children’s lives. 

However, in an attempt to change what became
characterised during  the life of the inquiry as 
the culture of the “80/20 parenting time split”, a
number of measures have been proposed to ensure
that professionals working in the field encourage
parents, in the first instance, to consider an
arrangement where parenting time is substantially
shared (Recommendation 5).

Presumption of equal responsibility
As mentioned above, the Committee has recom-
mended that a legal presumption of joint or shared
“parental responsibility” become part of Australian
family law. “Shared parental responsibility”, as
defined in the report, requires parents to consult with
one another before making major decisions regarding
the children (that is, generally relating to, but not
confined to, the big issues of health, religion and edu-
cation – the domain of what was previously known as
“guardianship”). The presumption that parents make
these decisions in consultation with each other would
not apply where there is evidence of “entrenched
conflict, family violence, substance abuse, or estab-
lished child abuse” (Recommendation 2).

This proposal goes beyond the package of reforms
introduced in 1995 to encourage shared parenting.
The 1995 amendments were claimed at the time to
have introduced an implied presumption that
parental responsibility be shared (Duncan 1995). By
characterising ongoing parental involvement as the
right of the child, by restating the position that at the
time of separation, parents have equal responsibility
for and authority over their children, and by encour-
aging parents to exercise this authority cooperatively,
the Family Law Act clearly seeks to promote more
equal parental involvement after separation. How-
ever, in application, the amendments have been
viewed more conservatively than government
intended.2 And unlike the old “joint guardianship”
orders, “parental responsibility” as currently defined
in the Act can be exercised by one parent independ-
ently of the other, a situation that is hardly conducive
to cooperative parenting. 

The Committee suggests that more radical reform
is required to break the “sole custody” mindset said

T he report of the parlia-
mentary inquiry into “child custody arrangements

in the event of family separation” was released, as
scheduled, on 29 December 2003.1 It contains pro-
posals for far-reaching reform of laws relating to
family breakdown and of the family law system that
administers them. 

For many who have followed the debate, the pri-
mary issue to be considered by the Family and
Community Affairs Committee was whether there
should be imported into Australian law a legal 
presumption of joint “custody”. Under such a
proposition, where separating couples cannot agree
on questions of residence and contact, it would be
presumed at the outset that their children spend
equal time with each parent, unless evidence is
adduced to rebut the presumption. 

The Committee has stopped short of endorsing
the proposal for equal parenting time and has
instead recommended that a legal presumption of
“shared parental responsibility”, or mutual involve-
ment in decisions concerning the children, be
incorporated into the Family Law Act. 

Other recommendations of significance include
the creation of an investigatory tribunal to take
over much of the role of the Family Court, the
establishment of a network of shop-front family law
centres as the first entry point into the family law
system, a change in the legal terminology relating to
children, and a review of the child support scheme.
A summary of these and other findings of interest is
outlined below.

Presumption of equal time
The Committee clearly saw an arrangement where
children spend near equal time with each parent as
the preferred starting point in negotiations between
parents. However, they recognised the risk of legislat-
ing for the ideal and “forcing this outcome in
potentially inappropriate circumstances” (Common-
wealth of Australia 2003: 30). In so doing they noted
the importance of issues such as family violence, the
variability of circumstances affecting families, practi-
cal obstacles (such as financial and work constraints),
and the weight of professional opinion on the impor-
tance of stability for children. 

They concluded that the debate needs to shift
from an emphasis on time allocation to focus

C AT H E R I N E  C A R UA N A

After six months of inquiry, the House of Representatives Family and Community Affairs Standing
Committee has released its report on child custody arrangements following separation. While stopping
short of endorsing contentious measures to mandate shared care of children, the recommendations
include a call for radical restructuring of the family law system.

Legislating for shared parenting 
The “joint custody” inquiry makes recommendations for change 
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to persist in the family law system3 and that mandat-
ing consultative parenting is the best place to start.
However, a requirement to consult will not of itself
guarantee agreement. Parents who don’t get on but
whose conflict does not manifest in violence and
abuse can nonetheless have an impaired ability to
parent co operatively. The introduction of a pre-
sumption, especially a narrowly defined one, may
restrict judicial discretion and impact on a judge’s
ability to make orders that are “in the best interests”
of the child. If the Committee’s proposal is adopted,
the rebuttable circumstances may need to be more
broadly cast than those envisaged by the Committee
to ensure that, as far as possible, orders are not made
that place children in the crossfire of any ongoing
conflict between parents.

As part of this proposal, the report also recom-
mends a change of language to remove the labels
associated with differing allocations of time with chil-
dren by collapsing “residence” and “contact” into the
term “parenting time” (Recommendation 4). This
follows on the heels of the 1996 reforms which
replaced the proprietary “custody” and “access” with
the more neutral terms of “residence” and “contact”.

Support and diversionary services
The report recommends increased funding to the
broad range of family relationship services (Recom-
mendation 10) and the expansion of a number of
existing services including the contact orders pro-
gram and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
family consultant program (currently operating in the

Northern Territory and Queensland). The Committee
also stressed the importance of promoting services
that have a preventative focus, such as relationship
counselling and parent support. 

Changes to the system: a Family Tribunal?
As foreshadowed in the previous edition of Family
Matters (Caruana 2003), the Committee has rec-
ommended that a Families Tribunal, with the power
to make decisions relating to parenting and prop-
erty matters, be established. The Tribunal would 
be an investigatory, administrative body, largely
independent of the court, with simplified, non-
adversarial procedures. Lawyers, experts and
interpreters would only be involved at the discre-
tion of the Tribunal. A multi-disciplinary panel,
only one member of which is to have legal training,
would be invested with the authority to make deci-
sions taking effect as enforceable orders. 

It is currently unclear whether the Government
will act on this controversial recommendation. If it
does, the question of the constitutional validity of the
Tribunal as envisaged by the Committee will arise.
Evidence to the Inquiry from both the Attorney Gen-
eral’s Department and the Family Law Council called
into doubt the ability of such an entity to make bind-
ing orders (see Carauna 2003 for a summary of the
Family Law Council’s submission). On other advice,
the source of which remains unspecified in the
report, the Committee has attempted to counter
these concerns by technical legal argument. In the
leading High Court authority of Brandy’s case4 it was
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The proposals relating to contact between grand-
parents and children merely seek to consolidate
amendments made in 1995 and to further clarify
grandparents’ particular legal status. There are spe-
cific references to grandparents at a number of
points in the Family Law Act. However, this is not
the case in the provisions relating to contact and
residence where they are included in the “other
person” category. While the Committee recom-
mends that this apparent oversight be addressed,
the report does not suggest any further measures to
elevate the legal status of grandparents in disputes
about children, as this may not be in the best inter-
ests of children in every case.

Child support
The Child Support Agency came under close
scrutiny in the report in a number of areas – partic-
ularly in relation to its duty to raise awareness of
the options for parents, its lack of research on the
issue of child support minimisation strategies, and
its record on debt recovery and client relations.
Many of these concerns have been highlighted in
previous inquiries. In light of the huge volume of
complaints about the scheme, as well as significant
changes made to the tax system in recent years, the
Committee recommended an extensive re-evalua-
tion of the scheme be undertaken by July 2004. In
its submission to the inquiry, the Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies had strongly promoted the
idea of a review of the scheme. 

In addition to the review, more immediate
changes to the administrative formula have also
been proposed. For unemployed and low-income
payers (a significant proportion of liable parents in
the scheme), the Committee has suggested that the
minimum weekly payment should be doubled, from
$5 to $10, irrespective of the number of children.
Those liable parents at the other end of the income
scale would benefit from the recommendation to
reduce the income cap, beyond which income is
child support exempt. However, such a move may
be hard to reconcile with the original philosophy of
the scheme – that is, children whose parents have
separated should have the opportunity to share in
the income and assets of both their parents. 

The Committee also recommended that the “109
nights” rule, whereby child support is linked with
levels of contact, be abolished to ensure that money
does not act as a disincentive to shared parenting.
Instead, it proposed that non-resident parents who
have care of their children for 10 per cent or more
nights a year would continue to pay the same child
support but would be entitled to a parenting pay-
ment to offset the costs of extra contact.

Proposals such as these, especially those which
entail a significant commitment of public funds,
may need further validation by research to make
them palatable to government. Given that there is
no research evidence to indicate what the likely
impact of these changes would be, it will be critical
to ensure that if implemented, any changes are well
evaluated. 

Other suggested amendments include: a reduced
child support rate for income earned from overtime
and second jobs (to give non-resident parents

held that the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission lacked the judicial character required
by the Constitution to make orders affecting Mr
Brandy’s legal rights. By characterising decisions
about the care of children as relating to the adjust-
ment of future rights rather than decisions affecting
existing legal rights, as in Brandy’s case, these con-
stitutional impediments, it is argued, are overcome.
If this were the case, what then would be the status
of tribunal decisions adjusting property rights?

Under this proposal, the future role of the Family
Court would be limited to determinations in the
“hard cases” (that is, involving entrenched conflict,
family violence, substance abuse and child abuse),
enforcement proceedings, and limited review of Tri-
bunal decisions. The Federal Magistrate’s Service
would merge with the Family Court and the court
would then be streamlined to accommodate a hier-
archy of judges and magistrates. Adversarial court
processes, including the rules of evidence, would be
abandoned or modified5 and child inclusive prac-
tices would be incorporated at every level. 

Child protection
In recognising the gaps between state and federal
jurisdictions with regard to child protection, the
Committee proposed that a special unit attached to
the Tribunal be established to investigate allega-
tions of violence and abuse in cases appearing
before it. The Committee was quick to point out
that this would not derogate from the wider respon-
sibilities of state child protection authorities. 

Enforcement of contact orders
The Committee has also seen the need to tighten up
the contact enforcement options introduced in
2000, including the imposition of financial penalties
for first and subsequent breaches of contact orders.
In recommendation 21, the Committee suggests
that where contact orders are repeatedly breached
consideration should be given to residence arrange-
ments being reversed as punishment for the
offending parent. Such a strategy has the potential
to subvert the paramountcy of the best interests
principle and should be treated with caution. 

The requirement that parties make attempts to
resolve their dispute via mediation and similar
processes prior to initiating court proceedings (Rec-
ommendation 9) may help to divert families away
from the damaging experience of litigation. Parties
seeking legal aid for family law matters are already
subject to such a requirement. In another strategy
to effect a cultural shift, lawyers, seen by many as
the gatekeepers to the family law system (Com-
monwealth of Australia 2001), will be required to
undertake study in the field of social sciences or pri-
mary dispute resolution practices in order to gain
specialist accreditation as family lawyers.

Grandparents and extended family
The second term of reference considered by the
Committee related to children’s contact with grand-
parents and other members of their extended
family following marital breakdown. In its delibera-
tions on this issue, the Committee drew heavily on
Institute-related research by Ruth Weston. 
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greater scope to establish themselves financially
and provide for second families); increased options
for financial contributions in kind; and enhanced
enforcement and debt recovery provisions.

As mentioned above, the committee has recom-
mended that issues of more fundamental concern
are referred for review by a ministerial taskforce
which, it is proposed, will include a representative
from the Institute. Included among these are: the rel-
ative equity of basing child support calculations on
gross or net tax; the real cost to separated parents of
raising children across two households; the costs of
either parent to re-establish themselves after separa-
tion; and ways to rationalise child support and social
security payments to remove disincentives to more
involved parenting and participation in the work-
force. The Committee has also recommended that
exempt income (income that is deemed to be
required by the non-resident parent to live on and
which is therefore excluded from child support cal-
culations) and disregarded income (income a
resident parent can earn before it affects their child
support entitlement) be more closely aligned.

In addition, a recommendation has been made
that the Child Support Agency, in conjunction with
the Commonwealth Ombudsman, identify more
effective strategies for dealing with clients. 

Impressions
The report represents an ambitious attempt at social
policy formation in the field of family law. As is evi-
denced by the Chair’s comments in the foreword to
the report, the task turned out to be a mammoth one
for the Committee, “the hardest we have ever under-
taken” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003. p. xii),
dealing with a broad range of complex legal and
social issues in a very short timeframe. The Com-
mittee waded through a record number of written
submissions6 and many hours of emotionally
charged verbal testimony. It is to be commended for
taking on such a far-ranging brief  and quickly com-
ing to terms with the complexities and the
competing interests in this fraught area of law.  

One particularly encouraging aspect of the
report was the way the Committee embraced the
concept of child-focused practice in family law. Pro-
fessor Moloney, speaking at a recent forum on the
“joint custody” debate (reported in the last edition
of Family Matters, see Caruana 2003) recognised
the significance of the Committee’s viewing of Jenn
McIntosh’s work with children at the Family Media-
tion Centre in Melbourne. The impact that this, and
meetings with other children, appeared to have on
the Committee is evident from the following com-
ment in the report: “They told their stories and as a
result the real meaning of this inquiry was clearly
understood” (Commonwealth of Australia 2003:
x1). By focusing on the children’s needs rather than
the rights of parents, the Committee appeared to
achieve greater clarity in its findings. 

At the time of writing (mid-April 2004), the Gov-
ernment had yet to respond formally to the report.
As mentioned earlier, the revenue implications may
impact on the extent to which some of the recom-
mendations are adopted. The Chair of the
Committee, Mrs Kay Hull MP, pointed out that:

“This is complex social policy with funding impli-
cations. It is not and cannot be revenue neutral.”
(Media release 29 December 2003)

In undertaking this inquiry, the Committee was
specifically instructed in the terms of reference to
have regard to the Government’s response to the
2001 report of the Family Law Pathways Group.
While the House of Representatives report draws on
the work by the Pathways group, it in many ways
eclipses the earlier inquiry. While acknowledging it
as providing a “strong backdrop” to their work, the
Committee concluded that the Pathways report
failed to “address the basic philosophical underpin-
nings of family law . . . [and] is conservative in its
solutions” (Commonwealth of Australia 2003: 3-4).
As such, the Family Law Pathways Taskforce, and
others working to implement Pathways initiatives
will no doubt be awaiting the Government response
with interest.

Irrespective of this, the process of inquiry has
certainly been a useful one in stimulating public
debate. The challenge now is to reconcile the find-
ings of this Committee with those of the Pathways
Advisory Group in formulating a coherent and real-
istic reform agenda.

Endnotes
1 For a copy of the report, go to: www.aph.gov.au/house/com

mittee/fca/index.htm
2 The matter has yet to be considered by the courts and the

general view is that such a presumption of shared parental
responsibility should not be implied (Butterworths 1332.3).

3 Statistics provided by the Family Court of Australia on the
outcomes in cases that settle and go to trial confirmed for the
committee anecdotal reports of the high incidence of the
80/20 or “live-with-mum-and-visit-dad” model. In particular,
the committee was struck by figures that showed that orders
where time with the children was substantially shared had
reduced since the introduction of the 1995 reforms (p. 22).

4 Brandy v Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission (1995) 183 CLR 245

5 The Family Court of Australia recently announced the estab-
lishment of the Children’s Cases Program, a pilot program
whereby matters relating to parenting issues will be handled
in a more inquisitorial rather than adversarial manner, as
occurs in many European jurisdictions. Under this model,
judges take a more active role in directing proceedings, with
laywers assisting the court in its investigations.

6 The previous Family Law Update (Caruana, 2003) incorrectly
cited the number of submissions – there were a total of 1715
written submissions, some of which were supplementary sub-
missions. 380 confidential submissions were received and for
450 the name was withheld. 
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Father–child contact
after separation
Profiling five different patterns of care

uch continues to be written about the
plethora of social ills that appear to be
linked with father-absent children in
the aftermath of divorce (Blankenhorn
1995; Horn and Sylvester 2002; Pryor

and Rodgers 2001). But binary approaches in divorce
research (for example, contrasting father absence
and presence) are giving way to more refined models
in which paternal involvement is conceptualised on
multiple dimensions (Day and Lamb 2004). Both in
Australia and overseas, the search is on for
approaches that take account of the multiple quali-
tative and quantitative differences in the ways that
separated parents can share the care of children. 

In an attempt to improve our understanding of
post-separation parenting, we recently examined
five different patterns of father–child contact: (a)
50/50 shared care (for example, “week-about”); (b)

“standard” contact (every-weekend or every-other-
weekend) ;  (c)  dayt ime-only  contact ;  (d)
holiday-only contact; and (e) little or no contact.
Two sources of data were used for this investigation:
qualitative data from a series of focus groups, and
data from a large representative sample of sepa-
rated/divorced parents in Australia. In this article,
we summarise some of the key insights to emerge
from this research.

Why focus on father–child contact? While much of
the empirical terrain in Australia has been charted in
relation to the frequency of parent–child contact after
divorce, the nitty-gritty of who does what, and why,
remains poorly understood. The Australian empirical
data suggest around one in five children under 18 live
with only one of their biological parents (typically
their mother) and that about half these children have
relatively regular face-to-face contact with their other
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Much is known about the

broad patterns of parenting

after separation in Australia.

But who does what,and why,

is not so well understood.

Profiling five different patterns of care



non-resident fathers with daytime-only
contact report significantly lower levels of
satisfaction with their relationship with
their children than fathers who have
overnight stays.

While the preceding empirical snapshot
is informative, qualitative data have the
potential to shed light on the experience of
and motivations for particular kinds of
arrangements. They also afford a different
methodological viewpoint from survey find-
ings, especially in relation to context,
diversity, transitions, and process. This
viewpoint can improve our understanding
of the factors that might promote or impede
father–child contact and how these play out
over time. 

Research design
Early in 2003 we conducted a series of
focus group interviews with 56 sepa-
rated/divorced parents (27 mothers, 29
fathers) who had at least one child under
the age of 18 years. With one exception,
the parents interviewed were not matched
pairs of former couples, which means that
we were only privy to one side of each
story. The focus groups were structured
around five different types of paternal
involvement, as described earlier (see Figure
1). Participants were recruited through a
story in a Melbourne newspaper combined
with snowball (referral) sampling. 

In an effort to place the small-scale, qual-
itative focus group data in the wider national
picture, we also explored the extent to which
different patterns of parenting may be linked
to certain demographic elements in the gen-
eral population of separated/divorced
parents. This involved a profiling exercise,
drawing on data extracted from Wave 1 of
the Household, Income and Labour Dynam-
ics in Australia (HILDA) survey. 

Of the 13,969 household members inter-
viewed in the HILDA survey, 1243 were
separated/divorced parents with at least one
child under 18 years old (see Figure 2). Of

these, we focused on “co-parents” (63 parents who
indicated that their child spent at least 30 per cent of
the time with each parent) and the two largest groups
in the sample: resident mothers (n=600) and non-res-
ident fathers (n=376) (N=1,039). As with the focus
group data, women and men were independent
groups rather than matched pairs of former couples.

Who does what, and why?
The various pieces of data suggest a set of distinct
father–child contact profiles (described below). These
profiles must be viewed as impressionistic insofar as
they represent an amalgam of both the qualitative
and quantitative data. Overall, the data provide strong
empirical support for the idea that both relational and
structural factors play an important role in the form
that father–child contact takes.

parent (predominantly their father) (ABS 1998). It
also seems that only a tiny proportion (around 3-6 per
cent) are in “shared care” arrangements, while at the
other end of the spectrum almost one-third (30 per
cent) of children with a natural parent living else-
where – according to resident parents – rarely or
never see their other parent (typically their father)
(ABS 1998). Of those who see their non-resident par-
ent, a significant minority (34 per cent) never stay
overnight (Smyth and Ferro 2002).

Hidden underneath these broad patterns is a high
level of dissatisfaction around post-separation par-
enting – especially for non-resident fathers.
Parkinson and Smyth (submitted), for instance,
found that a sizeable proportion of separated and
divorced parents in Australia would like to see more
contact occurring (75 per cent of non-resident
fathers; 40 per cent of resident mothers). In addition,
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Sampling strategy for analysis of the HILDA survey

that those who opt for shared care appear to be a
relatively distinct subgroup of separated/divorced
parents.

Virtually all of the parents in the focus groups had
adopted a shared care arrangement from the time of
separation; many had maintained this arrangement
for a considerable period and most had done so with-
out any involvement with the legal system. All were
employed (either full- or part-time), and appeared to
have access to family-friendly work practices (such
as flexible work hours). One co-parent mother, like a
number of the parents with the more common
“week-about” shared care schedule, worked long
hours in one week, enabling her to leave work early
in the week the children were with her. One father, a
self-employed IT consultant, reflected: “If I show up
on occasions with a kid in tow, clients don’t mind. It
works really well.”

Furthermore, participants appeared to have a
child-focused mindset. Most had adopted a working
businesslike relationship with their former partner
and seemed to be able to put aside any relationship
issues for the wellbeing of their children. As one
father remarked: “Reasonable relations make so
much possible.” Family members were committed
to making shared care work, and this commitment
was reflected in the way most parenting arrange-
ments centred on children’s activities and were
flexible enough to accommodate children’s needs.
Nonetheless it was evident from the discussions
that 50/50 parenting brings with it many logistical
challenges, particularly in arrangements other than
week–about that involve numerous changeovers. In
addition to both parents being required to have flex-
ible work schedules, there was also a need to keep
track of clothes, schoolbooks, and equipment as
children move between households. 
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Focus groups and the respective group numbersFigure 1

Source: Caring for Children After Separation Project, Australian Institute of Family Studies 2004.
Note: * The holiday-only group of non-resident fathers included one non-resident mother.
This group was extremely difficult to fill, and many of the issues with which the non-resident
mother was wrestling were similar to those raised by fathers.

10 focus
groups

(56 separated
parents)

50/50 care 
n=12

Fathers (n=7)

Mothers (n=5)

Little/no
contact
n=12

Non-resident fathers (n=6)

Resident mothers (n=6)

Holiday-only
contact

n=8

Non-resident parents (n=4)*

Resident mothers (n=4)

Daytime-only
contact 
n=12

Non-resident fathers (n=5)

Resident mothers (n=6)

“Standard”
contact
n=13

Non-resident fathers (n=6)

Resident mothers (n=7)

Figure 2

Source: Sampling strategy conceptualised by the Australian Institute of Family Studies 2004, and based on the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey.
Note: * The analysis presented in this article focuses on parents with shared care of children along with the two most common post-divorce family configurations – resident
mothers, and non-resident fathers.

Original sample: Wave 1

7,682 households
13,969 individuals aged 15+ years

Initial sample of separated/divorced
parents selected for analysis
1,243 parents with a natural or adopted
child under 18 years:

735 resident parents with children
under 18 who had another natural or
adoptive parent living elsewhere
436 non-resident parents with at 
least one natural or adopted child 
under 18 years living in another private
dwelling with their other parent – that
is, not independently, or with another
relative etc
72 parents who were both a resident
and a non-resident parent. They had 
at least a one natural or adopted child
under 18 years living with them, and
another living elsewhere in the care 
of the other parent – that is, split 
residence

Final sample for analysis
1,039 separated parents:

- 600 residents
- 376 non-residents
- 63 co-parents (32 mothers, 

31 fathers)

Excluded sub-groups*
204 separated parents:

- 74 residents fathers (sole care)
- 38 non-resident mothers 

(sole care)
- 19 resident mothers with 

incomplete info on contact
- 1 non-resident father with 

incomplete info on contact
- 72 parents with ‘split’ residence

arrangements (35 mothers, 
37 fathers)

We begin the profiling exercise with 50/50 care
because this pattern has attracted considerable pol-
icy interest recently (Commonwealth of Australia
2003; Smyth, Caruana and Ferro 2003). The focus
group data suggest that 50/50 residential care
arrangements are often logistically complex, and

1 “Shared care”



The profile of parents who opt for 50/50 care
sheds light on some of the basic conditions con-
ducive to shared parenting: proximity, work
flexibility, a degree of financial independence, and a
cooperative co-parenting style – which perhaps
largely explains why most of the co-parents in the
focus groups did not seek legal interventions. Inter-
estingly, two of the three parents who did go to
court also reported avoiding their former partners
(that is, had adopted a “parallel parenting” style).
Of course, there may be two types of cooperative
parenting: active cooperation (involving deliberate
actions of co-parental support – the most desirable
type) and passive cooperation (avoiding demonis-
ing the other parent in front of children, or
refraining from making children act as messengers
or spies). While passive cooperation may not be the
ideal, it may be the critical factor to make shared
care workable where residual bad feelings between
parents remain.

Overall, co-parents in the focus
groups had found 50/50 care to be a
beneficial experience. They described
how time apart from their children
allowed them to “have a life” socially
as well allowing them the space to
organise for their week “on”, thereby
enabling them to spend more quality
time with their children. As one
mother put it: “You’re looking forward
to the next time you have them, you’re
planning the next time you have them
and you’re clearing the way to be more
family oriented.” One father described
how the substantial amount of time he
spent with his children led to “a depth
of relationship… that normal fathers
don’t develop”. Only one mother in
the 50/50 care focus groups expressed
doubt about whether shared care was
the best arrangement for her family.
This mother had a history of extensive
litigation with her former partner.
Their parenting arrangement rarely
deviated from highly detailed court
orders.

The focus group profile was, to a large extent,
replicated by the HILDA data. These data show that
parents with shared care do indeed appear to be a
relatively small but select group of parents (com-
prising around 6 per cent of separated parents).
They are more likely than other groups to have
post–secondary school qualifications, to have pri-
mary-school aged children, and to be able to work
from home. Of particular note is that co-parent
mothers tended to have higher personal incomes
than the other groups of mothers (perhaps reducing
the risk of conflict over child support). Co-parent
fathers were more likely to be single (and thus per-
haps were less likely to be emotionally torn
between first and second families). 

Consistent with the stories of the focus group
participants, parents with shared care drawn from
the HILDA data tended to view their relationship
with their former partner at the more positive end
of the relational scale suggesting that absence, or at

least effective management, of conflict is a neces-
sary precondition to successful shared parenting.
They tended to be more satisfied than other parents
with the amount of parent–child contact that was
occurring. 

The narratives of both mothers and fathers in the
“little or no contact” groups were often complex
and multi-layered. There was rarely a simple reason
why children were not having face-to-face contact
with their non-resident father; rather a range of 
factors appeared to have evolved over time culmi-
nating in a loss of contact. 

Fathers with little or no contact tended to see
themselves as having been cut out, whereas moth-
ers tended to see fathers as opting out. For many
fathers in this focus group, the emotional difficulty

of trying to maintain contact in the face of ongoing
conflict with a former spouse and in the face of what
they perceived as maternal obstruction had led
them to disengage from their children. Resident
mothers, however, gave paternal disinterest more
prominence and spoke of the emotional and finan-
cial burden of solo parenting.

Some parents described how father–child con-
tact had dropped off dramatically or ceased
altogether when either they or their former partner
relocated. One father revealed that he had not seen
his sons since the day his former partner moved
overseas with them. And for another father, a move
by his former partner interstate combined with
other barriers to ongoing contact might as well have
been a move to the other side of the world. Other
factors included a perception by mothers that
fathers’ parenting skills were limited, and a sense by
many of the fathers of being disenfranchised by
“the system” and/or their former partners.
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2 Little or no contact

One father described how the substantial amount of time he

spent with his children led to “a depth of relationship… 

that normal fathers don’t develop”.



According to resident parents’ reports in the Family
Characteristics Survey (ABS 1998), 18 per cent of
children with a natural parent living elsewhere saw
that parent no more often than “several times a
year”, most probably during school vacations, or at
Christmas and Easter. Taken together, both esti-
mates suggest that a substantial number of children
in Australia have contact with a non-resident par-
ent only during school holidays. 

The views of separated parents whose children
have holiday-only contact are particularly instruc-
tive given the dearth of statistical information. All
but one of the eight parents in the focus groups
lived in different states or countries from their for-
mer partners. They articulated a number of key
issues of concern during the group interviews. The
first was that of time: resident parents craved regu-

lar respite from the pressures of caring for children
throughout the year, which was more than holiday
contact afforded them. The difficulty for non-resi-
dent parents was in accruing enough leave to see
their children when holidays came around, and, for
those who had established second families, to bal-
ance holiday time with new family commitments.
The focus group data suggest that holiday-only con-
tact can place great strain on mothers and fathers,
albeit for different reasons. The views of children on
this pattern of care warrant articulation.

It also emerged that the critical dimension for
long-distance non-resident parents was the need to
know when contact would occur. Predictability was
essential to enable work and travel arrangements to
be set in place. The quantity or amount of time non-
resident parents could spend with their children
was also important and impacted on their percep-
tion of the quality of the interaction. There was a
general view among fathers that holiday contact
was typically “shallow”. School holidays are tradi-
tionally a time for fun and several fathers spoke of a
need to entice their children to see them again.
Thus many felt under pressure to entertain chil-
dren. For two fathers, this left them feeling like
“party planners” or the “goodtime guy”. The often

One of the most troubling aspects to surface with
the “little or no contact“ group was the apparent
link between children’s adjustment problems and
their experience of their parents’ separation. In a
number of cases, parents’ reports suggested that
children had been caught in the middle of parents’
conflict or left wondering about the intermittent or
total absence of their father from their lives. One
father reported that, on giving his child a birthday
present, his child said: “Dad I didn’t think that you
cared”. 

Both fathers and mothers in the “little or no con-
tact” group also spoke clearly of the impact of
parental conflict and minimal father–child contact
on their own wellbeing. Fathers spoke about the
“shallowness” of limited contact, about not being
able to physically recognise their children after a
long gap apart, and the pain of seeing their chil-
dren adjusting poorly to the separation. In
addition to a lack of respite, resident mothers
were also troubled by the impact on the emo-
tional well-being of children left disappointed
by unpredictable or minimal father contact.

Data from the HILDA survey suggest that par-
ents who report little or no father–child contact
have a distinct demographic profile. Mothers and
fathers tended to be renting (as opposed to pur-
chasing or owning) their own home, and were
inclined to report no post-secondary educational
qualifications. A relatively high proportion of
fathers were not in paid work, and reported earn-
ing no more than $15,000 a year. The fathers in
particular were more likely to be repartnered,
and both mothers and fathers tended to report
living 50 kilometres or more from their former
partner than other parents (and therefore, for
non-resident parents, from their children). They
were, on the whole, less satisfied with the rela-
tionship with their former partner than other
parents. This pattern of response may be indica-
tive of inter-parental conflict or disappointment. It is
noteworthy that both mothers and fathers in the “lit-
tle or no father–child contact” group were more
likely than other groups to be unable to rate the qual-
ity of their relationship with their former partner.
This pattern of response, along with geographic dis-
tance and repartnering, suggests a “clean break” at
many levels.

In summary, the HILDA data show that conflict,
emotional and physical distance, new partners, and
relative economic disadvantage feature promi-
nently in the profile of parents who report little or
no father–child contact.

Very little is known in Australia about long-distance
parenting and holiday-only contact. No reliable esti-
mates exist about the proportion of children who live
with one parent and spend holidays with the other,
and there are no data that describe the timing, fre-
quency, and duration of this pattern of care. 

Recent data from HILDA suggest that roughly 20-
25 per cent of non-resident parents (mostly fathers)
live 500 kilometres or more from their children.
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superficial nature of contact appears to have led
some non-resident parents to feel disenfranchised
and detached as parents. These parents appeared to
struggle with a range of emotions from grief to anger
in relation to not seeing their children frequently. 

Other forms of communication, such as mobile
phones or e-mail, were an important potential
means for staying connected to children across
great distances. But where children were young, or
a resident parent was not supportive of contact, the
ability of non-resident parents to use these other
means to engage with their children required a high
level of commitment on their part. 

Finally, the reports of participants suggest that as
children grow older, long-distance parenting often gets
easier. Indeed, many non-resident parents in the “hol-
iday-only contact” group appeared to be marking time

until their children were old enough to have an inde-
pendent relationship with them. Thus, holiday-only
contact looks to require effort and long-term commit-
ment to make it work – or at least to be sustained.

As noted earlier, a significant minority of fathers have
daytime-only contact with their children. Parents
who reported daytime-only contact in the HILDA
survey were characterised by two demographic fea-
tures: they were more likely than others to have a

pre-school aged child; and/or a relatively weak eco-
nomic base (indicated by lower personal earnings,
and high rates of renting) which, for fathers, may
equate with a lack of adequate accommodation to
have children stay overnight. Compared with sepa-
rated parents with “standard” or shared care, those
with daytime-only contact were more likely to be
dissatisfied with the quality of their relationship with
their former partner, and the fathers were more
likely than all other groups to report that they had
nowhere near enough contact with their children. 

The individual stories that surfaced in the focus
groups pointed to a more complex mosaic. Like par-
ents in the “little or no contact” groups, fathers with
daytime-only contact tended to feel they had no
choice about the lack of overnight stays in the face of
perceived maternal gatekeeping or obstruction. By

contrast, some resident mothers felt they had
no choice in the face of paternal disinterest.
The absence of couple data limits our ability
to make sense of this apparent gulf of experi-
ence between mothers and fathers. 

New partners and physical distance
between households again emerged as fac-
tors militating against strong father–child

contact patterns. In one father’s case, the trigger
event that saw the end of sleepovers had occurred
seven years earlier when he moved in with his new
partner. For one mother, the discomfort her chil-
dren felt spending time with their father’s second
family, and the problem of geographic distance
(they lived two hours’ drive away from their father),
made the dwindling of contact to a mid-week dinner
understandable. However, another father’s arrange-
ment, which involved a six-hour return trip every
three weeks to spend time with his ten-year-old
daughter, allowed him to spend focused time with
his daughter away from the complications of new

25Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.67 Autumn 2004

4 Daytime-only contact

One non-resident father advised “Every decision

you make, write down the impact on your kids,

then read it and think: ‘what are the kids going to

think about this?’”



write down the impact on your kids, then read it and
think: ‘what are the kids going to think about this?’”
Mothers had a firm belief in the importance of 
children maintaining contact with their father,
which for some was despite incidents of prior
spousal violence. One mother had her former part-
ner charged with assault but still asserted: “I feel
very, very, very strongly about having a father in the
child’s life… nothing on this planet would entice
me to separate them.”

According to the HILDA data, fathers with stan-
dard contact were more likely than other fathers to
be working full-time, earning in excess of $35,000
and were also the most likely group to pay any
financial support for children. Interestingly, fathers
with standard contact were the most likely to
express satisfaction with their lives. Work and
money often matter.

Points of convergence
Several issues emerged across all of the focus
groups. Perhaps the most striking similarity in the
experiences of many parents was the strong sense
of loss they felt in relation to their children’s
absence. While this was predominantly the experi-
ence of non-resident fathers, especially those who
had little or no contact with their children, it was
also an issue of concern for co-parents who shared
equally in the care of their children. High levels of
contact can act to bring into sharp focus the
absence of children from daily life.

Loss was experienced in a number of ways. Not
only did many parents, including several with shared
care, speak about the difficult experience of parting
with their children, fathers also lamented the loss of
an emotionally close relationship with their children
and a reduction or inability to further develop their
parenting role. In addition, some parents felt that the
introduction of the other parent’s new partner com-
promised their role further since new partners
sometimes assumed parental responsibilities, espe-
cially where younger children were involved. 

Change in parenting patterns also emerged as a
common characteristic. Many of the focus group par-
ticipants (at least 32 of the 56 parents) were either
poised to move into a different parenting arrange-
ment or had experienced changes in the way they
and their former partners cared for the children
since the separation. Change thus emerged as a con-
stant. Some of the triggers for change included the
practical and emotional adjustments necessary after
separation, relocation by a parent, changes in the
parental relationship (both positive and negative),
the changing demands of work and, inevitably, the
changing needs of children as they mature.

Parents also spoke in a united voice of the need
for resources to assist in restructuring families after
divorce, especially in relation to the future care of
children. Many parents felt ill-equipped to navigate
this major family transition. A lack of information
about different parenting models and the percep-
tion that the “system” promotes a formulaic
response to post-separation parenting appeared to
frustrate many parents wanting more individualis-
tic solutions. 

partners and subsequent children. This father had
maintained this schedule for eight years, and it rep-
resented his best attempt at balancing his
daughter’s needs with new family responsibilities
and his own wellbeing.

Another significant factor raised by several
women, two of whom had experienced violent out-
bursts from their former partners, was their
concerns for the welfare of their children when in
the father’s care. In both cases, the option of day-
time-only contact (which would be more likely to
involve activities outside the home) allowed them
to foster a relationship between the children and
their non-resident father while at the same time not
compromising children’s safety. Safety concerns
can often be often hard for a resident parent to
articulate. However, without a sense of such con-
cerns, a non-resident parent could well perceive
any limitation of contact as obstruction.

Regardless of the reason for fathers seeing 
children only during the day, a pervasive sense of dis-
satisfaction with the arrangement characterised both
mothers’ and fathers’ views. As indicated above, the
HILDA data corroborated the qualitative data. 

However, for at least one focus group member,
daytime-only contact had its basis in a co-operative
co-parental arrangement with an emphasis on sta-
bility for children. One father lived within walking
distance of the former family home and saw his
children, both teenagers, almost daily. The combi-
nation of low parental conflict, older children, and
close proximity made this father’s story a notable
exception but one that may be more common than
these preliminary data suggest.

Weekly or fortnightly contact arrangements (often
including half school holidays) represent the most
common pattern of care where father–child contact
occurs. But according to focus group participants,
much diversity exists in arrangements characterised
as “standard”. Some arrangements included mid-
week nights in addition to weekends, while others did
not involve extra contact over school holidays (which
was a source of complaint for a number of mothers).
While three of the six fathers in the group felt that
their arrangements were working well, most wanted
more contact with children or ideally to share the
care of them equally with their former partner.

One of the key insights to come out of the focus
group material is that many parents may opt for
“standard” contact by default: that is, they are typ-
ically unaware of any other feasible alternatives and
perceive the every-other-weekend schedule as the
“norm”. However, a number of parents also noted
that this pattern of contact was the most practical
and workable arrangement in the light of long or
inflexible work hours, new family responsibilities,
and the need of the primary carer to have some
recreational time with children. 

The group interview with parents with “standard”
contact arrangements suggested that many were
very focused on their children’s needs. One non-res-
ident father advised “Every decision you make,
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Another central thread running through the group
discussions was the impact of parental separation on
the relationship between children and their extended
family, particularly grandparents. The common 
experience, and one reinforced by the literature (see
Ferguson elsewhere in this issue), seemed to be that
grandparents often have a reduced relationship with
their grandchildren when parents separate. This was
primarily the case for paternal grandpar-
ents where little or no father–child
contact was occurring. 

That paternal contact and paternal
grandparent contact often go hand-in-
hand is understandable. Parent–child
contact can be difficult for children and
parents at many levels. To add another
layer of family dynamics and logistics to
parenting arrangements in the form of
grandparent–grandchild contact may, in
some cases, simply be unachievable –
especially where bad feelings between
parents bring on what Johnston and
Campbell (1988: 47) term “tribal war-
fare” over children.

Even in families where children spend
a substantial amount of time with each
parent (that is, shared care), it was diffi-
cult for some to arrange contact with
grandparents. Parents with other contact
arrangements also spoke of the “juggle”
involved in maintaining contact between
their children and extended family. This
dilemma was very salient for non-resi-
dent parents whose contact with their
children was limited to school holidays.
Some of these parents expressed frustration at hav-
ing to use the short time they had with their children
to visit extended family – who also miss out on con-
tact during the year. 

What influences contact? The three Rs
There was much in the comments of these sepa-
rated parents to suggest that family dynamics in
tandem with demographic factors temper the form
that parent–child contact takes. These factors can
be reduced to the three Rs – repartnering, reloca-
tion, and residual bad feelings (particularly conflict)
between parents. To this list may be added another
three Rs – relative economic disadvantage, “rotten
behaviour” by a parent, and regard for children’s
individual temperament, resilience, experience,
age, developmental stage, and wishes. 

Not surprisingly, higher levels of contact appear
to be associated with lower levels of inter-parental
conflict, less physical distance between parents’
households, and higher levels of financial resources.
There is little new here. But what is new is the way
the interaction of these and other factors appears to
be clearly linked to qualitatively different patterns
of post-separation parenting. It is almost as if differ-
ent combinations of these factors act to switch
separated families into different types and levels of
parent–child contact.

While change featured in many of the parents’
stories, one constant nonetheless remained – 

children’s need for love, security, and support. In an
ideal world, parents are best placed to provide these
things. Research thus needs to continue to work
towards improving our understanding of post-sepa-
ration parenting so that parents can be better
supported in this crucial task. Such research is also
likely to help policy-makers develop more targeted
interventions.
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Parents also spoke in a united voice of the need for resources 

to assist in restructuring families after divorce, especially in

relation to the future care of children.



M A R J O R I E S M I T H

The number of children living in stepfamilies 

is increasing. Most of these children have

another parent (usually the father) who is not

resident in the household but with whom

they have some contact. Children’s views of

the frequency of this contact, and the quality

of father–child and other family relation-

ships, were explored in a recent UK study.

nlike the historical past when stepfami-
lies most often came about following the
death of a parent, most stepfamilies
nowadays are formed following the end
of a marriage or cohabiting relationship

as a result of separation or divorce (Schultz, Schultz
and Olson 1991). At the same time, stepfamilies are
becoming an increasingly common family form,
and in the United Kingdom have been described as
“the fastest growing family form in the last few
decades” (Ferri and Smith 2003: 126). 

This increase in stepfamilies can be tracked by a
comparison of the national birth cohorts. For exam-
ple, at age 30 years, 17 per cent of the men born in
1970 were stepfathers, compared with 9 per cent of
those born just 12 years earlier (Ferri and Smith
2003). After parental separation or divorce, children
typically live mainly with their mother – a situation
that tends to apply regardless of whether or not either
parent repartners. Thus, in most cases, children
whose principal residence includes a stepparent are
living mainly with their mother and stepfather (in

UU

with their non- resident fathers
Relationships of children in stepfamilies
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“stepfather families”) and have a non-resident father.
Such families form the focus of this article.  

While “father absence” after divorce continues to
receive much attention (Blankenhorn 1995; Horn
and Sylvester 2002), there is evidence from Aus-
tralian research that the majority of children
continue to have some contact with their non-resi-
dent parent (Smyth 2002). Furthermore, two recent
reviews suggest that the frequency of face-to-face
contact between children and their non-resident par-
ent is increasing (Amato and Gilbreth 1999; Pryor
and Rodgers 2001). 

Much of the research on parenting by non-resi-
dent fathers has tended to focus on structural
variables, such as the frequency or type of contact,
or whether the parent provides financial support
for the child, and until recently little attention has
been given to the qualitative aspects of parenting by
non-resident fathers. However, recent reviews have
concluded that the quality of contact, and the
nature and quality of relationships, are more impor-
tant for children’s wellbeing than structural



families are families in transition. Remarriage rep-
resents just one event in a long sequence of events
that follow in the wake of family disruption.” 

In some respects, living in a stepfamily tends to
be more complex for children than living in a lone-
parent family. Stepfamily formation represents
another “event” for children, who were most prob-
ably not involved in the decision made by their
parents to separate any more than they were party
to the decision of their parent to re-partner. Fur-
thermore, several researchers have noted that
relationships between stepparents and children are
often difficult and that mother–child relationships
tend to be poorer in stepfather families than in lone-
mother families, particularly in the early years of
the stepfamily (Hetherington 1993; Bray and Berger
1993; Bray 1999; Fine and Kurdek 1995; Acock and
Demo 1994). Thus, at the same time as the step-
family household is  learning to become a
functioning family unit, the relationship between
children and their non-resident parents (typically
their fathers) continues, although it may change. 
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variables such as the amount of contact (Amato and
Gilbreth 1999; Smyth 2002). 

At the same time, it has also been noted that
there is little good information on some of the
“structural” aspects of contact arrangements, such
as whether children stay overnight with their (nor-
mally) non-resident father, or only have contact of
short duration during the daytime (Smyth 2002).
As Smyth points out, the failure to make these dis-
tinctions could result in inaccurate assumptions
about the overall amount of contact the children
have with their non-resident father and its implica-
tions for children’s wellbeing.

While non-resident fathers are expected to play a
continuing role in parenting their children, expec-
tations of resident stepfathers are less clear
(Cherlin and Furstenberg 1994). Members of new
stepfamilies thus need to negotiate their roles and
relations with respect to each other, while at the
same time considering aspects of their relationship
with the non-resident father. As Santrock, Warshak
and Meadows (1981: 145) comment: “Remarried



I n a recent study of 184 new stepfamilies con-
ducted in the United Kingdom, there was an

opportunity to look in detail at the nature and type
of contact that children living in stepfamilies had
with their non-resident fathers, and to investigate
the association this had with the quality of relation-
ships with their non-resident fathers and other
family members. 

This paper addresses three related aspects of the
research. It describes children’s reports of the contact
they had with their non-resident fathers, and their
feelings about contact. Next, it describes the associa-
tion between structural aspects of contact and the
quality of children’s relationships with their non-res-
ident fathers, based on children’s reports. Third, the
associations between the quality of relationships with
their non-resident fathers, and those with and
between mothers and stepfathers are described.

The results presented are based mainly on chil-
dren’s accounts of contact and their feelings about
it, sometimes using children’s own words. Where it
is relevant either for comparison or validation,
information from mothers’ or stepfathers’ accounts
has been included. 

It is not proposed in this paper to describe find-
ings on the association between contact and
associated variables and outcomes for children, as
these have been described elsewhere (Smith 2003).
However, it is relevant to note that although struc-
tural aspects of contact were not found to be related
to outcomes for children, some of the qualitative
aspects of contact, and children’s reports of their
relationships with their non-resident fathers, were
positively associated with children’s wellbeing. 

The UK study
The Study of Stepchildren and Step-parenting,
conducted in the United Kingdom between 1998
and 2002, was a cross sectional investigation of a
sample of stepfamilies that had been in existence
for at least a year and not more than four years
(extended from three years after the start of the
study). 

The families were identified by means of nearly
16,700 screening questionnaires, delivered to the
parents or guardians of all children aged between
seven and eleven years, via schools in three local
education authority areas in and around London.
Of these, nearly 10,000 (60 per cent) were com-
pleted and returned. An investigation in one school
revealed no differences in family type or the num-
ber of changes children had experienced between
those who did and did not return the questionnaire. 

Only 840 children (8.7 per cent of children
whose parents completed the questionnaire)
appeared to have been living in stepfamilies (involv-
ing cohabiting as well as married partnerships),
with just over half of these (434 children in 368
families) living in “new” families – that is, families
formed within the previous four years. Members of
184 of these new stepfamilies took part in the
research. The families omitted from the study
included families who could not be contacted, or
who declined involvement, or were families who
proved to be ineligible on contact. 

What is the nature and pattern of contact
between children in stepfather families and their
non-resident fathers, and what do children feel
about this? Is contact associated with the quality of
the relationship with their father? Is this relation-
ship linked with the quality of relationships within
the stepfather family household? 

Evidence on the associations of relationships
both within and outside the stepfamily is compli-
cated and sometimes contradictory but indicates
that the quality of relationships is important for the
child, and for the good functioning of the stepfam-
ily. For example, research by Furstenberg and
Spanier (1984) suggested that the quality of rela-
tionships with non-resident fathers was inversely
associated with the quality of relationship with
stepfathers and vice versa, so that those who had
the best relationships with their fathers had the
most difficult relationships with their stepfathers. 

This is consistent with clinical accounts that
have suggested that children who have strong bonds
with their biological non-resident father may feel
that forming a bond with a stepfather would be 
disloyal to their biological father. They may conse-
quently ignore or distance themselves from their
stepfather. However, others investigating adoles-
cent stepchildren have found little correlation
between the quality of adolescents’ relationships
with non-resident fathers and stepfathers
(Buchanan, Maccoby and Dornbusch 1996; White
and Gilbreth 2001). 

Independently of children’s relationships with
non-resident fathers, research has suggested that
adult conflict continues to have a negative impact
on children after divorce (Amato and Keith 1991).
Thus it might be anticipated that a poor relation-
ship between the child’s biological parents might
continue to have an impact on the child, despite the
presence of a stepparent. It might also be suggested
that if the child is caught up in the conflict between
his or her parents, in these circumstances the child
may be likely to have a better relationship with the
stepparent, as someone independent of the conflict. 
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Fathers who had good

relationships with

their children before

separation are likely to

endeavour to maintain

such relationships

after separation.



Seven of the participating stepfamilies were step-
mother families, but the large majority, 177 families,
were stepfather families. In each of these families the
resident mother was interviewed and, provided they
agreed, so was the stepfather and up to two children
aged between seven and eleven years.

This article is based on the sample of 172 inter-
viewed children who were or had been living in a
stepfather family within the previous four years. Of
these children, 149 were currently in stepfamilies,
and 23 had been, but had also experienced the sep-
aration of their mother and new stepfather. 

Interviews were conducted in the family home,
separately, with different interviewers for each family
member. The interviews were interviewer-led, and
designed to obtain a mixture of qualitative and quan-
titative information. They covered a wide range of
topics, which included for each participant changes
that the children had experienced in the previous
three–four years, the quality of relationships in the
family, and the type and nature of contact between
the child and the non-resident father. 

Children were asked what they felt about contact
with their father. More specifically, they were asked
about the frequency of contact with him; where
their meetings took place; whether they kept pos-
sessions at his house; his current situation; and
their contact with his new partner or children. The
nature of the father’s parenting was also explored
from the child’s point of view, in relation to the
“ethos” of the contact; whether they felt that they
were treated normally by their parent, or spoiled;
and whether they viewed their non-resident father
in the same way as before the separation.

The quality of children’s relationships with their
mother, non-resident father and stepfather was
assessed in two ways. For each of these people, chil-
dren were asked about specific aspects of the
relationship. For example, in relation to their non-
resident father they were asked about what sort of
person he was; how they got on with him; whether
they enjoyed being with him; whether they confided
in him; and the extent to which there was any phys-
ical contact – such as hugging. In addition, they were
asked what they would change about him, or what
made them angry with him.  From these questions, a
number of specific dimensions (such as warmth,
enjoyment of company, physical contact, as well as
criticism and hostility) were coded. 

Main findings
The present analysis focuses primarily on the reports
of children. The first sets of results outline children’s
accounts of contact patterns (such as frequency,
whether contact involved overnight stays, and the
types of activities that occurred during contact visits),
and the extent to which such accounts accord with
those provided by their mothers. Children’s opinions
about the frequency of contact they have, the extent
to which they enjoyed such occasions, and their rela-
tionship with their father are then described. Next,
attention is directed to links between the apparent
quality of the father–child relationships and struc-
tural aspects of contact. This is followed by an
analysis of children’s views of their stepfather. Finally,

the strength of links between the apparent quality of
father–child relationships and other relationships
(mother–child, stepfather–child, mother–father and
mother–stepfather) are examined.

Children’s accounts of contact with their non-resident fathers
Fathers of four of the 172 children had died. Of those
with living fathers, 131 children (78.0 per cent)
reported that they knew their fathers, and 113 (67.3
per cent) had had contact with them in the previous
year. Of the rest, 16 children (9.5 per cent) had only
a vague memory of their fathers, and 21 (12.5 per
cent) did not know their fathers at all. Only children
who reported that they had had contact with their
fathers in the previous year (65.7 per cent of the
sample) were asked further questions about contact
and their relationship with their father. 

Children’s accounts of the frequency of contact
they had with their fathers are shown in Table 1.
Nearly half the children who had had contact with
their fathers reported at least weekly contact, and
nearly three-quarters had at least monthly meet-
ings. For the rest, contact occurred less than once a
month. Five children had only had a single meeting
in the past year, and two who had only had tele-
phone contact. Fathers who lived nearer (within
the immediate neighbourhood according to moth-
ers’ accounts) were more likely to have more
frequent contact than those who lived further away.

Children were also asked about the pattern of
contact. Table 2 shows the types of contact children
reported with their fathers in the previous year.
Nearly four-fifths of children (79.6 per cent) who
had contact with their fathers had stayed overnight
at some point in the past year, but relatively few had
done so during term time weeks. Children most
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Frequency of contact with non-resident fathers in the 
previous 12 months (children’s accounts) (N=113)

Table 1

Contact N          %

Every few days (at least weekly) 55 48.7

At least monthly 27 23.9

More than six 11 9.7

Fewer than six 13 11.5

Once 5 4.4

Telephone contact only 2 1.8

Total 100
Note: For those who reported contact in previous year (65.7 per cent of sample).

Types of contact visits children had with their 
non-resident fathers 

Table 2

Contact N          %

Day visits 81 73.0

Overnight stays during (term) week 25 22.5

Overnight stays during (term) weekends 71 64.0

Overnight stays during holidays 82 75.2

Longer (than 2 night) stays during holidays 67 65.7

Holidays away with father 35 36.8

Notes: For those who reported contact in previous year (65.7 per cent of sample). Percentages
do not sum to 100, as children could have had several different types of contact visit.



did not know). Two children would have liked con-
tact, but only in the future. 

One seven-year-old girl, who said that “some-
times” she felt she would like to see her father, said: 

“I feel like if I don’t get to see him when I’m older, I’m
just going to have to go without.”

When she was asked how that made her feel, she
said: 

“Sad. Sometimes I feel sad, because he’s my real
father and I wanted him.”

The largest group of children who had not had any
recent contact with their fathers, reported having
no feelings for them (48.6 per cent), but 18.9 per
cent of children reported warm or positive feelings
for their fathers (one said, “He’s still my Dad, and I
still love him”). A small number of children (six
children in each case) reported either angry or
mixed feelings towards their fathers.

Of those children who had had some contact
with their fathers in the previous year, over two-
thirds of children (68.8 per cent) reported that they
definitely enjoyed contact with their father, and a
further 17 per cent gave a qualified positive
response. A small number either had mixed feelings
about contact (9.8 per cent) or negative views (4.5
per cent). In terms of how much contact children
would have liked, the largest group (41.0 per cent)
felt that their amount of contact was about right,
but over one-third (36.1 per cent) would definitely
have liked more contact, and 18.1 per cent gave a
qualified positive response to more contact. Two
children would have liked less contact, and two
would have liked no contact. 

On the whole, children who had frequent, face-
to-face contact were most likely to think that these
arrangements were about right (80 per cent did so,
although one would have liked less contact) while
nearly half of those who had less frequent or irregu-
lar contact would have liked more (47.8 per cent). 

Children who had at least weekly contact with
their fathers were significantly more likely than

often stayed either at weekends and/or during the
holidays. Over one-third of children reported going
on holiday with their fathers. 

Although eight children met their fathers in the
stepfamily home, for nearly three-quarters of chil-
dren (73.9 per cent), contact was normally at their
father’s home. This did not appear to depend on the
geographical distance between the stepfamily’s and
father’s home. 

Children who stayed overnight with their father on
any occasion were asked if they had any possessions
of their own in the father’s home. Just over one-third
of children (37.3 per cent) reported that they kept
utility items (such as tooth brushes, or Wellington
boots) there, and the same group of children also kept
some clothes there. Half the children who stayed
overnight had some toys, books or computer games of
their own there, and a small group of six children had
a pet which they considered to be theirs at their
father’s house. However, nearly half the children who
stayed overnight (46.7 per cent) kept noth-
ing at their father’s house, and always took
everything with them when they stayed. 

Where the father had a new partner (69.9
per cent), or new children (23.0 per cent), or
new stepchildren (7.9 per cent), contact
with the father normally involved contact
with these people, if not on every occasion,
then at least sometimes. There were only
two children who never met their father’s
new children when they met him. 

Neither age nor the gender of the child
appeared to be associated with types or pat-
terns of contact. 

Mothers’ accounts of contact

Children’s accounts of the frequency and
pattern of contact were generally very con-
sistent with mothers’ accounts (based on
slightly different questions). There was
92.9 per cent agreement on whether there
had been any contact in the previous year.
According to mothers, of the 100 children
who had been in direct contact with their fathers
two months prior to interview, the number of days
of contact ranged from 1 to 56, with a median of 8.0
days. The number of separate visits ranged from 1
to 40, with a median of 4.5. 

Mothers’ contacts with their ex-partners paral-
leled children’s, so that non-resident fathers who
had had no contact with their children, also had no
contact with their ex-partner. For most mothers,
contact with the non-resident father had only been
in relation to contact with the child, although one in
ten mothers had had additional meetings with their
ex-partners. 

Children’s views about contact
Children who had not seen their fathers in the previ-
ous year (32.0 per cent of the sample) were asked
about their feelings for them and whether they would
have liked contact. Of these, 36.1 per cent said that
they had no desire for contact with their fathers, 25.5
per cent would definitely have liked some contact,
and 19.1 per cent had mixed feelings (and some chil-
dren felt unable to answer the question and said they
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other children to have a positive view of contact.
They were also significantly more likely than the
other children to say that they enjoyed spending
time with their fathers – 85.7 per cent of those who
had weekly contact reported this, compared with
less than half (46.9 per cent) of those who had less
frequent contact – and to express high warmth
towards their fathers (53.6 per cent compared with
33.9 per cent).

Children were asked what sort of things they did
when they visited their fathers. About half the chil-
dren (50.6 per cent) described doing “ordinary
things”, while nearly another one-third (30.1 per
cent) described activities during the contact visits as
“normal, but nice”. The remaining 19.2 per cent of
children described visits that were characterised by
treats and special activities. Although the numbers
were small, children who described only infrequent
contact with their fathers were more than three times
as likely as those who had more frequent contact to

describe the visits as characterised by treats and spe-
cial activities (37.5 per cent compared with 11.9 per
cent). However, there was no association between the
frequency of contact and whether the child perceived
that they were spoilt by their father. 

Some children described specific problems in
relation to visits to their father, or problems about
the attitude to contact from within their current
household. For a small number of children the pres-
ence of a new partner or of new children was a
problem. 

One boy said of his father and his father’s new
partner:

“They’ve no kids yet, but he will do though. My step-
mother is really pushy,she really wants a child.I know
it’s mean for me to say I don’t want a child, but I don’t
like [stepmother] at all. She’s mean, so I wouldn’t
really like the child either, ‘cos it represents her and
Dad, and I don’t really like that”.

A girl said of her father’s new child:

“Dad should think more of me than the baby.”

Quality of children’s relationships with their fathers
More than three-quarters of children who were
asked the question (78.4 per cent) reported that
they viewed their father in the same way as they
had done prior to the separation, but one-fifth (21.6
per cent) said that they viewed their father in a dif-
ferent way now. Only one child said that she viewed
her father as more of a friend than a parent. 

Another child, who was fairly critical of his
father, said:

“Dad is like a stepdad now because he doesn’t do
much with me like a real Dad.”

At another point this boy said:

“I don’t really like seeing Dad because he lets me do
what I want. He’s got no control of me. He doesn’t play
with me.He mostly watches TV,so I go to the caravan.”

Children who had frequent (at least monthly) con-
tact with their fathers were more likely
than those who met infrequently to con-
sider their relationship with their father
unchanged (87.3 per cent compared with
52.6 per cent).

Table 3 shows interviewers’ ratings of
the overall quality of the children’s rela-
tionships with their fathers, based on
children’s accounts. Nearly three-quarters
of children (72.4 per cent) were rated as
having good or very good relationships 
with their fathers, but over one-quarter
described some significant problems in
their relationship  – such as feeling left out
of their father’s current life and that he 
no longer had the time for them, or that
they could no longer talk to their father 
and were not as close to their father as they
had been). 

Relationship quality and contact

In addition to the associations noted above
between aspects of contact and children’s

views about it, the association between the quality of
the father–child relationships and structural aspects
of contact was explored. For these analyses, relation-
ships were treated as “good” (those rated very good
or good) or “poor” (mixed/ambivalent, poor distant
or reserved, and poor/absent). 

Children who had frequent (at least monthly)
contact were more than twice as likely as those who
met them infrequently to have good relationships
with their fathers (84.1 per cent compared with 40.0
per cent). Similarly, children who stayed overnight at
the father’s place were considerably more likely to
have good relationships than those who did not (83.1
per cent compared with 30.4 per cent). 

Since overnight stays were more common for
those who had frequent contact with their fathers,
this analysis was repeated within the group of chil-
dren who had frequent contact (72.6 per cent).
Although the strength of the association was
reduced, it remained significant. On the other
hand, for those who stayed overnight, there was no
significant association between the quality of their
relationship with their father, and whether they
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While non-resident fathers are expected to play 

a continuing role in parenting their children,

expectations of resident stepfathers are less clear.



Another child described how he went out to the
telephone box to speak to his father, because “oth-
erwise [stepfather] will moan about Dad’s number
on the phone bill”.

It should be noted that stepfathers were rather
more likely than children or mothers to see chil-
dren’s contact with their fathers as problematical.
Nearly one-third of stepfathers (30.7 per cent) felt
that, overall, the effects on the child of contact with
their biological father were negative. One in five
stepfathers (20.8 per cent) felt that contact between
the child and their father weakened the stepfather’s
authority in the household, and a smaller number
(16.7 per cent) felt that it disrupted their relation-
ship with their stepchild. 

Associated relationships of family members
The associations between the quality of the chil-
dren’s relationships with their non-resident fathers,
their mothers and their stepfathers were investi-
gated, based on children’s reports. Table 4 shows
the results of these analyses. 

For all combinations there were positive associa-
tions indicating quite strong concordances between
relationships. If a child described a positive relation-
ship with their father they were also more likely than
other children to describe their relationship with
their mother and stepfather as positive, and also to
perceive that the quality of the mother/stepfather and
mother/non-resident father relationship was positive,
and vice versa. For example, only about one-quarter
(26.9 per cent) of children with a good relationship
with their father reported their mother as having a
poor relationship with him, while the majority (70.3
per cent) of those who had a poor relationship with
their father also reported that the relationship
between their mother and father was poor. 

Discussion and conclusions
The Study of Stepchildren and Step-parenting is
unusual in that it focused on stepfamilies at a partic-
ular stage in their existence. In choosing to take the
child’s perspective, it is recognised that in many cases
children are the best informants on issues relating to
their non-resident fathers, since they are usually the
ones who had the most, and the most direct, contact
with them. At the same time, it is a limitation of the
study that the non-resident fathers were not involved,
so that their perspectives are not represented. 

In terms of the qualities of relationships with
their fathers, the results suggest that the frequency
of contact is strongly associated with children’s pos-
itive views about contact, as well as the quality of
the father–child relationship, although staying
overnight was also associated with good quality
relationships. More frequent (at least monthly) con-
tact was also associated with the father continuing
to behave in what children saw to be a normal way,
rather than the relationship being characterised by
special activities or treats. This is something that
Simons (1996) has identified as being important for
children’s wellbeing after divorce.

It should be noted that the results refer to rela-
tionships that are not necessarily causal, and if there
is a causal link the direction can not be determined.

kept possessions in his home. Nor was there any
association between the quality of the relationship
and the father’s current situation, in terms of
whether he had a new partner or new children.

Stepfathers and contact with the non-resident 
father – children’s views

The majority of children also described good rela-
tionships with their stepfather, although nearly one
in ten relationships was rated as very poor (Table
3). For 20 children, difficulties at home in relation
to their contact with their fathers were a significant
problem in their relationship with their stepfather. 

In a statement that also demonstrates the diffi-
culties of terminology within stepfamilies, one child
said:

“I can’t talk to Mum about my other Dad [non-resi-
dent father]. Dad [stepfather] gets jealous. I can’t say
anything. He’d shout.”
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Quality of relationships between children and their 
non-resident fathers, and with stepfathers (interviewer 
ratings based on children’s accounts)

Table 3

Fathers Stepfathers 

N % N %

Very good 34 30.4 22 14.5

Good 47 42.0 73 48.0

Ambivalent or mixed 17 15.2 35 23.0

Poor – distant or reserved 11 9.8 9 5.9

Very poor or absent 3 2.7 13 8.5

Associations between the qualities of relationships 
(children’s accounts)

Table 4

Relationship with 
non-resident father

Good Poor
N % N %

Relationship with mother (N=112)
Very good 44 (81) 10 (18)
Good 32 (68) 15 (32)
Poor 5 (45) 6 (54)

(X2=6.6, df=2, p=0.04)

Relationship with stepfather (N=99)
Good 51 (70) 22 (30)
Poor 12 (46) 14 (54)

(X2=4.7, df=1, p=0.03)

Relationship between mother and 
non-resident father (N=106)
Good 32 (94) 2 (6)
Okay 25 (78) 7 (22)
Poor 21 (52) 19 (47)

(X2=16.0, df=2, p<0.001)

Relationship between mother and 
stepfather (N=74)*
Good 20 (83) 4 (17)
Okay 30 (83) 6 (17)
Poor 6 (43) 8 (57)

X2=10.1, df=2, p=0.006

*Not included in early interviews



Does a non-resident father have more contact with
their child because they have a good relationship
with them, or does the good relationship result from
the higher degree of contact – or do both apply in an
interactive way? 

While the quality of the father–child relation-
ships pre-separation is not known, it seems
reasonable to suggest that fathers who had good
relationships with their children before separation
would be particularly likely to endeavour to main-
tain such relationships after separation. Thus the
relationship before separation may determine the
frequency and pattern of contact after separation,
and may be more important than frequency of cur-
rent contact in shaping the quality of children’s
subsequent relationships with their fathers. 

Contrary to some other research (Wallerstein and
Kelly 1980; Furstenberg and Spanier 1984), there was
no evidence that having a good relationship with the
non-resident father precluded children from having a
good relationship with the stepfather. In fact, the
results of this study suggest the opposite, according to
children’s perspectives. For a stepchild, having a good
relationship with their father was associated with hav-
ing a good relationship with their stepfather, and vice
versa. There was also a strong positive link between
the quality of father–child and mother–child relation-
ships, and between father–child relationships on the
one hand, and mothers’ relationships with both father
and stepfather on the other. 

These results might suggest that the quality of rela-
tionships as described by the child could be
determined to a large extent by factors within the
child, so that children who are generally positive
about their relationship with one person are also likely
to be positive about relationships with others. Child
behaviour and wellbeing, while not the topic of this
paper, are clearly relevant here, as children who are
well adjusted and have a positive image of themselves
will be more likely to form good relationships with
those around them. Equally, those around them, such
as stepfathers, will find it easier to make good rela-
tionships with amenable and well-adjusted children. 

While the picture presented is generally positive,
with the majority of children in new stepfamilies
having quite high levels of contact with their non-
resident fathers, and feeling positive about this,
there was evidence that for some children in step-
families the presence of a stepfather created
additional complications relating to contact with
their non-resident fathers. 
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The recent Australian parliamentary inquiry into “joint custody”
flagged the potentially important role that grandparents can
play in the lives of their children and grandchildren.This article
considers the Inquiry’s recommendations in the light of current
UK research.

N E I L  F E R G U S O N

after divorce
with grandparents
Children’s contact

make changes to the once familiar pattern of daily
life, and this often involves recruiting maternal
grandparents to provide child care support.

The aim of this paper is to draw upon the
results of UK research into grandparenting 
(Douglas and Ferguson 2003; Ferguson et al. 2004)
to provide a reflection on the Standing Commit-
tee’s policy suggestions about the role that
grandparents can play in divorced families. Two
suggestions, listed under the report’s Recommen-
dation 24, are of particular interest.

The committee recommends that the Com-
monwealth Government should:

• “ensure contacts with grandparents and
extended family members are considered by
parents when developing their parenting plan,
and if in the best interest of the child, make spe-
cific plans for contact with those individuals in
the parenting plan; and 

• develop a range of strategies to ensure that
grandparents, and extended family members,
are included in mediation and family coun-
selling activities when it is in the best interest of
the child, in particular the development of a
wider family conferencing model.”

n Australia the “rights” of grandparents to
have ongoing contact with grandchildren
in the event of parental separation remains
an area of lively ongoing debate. This
debate has attracted considerable media

attention (Nader and Munro 2003), particularly in
the context of the recent parliamentary inquiry into
“joint custody” (Commonwealth of Australia 2003),
and reminds us that children and parents are not the
only ones affected by the aftermath of relationship
breakdown. Indeed, research suggests that grand-
parents and other family members can play a pivotal
role in the lives of their children and grandchildren
(and vice versa) following divorce (Weston 1992).

But why is grandparenting a significant role and
what (if any) responsibilities and privileges should
accompany the achievement of grandparenthood?
As the report notes, these questions are given par-
ticular significance when parents separate and
divorce. The breakdown of a marriage usually
involves major readjustments for parents and chil-
dren and a realignment or restructuring of the
family. Fathers may live temporarily with their own
parents until they have found accommodation of
their own, or seek their support in facilitating regu-
lar contact with their children. Mothers may need to
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The research

The Grandparenting in Divorced Families study
was based in the Cardiff University Law School
and completed in 2002. It drew upon the experi-
ence of three generations of 44 divorced families
in South Wales and the South West of England. A
total of 115 interviews with family members was
completed. These consisted of interviews with 33
mothers, 16 fathers, 30 children, 21 maternal
grandparents, and 15 paternal grandparents. 

The approach taken was qualitative and involved
the analysis and interpretation of the content of con-
versations with family members. The study set out
with few specific questions in mind and interview
transcripts were scrutinised for the presence of
recurring themes and issues. The analysis aimed to
determine whether specific predictions generated
within the data held up when they were tested across
a larger number of cases. The process drew heavily
on a “grounded theory” approach (Glaser and
Strauss 1968) in the sense that issues were generated
from the interview transcripts rather than imposed
as the result of some external body of theory.

Although the research explored many aspects of
grandparenting in divorced families, there are two

pieces of evidence that appear to be particularly
relevant to discussion of Recommendation 24 
in the Australian context. First is the evidence
about the nature of grandparenting and the wide
variety of ways in which the grandparenting role is
interpreted – an important consideration in any
policy discussion of grandparent–grandchild con-
tacts. Second is the observation that family
members, including those who enjoy affectionate
relationships, do not talk about painful or sensi-
tive family issues. We have called this “the norm of
non-communication” because it complements
research that has investigated the usefulness of
the norms of “obligation” and “non-interference”
in interpreting grandparents’ relationship with
parents and grandchildren (Aldous 1995; Dench
and Ogg 2000).

In the United Kingdom, legal recognition of
grandparents’ special position in the wider family
was rejected when child law was overhauled by
the Children Act 1989. Section 10 of the Act treats
grandparents in the same way as most other 
non-parents seeking legal recognition of their rela-
tionship with a child. 

Does this underestimate the importance of
grandparents? Or, given the surprising variety of
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Adult centred/child centred continuum

The “adult-centred/child-centred continuum” was
helpful in reminding us that the parenting of an
adult child can be an important aspect of a grand-
parent’s role. Some of the grandparents who were
interviewed saw their adult child rather than their
grandchild as their priority, and some grandchil-
dren were ignored when grandparents devoted
most of their attention to the parent. Grandchil-
dren complained that they felt bored when they
were expected to amuse themselves or watch tele-
vision while their parent and grandparent engaged
in private conversations (Ferguson et al. 2004).
Adult children facing divorce appear to have
increased emotional needs (Brown and Day-Sclater
1999), and some in the sample displayed signifi-
cant dependence and were afraid that the failure of
their marriage had “let their parents down”. 

The interviews left an impression that child-
centred grandparents were a minority and that
visits to grandparents were usually a family 
duty that grandchildren might, on occasions, need
to be persuaded to observe. We are inclined to
agree with Finch (1989) who commented that 
the grandparent–grandchild relationship is 
“asymmetrical” in the sense that grandparents’
feelings of affection for their grandchildren are not
always reciprocated to the same extent by their
grandchildren. 

Partisan/non partisan continuum

The exploration of the “partisan/non-partisan”
continuum proved useful in describing the
strength of grandparents’ feelings about their adult
child’s divorce. Strong emotions were generated
by grandparents’ sense of outrage at the way their
son or daughter had been treated by their ex-
spouse.

“We would have liked the bugger to have gone and
disappeared off the face of the earth. Down a pit. Right?
And if any arrangement could have been made to make
that happen we would have supported that.” (Maternal
grandfather)

“And the feeling hasn’t diminished one iota in the years
that they have been divorced. Not with me anyway. In fact,
it’s getting stronger.” (Maternal grandmother supporting
her husband’s views) 

Non-partisan grandparents saw that support for
their ex-son or ex-daughter-in-law could be
exchanged for a long-term guarantee of future con-
tact with their grandchildren, or felt strong ties of
affection with their ex-child-in-law that they were
unwilling to break. But for two-thirds of the grand-
parents, the divorce of their son or daughter was
perceived as presenting a significant threat. An
unwelcome disruption to the life course (Pearlin
1982: 66-67) rather than any direct consequences of
the divorce itself might provide an explanation for
the ferociousness of some grandparents’ comments.
It may help to explain why some grandparents

ways in which the role is interpreted, should
grandparents justify their position on the basis 
of their actual relationship with their grandchil-
dren (Douglas and Ferguson 2003)? Is family
“non-communication” a problem that ought to 
be tackled with family “counselling activities 
and the development of a wider family conferenc-
ing model”? (Commonwealth of Australia 
2003: 122) 

We believe that some of the findings of the
Cardiff Grandparenting in Divorced Families
study can make a useful contribution to a discus-
sion of both of these issues.

Children and grandparents, and the nature
of grandparenting
What has clearly emerged from the study, and
from many other studies over the last two or three
decades, is the fact that grandparents are an
important source of help, advice and support for
parents and grandchildren. McLanahan and Booth
(1989) and Johnson (1985 and 1998) have com-
mented on the vital role that is played by
grandparents following the loss of a parent
through divorce. Thompson (1999: 471) suggested
that grandparents act “as practical everyday car-
ers, as emotional anchors, firm but gentle child
rearers, as models for achievement, as listeners,
and as transmitters of crucial information.” 

The intergenerational transmission of knowl-
edge and values (Kennedy 1992), a sense of family
heritage and stability (Kornhaber 1996), and guid-
ance on child care practices (Szinovacz 1998) are
among the benefits that have also been attributed
to grandparenting in the research literature. 

The positive effect of a close and loving relation-
ship with grandparents is undeniable. However, the
picture that emerged from the grandparenting study
was distinctly mixed and led us to take a cautious
view of some of the more positive accounts of 
grandparenting that occur in the literature. This
“mixed picture” was graphically illustrated when 
we investigated four “grandparenting continua”. 
We have called these: the “Grandparent as
Parent/Grandparent as Grandparent” continuum;
the “Adult Centred/Child Centred” continuum; the
“Partisan/Non-Partisan” continuum; and the “Reluc-
tant/Enthusiastic Grandparent” continuum.

Grandparent as parent/grandparent as 
grandparent continuum
We found that maternal grandparents in divorced
families who were much involved with their grand-
children before family breakup often became
“substitute parents” after the divorce. 

We interviewed maternal grandparents who
were burdened by their responsibilities and some
who felt that their role as substitute parents had
taken away the fun of being a grandparent. These
grandparents were at the “grandparent as parent”
end of the continuum and drew attention to the
problems that responsibility for child care can
make for grandparents.
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appeared to be angrier than their own son or daugh-
ter, and had more acrimonious relationships with
their child’s ex-spouse than the divorced couple had
with each other. Mothers had occasionally to remind
maternal grandparents that they must not express
their angry feelings about the child’s father in front
of the child.

Reluctant/enthusiastic grandparent continuum
The “reluctant/enthusiastic” grandparent contin-
uum also emphasised the diversity of grandparents’
opinions. It highlighted the difference between
those who wished to minimise their grandparenting
role and were not afraid to say so, and those who
saw grandparenting as a very significant phase of
the life course and an important part of their day-
to-day lives. 

“No, my mother has only been here once since January.
She is not interested in the children. The children will say,
‘Why does Nana come here, smoke seven fags and then go
away?’ . . . She is not interested in looking after the
children but she runs a jazz club and a bowling society. She
goes bowling and on holiday. But then she says that she
can’t come down and look after the children.” (Resident
father talking about his mother who lives in the same city.
The paternal grandmother confirmed that she rarely saw
her grandchildren.)

Evidence from parents and grandchildren sug-
gested that attitudes to grandparenting generally
had origins that pre-dated family breakup.
Parental divorce might intensify grandparents’
characteristic approach to grandparenting, but it
did not change it.

Family non-communication
The study found that parents delayed telling their
own parents about their decision to separate.
Grandchildren did the same – they did not usually
confide in their grandparents about their parents’
divorce (the “norm of non-communication”
referred to earlier). Parents knew very little about
their child’s relationship with the other parents’
extended family, and parents and grandparents
who asked questions were given little or no infor-
mation by their grandchildren. 

For children, being discreet, respecting bound-
aries and avoiding questions that threatened to
compromise their neutrality seemed to be part of
the experience of living in a divorced family. 

Close families, it seemed, did not want to talk
about matters that were awkward to broach, diffi-
cult to explain, or likely to cause embarrassment
and distress to children and other family mem-
bers. Children made it clear to parents and
grandparents alike that they were not willing to
answer questions that might appear to be testing
their loyalty to the other side of their divorced
family. Indeed, the study found that children as
young as eight years old remained loyal to both
their parents, and maintained discretion when
talking to their families. 

Discussion

In striving to help foster ongoing contact between
grandparents and grandchildren after divorce, two
interventions may have much practical use: a
need to consider grandparents in parenting plans;
and family counselling and conferencing.

Parenting plans and specific plans for contact
In most divorced families, the relationship
between the grandparents, parents and grandchil-
dren is negotiated, maintained or diminished
without reference to the possible legal position.
Divorced fathers generally had good relationships

with their own parents and wanted to take their
children to their home where there might be more
space to play and where children would be cared
for and entertained. 

However, in four of the 44 families the paternal
grandparents had become excluded, not because
their ex-daughter-in-law was angry but because
they had quarrelled with their divorced son who
might otherwise have brought their grandchildren
to see them. 

In six families in the study, a mother had
attempted to prevent her ex-husband from con-
tacting the children after the couple had separated
and divorced. In five of these cases, there was at
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would such contact arrangements affect grandchil-
dren who were aware that their parents did not want
them to see their grandparents? We agree with
Lussier et al. (2002: 375) that “harmonious, sup-
portive family relationships” cannot be ordered, and
that “family-generated compromise through the
process of mediation” provides the most promising
prospects for resolving conflict.

If the development of parenting plans con-
tributed to the resolution of family conflict, this
would be an important step forward. But if the
process risks the exacerbation of unresolved 
conflicts between the generations, it would seem
unwise to pursue it without knowing more about
its effect on grandchildren and the likelihood of
further disruption to families. It could be argued
that parents’ duty to protect younger children
means that they should normally retain the right
to decide who should be allowed to build close
relationships with their offspring. 

Family counselling and conferencing
The view that a counsellor’s contribution is to free
“clogged channels” (Street 1994: 89) suggests that
communications that were once in good order have
somehow fallen into disrepair. However, the descrip-
tions that parents, grandparents and children gave
of their family’s avoidance of open discussion did not
suggest negligence or neglect, but active choices,
policies and strategies. Families used non-commu-
nication (which can be interpreted as “respect for
boundaries”) to avoid causing pain. 

Reimers (1999: 364), a family therapist who is
among those who clearly recognise the problem,
has noted that clients avoid highly charged issues
by changing the subject, by the use of non-
sequiturs and strategies that avoid encounters
with emotional intensity. “We can all sense danger
in the face of questions even when none is
intended. Within close relationships there are
many questions which can feel dangerous or
impossible to answer straightforwardly.” 

There are risks in communicating openly about
sensitive topics, and grandchildren’s decision to
keep relationships with both sides of the family sep-
arate from one another may be sensible. We
concluded that the grandparents, parents and chil-
dren in the divorced families in our study had
learned that “non-communication” can be a valu-
able coping strategy. It is a possibility that is not
fully recognised in the traditional approach of fam-
ily therapists and counsellors, and one that might
be considered by those court officers and others
who are responsible for liaising with separated cou-
ples and their families. Grandparents should not
believe that they are automatically cast in the role
of family counsellors or confidants in divorced fam-
ilies, or that children should be placed in situations
where they are pressured to provide information
that they might not otherwise have divulged. 

It may be true that divorced mothers who use
high levels of “avoidant coping” (including non-
communication) experience higher levels of
psychological distress in the long run (Tein et al.

least one paternal grandparent alive who was no
longer able to maintain contact with his or her
grandchild. Serious family quarrels or unresolved
conflicts between the divorced couple lay at the
root of all of these cases and caused great unhap-
piness for those grandparents who were excluded
from contact with their grandchildren. 

Should policy makers require parents with care
to allow grandparents contact unless there are
good reasons why such contact might not be in the
child’s best interests? Should grandparents have
to resort to expensive legal proceedings to re-
establish contact with their own grandchildren?

Those lobbying for grandparents to have
express “rights” argue that what grandparents
want is recognition that they are in a special posi-
tion regarding their grandchildren which should

be reflected by the law, vesting them with auto-
matic rights to contact and to seek care. 

Our study does not support this view. The range
of grandparenting styles that we have identified and
the diversity in the quality of intergenerational fam-
ily relationships refute the suggestion that just being
a grandparent is enough to justify special recogni-
tion. How would specific plans for contact help
paternal grandparents who have quarrelled with
their son? Would they be likely to persuade a mother
to restore contact on behalf of her ex-husband? How
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2000). However, counsellors and mediators should
be wary of treating a lack of emotional openness as
necessarily unfortunate and in need of immediate
correction without recognising its value to members
of divorced families. This may be particularly impor-
tant in family counselling, rather than individual
counselling and conferencing, when an ill-advised
sharing of information may have adverse effects on
the long-term development of relationships. 

Conclusion
Grandparents can and usually do fulfil their grand-
parenting role in ways that benefit their families,
and it is a role that is often critically important in
divorced families (Commonwealth of Australia
2003: 120). But grandparenting is a voluntary
activity without the rights and responsibilities of
parenting. Some grandparents might not want to
accept this fact, and might want to challenge the
view that their role usually depends on the quality
of their relationship with parents (Gladstone
1989; Drew and Smith 1999). 

Such grandparents would no doubt support the
opinion that: “The part that grandparents and
extended family members should play in children’s
lives should be specifically addressed in parenting
plans” (Commonwealth of Australia 2003: 5.62).

But it is not self-evident that there is always a
part that grandparents and extended family mem-
bers should play. Policies and services to support
grandparents need to be understood and defined in
the light of the feelings of grandchildren and par-
ents as well  as those of the grandparents
themselves. If they are treated unfairly by parents,
they may need to seek help from the law. But they
should seek redress on the basis of their prior rela-
tionship with their grandchildren rather than on
the basis of their “status” as grandparents. In most
cases, grandparents will be able to obtain a contact
order from the court, and it is better to require
them to do so than to place all post-divorce families
at risk of disruption, regardless of the nature and
quality of the grandparent–grandchild relationship.

Opportunities for grandparents and members of
the wider family to attend group counselling and
family conferencing sessions would no doubt allow
grandparents to gain new knowledge about rela-
tionships within the nuclear family. But our
observations about family non-communication,
avoidance of painful topics and respect for bound-
aries (Ferguson et al. 2004: 87) suggest that
involving the wider family might also carry risks. 

With most western countries wrestling with
high rates of family breakdown, it is important to
understand the intricacy of grandparent–grand-
child relationships in divided families and how
best to balance the interests of family members.
The diversity of grandparenting and the variety of
family relationships that must be taken into
account are not always understood, and an
increase in our understanding would need to take
account of the changing nature of grandparenting
in a wide variety of family structures. 
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Child support policy in Australia
Back to basics?

C
hild support continues to attract considerable policy
interest in most developed countries. In Australia,
the Child Support Scheme has been under increas-

ing pressure on several fronts – most notably arising from
perceptions of formula-related inequities regarding first
and second family responsibilities, the financial costs of
contact to non-resident parents, and ongoing enforce-
ment and debt recovery issues.

As part of its inquiry into joint physical “custody”, the
Standing Committee on Family and Community Affairs recently concluded
that the Scheme “has serious flaws and produces inequities for a high number
of payees and payers” (Commonwealth of Australia 2003: 174-175). It 
recommended that a Ministerial Taskforce be established, the aim of which
would be to conduct a comprehensive re-evaluation of the Scheme. This re-
evaluation would be the first major review in almost a decade, and its
importance should not be understated.

This article sets out some of the challenges that are likely to confront the pro-
posed Taskforce, and argues that clarity as to the values and objectives of the
Scheme needs to underpin any reform process if the Scheme’s conceptual
basis is to remain sound. 

Background

The Child Support Scheme was introduced in the late 1980s to address the prob-
lem that, following separation, most non-resident parents (mostly fathers) were
providing little, if any, financial support to their children, even where court
orders had been made, with consequent high levels of child poverty and high
costs to the public purse. Central to the Scheme is the administrative assess-
ment of child support liability via the application of the child support formula.
This formula is expressed as a percentage of the non-resident parent’s gross
taxable income (after a “self-support” component has been deducted) and is
based on the number of dependent children under the daily care of the other
parent – with provision for special circumstances. The Scheme removed the
need for parents to have recourse to court-based discretionary assessment,
which typically produced low child maintenance amounts that did not adjust for
inflation. In sum, many resident parents had difficulty collecting child support
themselves, thus making it incumbent on the state to do so on behalf of children. 

The fundamental shift brought about by the Scheme was that the registration of
a child support liability with the Child Support Agency converts “a personal obli-
gation into a debt owed to the Commonwealth” (Harrison 1994: 178), collected
by the Child Suppport Agency. Through the elimination of the need for private
enforcement action, the Scheme sought to improve the working relationship
between parents by reducing the stress and fear often associated with “bargain-
ing” over money (Carberry 1992). It also sought to offer a degree of predictability
and certainty about payments with respect to amount, regularity, and the timing
of payments. 

By and large, the Scheme appears to have achieved its aims (see, for example,
Funder 1997) but changes in Australian society over the past decade (dis-
cussed below) have added new layers of complexity and challenges to the
Scheme’s workings. Old chestnuts of contention (such as whether liability
should be based on net or gross income, and whether exempt income levels
should be different for payers and payees) also still dog the Scheme (see Com-
monwealth of Australia 2003: 134-139). 
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Backbone of the Scheme

The Scheme was designed to ensure that (a) children of
separated or divorced parents receive adequate financial
support; (b) both parents contribute to the cost of sup-
porting their children according to their respective
capacities to do so; and (c) government expenditure is
restricted to the minimum necessary to attain these objec-
tives (JSC 1994). The design of the Scheme also seeks to
avoid work disincentives for parents, and to be “simple,
flexible, efficient” and non-intrusive in its operation
(CSEAG 1992: 67-68).

The backbone of the Scheme comprises a number of care-
fully considered philosophical tenets. 

First, each natural (or adoptive) parent has a duty to sup-
port his or her own children financially. That is to say, this
responsibility should not be foisted onto other adults or
government. The income of new partners should thus not
be included in the determination of liability – as is the
case in some states in North America.

Second, the Scheme is predicated on the view that chil-
dren whose parents have separated should themselves
have a standard of living which reflects that of both 
their parents, not just the one with whom they usually
live. This does not mean that children will necessarily have
the same standard of living that they had prior to parental
separation, since parents’ economic resources are likely 
to be eroded as a consequence of one household splitting
into two.

Third, the Scheme (implicitly) rests on the assumption
that it can only work if the amounts assessed as “owed”
seem reasonable to separated parents themselves (that is,
the percentages calculated for one versus two, three or
more children). Without this degree of reasonableness,
perceived inequities are likely to threaten the viability of
the Scheme.

Fourth, payment of child support should occur regardless
of whether parent–child contact is possible, and vice versa.
In other words, no contingent link should ever be made
between child support payments and parent–child contact
because such a link is unlikely to be in children’s best
interests. (In reality, child support and contact often go
hand-in-hand. As noted by Smyth, Sheehan and Fehlberg
(2001), fathers who pay child support also tend to spend
time with their children; fathers who do not see their 
children tend not to pay child support.)

Fifth, where parents enter into new relationships and have
new family responsibilities, children of their past relation-
ship (that is, “first children”) are given special policy
consideration (JSC 1994). This is because family dynamics
are such that (new) children in a household typically
receive the lion’s share of income flowing into that house-
hold while children living elsewhere may be “out-of-sight;
out-of-mind”. As suggested by Takas (1991) in the USA
context, multiple family situations present one of the
greatest challenges to child support policy. Scholars such
as Minow (1998) and Garfinkel et al. (1998) have given
serious thought to child support obligations in the context
of new dependent children and suggest that no easy solu-
tion exists. 

These then are some of the fundamental philosophical
tenets of the Child Support Scheme. Balancing these val-
ues against economic imperatives is likely to be no easy

task for those charged with overhauling the Scheme –
especially amid the complex legislative and policy terrain
of government income support and income tax.

Backlash: From personal concerns to public issues

The Scheme continues to act as a “lightning rod” for much
pent-up anger, grief and disappointment surrounding 
relationship breakdown and the loss of everyday family life
(JSC 1994: 11). Resident and non-resident parents nonethe-
less differ markedly in their criticism of the Scheme. The
most common complaint by parents who pay child support
(mostly fathers – especially those who have new families to
support) is that they are paying too much; so much so that
there are reports of work disincentives operating (the so-
called “stuff-it” option whereby fathers reportedly quit their
jobs because they feel that they are better off financially if
they do so). By contrast, the most common complaint by
parents eligible for child support (mostly mothers) is that
payments do not occur, old debts are not pursued, or that
the system can be manipulated in order to minimise or
avoid child support obligations altogether. 

In recent years, these different perceptions have been given
voice through the emergence of a number of grass-roots
fathers’ or mothers’ pressure groups that have, to borrow
Coltrane and Hickman’s (1992: 400) phrase, sought to cast
“personal troubles as pressing social problems”. Based on
USA experience, Coltrane and Hickman suggest that fathers’
groups typically portray “men as victims of vindictive wives
and sexist courts” (p. 407), while mothers’ groups com-
monly portray “women and children as victims of abusive
husbands and biased courts” (p. 408). Both groups, suggest
Coltrane and Hickman, draw on “horror stories” to support
their claims: mothers’ groups tell of disinterested “deadbeat
dads” dodging child support liabilities, while fathers’ groups
tell stories of responsible (but “dead broke”) fathers being
denied contact with children by “extortionist wives” (p.
410-411). Some pressure groups in Australia make similar
claims – as evidenced in a number of submissions to the
recent parliamentary inquiry.

While not discounting the validity of certain individuals’
experiences in these groups, policy makers should be alive
to the risk of anecdotal evidence shaping policy for a
minority rather than for the majority. Loud voices can dis-
tort reality – the louder the voice, the greater the potential
distortion. The need for impartial evidence in the area of
child support is thus critical.

Backing-up: The need for evidence

Good policy needs good data to inform it but good data are
hard to come by. Little published data exist in Australia in
the area of child support. The power of anecdotal evidence,
as noted above, in this research vacuum is therefore not
surprising.

In its examination into the operation and effectiveness 
of the Child Support Scheme, the 1994 Joint Select 
Committee on Certain Family Law Issues (JSC 1994) rec-
ommended that ongoing, regular, independent evaluations
of the Scheme be conducted. The proposed establishment
of a Ministerial Taskforce to investigate child support
issues responds to this call.

A “big picture” evaluation of the Scheme is long overdue.
The Scheme is now operating in a more complex legislative
and policy environment than when it was first implemented,
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of resident parents and their children. Nonetheless, some
interesting work by Henman and Mitchell (2001) and
Woods (1999) on the financial costs of contact to non-res-
ident parents flags the importance of this emerging issue
for child support policy.

More recently, the Standing Committee on Family and
Community Affairs (Commonwealth of Australia 2003)
recommended that non-resident parents with more than
10 per cent care of their children receive a new parenting
payment to help towards the costs of caring for children –
flagging the possibility that the state may take on an
increased role in providing financial support for children.
Currently, these parents are entitled to a pro rata propor-
tion of the Family Tax Benefit (FTB) B payment available
to the resident parent. 

The Committee also recommended that any direct link
between child support and parent–child contact be elimi-
nated by removing the 110-night “substantial care”
threshold. This threshold currently acts to reduce child
support liability for non-resident parents with substantial
care. Other care thresholds would nonetheless remain,
such as the thresholds used by the Child Support Agency
to delineate “shared care” [146+ nights per year] and
“major care” [220+ nights per year]. 

This recommendation appears to be a response to the
Committee’s belief that shared care thresholds (at least at
the 110+ night mark) play a pivotal role in shaping par-
ent–child contact after separation. Anecdotal evidence to
the Committee indicated that financial matters can influ-
ence patterns of care. While removing certain thresholds
might help to minimise any nexus between child support
and contact, it is unclear what guidelines parents who are
working towards shared care would use to work out how to
juggle their economic resources across two households.
Thus one unintended consequence of eliminating this per-
ceived barrier to sharing the care of children is to create
ambiguity about how sharing the care of children works at
a financial level.

On this issue, there is currently not much Australian or
overseas data on the costs of caring for children by resi-
dent and non-resident parents with different timeshare
arrangements (see, for, example, Henman and Mitchell
2001). In North America, Melli (1992) has suggested that
no significant shift in costs occurs until the care of children
is shared at the 40-50 per cent mark. If the Australian
Scheme is to remain at the vanguard of child support pol-
icy, empirical work on the costs to resident and
non-resident parents of caring for children after separation
is needed. The often close but complex links between child
support and contact mean that both will need to be con-
sidered in the context of any policy reform.

More fundamental to the Scheme’s operation perhaps is
the need for data on the effectiveness of the Scheme for
children’s wellbeing, and on the respective financial “bal-
ance points” for each parent. Parents’ perceptions of
fairness are tied to these balance points. There is some evi-
dence (Harding and Szukalska 2000; Smyth and Weston
2000) that the Scheme does indeed make a positive differ-
ence to children’s lives. However, other pockets of data
(for example, McHugh 1999) suggest that the current lev-
els of private financial support to children may still not go
far enough, and that many children still receive little or no
financial support (ABS 1998).

which includes the introduction of the Goods and Services
Tax (GST), Family Tax Benefit, Parenting Payment (Sin-
gle), and the Youth Allowance – some of which replaced
less targeted provisions. The complex inter-relationships
between these policy initiatives and child support make it
hard to assess how the Scheme is faring.

In addition, modern family life and indeed families them-
selves are becoming increasingly complex. The changing
nature of family life and patterns of women’s and men’s
workforce participation have meant that the parenting
roles, expectations and responsibilities of mothers and
fathers are in transition. This has led to a softening of the
boundaries around the care of children (Fuligni and
Brooks-Gunn 2004), and has prompted re-evaluation of
the previously accepted post-divorce (maternal) “sole cus-
tody” model of parenting and a move towards encouraging
co-parenting after separation. The recent push towards
50/50 shared care attests to this shift. The 50/50 care
debate has implications for child support policy since more
equal patterns of care typically result in less child support
being paid.

A key challenge for the Scheme centres on its ability to
respond to social and economic change, and to make the
necessary adjustments where appropriate. The Scheme
was originally conceptualised as a dynamic and responsive
entity, at the heart of which should be a solid evidence-
base to guide and monitor the impact of any change (see,
for example, Fogarty 1992).

On the need for germane data, Australia appears to be on
the cusp of gaining access to several powerful datasets for
the investigation of child support issues. The fourth wave
of data collection for the Household, Income, and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey commences later
this year. This longitudinal dataset has comprehensive
income and work data available, as well as information on
child support for separated families. The Australian
Bureau of Statistics will soon be releasing the Family
Characteristics Survey 2003. This dataset will have paral-
lel child support information to that collected from a
previous survey conducted in 1997 (ABS 1998). 

In addition, fieldwork has recently commenced for the first
wave of Growing Up in Australia, a longitudinal study of
Australian children, which, as Sanson et al. point out else-
where in this edition of Family Matters, will yield
increasingly rich data over time for investigating child sup-
port. The Australian Institute of Family Studies has also
recently collected comprehensive child support data from a
national random sample as part of its Caring for Children
after Separation study. Finally, the Child Support Agency’s
own administrative datasets will also be an important source
of information to help inform the proposed Taskforce’s
investigation. These datasets, individually and together, are
likely to shed light on a range of issues currently challenging
child support policy and practice. 

One largely neglected issue in need of investigation is that
of the financial costs of contact to non-resident parents.
There has been some pressure to reduce child support
payable by non-resident parents who have contact with
their children for between 10 and 30 per cent of nights per
year (Fehlberg and Smyth 2000). This idea took legislative
form in the Child Support Legislation Amendment Bill No
2 2000 but was subsequently defeated in the Senate. At the
time, data were lacking on the potential impact that this
initiative would have had on the relative financial position
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Backtrack
One issue that was flagged by the Standing Committee to
be explored by the proposed Taskforce cuts to the heart of
the Australian Scheme: the way in which the child support
percentages for the number of eligible children are derived.
Ideas about shifting the formula from a “per cent of
income” model (which focuses on both parents’ income
and the number of children to be supported) to a model
that seeks to take account of the direct costs of children
were floated during the recent inquiry. Shifting the
Scheme’s conceptual framework would represent a
marked shift in philosophy, and would require substantial
modelling of the cost of raising children in separated fam-
ilies. Reliable data on such costs currently do not exist. 

Regardless of the direction that policy takes on the issue of
formula guidelines, it seems clear that the proposed Task-
force will need to be able to adopt a lucid line of reasoning
as well as be creative and persistent in its search for data
that can inform the issues at hand. While the datasets
listed earlier hold much promise for informing the debate,
they are relatively new, complex, and under-developed in
terms of a community of users with sufficient expertise
and experience with child support issues. They also were
not designed to address specific policy issues on which the
Taskforce may focus. Accordingly, any analyses or econo-
metric modelling are unlikely to be straightforward or fast. 

It should also be noted that in some places, the Standing
Committee rejected earlier thinking that helped to shape
the Scheme. For instance, the Committee stated that it
rejected “the notion of the primacy of the children of the
first family” (para 6.70, p. 139). On the basis of perceived
fairness, it also rejected the idea that the level of exempt
income for payers and payees should be different despite a
clear articulation of the need for this difference by one of
the early child support advisory groups (CSEAG 1992).
While it is important that the Scheme and its philosophical
underpinnings be examined closely in the context of
changing social circumstances, caution may be warranted
in ensuring that piecemeal change does not result in any
adverse unintended consequences.

Back to children
Child support aims to benefit children. Any re-evaluation
of the Scheme should thus start, stay with, and end with
children’s needs. Indeed it was not so long ago that 
children of divorced parents in Australia received very 
little, if any, financial support from their non-resident 
parent. It is important to remind ourselves of this amid 
the criticism that the Scheme continues to attract. This 
is not to say that the Scheme is perfect. No public policy
ever is – especially policy that applies to so many parents
and children in such differing circumstances and at a 
time, for some, of immense suffering, confusion and pain. 

The complexity of the Scheme and of the personal situa-
tions that it applies to suggest that any reform needs to (a)
be considered carefully, (b) be informed by a solid evi-
dence base, and (c) be based on a set of clearly articulated
values and objectives. Without these things, much good
work can be undone quickly.

The Standing Committee on Family and Community
Affairs recommended that the re-evaluation of the Scheme
be completed within a six-month time frame. The impor-
tance and complexity of this task, however, suggests that
patience and rigour may be more critical than speed. 
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Growing Up 
in Australia
takes its first steps

study was intended to provide an author-
itative evidence base to contribute to the
development of policies and service pro-
vision around early childhood. The study
was to be large in scope, involving a
nationally representative sample of chil-
dren, and to adopt an ecological view of

child development. This involved consideration of the
major developmental contexts which help to shape a child’s
life (home, school, child care, community), and paying
heed to all aspects of a child’s development (physical, emo-
tional, cognitive and social). 

The research objectives, conceptual framework and broad
design for the study were developed by the Australian Gov-
ernment Department of Family and Community Services
(FaCS) LSAC Project Team after wide consultation across
Australia with government representatives, service providers
and peak groups, and researchers.  A set of broad research
questions was developed relevant to policy development and
analysis across government. 

To design and implement a study of this breadth and
scope clearly required a multidisciplinary research team.
A consortium containing this expertise was formed, led by
the Australian Institute of Family Studies (see Sanson
2003 for a detailed listing of consortium partners). Follow-
ing the acceptance of the consortium’s proposal, a contract

rowing Up in Australia may
be the most ambitious study of
children’s development ever
undertaken in Australia.
Tracking 5000 infants and

5000 four-year-olds forward over at least
eight years, it aims to provide a strong evi-
dence base for policy development and service delivery on a
wide range of issues relating to children’s development.

Many parties have played important roles in bringing
this study into the world, watching over it, helping it take
its first steps, and offering expert advice and assistance. In
this paper we first provide a brief description of the study’s
development process, using the rather appropriate analogy
of a child’s birth. Then we briefly describe the data that will
be available to researchers from the first survey wave, and
offer some pointers to the sorts of questions which can be
addressed using the dataset. 

Conception
The Growing Up in Australia study is the Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children (LSAC). Funding for LSAC
was announced in the 2000-2001 budget, as part of the
Australian Government’s Stronger Families and Communi-
ties Strategy. Recognising the critical importance of the
early years of a child’s life for their later development, the
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Growing Up in Australia is the Longitudinal Study 

of Australian Children. As might be expected for 

the most complex and large-scale study of its 

kind undertaken in Australia, it has had a 

long gestation, but is now in the field.

GG

Growing Up 
in Australia
takes its first steps

A N N  S A N S O N  a n d  R O B E R T  J O H N S TO N E,
t h e  L S AC  R e s e a r c h  Co n s o r t i u m  a n d  t h e  Fa C S  L S AC  P r o j e c t  Te a m



develop direct assessments of the physical and cognitive
development of the children; develop a simple time use
diary for parents to record children’s activities over two 24-
hour periods; and develop questionnaires for child carers
and teachers. This large set of instruments underwent
extensive testing in pretests and pilot tests, and expert feed-
back was sought on them through our various consultative
mechanisms. 

Simultaneously, we worked on a range of complex design
issues, supported by the consortium’s Sampling Design
Team. Finding two nationally representative cohorts of chil-
dren (5000 infants and 5000 four-year-olds) and their
families was not a straightforward task. Decisions were
needed on the exact age ranges for the two cohorts, whether
children born in each month of the year should be included,
and the period of time over which data collection should
occur. From August 2002, when the Health Insurance Com-
mission agreed to the use of the Medicare list as the sampling
frame, we worked on a recruitment methodology which fit-
ted both the Commission’s needs and ours. For details about
the decisions made about these and other sampling issues,
see Soloff et al. (2003), available from the study’s website at
the Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

At the same time, we also recruited a fieldwork agency
to take responsibility for the data collection, including the
interviews with the families in their homes (following our
analogy, they are perhaps the “midwives”). Colmar Brun-
ton Social Research, supported by I-View  (formerly NCS
Pearson), won the contract to undertake this task.

The “third trimester” involved recruitment of our first
526 families. An extensive public awareness exercise was
conducted and we were heartened by the positive response
we received from the parents, children and interviewers
involved, who all regarded the interview process as enjoy-
able and interesting.

In a process perhaps most analogous to “labour”, we
worked hard and fast to analyse the information from this
early phase in order to finalise details for the main wave of
data collection with FaCS. Valuable advice was received
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, and other govern-
ment agencies who will use the LSAC data. In brief, the
final design for Wave 1 involves:

• recruiting families with either an infant (5000 families)
or a four-year-old child (5000 families) from about 300
postcodes across Australia; 

• conducting a face-to-face interview with the parent who
knows the child best about the child and their family; 

• asking this parent and the other resident parent (if
there is one) to complete a brief written questionnaire
on themselves, their parenting roles and the child;

• taking some measures of the child’s physical develop-
ment (such as height, weight);

• undertaking some assessments of four-year-olds’ lan-
guage skills and school readiness;

• asking parents to complete a time use diary recording
the child’s activities on two days;

• with parental permission, asking child care providers
and preschool and primary school teachers to complete
a brief questionnaire about their program and the child;

• seeking parental consent to link data to Medicare and
Australian Childhood Immunisation Register records;
and

• linking to the National Childcare Accreditation Council
data on quality of long day care centres and family day
care schemes.

for the development and implementation of the study was
signed between FaCS and the Institute in March 2002. 

Gestation
The task of the “first trimester” was to set in place the
organisational capacity to support the project. A core Pro-
ject Operations Team1 was recruited by the Institute, a
Consortium Advisory Group was formed, and five Design
Teams were drawn together to help develop the various
modules of the study. The Institute also invited national
and international experts onto a Scientific and Policy Advi-
sory Group, while FaCS continued to receive input from
other Commonwealth departments, state and territory
governments and other key agencies through its Steering
Committee and State and Territory Advisory Group (see
Sanson 2003 for further details). 

The major undertaking of the “second trimester” was the
development of efficient and high-quality instruments to
collect the data on the many domains of interest to Growing
Up in Australia, without imposing too much burden on our
multiple respondents. The Institute worked with the Design
Teams (and the FaCS LSAC Project Team) to develop draft
instruments for the two cohorts. Our tasks were to: develop
separate (although overlapping) instruments for the two age
cohorts; collect data from parents using face-to-face inter-
views and self-completion questionnaires; select and/or
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inviting them to take part in the study. Letters have been
sent out in four phases from January to May 2004. Families
are given the opportunity to choose not to take part at this
stage, by phoning or mailing the Health Insurance Com-
mission. After four weeks, contact details for families who
have not opted out are passed on to the fieldwork agency,
and contact is made by interviewers. 

More than 130 interviewers are conducting the inter-
views. They each attended a four-day intensive,
competency-based training course, held in various capital
cities during February and March 2004. At the time of writ-
ing (in May 2004), more than 2000 interviews have already
been completed.

Next steps
Data collection will continue through to September 2004.
The data will be warehoused at the Institute. The data man-
agement  principles which will  be followed, and 
current proposals for dataset file structure, data confiden-
tialisation and access, data security, imputation, weighting
and data linkage, are described in Johnstone et al. (2004, also
available at www.aifs.gov.au/growingup/pubs). Data are to be
released in April 2005, along with a report summarising find-
ings pertinent to a number of policy-relevant questions.

Throughout the life of the study, the participating chil-
dren and their families will continue to be its most
precious resource. Once a longitudinal study of children
commences, its developmental timetable is to some extent
fixed. Regardless of researchers’ preferences, the children
continue, relentlessly, to grow, and the time to collect data
on their next developmental stage cannot be delayed. We
intend to send a newsletter along with a brief question-
naire to families in early 2005. Wave 2 of the study will
occur in 2006, Wave 3 in 2008, and Wave 4 in 2010. We will
also be keeping in touch with the Growing Up in Aus-
tralia families through newsletters that will inform them of
the study’s progress and key findings, and through birth-
day and greeting cards. 

Contributing to our knowledge about children
The experience of many past large-scale studies is that they
have never been fully exploited or “mined” to address all the
questions that could be asked of the data (Stanley, Sanson
and McMichael 2002). This is a particular issue for longitu-
dinal studies where the data continue to accumulate with
each wave of data collection. 

We are trying to avoid this outcome through a number of
measures. Most importantly, the policy adopted by FaCS is to
make the data very widely and easily available to
researchers, while still ensuring the privacy of respondents
and security of the data. Second, the extensive consultation
with policy makers and researchers at every stage of the
development of the study is aimed, among other things, to
ensure that the data collected are of clear interest and rele-
vance and are well understood. Third, we will be doing our
best to make the data easy to use. A fourth mechanism is to
encourage researchers to think about the data now, as it is
being collected, and plan to exploit it quickly on its release.
This section of the paper attempts to stimulate such thinking.

Growing Up in Australia will provide rich data on chil-
dren and their families, as Table 1 indicates. Seven broad
research questions and 14 more specific ones guided the
development of the study (Grant and Wilson 2001; Sanson
2003; Sanson et al. 2002). Together, they provide useful
starting points for policy-relevant issues to examine using

Table 1 provides a summary of meas-
ures to be collected in Wave 1. The
list is by no means exhaustive but

provides an indication of the breadth of data being collected.

Birth
The official launch of Wave 1 of the study took place on 8
February 2004. The Minister for Family and Community
Services, Senator the Hon Kay Patterson, enlisted three of
the many children attending the event to help her declare
the study launched. As shown in the separate report on the
launch on page 54 of this edition of Family Matters, this
was a happy and successful occasion for bringing the study
into the light of day, and attracted much media coverage.

First steps
Even as the launch was occurring, some families were
receiving letters from the Health Insurance Commission
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Summary of measures to be collected in Wave 1 
of the Growing Up in Australia study

Table 1

1. Socio-demographics:
family and social 
constructs 

2. Child development
and functioning

3. Family functioning

• Household and family
• Parents’ paid work
• Parents’ finances
• Parents’ other human capital
• Housing
• Neighbourhood and community

involvement
• Use of family-related services    

• Behavioural functioning 
• Emotional functioning
• Language development
• Preliteracy skills 
• Temperament
• Readiness to learn
• Motor/physical development
• Social competence  

• Parenting practices 
• Contact and contributions from 

non-resident parents
• Parenting stress
• Couple relationships
• Parent–child relationships (both 

parents and step-parents)
• Family relationships (including

extended family)
• Work/ family balance
• Social support (informal and formal)  

• Gestation and birth (child and mother)
• General health of child (diet, 

exercise etc)
• Chronic conditions/ disabilities
• Physical development (including

height, weight, girth and head 
circumference)

• Parental physical and mental health 

• Use of non-parental care – types,
amount, changes, age at start

• Quality of care – parent and carer
report

• At home learning activities
• Experience of and nature of pre-

school/kindergarten programs
• Other out-of-home activities
• Transition to school  

6. Education 

5. Child care 

4. Health

Domain Measures   



the Growing Up in Australia dataset. However, the dataset
will allow exploration of a large number of other issues as
well. The following expands upon these questions and dis-
cusses a small sample of the other important issues that
could be examined.

Of course, the unique strength of a longitudinal study is
its capacity to examine stability and change over time and
temporal relationships among measures (for example, to
identify early risk and protective factors, developmental
pathways and transition points). These analyses must
await later waves of Growing Up in Australia. However,
given the breadth and size of the Wave 1 dataset, numerous
questions can be addressed already, as has also been the
experience with Wave 1 of the Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics survey (HILDA Annual Report 2003). 

Family structure and demographics 
We will be able to map the diversity of household and fam-
ily composition for children in the study. We will be able to
identify the relationships of the child
and both parents with all the usual
members of the child’s household,
along with other details such as
country of birth and medical condi-
t ions .  We can expect  the  fu l l
diversity of family types to be repre-
sented in  the Growing Up in
Australia sample – families with two
parents and single parents, stepfam-
ilies, blended families, families with
same-sex parents, and various other
combinations. Sometimes the study
child will be an only child, and
sometimes they will have one or
more full, half and/or step siblings living in the same or
another household, and they may be part of a multiple
birth (for example, twins, triplets). Some families will be
“nuclear” families, while others will have other family
members or unrelated people living in the household. 

Further, families will cover the continuum from socio-
economic advantage to disadvantage. In some, two parents
will be working for pay, while in others one parent will
work, and in others again neither parent will be in paid
work. They will come from urban, rural, regional and
remote areas. A wide range of cultural backgrounds will be
represented. Given the size of the sample, it will be possi-
ble to examine how these and other diverse characteristics
are related to factors such as family functioning, child
experiences and child developmental outcomes. 

Following are some examples of specific questions.

• What roles do mothers and fathers play in the infant and
four-year-old cohorts, and across different family types?
How does children’s use of time differ across family types? 

• What associations are there among financial hardship,
parenting stress, parenting practices, parental relation-
ship quality, and child outcomes? Do the data support
the hypothesis that aspects of family functioning medi-
ate some of the effects of financial and other stressors
(Sanson and Lewis 2001)?

• How does the development of children vary according to
the number, sex and ages of their siblings, and to what
extent is this due to differences in parenting and par-
ent–child relationships? Existing research on the
impact of birth order, siblings and family size is some-
what inconsistent (Luoma et al. 1999; Furman and

Lanthier 2002), and this continues to be an area of pub-
lic and research interest. Even though not all the
families in the study will be “completed” at Wave 1, the
Growing Up in Australia data will provide a good test of
various hypotheses that have been posited. 

• What is the nature of non-resident parent involvement
with infants and four-year-old children? The recent
inquiry into child custody has highlighted the dearth of
information about the patterns of contact between non-
resident parents and their children, and the critical
importance of such data, especially when it can be com-
bined with evidence on the children’s wellbeing (Smyth
2002). Although it is not feasible to collect data directly
from non-resident parents in this wave (we hope to be
able to involve them directly in later waves), data will be
available on the amount and nature of contact (day only,
overnight, holidays), relationships between resident and
non-resident parents, satisfaction with the amount and
nature of contact, and payment of child support. 

Parental relationships
The character of par-
ent–child relationships,
parenting practices and
levels of inter-parent sup-
port and conflict, have all
been found to impact on
child outcomes (Born-
stein 2002). Following
are some specific ques-
tions in this area.

• What is the nature of 
parenting in Australian 
families? It will be pos-

sible to examine, across the two cohorts, a wide range of
parenting variables – for example, the amount of
warmth and involvement of parents, the discipline
methods they use, their consistency in applying rules,
the sorts of activities they provide for their children
(such as reading and drawing, cultural and sporting
activities, television and computer use). How do these
vary across cohorts, across family types, and across vari-
ous other demographic variables? Do parents who have
attended parenting education programs differ from oth-
ers on parenting or other characteristics?

• Sharing of parenting roles – what differences are there
between the two cohorts in the way mothers and fathers
share the parenting role? Recent studies (Bittman and
Hoffman 2004) indicate that mothers are still spending
much more time caring for children than fathers,
although fathers’ involvement is increasing. How many
“home Dads” are there, and who are they? What types of
parenting activities do fathers engage in with infants and
four-year-olds? What factors help explain different pat-
terns of sharing of parenting? How is the pattern of
sharing related to children’s development and wellbeing?

• What levels of confidence and stress do mothers and
fathers experience in fulfilling their parenting role, and
how do these relate to factors such as their own mental
health, their relationship with the other parent, their part-
ners’ satisfaction with the role each parent is playing, their
access to various types of support, and their work status? 

• How do factors such as relationship quality and length,
number of marital transitions, and conflict between 
parents relate to child and parent wellbeing? To what
extent is the impact of inter-parent relationships on
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Work and family

Growing Up in Australia will provide a strong data source
for investigating how workforce participation and conditions
of work affect family functioning and child outcomes. Among
the key areas being assessed are labour force status, access to
family-friendly work conditions, and the “strains” and
“gains” experienced by parents in balancing their family
commitments and labour force participation. By having data
from both parents on these issues, the study will be able to
investigate the impacts of work at a family level. 

Some of the specific questions which could be addressed
are as follows.

• What is the nature and strength of associations between
parental employment and child outcomes? It is often
argued that work leads to reduced financial stress, social
approval and improved parental mental health, which
then have positive effects on children’s development. This
question may be of particular interest in regard to single
parents where argument continues about whether labour
force participation impacts positively or negatively on
parents’ capacity to nurture their children, given the con-
comitant increased income but decreased parenting time 

and increased time pressure 
(Bradbury 2003).

• Regarding the impact of long 
work hours on parents and 
children, recent analyses 
using the HILDA dataset have 
suggested that fathers’ long 
work hours per se have sur-
prisingly small relationships 
with their wellbeing (Weston 
et al. in press). Does this hold 
for parents of young children, 
and for both mothers and 
fathers? How many parents 
would prefer to work shorter 
(or longer) hours? In a study 
of Canadian children, par-
ents’ unsociable work sched-

ules (that is, evening and weekend work) were associated
with poorer child wellbeing, especially for preschool aged
children (Strazdins, Korda, Lim, Broom and D’Souza, in
press). Growing Up in Australia will also be able to shed
light on the critical question of whether Australian par-
ents’ long work hours impact on their children. 

• How does access to family friendly work provisions such
as flexible hours and parental leave relate to the strains
and gains of working and parent wellbeing, as well as
child outcomes? Does this differ across the two cohorts?

Non-parental child care

Child care for young children takes many forms – formal
care (including long day care centres and family day care),
and informal arrangements such as care by neighbours,
relatives, nannies and babysitters. Recent figures from the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2003) indicate that
the use of formal care by very young children is low (7 per
cent of children under one year), but increases rapidly up
to age four (83 per cent). While most children using child
care attend for relatively few hours (45 per cent use it for
less than ten hours per week and a further 27 per cent use
it for 10-19 hours per week), a small proportion (6 per
cent) attend for 45 hours or more per week. 

children’s wellbeing mediated
through parenting practices and
confidence, as suggested by authors

such as Hetherington (1999)?
• There has been a recent increase in interest in the role

of grandparents as carers of their grandchildren. Studies
suggest that grandparents can experience some ambiva-
lence about assuming substantial caring responsibilities
(for example, Goodfellow and Laverty 2003) and (in the
case of those with full-time caring responsibilities) con-
siderable distress (for example, Fitzpatrick and Reeve
2003). Less is known about the impact of grandparental
care on the children themselves (Ferguson, 2004).
Growing Up in Australia will provide valuable data on
grandparent care. What roles do grandparents play in
the family (for example, providing emotional, financial
and/or practical help)? How do these differ by family
type and by parental work status? How is grandparent
care related to children’s development and wellbeing?

Health

A substantial amount of health-related data is being col-
lected in Growing Up in Australia, which will be
particularly useful when considered in conjunction with the
other data on the child’s experiences in
their family and broader environment.
There will be data on a wide range of child
health conditions such as asthma, eczema,
various disabilities, and sleeping, emotional
and behavioural problems. There will also
be information on the parents’ own physi-
cal health and psychosocial wellbeing.

A sampling of specific questions in this
area include the following.

• Overweight and obesity – there is evi-
dence that childhood overweight and
obesity is increasing alarmingly in preva-
lence, and likely to have substantial
adverse health consequences (Booth,
Wake et al. 2001). Using the direct meas-
ures of children’s height and weight to
determine overweight/obesity, it will be possible to inves-
tigate links with a number of child, family and broader
environmental characteristics (for example, child tem-
perament, activity levels, and diet; parental weight, diet,
parenting characteristics, and stress; and socio-demo-
graphic, cultural and geographical factors).

• Because the birth dates of children in the sample will be
spread from January to December, we will be able to
examine “season of birth” effects. For example, some
research suggests that season of birth may be associated
with differences in motor development (Benson 1993),
personality style (Chotai, Forsgren, Nilsson and Adolfs-
son 2001), and adjustment and learning difficulties
(Chichlenko and Barbarash 2001).

• As well as providing data on the incidence of accidents,
injuries and hospitalisations, it will also be possible to
examine the relationships of these occurrences to fam-
ily factors (such as parental education, mental health),
community factors (such as neighbourhood safety,
resources), and child-related factors (such as tempera-
ment and behaviour problems).

• What are the direct and indirect relationships between
parents’ physical and mental health and children’s
health and wellbeing? 
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Aspects of quality of care such as the qualifications and
experience of child care workers, the continuity of care-
givers, staff/child ratios and group sizes, have been found
to be clearly related to child outcomes in the United States
(NICHD 2000). In Australia, where staff qualifications and
staff/child ratios achieve higher minimum standards than
in the United States, experience of formal care has been
associated with improved socioemotional and cognitive
outcomes (Harrison and Ungerer 1997). Ongoing debate
surrounds the impact on the child of the age of entry into
child care, the stability of this care, and the number of
hours per week in care (Wise, Ungerer and Sanson 2002).
Growing Up in Australia will provide the most detailed
description of the child care experiences of a large sample
of children yet available in Australia. 

The following are some specific questions.

• Mapping the detail: How much care is received by
infants and four-year-olds, how often, for how long, and
from what age? Who does the caring? What number of
care arrangements do children experience, and how sta-
ble are these over time? How costly is care? What sorts
of families use the various sorts of care?

• Does this dataset support the findings of large overseas
studies and smaller Australian studies about the relation-
ship of the objective quality indices noted above (such as
ratios) and children’s development and adjustment?

• By using child carers and teachers as informants, we
have the advantage of more than one perspective on
children’s development. The perspective of the
carer/teacher who observes the child out of the home
environment will supplement parents’ reports and the
direct measurements of children’s development. While
we can increase the reliability of information on chil-
dren by combining different sources, the variation
between informants is also often informative (Achen-
bach et al. 1987). How well do these different
informants agree on a child’s development and wellbe-
ing? What factors affect the level of agreement (for
example, relationship between informants, child age
and gender, role of the informants in the child’s life)?

• How does satisfaction with child care relate to
work/family strains and gains, along with number of
hours worked and income?

• Detailed information will be collected from carers and
parents about the quality of the care environment. Aus-
tralia is a world-first in having the comprehensive child
care accreditation scheme run by the National Child-
care Accreditation Council (NCAC 2001). By linking
the study data to the Council’s detailed information on
quality of long day care centres and family day care
schemes, it will be possible to address a number of ques-
tions about how specific characteristics of the care
setting link to particular aspects of children’s emotional,
social, health and cognitive development (for example,
pre-literacy programs with school readiness, cultural
sensitivity with the adjustment of children from cultur-
ally diverse backgrounds). 

Children’s transition and adjustment to school 
The nature of a child’s transition to school is affected by a
number of risk and protective factors including the nature
and quality of relationships within the family, their early
experiences at home and child care, their own characteristics
(such as task persistence and emotion regulation), relation-
ships between home and school, school characteristics and

teacher expectations (Goswani and Bryant 1991; Martin
1989; Sanson et al. 1996). 

With the data from the time use diary, parent and carer
reports, and direct measures of language development and
preliteracy skills for four-year-olds, it will be possible to
answer questions such as the following.

• What sorts of cognitive stimulation do parents provide
for their children? For example, how much do family
members read to children, encourage their involvement
in sporting, music/drama/dance, religious and other
activities, and take them on visits to such places as
libraries and museums? How are these activities related
to children’s readiness to learn? Do these relationships
hold across all family types?

• What are the relationships between such variables as
amount of child care and preschool experience, television
viewing, computer use, time spent on reading and drawing
activities, and children’s preparedness for learning?

• How much do schools and preschools involve and com-
municate with parents? How does this affect the child’s
adjustment to school? How do child and family charac-
teristics interact with school/preschool characteristics to
determine a “good fit”? Can we identify features of pro-
grams which contribute to their “readiness for children”,
facilitating children’s adjustment to (pre)school and their
early literacy and numeracy skills development? 

Social resources 
The interest in social resources in early childhood stems
from research suggesting that resources beyond those pro-
vided by the immediate family help shape children’s
development (Waters et al. 1999). Relevant data in the
Growing Up in Australia dataset include: relationships
with extended family, friends and peers; parental use of
services, support networks and formal agencies for practi-
cal, emotional, and financial support and information;
perceived adequacy of the support available; and commu-
nity safety. These data will allow an assessment of how
social resources beyond the child’s family are spread
across families with various characteristics (such as
urban/rural, family types, income brackets), how impor-
tant they are to the child’s development, and how they
impact at varying times during childhood. 

Possible areas for investigation include the following.

• How connected are families to wider social networks
and community level resources? How does this differ
across the cohorts, across family types and across dif-
ferences in parental work status? How does this
connectedness relate to child outcomes?

• How do families perceive their neighbourhood, espe-
cially in terms of community connectedness, trust,
crime and violence, and how does this relate to their
parenting and to child outcomes?

Data warehousing
As noted above, the Growing Up in Australia data will be
made widely available to researchers. The datasets will be
warehoused for FaCS at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies and made available to approved researchers from
April 2005. Given the longitudinal nature of the study, data
will be presented in a way which will facilitate across-time
analysis. 

Two datasets will be created. The first dataset will be
unconfidentialised, with only names and addresses
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The critical importance of the early years of a child’s life
is now well recognised (Howard 2004; Swan 2004). The
task of researchers is hence to provide policy makers with
the best evidence on which to base policies and practices
to optimise all children’s early development. We hope the
research emanating from Growing Up in Australia will
enhance the quality of that evidence.  The aim of the many
partners in the development and implementation of Grow-
ing Up in Australia is for the data to be justifiably viewed
as an important national resource.

Note
1 The Project Operations Team currently has the following members:

Associate Professor Ann Sanson (Project Director), Carol Soloff
(Survey Manager), Grace Soriano (Senior Research Officer), Robert
Johnstone (Data Manager), Sebastian Misson (Data Administrator),
and Dr Katherine Wilson (Survey Officer). Christine Millward was the
study’s Design Manager until March 2004.
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In the article “Family trends: Changing patterns of partnering”, pub-
lished in Family Matters no. 64 (Autumn 2003: 10-15), some figures in
Table 1 on page 14 require correction. 

The table reports the percentage of people in various age groups who
were unpartnered at the time of the 1986, 1996 and 2001 census. The
figures from the 1986 and 1996 censuses were based on those from
Birrell and Rapson (1998). The 2001 figures were based on new analy-
sis from the 2001 census. 

Unfortunately, the definition of the population on which the 2001 figures
were calculated varied from that on which the 1986 and 1996 figures
were based. These differences in the specification of the populations in
2001 make it appear that the increase in the percentage of unpartnered
individuals observed by Birrell and Rapson (1998) had stalled. However,
when the same population specifications are used for 2001 as for 1986
and 1996 the increase in the unpartnered population for the 20-49 age
group has continued on to 2001. 

The table below produces the 1986, 1996 and 2001 figures using com-
parable population specifications in all three census years. These are
the specifications employed by Birrell and Rapson (1998) and include
domestic visitors and people in non-private dwellings where there are
some difficulties in precisely estimating levels of non-partnering. Some
other small adjustments are also made to minimise rounding errors. 

The authors of the article, David de Vaus, Lixia Qu and Ruth Weston,
thank Bob Birrell and Virginia Rapson for drawing their attention to this
matter and for their permission to use their updated 2001 figures.

Changes in levels of being unpartnered, 1986-2001  Table 1

Source: 1986 and 1996 figures from Birrell and Rapson (1998) based on special
matrix tables from 1986 and 1996 census. 2001 figures from Birrell and Rapson
(personal communication) based on special matrix tables from 2001 census.Figures
include estimates including domestic visitors and people in non-private dwellings but
exclude international visitors and people with a same-sex partner. See Birrell and
Rapson (1998) for further details regarding population specifications.  

Female Male 
1986 1996 2001 1986 1996 2001

Age % % % % % % 
20-24 61 73 76 80 85 87
25-29 33 43 47 47 57 59
30-34 23 30 34 29 38 41
35-39 20 27 30 23 30 34
40-44 21 26 29 21 27 31
45-49 22 27 30 21 25 29

C O R R E C T I O N

F A T H E R H O O D R E S E A R C H

The Engaging Fathers Project at the Family Action Centre has
released its Fatherhood Research in Australia Report to make avail-
able a description of recent research (1997–2004) on fathers in
Australian populations.

The report describes published research on fathers (male carers)
across the life cycle, from family formation – fertility, contraceptive
use, abortion, and decision to have a child – to the role of fathers in
family dissolution, and fathers of young adults. Research on groups
of fathers, a review of information available on fathers in large data
sets, and papers from leading researchers in the field are included. 

Support for the initiative was provided by the Australian Government
Department of Family and Community Services, the Child Support
Agency, and the Bernard van Leer Foundation. Copies are available
from the Engaging Fathers Project at the Family Action Centre, the
University of Newcastle. Phone (02) 4921 8640.



interviewers from Colmar Brunton Social
Research and I-view (the agencies conduct-
ing the fieldwork for the study); as well as
two families who took part in the early phase
of the study last year.

The launch began with a welcome from the
Acting Director of the Institute and Project
Director, Associate Professor Ann Sanson. In
her address, Ann emphasised the signifi-
cance of the study, saying that it is a “first”
for Australia. “While several other countries
have national longitudinal studies of their
children, Australia has not had one before.”

She said: “Growing Up in Australia will give us
the fullest picture we’ve ever had about those
critical early years in a child’s life. It will track
10,000 children (5000 babies and 5000 four-
year-olds) from all across Australia over the
next seven years, and hopefully for longer.
Some of you will know the UK 7-Up series. This
is like a much bigger and better version of 
7-Up!”(see page 53 for Ann Sanson’s article on
the study).

Minister Patterson officially launched the study
with the help of three young children (as the
accompanying photo shows). In doing so, the
Minister described the study as “one of the
most important pieces of research ever under-
taken into Australian children”. 

According to the Minister: “The idea is to use
the research to develop quality early inter-
vention programs which can improve the life
chances of young children as they grow up.”

A I F S A C T I V I T I E S

T H E  L A U N C H  O F  A  

The first wave of Growing Up in Australia, the
longitudinal study of Australian children, was
officially launched by Senator the Hon Kay Pat-
terson, Minister for Family and Community
Services, on Sunday 8 February 2004. 

Despite the soaring temperatures, more than
100 people, including about 50 children,
turned out to participate in the event on the
Rooftop Garden at the Melbourne Museum in
Carlton Gardens. 

As described in the article on page 53 in this
edition of Family Matters, Growing Up in
Australia is a new study which follows two
large, nationally representative samples of
children through the crucial early years of
their lives. The study is being undertaken by
a consortium led by the Australian Institute
of Family Studies and is funded by the Aus-
tralian Government Department of Family
and Community Services (FaCS).   

There are many organisations and individuals
contributing to Growing Up in Australia, and
many of these were present at the launch.

Senator Kay Patterson, with the help of three young
visitors, declares the Growing Up in Australia study
officially launched. 

Attendees included members of the consor-
tium of researchers working on the study 
with the Institute; representatives from FaCS;
staff from the Health Insurance Commission;
representatives from child care organisations,
education authorities, playgroup associa-
tions, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander organisations; researchers and

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  AU S T R A L I A

The longitudinal study of Australian children

Part of the crowd, including many families, who gathered on the Melbourne
Museum Rooftop Garden to see the Growing Up in Australia study launched. 

Interested visitors at the launch, including Angela Kasjan and baby Nicholas (seated
centre) who participated in the early phase of the study last year.
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Pictured at the launch of Growing Up in Australia
are (from left): Associate Professor Ann Sanson,
Acting Director of the Australian Institute of
Family Studies and Growing Up in Australia
Project Director; Senator the Hon Kay Patterson,
Minister for Family and Community Services; and
Ms Dianne Gibson, Presiding Member of the
Institute’s Board of Management.

One of the mothers involved in the early
phase of the study, Sevi Anagnostopolous,
spoke about her family’s involvement. She
reflected positively on the experience:

“For me, this study is the first step towards
making a difference nationally – it gives
families the opportunity to have their per-
sonal experiences heard and to actively
participate in shaping the future of child
and family services. I, for one, have found
it gratifying to be part of a long-term study
that will be taken into consideration in the
future when planning infrastructure and
other family services.”

Dianne Gibson, the Presiding Member of
the Institute’s Board, brought the official

proceedings to a close by saying she 
was delighted that the Institute had a 
central role in developing the study
which will be invaluable for researchers,
policy makers and service-providers,
and will ultimately make a significant
contribution to the lives of Australian
children and families. 

The launch received wide media cover-
age, including segments on most
television news programs across Aus-
tralia, as well as many follow-up radio
interviews and newspaper articles. Some
of the findings from the preliminary
stage of the study were reported in the
media, such as the finding that 34 per
cent of the infants regularly spent time in
the care of someone other than their par-
ents, 37 per cent of infants were still
being breastfed, and 96 per cent of four-
year-olds were read to by someone in
their family at least once a week.

Following the launch the Institute received
a very positive response from the public,
including many families wanting to know
more about the study, and interested
researchers and service providers who
gave their support and encouragement.

For more information on the Growing Up
in Australia study, please visit the web-
site at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies www.aifs.gov.au/growingup or
email growingup@aifs.gov.au.

L A N D M A R K  S T U D Y

Some of the members of the Growing Up in Australia team are pictured with Senator Patterson and
Dianne Gibson at the launch. Back row from left: Robert Porteous (FaCS), Robert Johnstone, Glenn
Maurer, Andrew Wickes, John Ainley, Sebastian Misson, Peter Walkear (FaCS). Front row from left: Grace
Soriano, Ann Sanson, Christine Millward, Senator Kay Patterson, Melissa Wake, Dianne Gibson, and
Alex Fraser (the Survey Officer for Growing Up in Australia, who reported the launch for these pages). 
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On 18 February 2004 the
Institute was pleased to 
welcome Carol Harvey, a
Professor in the Depart-
ment of Family Studies at
the University of Manitoba,
in Winnipeg, Canada, cur-
rently a Visiting Researcher
at the University of Sydney, where she is investi-
gating policies toward familial caregivers of the
frail elderly in Australia, Canada and Japan.

Carol presented an informal lunchtime seminar
for Institute staff on a variety of family issues for
aboriginal Cree and Anishinabe (Ojibway) fami-
lies in Manitoba, in Canada. Her talk covered two
main issues: parenting and parent help via Abo-
riginal Head Start programs, and the effects on
grandparenting of health problems, particularly
diabetes. The importance of extended family and
community support for families was empha-
sised, as was the need to address the health
problems associated with the forced transition
from their traditional lifestyle and diet to less
healthy colonial ways. The marginalisation of
elders, fragmentation of language and culture,
and lack of role models for younger generations
were also discussed.

Carol Harvey

Rob McGee, Associate
Professor in public health
from the University of
Otago in Dunedin, New
Zealand, visited the Insti-
tute during April–May
2004. Rob has worked for
many years on the famous
Dunedin longitudinal study which to date has
followed a large group of children to 32 years,
and has published extensively on various
aspects of child and adolescent adjustment,
health and wellbeing. He is continuing work on
collaborative research with the Australian Tem-
perament Project while he is here. 

On 22 April 2004, Rob presented an informal
lunchtime seminar to Institute staff on the partic-
ipation of young people aged 9–21 years in
organised clubs and groups (such as sports and
arts/youth groups), and connections between
participation and psycho-social health and well-
being. Children and adolescents who participated
in such activities tended to be more closely
attached to parents, friends and school/work-
place, and have higher perceived competance.

N E W  Z E A L A N D  R E S E A R C H E R
V I S I TS  A I F S

Rob McGee
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Readers are reminded that Family Matters is a fully refereed academic journal,
recognised by the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) for the
purposes of Research Data Collection, and included in the Register of Refereed
Journals. Family Matters welcomes submissions by external authors as well as by
Institute staff. Acceptance of all research papers is subject to a formal review process.
See the Institute’s website for Family Matters author guidelines. Please send
submissions to the editor: email Meredith.Michie@aifs.gov.au
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A I F S A C T I V I T I E S

I N S T I T U T E  H O S TS  U S  E X P E RT  O N  FA M I L I E S

Dr Wade Horn addresses the Institute-hosted seminar on Welfare Reform
and Family Policy.

The Institute's Acting Director, Ann Sanson, greets Dr Wade Horn, the
Assistant Secretary for Children and Families in the US Government.

Dr Wade Horn meets Patrick McLure AO, Head of Mission Australia, at the
Melbourne seminar.

The Australian Institute of Family Studies was pleased to host a
visit to Melbourne by Dr Wade Horn, the Assistant Secretary for
Children and Families, United States Government Department of
Health and Human Services.

Dr Horn, who was in Australia to speak at a conference on Marriage
and the Family, came to Melbourne for a seminar organised by the
Institute at the Radisson Flagstaff Gardens, on 13 April 2004. 

The Institute’s Acting Director, Associate Professor Ann Sanson,
welcomed Dr Horn and the audience of 50 invited guests, includ-
ing representatives from the Australian Government Department
of Family and Community Services (FaCS), the Ministry of Social
Development in New Zealand, senior academics and heads of
research organisations, heads of peak organisations in family and
community services, and Institute researchers. 

Dr Horn spoke on the topic, “Welfare Reform and Family Policy:
Implications for Australia from the US Experience”.  He outlined
the wide-ranging changes made to the United States welfare sys-
tem, ushered in by the Clinton administration in 1996, and the
impact of those reforms across several dimensions, including
decreases in the number of welfare recipients, increases in the
number of single-parent households headed by someone with a
job, and the reduction in child poverty. 

According to Dr Horn, the positive impact of the reforms were not
restricted to welfare clients: caseworkers also reported a positive
effect on their experience of their job in that they were less involved
in simply determining eligibility for welfare funds and more able to
spend time assisting clients with a broader range of work and family
issues.

A controversial amendment to the welfare legislation currently
being debated by the United States Congress is the introduction

of funding to be used specifically for “marriage promotion” activ-
ities. The aim, Dr Horn said, is to “encourage healthy marriages,
not marriage per se”, and to fund innovative programs that help
couples build and maintain relationships in which divorce is
unlikely to be seriously contemplated.  

An engaging question and answer session followed Dr Horn’s
presentation.  

In closing the seminar, Presiding Member of the Institute’s Board
of Management, Diane Gibson, thanked Dr Horn for his interest-
ing and challenging presentation, and his generosity in answering
the wide-ranging questions put to him by the audience.  

Following the seminar, Dr Horn and a group of senior representa-
tives of FaCS and the academic and welfare sectors returned to
the Institute for a further meeting, including briefings about the
Institute and Australian family policy. 



On 14 April 2004 the Institute was pleased
to welcome Michael Flood, a Research Fel-
low at the Australia Institute in Canberra.

Michael presented an informal lunchtime
seminar for Institute staff that explored
contemporary contestations of the mean-
ing and practice of fatherhood. It began

with an overview of the demographic changes, shifts in gender
relations, and policy developments which have turned public atten-

tion to fathers. Fathers’ rights and men’s rights groups have had a
significant influence on policy debates, and Michael outlined their
agendas and significance, before turning to a detailed critique of the
claims about fatherlessness which dominate public discussions of
fathers and families. 

The presentation ended with a discussion of recent controversies in
family policy, including the (unsuccessful) push for a presumption
of children’s joint residence after separation and divorce, and the
likely emergence of an agenda of “marriage promotion”.

FAT H E R H O O D  A N D  FA M I LY  P O L I C Y

Michael Flood

AGGRESSION AND 
SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS

On 17 March 2004 the Institute was
pleased to welcome Debra J. Pepler,
Director of the LaMarsh Centre for
Research on Violence and Conflict
Resolution, at York University in
Toronto, Canada.

Debra presented an informal
lunchtime seminar for Institute staff
and some invited guests on “aggres-
sive children” – who are, she argued,
among the least socially competent
children in our society, often lacking
the social skills and perspectives
needed to engage in positive social
interactions with peers. Using video-
clips, and drawing from her survey
research on early adolescents, she
considered the paradox: the least
socially skilled children are moving
along the developmental trajectory
more quickly than their non-aggres-
sive peers. Data on girls’ and boys’
pubertal development suggest that
the aggressive children are moving
out of the realm of influence of their
families and into the influence of
their peers at an earlier stage than
their peers. There are indications
that aggressive youth experience a
higher level of psychosocial difficul-
ties than non-aggressive youth. The
challenge is to identify and under-
stand the problems experienced by
aggressive girls and boys and the
processes which propel them along
a troubled pathway, so that more
effective interventions can be devel-
oped to support young men and
women of the future. 
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With research partners Macquarie University and Charles Sturt University, the Australian
Institute of Family Studies has been successful in gaining around two million dollars from
the New South Wales Department of Community Services to fund two child care projects. 

The first project will be known as the Extended Child Care Choices Research Project. This
longitudinal extension to age eight years of the current Child Care Choices Research Pro-
ject offers a unique opportunity to assess the long-term impact of child care as children
make the transition to school and progress into the early years of primary school.  

The second project will be known as the Child Care Choices of Indigenous Families
Research Project. It is designed to gather data about Indigenous children’s early experi-
ences and outcomes prior to and during the transition to the school years of education.
These data will be used to identify critical aspects of the experiences of Indigenous children
and their families that affect the children’s development and adjustment. 

M O R E  C H I L D  C A R E  R E S E A R C H

Dr Matthew Gray, a Principal Research 
Fellow responsible for the Institute’s Family
and Society research program, was
farewelled in great style at a gathering of his
colleagues at the Institute on 22 April 2004.  

Acting Director Ann Sanson thanked
Matthew for his outstanding contribution to
the work of the Institute over the years.
Besides his high quality research output,
she acknowledged his commitment, enthu-
siasm, generosity and support. Colleagues
have appreciated Matt as a dedicated team
player – a genuinely collaborative colleague
who has shared his considerable research
skills and expertise freely. 

Matthew is to return to Canberra to take 
up a Senior Lectureship at the Centre for

A I F S  S TA F F  FA R E W E L L  CO L L E AG U E

AIFS Acting Director, Ann Sanson (right) and wellwisher
Christine Millward (centre) are pictured with Matthew
Gray, following Ann’s farewell presentation. 

Aboriginal Economic Policy Research at the
Australian National University. Staff and man-
agement wish him well, and look forward to a
continuing association.  
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The Kuninjku hybrid economy: Continuity and change in family 
relations of production in Arnhem Land, Northern Territory
(Seminar held at the Institute on 12 February 2004)

In his seminar presentation, Jon Altman, Professor and Director of the
Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research (CAEPR) at the Aus-
tralian National University, examined continuity and change over the
25-year period that he has worked in Arnhem Land. Professor Altman
began fieldwork with Kuninjku people in central Arnhem Land in 1979. In
this region people lived at small remote communities called outstations on
Aboriginal-owned land and continued to live off the land, maintaining
many elements of their customary economy. The seminar focused on
social and cultural issues, especially family and gender relations, and
explained the sustainability of this very unusual economy in modern Aus-
tralia, the social relations that underpin it, and its future prospects.

Textures of family life: Further thoughts on change 
and commitment
(Seminar held at the Institute on 18 March 2004)

Carol Smart, Professor of Sociology and Director of the Centre for
Research on Family, Kinship and Childhood at the University of Leeds, is
currently visiting Australia as Distinguished Fellow at the Institute of
Advanced Study, La Trobe University. Professor Smart presented a semi-
nar at the Institute which discussed the existence of parallel systems of
values in families where grandparents condemn divorce, yet act to sup-
port their adult children when they face relationship breakdown. Rather
than dismissing this as hypocrisy, Professor Smart explored the context
in which values are formed and how they can gradually become more
complex and contradictory as social and personal contexts change. She
also discussed how the idea of divorce can change over time from a
shameful secret to a modern rite of passage. The paper explored change
across two generations of family relationships, adding to the debate on
whether commitments within families are in decline.

The Columbus Pilot in the Family Court of Western Australia:
A study in reflective practice
(Seminar held at the Institute on 15 April 2004)

Dr Paul Murphy from the School of Psychology at Edith Cowan University
presented a seminar on the Columbus Pilot project (Columbus) con-
ducted in the Family Court of Western Australia during 2001–2003.
Columbus was established to deal with cases that are characterised by
violence using an individualised case management approach. The Family
Court of Western Australia, the counselling service of the Family Court,
and social scientists work collaboratively to identify risks, needs and
appropriate interventions for both perpetrators and victims of family vio-
lence. Dr Murphy highlighted how Columbus has acted as a catalyst for a
number of changes in the Court, including an emerging culture of reflec-
tive practice, as both the judicial officers and the counselling service staff
develop new skills and knowledge, and refine their joint practice in this
very difficult area of family litigation and dispute resolution. The seminar
paper was co-authored by Dr Lisbeth Pike.

David de Vaus (left) and Institute Acting Director Ann Sanson (right) 
with seminar presenter, Professor Carol Smart (centre).

In 2004 the Australian Institute of Family Studies continues its series of public seminars presenting
contemporary research on national and international issues related to the family. 

Professor Jon Altman

At left, Walter Ibbs, Roundtable Dispute Management (Victorian Law
Association), and Institute researcher Catherine Caruana (right), pictured
with seminar presenter, Dr Paul Murphy (centre).



Family Matters would like to provide a lively
forum for ideas, argument and comment on 
topical issues concerning families. To express
your view, write to the Letters Editor on matters
arising from articles published in Family Matters,
or on other relevant family-related topics. Letters
should be about 300 words, and may be edited.
Letters intended for the next (Winter 2004) edition
should be sent by mid-July 2004.

R E A D E R S ’ L E T T E R S  W E LCO M E D

In 2004 the Australian Institute of Family Studies is continuing
its series of seminars presenting research on national and
international issues related to family. The seminars, designed
to promote a forum for discussion and debate, are free and
open to the public.

Seminars are held at 11.30am (usually on the third Thursday
of each month) in the Seminar Room on the ground floor of
the Institute, at 300 Queen Street, Melbourne 3000. They run
from one to one-and-a-half hours.

Seminar coordinators this year are Institute researchers Kelly
Hand and Jenny Renda. People wishing to attend a particular
seminar should phone Grace Soriano at the Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies. Phone (03) 9214 7888.

■ 20 MAY 2004

Family relationships and mental health
Dr Bryan Rodgers
Centre for Mental Health Research, Australian National University
Facilitator – Bruce Smyth, Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 17 JUNE 2004

Nobody’s clients: Children with drug or alcohol
dependent parents
Dr Stefan Gruenert
Senior policy officer, Odyssey House Australia
Facilitator  – Diana Smart, Australian Institute of Family Studies 

■ 15 JULY 2004

Long work hours and the wellbeing of fathers 
and their families
Dr Matthew Gray
Research Fellow, Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research,
Australian National University
Facilitator – Lixia Qu, Australian Institute of Family Studies

■ 19 AUGUST 2004

Listening for justice: Stories of poverty 
in Australian families
Dr Mark Peel 
School of Historical Studies, Monash University
Facilitator – Christine Millward, Australian Institute of Family Studies 

S E M I N A R P R O G R A M 2 0 0 4

VISIT AIFS ON THE WEB

www.aifs.gov.au

Have you heard the latest 

from the Australian Institute 

of Family Studies

what’s new . . .
A brand new design and revamp for the AIFS website
Publications from the Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual
Assault – www.aifs.gov.au/acssa/pubs/pubsmenu.html
Links to conference papers online
The launch of the Growing Up in Australia study and online
Newsletters reporting its progress

about aifs . . .
background, objectives, the board of management, Institute
staff, staff vacancies

media releases . . .
publications, new projects, important announcements

research . . .
the Institute’s research program, and progress of projects

publications . . .
research papers and reports, issues papers, articles from Family Matters
and Child Abuse Prevention, Stronger Families Bulletin, and ACSSA Aware,
papers from the Institute’s biennial conferences and monthly seminars

databases . . .
aifs library catalogue, databases of child abuse prevention programs
and stronger families good practice projects

information resources . . .
aifs library, family facts and figures, discussion lists, weekly journal
abstracts, online articles and reports, Family Thesaurus online

forthcoming conferences . . .
the place to list and to find Australian and overseas conferences on
family research, policy and related areas

courses . . .
training programs and courses for parents, students and professionals
on family-related topics

links . . .
an extensive collection of links to useful web sites to assist people
working in family studies research and policy and related areas 

specialist web sites . . .
for the Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault, National Child
Protection Clearinghouse, Growing Up in Australia, the Australian
Temperament Project, and the Stronger Families Learning Exchange 
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Children of parents with mental
illness 2: Personal and clinical
perspectives, Edited by Vicki
Cowling, ACER Press, Melbourne,
2004. Price: $34.95

This is a companion book to the
1999 volume Children of parents
with a mental illness.While the
original volume aimed at 
providing a context for those
working with children and their
families,this collection focuses on
personal and clinical perspectives.
Chapters are grouped under
general headings,which include:
personal accounts; early years to
adolescence; children living in
out-of-home care; cultural 
considerations;and peer support.
Contributors to the book
include children who have a 
parent with a mental illness,
social workers, therapists and
psychologists and psychiatrists.
This text would make essential
reading for anyone who works
or has contact with children of
parents with a mental illness.

Supporting families: Child 
protection in the community, by
Ruth Gardner, John Wiley and
Sons, Chichester, 2003.

This book is the result of a 
two-year evaluation study of the
content and effectiveness of
family support services provided
by the National Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children
(NSPCC) in the United Kingdom.
The early intervention services
offered by the NSPCC include
group work, parent training and
volunteer home visiting.Various
stakeholders were interviewed
to evaluate the services, including
the parents, carers and children
who used the service,plus NSPCC
staff and other professionals
involved in service provision.
Parents were also asked how
they thought the services had
affected their children’s behav-
iour, their own health and stress
levels, and their social support
networks.The author also makes
recommendations for changes
to policy and practice – not only
within the NSPCC, but also in the
wider provision of social services
within the United Kingdom. All
professionals involved in early
intervention services with 
children and their families would
benefit from reading this book.

The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Library. They are

available through libraries, via

the inter library loan system,

or for purchase from good

book shops. Prices are given 

as and when supplied.

C A R O L E  J E A N

B O O K  N O T E S

Eleven plus: Life chances and
family income, by Janet Taylor
and Alex Fraser, Brotherhood of
St Laurence, Melbourne, 2003.
Price: $20.00.

Eleven Plus is the seventh book in
the series reporting the findings
of the Brotherhood’s Life
Chances study – a longitudinal
study that explores the impacts
of family income and associated
factors on children over time.
More than 100 children born in
inner-Melbourne in 1990 are
part of the study.The report 
covers the following aspects of
the children’s lives: changing
family context; health; the child
and their family; school; the
child and the wider world; family
income; what families need from
government; and implications
for policy and practice.The 
findings of the study show that
there are differences in the
experiences of children in high-
and low-income families, that
low income limits the choices
that parents have in providing
opportunities for their children,
and that low income can often
cause stress within the family.

Creative therapy: Adolescents
overcoming child sexual abuse,
by Kate Ollier and Angela 
Hobday, ACER Press, Melbourne,
2004. Price: $34.95

This book provides an introduc-
tion to therapeutic work with
adolescents who have been 
sexually abused.Written for 
professionals, it provides more
than 100 activities designed to
make therapy both effective and

Fatherhood and fatherlessness,
by Michael Flood, The Australia
Institute, Canberra, 2003.

This paper examines some of
the current debates occurring
around families and parenting in
Australia, especially as they
relate to fathers. According to
the author, society has reached a

fun.The activities are aimed at
providing ways of working with
teenagers to help them regain
confidence and feel positive
about their future.The activities
are grouped into chapters, such
as: building rapport; dealing with
professionals; understanding
feelings; understanding the
abuse; coping skills; relationships;
and sensuality and sexual identity.
Books for recommended further
reading are also included.
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Grandparenting in divorced families
Neil Ferguson with Gillian Douglas, Nigel Lowe, Mervyn Murch
and Margaret Robinson, Policy Press, Bristol, UK, 2004.

So often, divorce research
focuses on parents and children
without examining the ripples
that flow throughout the
wider kinship structure of
families after divorce.
Grandparenting in divorced
families sheds light on the
complexity of these ripples,
and is couched in a long 
tradition of scholarship from
the Cardiff University Law
School in the United Kingdom.

As suggested by the title, the
book is about grandparents
whose sons or daughters have
divorced.It focuses specifically
on how divorce affects the
relationship between grand-
parents and grandchildren.
A total of 115 family members
in 44 families were interviewed
for the study.The authors
investigated the support that
grandparents provide after
marriage breakdown; gender
differences in the grandparent
role; how the age of the
grandparents/grandchildren
can affect their relationships;
the grandparents’ reactions to
their adult children’s divorce;
the legal position of grand-
parents; communication

between the two sides of
divorced families; and the
importance that grandchildren
place on their relationships
with their grandparents.

The book is intended for a
wide audience. It is a “must
read”for those interested in
the sociology of the family, as
well as those deep in the
trenches of family policy,
research or practice.

(Readers are referred to the
article on grandparenting by
Neil Ferguson elsewhere in
this edition of Family Matters.)

The state of the world’s children
2004, by Carol Bellamy, UNICEF,
New York, 2003.

The 2004 edition of this annual
UNICEF publication focuses on
the education and development
of girls. It argues that universal
education is possible, and that
investing in girls’education
today is a strategy that will 
protect the rights of all children
to a quality education, and will
jump-start other development
goals. Details of specific UNICEF
projects that promote the 
education of girls are given.
As with each edition of this
report, substantial statistical
tables are included which 
give a country-by-country 
snapshot of the economic and
social state of each country,
with particular reference to 
children’s wellbeing.

Carole Jean is the Reference
Librarian at the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies.

The Blackwell companion to the
sociology of families, Edited by
Jacqueline Scott, Judith Treas
and Martin Richards, Blackwell
Publishing, Oxford, 2004.

This substantial volume contains
28 original essays on varying
aspects of the sociology of 
families.Taking a comparative
focus, the essays examine both

Focus on fathering, Edited by
Robin Sullivan, ACER Press,
Melbourne, 2003. Price: $29.95

This collection of papers was
drawn from a Forum on Fathering
organised by the Queensland
Commission for Children and
Young People in 2001.The first
three chapters focus on work
undertaken by the Commission,
including their 2001 fathering
study, in-depth interviews
undertaken by the Commission
with a small group of fathers in
2002, and the results of a 2000
Father’s Day Competition where
children and young people
across Queensland were asked
to give their views on fathers or
father figures. Subsequent 
chapters look at the gendered
division of parenting; separated
fathers’grief and its impact on
their parenting experiences
after separation; support groups
for fathers; the role of fathers in
teenage mother pregnancies
and the social construction of
fatherhood and relationships
between father and child.This
collection of papers would 
make valuable reading for 
professionals who work with
fathers, as well as parents 
themselves.

pivotal moment in terms of
fathers’ roles in families and
communities – a moment 
which presents fathers with a
significant opportunity to
develop stronger, more intimate
bonds with their children, and a
chance to enhance their roles
within families. Individual 
chapters examine the definition
of fatherhood, the significance
and impact of fatherlessness,
fathering politics and policies,
and promoting the positive 
role of fathers.

changing family forms and 
relationships and the changing
social context. Part One,“Fami-
lies in a Global World”, examines
globalisation, the changing
European family, demographic
trends in the United States, and
families and local communities.
Part Two,“Life Course Perspec-
tives on the Family”, contains
essays on ageing and the life
course, parenting practices, and
children’s families.“Inequality
and Diversity” is the focus of Part
Three. Essays cover immigrant
families, social capital and the
family, and families of the poor.
Parts Four and Five look at
“Changing Family Forms”

and “Relationships and their
Changing Social Contexts”.
Issues focused upon include
same-sex families; trends in the
formation and dissolution of
couples; work and families, and
public policy and families.This
volume provides an excellent
and detailed overview of 
families (albeit with a North
American and Western 
European bias) and would 
make valuable reading for all
students of family studies.
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21–24 July 2004
Early Childhood
Melbourne, Vic
This XXIV World Congress of 
The World Organisation for Early
Childhood Education will be a
unique opportunity to highlight
OMEP’s concern for early child-
hood development across the
world.The overall theme of the
Congress is One World: Many
Childhoods.The program will
provide opportunities to explore
issues such as children in difficult
circumstances, innovation in
service delivery, indigenous 
children’s needs and services,
and children’s health and social
services. Participants will be
challenged to think carefully
about the types of programs
delivered to young children.

Further information: The Meeting
Planners, 91-97 Islington Street,
Collingwood,Victoria 3066.
Phone: (03) 9417 0888. Fax: (03)
9417 0899.Email:omep@meeting
planners.com.au.Web: www.
omepaustralia.com.au/

25–27 July 2004
Early Childhood Intervention
Melbourne, Vic
The Victorian chapter of Early
Childhood Intervention Australia
(ECIA) invites participants to the
Sixth Biennial National ECIA
Conference, titled Broadening
the Vision: Building Cohesive
Communities for Children and
Families. It will focus on the 
benefits that the provision of
inclusive, positive, community-
oriented opportunities bring for
children with additional needs
and their families.

Further information: Conference
Design Pty Ltd, PO Box 342,
Sandy Bay,Tasmania 7006. Email:
mail@cdesign.com.au.Web:
www.cdesign.com.au/ecia2004

2–4 August 2004
Child and Family Services
Sydney, NSW
Knowledge into Action! Effective

Practice for Child and Family 
Services – the National Child and
Family Services Conference will
have streamed sessions on: out
of home care for children and
young people; working with
Indigenous children, families
and communities; supporting
families – prevention and 
intervention; and participation
of children and young people.

Further information: Sharon Low,
Conference Organiser, Matrix On
Board. Phone: (02) 4572 3079.
Fax: (02) 4572 3972.Email: sharyn
@mob.com.au. Web: www.acwa.
asn.au/conf2004/

5–6 August 2004
Strategies for Equality 
and Inclusion
Melbourne, Vic
The Victorian Council of Social
Service Congress focuses on
ways in which all sectors can
strengthen the capacity of Victo-
rians and their communities. It
serves as a unique cross-sector
window into diverse community
sector practice and policy issues,
and aims to share insights, build
integrated approaches and
implement an effective social
vision for Victoria. Sub-themes
are: Focus on the future – 
sustainability: models, strategies
and challenges;Effective practice
– what can we learn from for
developing good practice? 
People and place – exploring
issues of identity and location.

Further information: Carolyn
Atkins,VCOSS. Phone: (03) 9654
5050. Email: carolyn.atkins@
vcoss.org.au.Web: www.vcoss.
org.au/events.htm

26–28 August 2004
Rural and Remote Health
Alice Springs, NT

The 2004 National Services for
Australian Rural and Remote
Allied Health (SARRAH) Confer-
ence has the theme “Walking
together, side by side”.This 
conference will explore a range
of themes, including politics,
policies and money; service
models; IT and telehealth;
Indigenous health issues; and
workforce issues.

Further information: SARRAH
Conference, National Rural
Health Alliance, PO Box 280,
Deakin West ACT 2600. Phone:
(02) 6285 4660. Fax: (02) 6285
4670. Email: conference@rural
health.org.au; register@rural
health.org.au Web: www.
sarrah.org.au

31 August – 2 September 2004
Mentoring for Young People
Melbourne, Vic
Presented by Big Brothers Big
Sisters Australia, and sponsored
by the Australian Government
Department of Family and Com-
munity Services, and National
Foods Ltd, the “Stand By Me:
Developing and Understanding
Mentoring for Young People”
conference aims to provide a
forum for the free exchange of
current learnings on youth men-
toring, to encourage an ongoing
sharing of knowledge through
the development of an informal
national network of contacts,
and to lift the overall standard on
mentoring services in Australia.

Further information: Web: www.
icms.com.au/standbyme/

6–8 September 2004
Parenting Imperatives
Adelaide, SA
Child and Youth Health, in part-
nership with other agencies in
South Australia, welcomes you
to hear international parenting
researchers at Parenting Impera-
tives: A National Parenting
Conference, which will highlight
parenting imperatives encom-
passing new perspectives, new
directions and new connections.

Further information: Mel Wood,
National Parenting Conference,
Child and Youth Health Centre
for Parenting, 295 South Terrace,
Adelaide SA 5000. Phone: (08)
8303 1508. Fax: (08) 8303 1657.
Email:wood.melanie@cyh.sa.gov.
au.Web:www.cyh.com/helpline/
parentingconference/index.htm

15–17 September 2004
Population and Society
Canberra, ACT
The 12th Biennial Conference of
the Australian Population Asso-
ciation will be held in Canberra in
2004.The conference will focus
on the links between population
issues and policy directions.

Further information: Dr Ann Evans,
Program Convenor, Centre for
Social Research, RSSS, Australian
National University, Acton ACT
0200.Phone:(02) 6125 0133.Email:
Ann.Evans@anu.edu.au.Web:
www.acsr.anu.edu.au/APA2004/

26–30 September 2004
Family Law 
Gold Coast, Qld
Explore family law in 2004! The
11th National Family Law Con-
ference will host presentations
by nationally and internationally
renowned speakers and draw

together key decision makers
within family law.

Further information: Conference
Secretariat,Intermedia Convention
and Event Management, PO Box
1280,Milton,Qld 4064.Phone:(07)
3858 5592. Fax: (07) 3858 5510.
Email: fl2004@im.com.au.Web:
www.familylawsection.org.au/
11th%20Conf/conf04_intro.htm

1–2 October 2004
Early Childhood 
Melbourne, Vic
The Critical Early Childhood Years:
Rethinking Current Interventions
and Strategies is the Third National
Conference from the Queen Eliz-
abeth Centre,an early parenting
centre with an 85-year history of
supporting and educating par-
ents.Conference themes are:Care
and education in early childhood;
New understandings of early child-
hood; High needs families and
high-risk infants; Prevention and
early intervention for parents and
children: building competence;
and Early parenting education.

Further information:Gini Solutions,
PO Box 123, East Kew Vic 3102.
Phone: (03) 9859 5508. Mobile:
0419 178 138.Fax:(03) 9859 0519.
Email: ginisolutions@bigpond.
com.Web:www.qec.org.au

24–26 October 2004
Supporting Student Wellbeing
Adelaide, SA
The 2004 Annual Conference of
the Australian Council for Educa-
tional Research (ACER) will focus
on research relating to the social
and emotional development of
young people, and the complex
issue of the wellbeing of students.
In plenary and smaller concurrent
sessions, keynote speakers will
discuss research on the mental
and physical health of students,
and on their values and patterns
of social relations.

Further information: Kerry-Anne
Hoad, ACER Centre for Profes-
sional Learning, 347 Camberwell
road, Camberwell,Vic 3124.
Phone: (03) 9835 7402. Fax: (03)
9835 7457. Email: hoad@acer.
edu.au.Web: www.acer.edu.au.

29–31 Oct 2004
National Foster Care Conference
Canberra, ACT
The National Foster Care Confer-
ence has the theme Walking
Together:People,Policy and Prac-
tice.Papers will be grouped under
four sub-themes:Facilitating coop-
eration; People; Policy; Practice.

Further information: Web: www.
fostercare.org.au/national.html

C O N F E R E N C E S

B E L I N D A  S N I D E R

This short selection of

forthcoming family-related

conferences is taken from the

Australian Institute of Family

Studies Internet listing, which is

updated weekly. For the complete,

up-to-date list, refer to www.aifs.

gov.au/institute/conf
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P U B L I C A T I O N S

The average hours worked by full-time
employees in Australia have increased since
the late 1970s.This, combined with increases
in female labour force participation, has led
to growing concerns about the impact of
long work hours on family life.

Much of the public debate on the desirability
of long work hours has focused on the 

Long work hours and the wellbeing of
fathers and their families, by Ruth Weston,
Matthew Gray,Lixia Qu and David Stanton,
AIFS Research Paper No. 35, April 2004. 36
pages.Also available online.

The publications listed in these pages are free of charge. They are 
available in print by returning the attached order form with payment of postage to the Institute.They are also available online at
the Institute’s website www.aifs.gov.au. The Institute also has a range of other publications available – please see our website.

H O W  T O  A C C E S S  F R E E  P U B L I C AT I O N S

Fathers working long hours

view of population ageing that neglects the
contribution of older citizens to the social
and economic wellbeing of the nation.

Measuring the value of unpaid house-
hold, caring and voluntary work of
older Australians, by David de Vaus,
Matthew Gray and David Stanton, AIFS
Research Paper No.34, November 2003.
32 pages. Also available online.

The unpaid work of older Australians

N E W

This Institute research paper explores just
one aspect of the contributions of older
Australians. It demonstrates that, as an age
cohort,older people make valuable economic
contributions to Australian society through
the time they spend in voluntary work and in
unpaid caring in their own household,to their
family members in other households, and to
non-family members in the wider community.

It is estimated that Australians aged over 65
years contribute almost $39 billion per year
in unpaid caring and voluntary work and, if
the unpaid contribution of those aged
55–64 years is included, this contribution
rises to almost $72 billion per annum.

possible negative consequences for the 
wellbeing of the worker and their family.

The latest research paper from the Institute
draws on recent data from the Household,
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey to explore the relationship
between fathers’ work hours, their own 
wellbeing and the wellbeing of their families.

Overall, the analysis finds that satisfaction
with work hours decreases as the number 
of hours worked increases, but that long work
hours are not necessarily associated with per-
vasively lower wellbeing.

As the populations in many countries age,
the direct financial costs to governments are
expected to rise due to the income support
and health costs associated with an older
population.A focus on these financial costs has
led to an unduly negative, problem-oriented
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The three latest publications  available from the
National Child Protection Clearinghouse are: Issues
Paper No.18,“Accessibil-
ity issues in child abuse
prevention services”, by
Janet Stanley and Katie
Kovacs; Issues Paper No.
19, “Child abuse and
neglect in Indigenous
Australian communi-
ties”, by Janet Stanley,
Adam M. Tomison and
Julian Pocock; and the
Child Abuse Prevention
Newsletter (vol.11,no.2,
Spring/Summer 2003).

Also available online.

OUT SOON

Stronger Families Learning Exchange Bulletin
No.5 focuses particularly on the work of the
Stronger Families Fund projects through a
series of questions and answers about 
the work they are currently doing, thus 
providing valuable snapshots of the proj-
ects. Also in this issue
insights are provided
into the challenge of
working collaboratively,
and there is a discussion
of creative, relevant and
a c ce s s i b l e  w ay s  to  
document the work of
the Stronger Families
Fund projects.

Also available online.

SFLEX BULLETIN 

Family Matters is now available as an Online subscription from RMIT Publishing’s Informit Library.At
the same price as the print edition, an online subscription provides access to the latest issue and
back issues in one place. Check out the website for more information and to subscribe online –
www.informit.com.au/library/ (select Family Matters from the Title index).

Individuals $35.70
Organisations $39.00
Overseas A$50.00
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FAMILY MATTERS ONLINE

Subscribe now for the next three exciting and informative issues
of Family Matters. You can renew your existing subscription or
take out a new one by returning the renewal notices we have
mailed to you,or by filling in the Order Form on this page.

Family Matters

These prices include the GST on Australian subscriptions.

Two new publications are available from the Australian
Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault.

ACSSA Aware Newsletter No 3 focuses on the links between
violence against women and HIV/AIDS and the unrecognised
extent to which the effects of intimate partner violence have
direct consequences for public health.Senator Natasha Stott
Despoja, the Democrat’s Spokesperson for the Status of
Women, also offers her views on the political dimensions of
the Violence Against Women movement.

ACSSA Issues Paper No 1, by Melanie Heenan, is titled Just
“keeping the peace”: A reluctance to respond to male partner 
sexual violence. While laws have been introduced to remove
men’s licence to rape women with whom they share marital
or established relationships, reports from Australian women,
and research findings overall,suggest few inroads have been
made in identifying the scope of male partner sexual vio-
lence,or in considering how to prevent it.

Also available online.

AVA I L A B L E  N O WAVA I L A B L E  N O W CHILD PROTECTION NEWS FROM ACSSA





AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF FAMILY STUDIES

The Institute is an statutory authority which originated 

in the Australian Family Law Act (1975). It was established

by the Australian Government in February 1980.

The Institute promotes the identification and 

understanding of factors affecting marital and family

stability in Australia by:

researching and evaluating the social, legal and 

economic wellbeing of all Australian families;

informing government and the policy making 

process about Institute findings;

communicating the results of Institute and other 

family research to organisations concerned with family 

wellbeing and to the wider general community;

promoting improved support for families, including

measures which prevent family disruption and

enhance marital and family stability.

The objectives of the Institute are essentially practical

ones, concerned primarily with learning about real 

situations through research on Australian families.
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300 Queen Street, Melbourne, Victoria 3000, Australia
Phone (03) 9214 7888  Fax (03) 9214 7839
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