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A L A N  H A Y E S
Director’s report

It is a privilege to provide my first report to the
many readers of Family Matters. On Friday 30 July
2004, the Minister for Family and Community Ser-
vices announced my appointment as the Director of
the Australian Institute of Family Studies for a
period of five years, from 9 September 2004. I am
honoured to serve the Institute and Australian fam-
ilies in this capacity. 

Having said that, I must acknowledge all those who
have worked so tirelessly to build the Institute to
the position of eminence in family studies that it
now enjoys. Beginning with Dr Don Edgar, its
Founding Director, the Institute has been strongly
led. The fruits of the efforts of so many are evident
in the achievement of the major milestone of this,
its 25th anniversary year. I will do my utmost to
ensure that the Institute builds on that proud tradi-
tion and continues to contribute excellent, relevant
and timely research that effectively adds value to
policy and practice, and strengthens families and
the wider community.

I would especially like to acknowledge the work of
Associate Professor Ann Sanson, who discharged
the responsibilities of Acting Director so ably in the
face of some real challenges. On behalf of all at the
Institute I wish her well as she resumes her position

at the University of Melbourne, and thank her for
the many significant contributions she made
throughout her time here. I am delighted that her
association with the Institute continues through
her role as Director of the Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children. Her leadership of this ground-
breaking research program has been a major
element in its success. 

I would also like to express my thanks for the ster-
ling contributions made by Ms Denise Swift during
her time as the Institute’s Acting Director, immedi-
ately prior to my arrival.

Launch of new Institute book
We were delighted that the Minister for Family and
Community Services, Senator the Hon Kay Patter-
son, could attend the Institute on 23 November
2004 to launch our major new publication, Diver-
sity and change in Australian families: Statistical
profiles, by Professor David de Vaus. The Minister’s
remarks highlighted the significance of Professor de
Vaus’ contribution and underscored her strong sup-
port for the work of the Institute.

The extent of interest from researchers, policy
makers and the media is a clear indication of the
significance of this substantial volume. David de
Vaus and all those who contributed to the publica-
tion are to be congratulated on an outstanding
achievement. (See p. 71 of this edition for a more
detailed report on the launch of Diversity and
Change, and how to order copies.) 

Institute strengthens overseas links
Visit by UK Select Committee: The Institute was
honoured to host a consultative meeting on child
support, organised by Institute Research Fellow
Bruce Smyth following an approach by the UK
House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee.
On 16 October 2004 eight members of the UK 
Parliament and their staff met with a panel of aca-
demics, judicial officers and bureaucrats involved
in varying degrees with the establishment and 
current operation of the Australian Child Support
Scheme. The Institute was pleased to have the
opportunity to facilitate this exchange of ideas and
experiences, and we hope that this will assist the
Committee in formulating recommendations for
reform of the UK scheme. (See page 75 for more
details of the visit.) 
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New manager for National Child Protection Clearinghouse
I am pleased to announce that on 30 August 2004
Dr Daryl Higgins commenced as Senior Research
Fellow and Manager of the National Child Protection
Clearinghouse. Dr Higgins is a psychologist who
was previously Senior Lecturer in the School of
Psychology at Deakin University. Since completing

his PhD in 1998 on the topic of multi-type maltreatment and the overlap
of various forms of abuse and neglect, he has actively researched and
published in the areas of child maltreatment, child sexual abuse, family
functioning and family violence. He has edited one book and has been
sole or joint author of numerous reports, book chapters and journal
articles. His most recent publication is “The importance of degree versus
type of maltreatment: A cluster analysis of abuse types” published in
2004 in the Journal of Psychology.

Since joining the Institute, Daryl has already demonstrated his 
capacity for leadership and has galvanised the Clearinghouse to build 
on its fine record of contributions to policy, practice and the wider 
community. (See the article by Daryl Higgins, “Differentiating between
child maltreatment experiences”, on p. 50 of this edition.)



Institute represented in Asian region: Following 
the Institute’s participation at the East Asia Ministe-
rial Forum on Families in Hanoi in April 2004
(reported  in the last issue of Family Matters), and at
the Asia Pacific Family Dialogue hosted by the
Malaysian Government in Kuala Lumpur in October
2004, Principal Research Fellow Ruth Weston and I
attended the Regional Family Policy Forum held 
in Singapore on 25-26 November 2004. Ruth’s excel-
lent presentations were well received and clearly
influential, with policy makers and researchers from
around the region expressing interest in further con-
tact and in exploring collaborative links with the
Institute. (A full report on these events is provided
elsewhere in this edition.)

Fertility decisions
This edition of Family Matters includes four arti-
cles based on the Institute’s Fertility Decision
Making Project. The report of this work, entitled It’s
not for lack of wanting kids, launched early in
2005, represents the first in-depth analyses of the
aspirations, expectations, and ideals of Australians
regarding having children.

Descriptions of the decline in fertility in Australia
and beyond are often couched in the language of
crisis and cited almost daily. The total fertility rate
and its movements never fail to attract attention. 

However, the causes of movements in the total 
fertility rate remain matters of conjecture. What 
lies behind the statistics? Are fertility decisions
merely a matter of lifestyle choice, as some would
like to see it? Is there a gulf between what people
expect and what they would ideally want when it
comes to having children? How diverse are the 
patterns of aspirations and expectations? These 
are questions of fundamental importance for the
nation, and for those who frame and implement 
public policy. 

The Office for Women is to be congratulated for
commissioning the Institute to undertake the
groundbreaking research reported in the four 
articles in this edition. As they show, the research
succeeds in going beyond the statistics by putting 
a human face to the numbers. The research 
challenges some of the widely held misconceptions,
inappropriate assumptions and enduring myths
that surround the topic of fertility decision 
making.

Institute conference 
I look forward to meeting many readers of Family
Matters at the forthcoming 9th Australian Institute of
Family Studies Conference (the first major event of
the Institute’s 25th Anniversary Year) at the Mel-
bourne Exhibition Centre from 9-11 February 2005. 

The conference will feature several world class
keynote speakers. Linda Waite, Professor of Sociology
and Director of the Centre on Ageing at the University
of Chicago, will address the link between marriage and
health. Pru Goward, Australian Sex Discrimination
Commissioner, Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission, will examine the ways that individuals,
employers and government can improve the work–life
balance of Australian families. The Minister for Family
and Community Services, Senator the Hon Kay Pat-
terson, will present a major address outlining
Australian Governmment family policy priorities, and
I am delighted that Dr Don Edgar, the Institute’s
Founding Director, will provide an overview of work
and family policy across the last quarter century. 

The program for this conference is especially strong
and provides an extensive coverage of family
research, policy and practice. I am pleased by both
the Australian interest in the event and the number
of international delegates who will be participating
in the conference.

The year ahead
On behalf of all at the Institute, may I extend hearti-
est best wishes to the readers of Family Matters for
2005. In doing so I am mindful of the difficulty we are
all experiencing in comprehending the tragic events
to our north. These events focus our minds on what
we can each do to assist. But they also underscore
the benefits that flow when nations are strongly com-
mitted to the support of their children, families and
communities. Families and their communities are
the site of the development of strong social and
humanitarian values such as those reflected in the
response to the tragic aftermath of the tsunami. 

In this its 25th anniversary year, the Institute
remains committed to sustaining its strong contri-
butions to the understanding and support of
Australian families, and the invaluable work they do
for their communities, the nation, and beyond.
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all-time low of 1.73 to 1.76 between 1998 and 2003.
The implications of this fall, outlined below, has
generated widespread discussion.

Implications of fertility trends

In earlier times, concerns about the declining fer-
tility rate tended to focus on the need to increase
the population – needs that could also be addressed
through immigration. After World War II, the mes-
sage, “populate or perish” was widely promoted. In
recent times, however, attention has turned to the
fact that Australia’s population is ageing as a result
of the combined effects of a falling fertility rate and
increasing life expectancy. Empirical analysis by
McDonald and Kippen (1999) suggests that the
capacity for immigration to affect the age structure
is quite limited. While the first 80,000 migrants
affect age structure, these authors show that as lev-
els of net immigration continue to increase above
80,000, the magnitude of their effect on the age
structure of the population diminishes. But what
are the consequences of an ageing population?  

An important question relating to population ageing
is whether or not there will remain a sufficient
labour supply to support the elderly, taking into
account the fact that the proportional representa-
tion of the other main dependent group (those too
young to work) is shrinking. The issue is becoming
increasingly critical, given that that the first of the
baby boomers – defined by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS 2001) as those born between 1946
and 1966 – will turn 60 years old in 2006.  

Regarding this issue, the Australian Government’s
Intergenerational Report (2002) estimates that the
net costs to the Government of an ageing population

hy are we not reproducing ourselves?
This question is being pondered in
many countries throughout the world
and formed a central issue tackled at
the Regional Family Policy Forum in

Singapore in November 2004 (see p. 83 in this edi-
tion of Family Matters). The switch from concerns
about a runaway population explosion across the
world to fertility levels in many countries that have
fallen well below replacement level and show no
signs of “recovery” has taken demographers and pol-
icy makers by surprise. 

Population replacement in developed countries
requires that women have an average of 2.06 babies
per each. In Australia, the total fertility rate has
fallen from a peak of 3.55 babies in 1961, when the
nation was in the grip of a baby-boom period, to an

WW

Australia’s fertility rate is now at an all-time low and is well below replacement level.

summarises some of the arguments that have been put forward to explain

what might shape people’s hopes, expectations and family decisions.

In collaboration with the Australian Government Office for Women,
Department of Family and Community Services, the Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies conducted a major survey in 2004 to explore the
decisions that Australian men and women are making about having
children. The resulting report, titled It’s not for lack of wanting kids: A
report on the Fertility Decision Making Project, has been published,
with the assistance of the Office for Women, by the Australian Institute
of Family Studies as No. 11 in its Research Report series. The book is
designed for a wide audience including policy makers, practitioners,
researchers, and the general public. It is hoped that this work will pro-
vide a better understanding of the reasons for the total fertility rate in
Australia being at an all-time low. See p. 103 of this edition of Family
Matters for how to order copies.

“IT ’S NOT FOR L ACK OF WANTING KIDS”

F e r t i l i t y  D e c i s i o n  M a k i n g  P r o j e c t  
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will increase, with today’s taxpayers probably sub-
jecting tomorrow’s taxpayers to a heavier tax load.
Some social commentators have argued that such
circumstances will create growing resentment
between the generations (see Encel 2002).  

Demand for services will also change, given the dif-
ferent needs of the burgeoning elderly population
and younger generations in such areas as housing,
health care, leisure, and education. And while there
is considerable evidence that families are the most
significant sources of support for the elderly,
increasing rates of childlessness, coupled with fam-
ily breakdown and children pursuing jobs overseas,
will mean that many elderly parents will be either
“functionally” or “actually” childless (see Rowland
2003; Weston, Qu and Soriano 2003).

In relation to young children, Mackay (2001) has
noted that little attention has been given to the dif-
ficulties that children may face in the middle of this
century, when one quarter of the population will be
over the age of 65.  According to McDonald (2004),
society tends to adjust to such circumstances by
becoming increasingly “child unfriendly”.

The workforce itself will age, if policies directed
towards encouraging later retirement are effective.
Thus any wisdom shaped by an accumulation of
knowledge will increase, while there will be a rela-
tive loss of young adults whose age-related talents
often master and produce important technological
advancements.  Given rapidly changing technology,
retention of young adults are important for a coun-
try’s competitiveness (McDonald 2002, 2004).

But how will Australia fare if its labour force stag-
nates or falls in absolute size? According to

McDonald and Kippen (2000), this issue has
received insufficient attention. Allied to this prob-
lem, there is the concern that, if the fertility rate
falls below 1.6 and Australia’s current net immigra-
tion levels are sustained, then the absolute size 
of Australia’s population will shrink – a trend that
will gain momentum over time (ABS 2002a;
McDonald 2000a). Of course, for those concerned
with the impact of Australia’s current population
on environmental sustainability, this might seem a
welcome prospect.  

Another issue, often overlooked in discussions of the
implications of the fall in the fertility rate, is that a sig-
nificant number of people appear to be experiencing
dashed hopes and unfulfilled expectations and inten-
tions regarding having children: they initially want to
have, and expect and intend having, more children
than they achieve (Fisher 2002; McDonald 2000a; see
also Weston and Qu p. 10, and Qu and Weston p. 18, in
this edition of Family Matters).

However, there is some evidence from overseas coun-
tries that the fertility aspirations of future generations
of young adults will be lower than those of young
adults today, for it appears that aspirations are even-
tually affected by fertility trends. For instance,
Goldstein, Lutz and Testa (2003) found that the aver-
age family sizes considered to be personally ideal by
young men and women in Austria and Germany has
fallen to as low as 1.7 children. Nevertheless, the evi-
dence available so far suggests that many people in
many developed countries are not achieving their fer-
tility aspirations. Why is this so?  

The following section examines reasons for the
declining fertility rate. Some of these reasons are
clearly evident, and others are more speculative.

5Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004
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proportion of women aged 40–44 years who had
two children increased from 29 per cent of those
born between 1937–1941 to 40 per cent of those
born between 1957–1961, while the proportion who
did not have any children increased from 9 per cent
to 13 per cent. By contrast, the proportion of
women who had four or more children almost
halved (falling from 28 per cent to 15 per cent).

As suggested above such changing life course and
fertility patterns tend to become norms, influencing
the expectations and preferences of those entering
or currently in their childbearing years. These
changing personal views are likely to be further
reinforced where friends and siblings adopt these
pathways.

Furthermore, some of the clearly evident ones,
such as postponement of births, require their own
explanations – explanations that in turn have
causes that need deciphering. At the base of these
layers of explanations is interesting speculation. 

Explanations for the decline in fertility

The search for reasons for the decline in fertility is
by no means new. In Australia, for instance, a Royal
Commission was established in New South Wales
soon after Federation to seek explanations for the
dramatic fall that had occurred in recent decades
(the Royal Commission on the Decline of the Birth-
Rate and on the Mortality of Infants in New South
Wales (the “Mackellar Commission”)). 

Changing life course and fertility patterns tend to

become norms, influencing the expectations and

preferences of those entering or currently in their

childbearing years.

F e r t i l i t y  D e c i s i o n  M a k i n g  P r o j e c t  

One early but long-held theory explained the
decline in fertility in terms of the move from 
one level of equilibrium in which fertility levels
were high to compensate for high mortality, 
to another in which fertility levels fall as mortality
levels fall so that population replacement is
achieved (see McDonald 2001a). But as McDonald
notes, homeostatic explanations involve such a
flexible time frame that they verge on tautology 
for they suggest that the current imbalance will 
correct itself eventually – “in the fullness of time”.

Many interacting factors that help explain the 
fall in fertility rates have been outlined in Weston,
Qu, Parker and Alexander (2004). These include
advances in reproductive technology (especially
the development of contraceptive pill) and life
course changes, including delays in those transi-
tions that typically precede childbearing, an overall
fall in the formation of partnerships and an increase
in their rate of breakdown, along with the increased
financial independence of women. Delays in achiev-
ing those milestones that typically precede having
children restrict women’s potential childbearing
years to older ages, thereby further limiting the
number of children they could have and increasing
their risk of childlessness. According to the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2002b), the

ehind some of these life course trends
are changes in the labour market and
the economy. Both large economic
downturns and smaller observable
oscillations appear to be strongly 

implicated in fertility trends (for example, Ruzicka
and Caldwell 1982; Martin 2003). But if the 
economic outlook is so important to the fertility
rate, why has the rate continued to fall in 
recent times, when the outlook has been relatively
positive? 

Several authors have implicated the globalisation 
of the economy and associated labour market
changes of the last two decades. Low skilled yet 
relatively high paid jobs for early school leavers
have virtually disappeared, having been replaced
by jobs entailing fixed-term contracts and part-
time or casual hours, thereby providing limited 
economic security (Kohler, Billari and Ortega 
2001; McDonald 2000b, 2001b; Saunders 2001).
McDonald (2001a) also argues that this era of job
insecurity has been accompanied by a strong 
economic cycle of “booms and busts” and rising or
fluctuating house prices which not only lead young
adults to invest in their education and career devel-
opment, but also encourage couples to maintain
dual incomes. 

BB
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Inextricably linked with these broad structural forces
are the considerable costs of having children, some
of which reinforce the need for educational and

career development. At the same time, several
authors have suggested that, since the introduction of
child labour laws, the benefits of children have been
restricted to psychosocial ones – benefits that do not
accumulate as family size increases (Kagitcibasi
1997; Kohlmann 2002).

The costs of having children may be conceptualised
as direct or indirect, financial or non-financial, and
known or unknown. To some extent, direct finan-
cial costs tend to be reinforced by improvements in
living standards, for these may lead yesterday’s lux-
uries to become today’s necessities. Indirect
financial costs include reduced earnings and poten-
tially curtailed careers when caring for children
takes precedence over paid work – a situation that
is most likely to be experienced by women, with
those with high education typically having the most
to lose (McDonald 2000a).

Indirect non-financial costs, on the other hand,
include any lost or diminished opportunities for social
relationships and mental stimulation and prestige
linked with giving up paid work or substantially reduc-
ing work hours.

While many direct non-financial costs of having
children have been suggested in the literature, one
of the central set of costs that has received 
much scrutiny concerns the difficulties experi-
enced by parents in managing both paid work 
and family responsibilities. Although several 
policies have been introduced to facilitate 
worker’s fulfilment of their caring responsibilities,
access to such work benefits appears to vary 
both within and between organisations (Gray 
and Tudball 2001), and workers may be reluctant to
use benefits if they feel that doing so may jeopard-
ize career advancement or cause problems 
for others at work (Galinsky 1999; Marshall and
Barnett 1993). 

In addition, some authors maintain that parents
nowadays are more likely than parents of the 
past to invest much time and energy in providing
their children with experiences that they feel 
will enhance their children’s emotional develop-
ment and educational achievement (for example,
Allan, Hawker and Crow 2001). Consistent with
these observations, Australian time use surveys
suggest that parents are investing more time in
fewer children (Bittman 2002). This approach to
parenting may be seen as a direct non-financial cost
to the parents, although the longer-term benefits
for their children may loom large.

Regardless of whether or not prospective parents feel
that they must devote much time and energy into
maximising their children’s life chances, parenting
involves a substantial loss of freedom and autonomy.
But several authors have argued the society has
become increasingly individualistic. According to

this argument, there is now an enhanced emphasis
on achieving self-realisation, autonomy, and freedom
from the bonds of traditional forces than in the past
– an approach to life that is incompatible with par-
enting (see Coleman 1999). 

Other changing societal values that have been 
proposed in the literature and that may translate
into perceived costs of parenting include a 
greater emphasis on the part of those born in 
the 1970s on keeping their options open (Mackay
1997), society’s increased intolerance of children,
and the diminished value that is attached to par-
ents, especially mothers (Crittenden 2001). 

As noted above, costs may also be known or
unknown. McDonald (2000a) points out that 
financial and psychosocial costs of having children
can be difficult to decipher, and that negative
“unknowns” themselves encourage individuals to
err on the side of caution and thus discourage 
them from having children. For instance, people
may decide against having children because of
uncertainties linked with the labour market and
economy (for example, job stability, housing prices,
interest rates, or chances of returning to paid work 
should they take time off to care for a child). 
Some couples may worry about the possible disrup-
tive effects of a child on their relationship, the
possibility that this child may follow worrying path-
ways through life or be harmed in some way, 
and the difficulties in coping with raising a child.
Kohler et al. (2001) maintain that some of these
uncertainties can be reduced if childbearing is post-
poned, but such a strategy limits the number 
of children a couple can have and increases the risk
of childlessness.

This brief review suggests that the factors explain-
ing the fall in the fertility are complex and often
mutually reinforcing, with one of the most funda-
mental being postponement of first births and
consequent shortened childbearing years, and
increased risk of having no children at all. The fac-
tors appear to include broad technological,
structural, cultural and social changes, shifting
pathways of friends and associates, changes in per-
sonal financial and life course circumstances, and
shifts in the beliefs and values of prospective par-
ents and others. 

However, there is a great deal of controversy about
the existence or relative importance of some issues,
such as increasing individualism and the signifi-
cance of women’s employment in decisions about
having children. Little is known about some issues,
such as men’s contribution to childbearing deci-
sions and the impact on future childbearing of
disagreements between partners. Furthermore, the
nature and relative importance of forces deterring
couples from having children will vary somewhat
for different sub-groups in the population, and
understanding some of these sub-group differences
is a long way off. 
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changes; reasons for not wanting any children; and
the apparent influence of each partner’s aspirations
on the other’s expectations.

Throughout this analysis, particular attention was
given to the ways in which views on having children
varied according to age, gender, parenting status,
relationship status, educational level, and employ-
ment status. The project culminated in a report
entitled It’s not for lack of wanting kids: A report
on the Fertility Decision Making Project, submitted
to the Australian Government Office for Women,
Department of Family and Community Services.

Fertility Decision Making Project

The Fertility Decision Making Project, a collaborative
project of the Australian Government Office for
Women (Department of Family and Community Ser-
vices) and the Australian Institute of Family Studies,
was designed to examine ways in which some of the
potential broad social forces suggested in this review
may be translated into the decisions individuals make
about having children – the “micro-level” dynamics of
their everyday choices. 

The broad aim of the study was to enhance under-
standing of the reasons underlying the fertility

F e r t i l i t y  D e c i s i o n  M a k i n g  P r o j e c t  

Like most other forms of human behaviour and

reasoning, fertility decision making is complex

and multifaceted and therefore requires diverse

analytic perspectives.

decisions of men and women in their key childbear-
ing years, both as individuals and couples. 

A national randomly selected sample of 3201 men
and women aged 20-39 years (61 per cent women; 
39 per cent men) were interviewed by telephone 
in early 2004. In addition, the partners of 313 of
those interviewed by telephone completed a mailed
questionnaire. 

Key issues examined in the survey included the
nature of fertility aspirations and expectations, and
the importance individuals attach to various costs,
benefits and risks when considering having children.
The latter considerations covered such issues as: the
ability to afford a first or additional child; parenting
capacity; each partner’s age, job security, and time
and energy for career; the impact of a child on the
couple relationship; the possibility that the child
might be difficult to raise; having someone to love;
adding purpose and meaning to life; and having time
for leisure and social activities. 

Regarding aspirations and expectations, the project
examined the level of fit between the number of chil-
dren considered personally ideal and the number of
children expected; how close respondents in their late
thirties were to achieving their ideals and expecta-
tions; reasons behind any mismatch between ideals
and expectations; perceived changes in family size
ideals over time, and associated reasons for any

The Institute is pleased that the Australian Govern-
ment Office for Women provided permission for
three articles based on separate chapters of the
above-mentioned report to be published in this edi-
tion of Family Matters. 

Central questions behind the article by Weston and
Qu, “Dashed hopes? Fertility aspirations and
expectations compared” (p. 10), concern whether
or not respondents expect to have the number of
children they would like to have, and reasons
behind any mismatch between aspirations and
expectations. 

On the other hand, in their article, “Family size:
Men’s and women’s aspirations over the years” 
(p. 18), Qu and Weston focus on perceived changes
in aspirations over time and reasons offered by men
and women for any apparent changes. 

Finally, Parker and Alexander in their article “Fac-
tors influencing men’s and women’s decisions
about having children that people consider 
important in thinking about having children”
(p. 24) examine the importance that men and
women attach to various factors, some of which 
are outlined above as possible reasons for the fall in
fertility. 

Articles in this edition
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ike most other forms of human behav-
iour and reasoning, fertility decision
making is complex and multifaceted 
and therefore requires diverse analytic
perspectives. In particular, research

needs to take into account both the external forces 
at play and people’s subjective perceptions of 
risks, constraints and opportunities that influence
their aspirations and decisions – and the close but
complex links between these different levels of
social reality. 

The Fertility Decision Making Project attempts to
improve understanding of this complex behaviour 
by emphasising the importance of people’s subjective
experience in their decision making process. Even
small conceptual advances may help to take the 
Australian population closer to being one that
replaces itself. 

References

ABS (2001), Australian Social Trends 2001, Australian
Bureau of Statistics, Catalogue No. 4102.0.

ABS (2002a), Australian Social Trends 2002, Australian
Bureau of Statistics, Catalogue No. 4102.0, Canberra. 

ABS (2002b), Births Australia, 2001, Australian Bureau of
Statistics, Catalogue No. 3301.0, Canberra. 

Allan, G., Hawker, S. & Crow, G. (2001), “Family diversity and
family change in Britain and Western Europe”, Journal of
Family Issues, vol. 22, no.7, pp. 819-836. 

Bittman, M. (2002), “The effects of time pressures on mothers’
health”, Paper presented at the Seminar Series, Australian
Institute of Family Studies, 19 September. 

Coleman, D. A. (1999), Reproduction and survival in 
an unknown world: What drives today’s industrial popu-
lation, and to what future?, NIDI Hofstee Lecture Series
No. 15, Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic
Institute, The Hague. 

Commonwealth of Australia (2002), Intergenerational Report
2002-2003, 2002-2003 Budget Paper No.5, Canberra.

Crittenden, A. (2001), The price of motherhood: Why the most
important job in the world is still the least undervalued,
Henry Holt and Company, New York. 

Encel, S. (2002), Voodoo demographics: The ‘threat’ of an age-
ing population, Social Policy Research Centre, University of
New South Wales, Sydney.

Fisher, K. (2002), Fertility pathways in Australia: Relationships,
opportunities, work and parenting, Australian Government
Department of Family and Community Services, Canberra.

Galinsky, E. (1999), Ask the children: What America’s chil-
dren really think about working parents, Morrow, New
York. 

Goldstein, J., Lutz, W. & Testa, M.R. (2003), “The emergence
of sub-replacement family size ideals in Europe”,
Population Research and Policy Review, vol. 22, no. 5-6,
pp. 479-496.

Gray, M. & Tudball, J. (2001), Family-friendly work practices:
Differences within and between workplaces, Research Report
No. 7, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne. 

Kagitcibasi, C. (1997), “The value of children: A key to gender
issues”, International Pediatric Association Journal (INCH),
Vol. 9, no. 1. Online: [http:www.ipa-france.net/pubs/inches/
inch9_1/kag.html]. 

Kohler, H., Billari, F. C. & Ortega, J. A. (2001), Towards a the-
ory of lowest-low fertility, MPIDR Working Paper WP 2001-
032, Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research,
Rostock, Germany. Online:[http://www.demogr.mpg.de/
Publications/working.htm]

Kohlmann, A. (2002), Fertility intentions in a cross-cultural
view: The value of children reconsidered, Working Paper WP
2002-002, Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research,
Rostock, Germany. Online: [http://www.demogr.mpg.de/
Publications/working.htm] 

Mackay, H. (1997), Generations: Baby boomers, their parents
and their children, Macmillan, Sydney. 

Mackay, H. (2001), “Suffer the children? They will”, The Age,
11 August.

McDonald, P. (2002), “Low fertility: Unifying theory and
demography”, Paper prepared for the meeting of the
Population Association of America “Future of fertility in low
fertility countries”, Atlanta.

McDonald, P. (2000a), “Low fertility in Australia: Evidence,
causes and policy responses”, People and Place, vol. 8, no.
2, pp. 6-20. 

McDonald, P. (2000b), “The ‘toolbox’ of public policies to
impact on fertility: A global view”, Paper presented at the
seminar Low fertility, families and public policies,
Organised by the European Observatory on Family Matters,
Sevilla. 

McDonald, P. (2001a), “Theory pertaining to low fertility”, Paper
presented at International Union for the Scientific Study of
Population Working Group on Low Fertility; International
Perspectives on Low Fertility: Trends, theories and policies,
Tokyo, 21-23 March. 

McDonald, P. (2001b), “Fertility and the three types of women:
It’s not that simple”, OzPop – Australian Population
Futures. Online: [http://www.knowledge-services.com.au] 

McDonald, P. (2004), “Implications of low fertility for popula-
tion futures and related policy options”, Paper presented at
the Regional Family Policy Forum, Singapore, 25 November.

McDonald, P. & Kippen, R. (1999), The impact of immigration 
on the ageing of Australia’s population, DIMA Discussion 
Paper, May 1999, Department of Immigration and
Multicultural Affairs, Canberra. 

McDonald, P. & Kippen, R. (2000), “The implications of below
replacement fertility for labour supply and international
migration, 2000-2005”, Paper presented to the Annual
Meeting of the Population Association of America, Los
Angeles, California, March 23-25.

Marshall, N. & Barnett, R. (1993), “Work-family strains and
gains among two-earner couples” Journal of Community
Psychology, vol. 21, pp. 64-78. 

Martin, J. (2003), “The ultimate vote of confidence: Fertility
rates and economic conditions in Australia, 1975-2002”,
Paper presented to the 8th Australian Institute of Family
Studies Conference, “Steps forward for families: research,
practice and policy”, Melbourne, 12-14 February. 

Rowland (2003), “An ageing population: Emergence of a new
stage of life?”, in S. Khoo & P. McDonald (eds), The transfor-
mation of Australia’s population: 1970–2030, University of
New South Wales, Sydney.

Ruzicka, L.T. & Caldwell J.C. (1982), “Fertility”, in Economic
and Social Commission for Australia and the Pacific,
Country Monographic series no. 9, Population of Australia,
vol. 1, pp. 199-229, United Nations, New York. 

Saunders, P. (2001), The changing social security policy con-
text: Implications for the CDEP Program, the Indigenous
Welfare Economy and the CDEP Scheme, CAEPR Research
Monograph no. 20, Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy
Research, Australian National University, Canberra. 

Weston, R., Qu, L., Parker, R. & Alexander, M. (2004), It’s not
for lack of wanting kids: A report on the Fertility Decision
Making Project, Research Report No.11, Australian
Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Weston, R., Qu, L. & Soriano, G. (2003), “Australia’s ageing yet
diverse population”, Family Matters, no. 66, pp. 6-13.

Ruth Weston is a Principal Research Fellow at the Australian
Institute of Family Studies and principle author of It’s not 
for lack of wanting kids: A report on the Fertility Decision
making Project.

LL



Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004  Australian Institute of Family Studies 10

women have increased opportunities to pursue a
fulfiling life without children. 

Such trends might suggest that today’s low fertility
rate, which is below the replacement level of 2.1
babies per woman, simply reflects general trends 
in personal preferences. After all, some 45 years
ago, many couples had more children than they
expected before these developments took place
(Peterson 1961).

Nevertheless, a number of explanations for today’s
low fertility rate focus on other aspects of the 

he very name of the Australian Institute
of Family Studies 2004 Fertility Decision
Making Project may suggest an underly-
ing assumption that childbearing today
is a matter of choice rather than circum-

stance. Such an assumption is consistent with
several changes in the external context in which
childbearing occurs. For instance, people now have
ready access to contraception, restrictions on abor-
tion have been eased, society has become
increasingly tolerant of varied life courses including
single parenthood and childfree lifestyles, and

F e r t i l i t y  D e c i s i o n  M a k i n g  P r o j e c t  

TT

D A S H E D  H O P E S ?

Fertility aspirations and
expectations compared

R U T H W E S TO N A N D L I X I A Q U

Australia’s total fertility rate is now below replacement level. In other words, women are having
fewer than two children on average. But does this trend reflect what people really want? 
Australia’s total fertility rate is now below replacement level. In other words, women are having
fewer than two children on average. But does this trend reflect what people really want? 



external context that can have such a profound
impact on decision-making that, for many people,
choice may be more apparent than real (see the
overview article p. 4 in this edition  for a summary
of these explanations). For instance, the virtual 
disappearance of well-paid and secure jobs for 
early school leavers, along with uncertainties
regarding employment security, have led young
people to invest heavily in their education and
occupational development. This investment con-
tributes to delays in partnering and to opportunity
costs for women should they have children. Allied
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to these trends are the many practical difficulties
women in particular are likely to face in combining
work with family life – difficulties that may lead
couples to have fewer children than they would like
to have. 

How many children do Australians in their prime
childbearing years ideally want, and how do these
aspirations compare with the number of children
they expect to have? How close are men and
women aged in their late thirties to achieving the
number of children they would ideally like, or at
least expect to have? What factors help explain any
discrepancies between ideal and expected family
size? These were some of the key questions
addressed in the Institute’s Fertility Decision Mak-
ing Project. 

Meaning of aspirations and expectations
While by definition discrepancies between aspira-
tions and expectations suggest that respondents feel
that they will not achieve their desired family size,
how should consistency between aspirations and
expectations be interpreted? 

The question on respondents’ ideal number of chil-
dren, their aspirations, was designed to tap into
inclinations that are removed as much as possible
from individual circumstances, including other life
goals. On the other hand, expectations were
assumed to be strongly influenced by such circum-
stances. This conceptualisation is consistent with
Miller’s (1994) model of fertility decision-making.
To Miller, aspirations (or “desires”) represent what
individuals want regardless of apparent constraints.
Miller focused on “intentions” rather than “expec-
tations” (which may include consideration of the
chances of success in achieving intended out-
comes). In his view, “intentions” refer to decisions
made based on personal desires in the light of
apparent constraints. In other words, desires help
shape intentions, but are not affected by perceived
constraints. 

Nevertheless, aspirations in general (including
“ideals” “desires”, “preferences”), seem unlikely to
be totally divorced from the perceived realities in
life. First, it can be difficult to envision possibilities
that are very remote from personal life experiences.
For instance, the experience of having a first child
provides important insights into the rewards and
difficulties of parenthood and may result in modifi-
cation of family size aspirations. Allied to this issue,
aspirations may be strongly influenced (and thus
constrained) by societal norms. For example, living
with a partner prior to marriage would have been
unthinkable to many people some 50 years ago
when there was a strong stigma attached to sexual
relationships and childbearing outside marriage,
and when the contraceptive pill was not yet avail-
able. Nowadays, nearly three quarters of couples
who marry live together first (ABS 2003). 

Perceived constraints (including competing aspira-
tions) can also help shape or modify aspirations
through various defensive psychological processes
(Brandtstädter and Rothermund 2002; Festinger
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“desires”, “wants”, or “preferences” or “aspira-
tions”. “Family size” refers to the respondents’
number of biological or adopted children. The
analysis focuses first on the popularity of different
family sizes, then on gaps between the averages
derived for ideal, expected and actual family sizes.
The proportions of respondents who believed they
would have (or already had) the same, more or
fewer children than they considered ideal are
examined. 

Socio-demographic groups examined
If ideals or at least expectations about having chil-
dren are shaped by circumstances, such causal
connections should be revealed through compari-
son of the views of respondents who vary in terms of
characteristics that reflect the experience of these
circumstances. On the other hand, childbearing
aspirations may encourage the adoption of certain
characteristics (for example, couples who want
children may decide to get married), although for
some statuses, there is no choice (for example, age).
While a variety of different circumstances may
relate to ideals or at least expectations about having
children, those examined in this article are gender,
age, relationship status, educational status and
whether or not respondents already had children. 

Table 1 shows that, across the four five-year age
groups, men were less likely than women to be mar-
ried and more likely than women to be single. Less
than half the men under the age of 35 and women
under the age of 30 were married, while more than
half the men under 30 and women under 25 had no
partner. Although only a minority in each age group
were cohabiting, women in their twenties were the
most likely of all groups to be cohabiting (24 per
cent) and men and women in their late thirties were
the least likely to be in this situation (10 per cent). 

Patterns of educational status were similar for men
and women. The greatest difference emerged for

1957; Lazarus and Folkman 1994). These defensive
reappraisals may result in the attainable becoming
more attractive than the unattainable, so that a pos-
itive sense of wellbeing is maintained or achieved. 

Finally, aspirations may also change as objective
circumstances change. New opportunities may 
generate revision of aspirations. Finding a partner
may lead some people who previously set store 
on achieving certain opportunities afforded them
by being “child-free” to change their priorities.
Raising a family may emerge as a highly prized
pathway in life. 

Whatever the processes involved, it seems likely
that people will vary in the extent to which they
take into account their personal circumstances
(and possible competing aspirations) when working
out or re-evaluating how many children they 
would ideally like to have. For instance, some 
may decide that a family of two children is ideal 
for them because they would not be able to 
afford private education for more than two chil-
dren, or because their age makes it unlikely that
they could have more than two children. Others
may take less account of competing aspirations 
and practical constraints when establishing their
ideal family size, while acknowledging that their
ideal family size is unachievable. In other words,
“ideals” may not mean the same thing to all respon-
dents in a survey.

While aspirations in this article refer to the number
of children respondents considered personally
ideal, these aspirations are sometimes referred to as

Relationship status, highest qualification achieved or being
pursued, and parenthood by age and gender

Table 1

Age

20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39
% % % %

Men
Married 5.3 25.0 40.2 54.0
Cohabiting 15.6 18.6 17.9 9.8
Single 79.1 56.4 41.9 36.2
Total 100 100 100 100

Women
Married 12.0 40.0 58.9 64.3
Cohabiting 23.7 21.3 13.2 9.5
Single 64.3 38.7 27.9 26.2
Total 100 100 100 100

Men
No post-school qualification 24.3 30.6 26.5 31.3
Non-degree qualification 27.0 27.6 31.0 26.4
Degree or higher 48.7 41.9 42.5 42.3
Total 100 100 100 100

Women
No post-school qualification 27.4 28.4 29.7 37.9
Non-degree qualification 24.5 26.2 26.7 24.6
Degree or higher 48.1 45.4 43.6 37.5
Total 100 100 100 100

Ever had children
Men 8.3 22.4 45.4 62.7
Women 24.7 48.9 70.6 83.7

The need for young adults to invest in their education and 
establish themselves in their work before they can start 
a family. Finding a lifelong mate during this demanding 
time can be difficult.
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those in their late thir-
ties where, in contrast
to a l l  other groups,
women were equally
likely to have the lowest
or highest educational
statuses listed in Table
1 (38 per cent).  Al l
other male and female
groups most commonly
had or were pursuing a
degree or higher qualifi-
cation (42 to 49 per
cent) while much the
same proportions were
represented in the other
two educational status
groups (24 to 31 per
cent).

Parenthood was ,  o f
course, closely related
to relationship status,
while relationship sta-

tus also varied with age. Given that men tend to be
older than women when they partner, it is not sur-
prising that men were less likely than women to
have had a child (34 per cent compared with 59 per
cent). This gender difference applied across all five-
year age groups. While men and women in their
twenties and thirties who were married were the
most likely of the three relationship status groups to
be parents, most women in their thirties who were
married, cohabiting or single were parents, but only
a minority of cohabiting and single men of this age
were parents.

Parenthood was also related to educational status.
Those who neither had nor were pursuing post-
school qualifications were the most likely to be
parents, while those with or pursuing a degree or
higher qualification were the least likely to be in
this position. These differences were particularly
marked for women in their twenties: 65 per cent of
women in the lowest educational group were par-
ents, compared with only 19 per cent of those with
or pursuing a degree or higher qualification. How-
ever, those most likely to be parents were women in
their thirties in the lowest educational group (91
per cent). 

Interestingly, while men in their twenties and thir-
ties who neither had nor were pursuing post-school
qualifications were more likely than other men to
be parents, those in their thirties in this lowest edu-
cational group were less likely to be partnered (46
per cent compared with 35–39 per cent). 

In summary, compared with men, women were
more likely to be married and less likely to be
unpartnered, while for most age groups, patterns 
of educational status of men and women were simi-
lar. Married men and women, and those who
neither had nor were pursuing post-school qualifi-
cations, were the most likely to be parents.
Nevertheless, most women in their thirties were
parents, regardless of their relationship status and
educational level. 

Popularity of different family sizes
In this section, level of popularity of a different 
family size is based on the proportions of respon-
dents who nominated the different family sizes as
personally ideal. Figures 1a and 1b show that,
across all age groups, two-child families were the
most popular, followed by three-child families. 
A family of four or more children was more popular
than no children or only one child (taken sepa-
rately). In fact, each of these latter two alternatives
(taken separately) was considered to be ideal by
less than 10 per cent of men and women in all age
groups.

Although two-child families were the most popular
of all family sizes for both men and women, this
preference applied to less than half the women in all
age groups (44–49 per cent) and less than half the
men in their late thirties (47 per cent, compared
with 55–60 per cent of other men). On the other
hand, women in each age group were more inclined
than men of the same age to consider at least three
children to be ideal (43–44 per cent compared with
31–37 per cent).

These proportions are based on all men and women
in each age group, including those who were already
parents. As noted above, women were more likely
than men of the same age to have children. Never-
theless, two-child families represented the most
common ideal family size of childless respondents
in the four age groups (applying to 51–63 per cent of
men and 44–56 per cent of women). 

While three-child families were the second most
common preference for childless respondents

Men: ideal number of children by ageFigure 1a
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Women: ideal number of children by ageFigure 1b
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Family size ideals varied sig-
nificantly with educational
status for one group only:
women in their thirties
(although patterns for men
in their thirties almost
reached the conventional
five per cent level of signifi-
cance). Of women in their
thirties, those with/pursuing
degrees or higher qualifica-
tions were the most likely of
the three educational status
groups to consider two chil-
dren to be ideal (50 per cent
compared with 41–42 per
cent) and the least likely to
prefer four or more children
(14 per cent compared with
21–22 per cent).

In summary, a family of two
children was the most popu-
lar for all groups examined. Across all age,
relationship status and educational status groups,
families of at least three children were more popu-
lar than one-child families or no children. Women
were slightly more likely than men to prefer at least
three children, but having no children was the sec-
ond most common choice of childless respondents
in their thirties.

Current, ideal and expected family sizes
Figures 2a and 2b show the averages (means) derived
for ideal, expected and actual family size for men
and women respectively in their early and late twen-
ties and thirties. For each sex taken separately,
averages for ideal family size were similar across the
four age groups (men 2.3–2.4 children; women
2.5–2.6 children), as were averages for expected fam-
ily size (men 1.7–1.8 children; women 2.1 children
for each age group), with ideal family size being
higher than expected family size. Women’s averages
for ideal and expected family size were slightly higher
than those for men, although the difference in ideal
family size was almost identical for those in their
early twenties (2.5 compared with 2.4). 

It is noteworthy that the average numbers of chil-
dren that men and women in their late thirties
actually had were below the average expected fam-
ily sizes (men 1.3 compared with 1.8; women 1.8
compared with 2.1). Given that men tended to be
two or three years older than their partner, it is not
surprising that the gap between the actual and
expected number of children was greater for men
than that for women. The gap will narrow further as
some men and women in their late thirties have a
child or more children.

The similarity between age groups in the averages
derived for ideals do not necessarily suggest that
views on these issues remain stable from the early
twenties to the late thirties – an issue examined by
Qu and Weston in this edition of Family Matters
(p. 18). Expectations may also have undergone con-
siderable re-evaluation for the older groups. Despite

under 35 years old (15–24 per cent of men; 18–29
per cent of women), remaining childless was the
second most commonly mentioned preference for
those in their late thirties (21 per cent of men and
24 per cent of women). In fact, as the age of the
group increased, remaining childless or having only
one child was progressively more popular, while
having three children, or four or more children, was
less popular. For example, 24 per cent of childless
women in their late thirties wanted to remain child-
less compared with only 5 per cent for childless
women in their early twenties. With cross-sectional
data it is not possible to assess the extent to which
these trends reflect a re-evaluation of preferences of
childless respondents as they approach their for-
ties, and the extent to which they simply reflect the
fact that those approaching their forties would
include an increased concentration of people who
never wanted children.

The popularity of two children, followed by three,
then four or more applied to men and women in
their twenties and thirties in each of the relation-
ship and educational status group, although for
some subgroups, differences were marginal regard-
ing preferences for extreme family sizes (four or
more children compared with no children or only
one child taken separately). However, married men
in their thirties and married women in their twen-
ties and thirties were less likely than cohabiting and
single men and women of the same age to prefer no
children or one child (men: 6 per cent compared
with 18–20 per cent; women in their twenties: 2 per
cent compared with 10 per cent; women in their
thirties: 5 per cent compared with 21 per cent).

Men: current, expected and ideal number of childrenFigure 2a
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Women: current, expected and ideal number of childrenFigure 2b
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such possibilities, it is noteworthy that, even in
their late thirties, neither the women nor the men
were expecting to have the number of children they
said they ideally wanted. 

Regardless of whether they were married, cohabiting
or single, average ideal family sizes were higher than
the averages expected for men and women in their
twenties and thirties. The same applied to patterns of
averages for those in the three educational status
groups. Of each of these different groups, the greatest
discrepancy between average ideals and expecta-
tions occurred for men and women who were single
(men 2.3 compared with 1.4; women 2.4 compared
with 1.7), while the smallest discrepancy occurred
for men and women who were married (men 2.5
compared with 2.3; women 2.7 compared with 2.4)

Prevalence of matches between ideals 
and expectations
Although means simplify the results, they do so by
masking a great deal of useful information. For
example, no more than 5 per cent of men and
women in their twenties did not want any children,
while 25 per cent of men and 15 pent of women of
the same ages expected to have no children. It is
therefore useful to assess the proportions of people
who believed that they would achieve their ideal
family size, and the proportions who expected to
under-achieve or even over-achieve their aspira-
tions.

Although the means for ideal family size were higher
than those for expected family size, ideals were not
typically seen as unrealistic. Rather, 61 per cent of all
men and 64 per cent of all women indicated that
they expected to achieve (or had already achieved)
the family size they considered ideal. The means
derived for expectations were lower than those
derived for ideals because most of the other respon-
dents believed that they would have fewer children
than they considered ideal. This belief was indicated
by 34 per cent of all men and by 32 per cent of all

women. The remaining 6 per cent of men and 4 per
cent of women believed that they would have more
children than they ideally wanted. These general
trends were apparent for the four age groups taken
separately (Figures 3a and 3b). 

However, while two-thirds of the childless men
and women in their early twenties appeared to
believe they would achieve their ideal family size
(66 per cent and 67 per cent respectively), under
half of those in their late thirties felt this way (49
per cent and 43 per cent respectively). In fact, a
higher proportion of women in their late thirties
felt that they would under-achieve rather than
achieve their ideal family size (56 per cent com-
pared with 43 per cent), while men were evenly
divided on this issue (48 per cent in each group). 

It is noteworthy that, even in their early twenties,
around 30 per cent of men and women without
children felt they would not achieve their ideal
family size. 

The proportion of respondents expecting to
achieve their ideals was strongly related to rela-
tionship status for men and women in their
twenties and thirties (taken separately) (Figures 4a
and 4b). Those most likely to expect to achieve
their ideal family size were married men and
women in their twenties and thirties, and cohabit-
ing women in their twenties (68 to 70 per cent),
while those least likely to expect this were single
men and women in their thirties. Indeed, a slightly
higher proportion of these older single men felt 

Men: match between ideal number and expected number 
of children by age

Figure 3a
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Women: match between ideal number and expected number
of children by age

Figure 3b
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Maintaining relationships in the hustle and bustle of modern,
work-oriented life can be equally if not more demanding – 
particularly in the context of mounting expectations that 
emotional needs must be met for the relationship to last.
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less likely than other men to be able to have
and raise children in a secure relationship.

While few respondents felt that they would
have more children than they considered
ideal, it is interesting to note that, of the men
in their twenties, a higher proportion who
were married or cohabiting than single felt
this way (12 per cent and 11 per cent respec-
tively compared with 3 per cent of single
men in their twenties, and 5 per cent to 7 per
cent of all men in their thirties). (The pro-
portions of women indicating this ranged
from 3 per cent to 8 per cent.) Reasons pro-
vided by respondents for expecting more
children than they considered ideal included
desires to accommodate partner’s wishes, to
give their only child a sibling, or to have a
gender mix of children. 

Summary and conclusions 

This article has examined the number of
children respondents wanted to have and
the number they expected (that is, the fit
between the expected and the ideal.) Three
clear findings emerged. First, most men and
women wanted two or more children. Less
than 10 per cent of all childless respondents
wanted to remain childless. Second, a gap
existed between the average number of
children people wanted and the average
number they expected: people on average
wanted more children than they expected
to have. Third, despite these general trends,
most individual men and women felt they already
had or would have the number of children they
wanted. Those who did not were more likely to
believe that they would have fewer children than
they wanted rather than the reverse. 

These findings relating to expected achievement of
aspirations varied by age for childless respondents,
with those in their late thirties (especially women)
being particularly likely to expect that they would
not have as many children as they wanted. Allied to
this issue, the findings also varied according to rela-
tionship status, especially for men and women in
their thirties: married respondents were the most
likely to feel that they had or would achieve their
aspirations; single respondents were the least likely
to feel this way. Educational status was linked 
with men’s views but not those of women. Men who
neither had nor were pursuing post-school qualifi-
cations were less likely than other men to believe
that they would have as many children as they
wanted.

To what extent do these data support the argument
that people are achieving their fertility prefer-
ences? The short answer seems to be that most
people feel they are doing so, but significant num-
bers believe they will not reach their ideal family
size. Of note is that the proportion of respondents
who think they will have children is higher than
current population projections for Australia sug-
gest. For example, the Australian Bureau of

that they would “under-achieve” than achieve their
preference (50 per cent compared with 45 per cent)
while the reverse applied for women in their thirties
(45 per cent compared with 52 per cent). 

Whatever the family size ideals held by men and
women, most respondents in each educational sta-
tus group indicated that they expected to achieve
(or had achieved) their ideal family size. Across
education status groups, just over 30 per cent of
men in their twenties and 32 to 41 per cent of men
in their thirties believed that they would have fewer
children than they considered ideal – a situation
that applied to 29 to 37 per cent of women in their
twenties and 30 to 34 per cent of women in their
thirties. No more than 10 per cent in any group
expected to have more children than they consid-
ered ideal. 

Nevertheless, men in their thirties who neither had
nor were pursuing post-school qualifications were
less likely than other men to expect to achieve their
ideal family size (41 per cent compared with 32-34
per cent). As noted above, men in their thirties in the
lowest educational status group were also less likely
than other men of the same age to be partnered,
although single men in the lowest educational status
group were more likely to have children than other
single men. These trends are generally consistent
with the arguments by Birrell, Rapson and Hourigan
(2004) that men with poor financial prospects are

Men: match between ideal number and expected number of
children by relationship status and age

Figure 4a
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Women: match between ideal number and expected number
of children by relationship status and age

Figure 4b
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will have fewer children than otherwise. In
McDonald’s view, limited “family-friendly”
work policies, high cost child care, and tax
benefits that operate as disincentives for tak-
ing up part-time work combine to encourage
women to have fewer children than they wish
to have. It seems very likely that these various
considerations would also help shape part-
nered men’s views about having children, for
fertility decisions are typically couple deci-
sions (Thomson 1997a, 1997b).

Some countries are doing more to promote
childbearing than others. Singapore is one
example where pro-fertility initiatives are now
extensive and highly supportive (see Weston
and Hayes in this edition, p. 83). There is no
doubt that Australia will be closely watching
the initiatives of other countries in a bid to
helping its own policy directions.
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Statistics (ABS 2002) projects that one quarter of
women in their childbearing years will remain
childless. 

It would seem that helping people to achieve their
expectations is a thorny issue for policy. To begin
with, a number of complex social forces appear 
to be affecting family formation and size (see
overview article, p. 4). As McDonald (2002) points
out, these forces include the need for young adults
to invest in their education and establish them-
selves in their work before they can start a family.
Finding a lifelong mate during this demanding time
can be difficult. Maintaining relationships in the
hustle and bustle of modern, work-oriented life can
be equally if not more demanding – particularly in
the context of mounting expectations that emo-
tional needs must be met for the relationship to last
(Giddens 1992). In addition, a fundamental prob-
lem for policy would seem to be that much of this
terrain is in the realm of the private and govern-
ments are naturally reluctant to intrude into
people’s relationship issues – even where there may
be serious long-lasting consequences when a popu-
lation is unable to replace itself. 

McDonald (2002) nonetheless maintains that much
can still be done, particularly in relation to gender
equity. According to McDonald, in countries where
educational and work opportunities for women are
similar to those for men but are seriously dimin-
ished for women if they have a child, then women

Limited “family-friendly” work policies, high cost child care, and tax
benefits that operate as disincentives for taking up part-time 
work combine to encourage women to have fewer children than 
they wish to have.



Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004  Australian Institute of Family Studies 18

F e r t i l i t y  D e c i s i o n  M a k i n g  P r o j e c t  

he Fertility Decision Making Project
conducted by the Australian Institute of
Family Studies in 2004 suggests that,
whether in their early twenties, late
thirties or somewhere in between, Aus-

tralians want much the same number of children,
with most saying they would ideally like to have
two or three children (see Weston and Qu, p.10 of
this edition on Family Matters). Yet some authors
have argued that people want fewer children as they
age (McDonald 1998). If this is the case, then
today’s young adults would hold lower family size
aspirations than those originally held by today’s
older people; and as young adults mature, they too,
will revise their aspirations downwards. 

Goldstein, Lutz and Testa (2003) maintain that the
fall in the total fertility rate itself results in a decline
in family size ideals of future generations of young
adults, although there is a considerable lag in this
effect. Their analysis suggests that, while two chil-
dren have long been seen as ideal in many
European counties, in 2001, family size ideals were
below this level for young women in Germany and
Austria (averaging 1.7 children, while the total fer-
tility rate has fallen to below 1.4). 

If young adults also experience a downward 
revision in aspirations as they age, or if they 

under-achieve their aspirations (which inevitably
occurs for some people who postpone starting a
family), then the total fertility rate will fall further –
a trend that will be accentuated over the years if
declining fertility rates eventually result in lowered
aspirations of future generations of young adults.

These issues are important because future trends in
Australia’s total fertility rate will be strongly affected
by the proportions of women who have more than
two children. McDonald (1998) estimated that the
total fertility rate would fall to 1.4 if those who cur-
rently have more than two children stopped at two.
Such a low level would not only increase the rate of
population ageing, but also lead to a decline in the
Australian-born population – a trend that would gain
rapid momentum with time. Helping people to main-
tain and meet their original family size aspirations is
clearly relevant to these issues.

How common is revision of aspirations from early
adulthood to the late thirties? That is, to what extent
does the similarity of family size aspirations across
age groups observed in the Fertility Decision Making
Project result from revision of aspirations for older
people to approximate those of young adults, rather
than from similar and entrenched aspirations across
time? In the light of low fertility rates, little attention
has been given to the possibility that some people

While most people across all ages want 
two or three children, little is known about
how entrenched these preferences are.
Do people modify their views about their
ideal family size? 
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may revise their aspirations upwards. How common
is this process? And what are the reasons for any
changes in aspirations?

Understanding the reasons for revised aspirations
may contribute to the development of policy strate-
gies that not only help people enjoy parenthood,
but also help stem any further decline in the fertil-
ity rate. This, in turn, would prevent increases in
the rate of population ageing and help Australia
avoid the potential scenario of a spiralling decline in
the Australian-born population.

In the Institute’s Fertility Decision Making Project,
respondents who were 22 years or older at the time
of the interview in early 2004 were asked about the
number of children they would ideally like to have,
and the number they had wanted when they were
20 years old. If they indicated that their views now
differed, they were also asked to explain the reasons
underlying the discrepancy. Their answers were
recorded verbatim. 

This article first explores the apparent extent to 
which men’s and women’s views about having 
children and their ideal family size had changed since
they were 20 years old, and the direction of any such
change. The various patterns of reasons offered by
respondents for revised preferences are then outlined. 

Two sets of quantitative analyses were undertaken.
First, respondents’ current (2004) views about
becoming parents were compared with their views
at age 20. Second, for those who had wanted to be
parents, the proportions who wanted fewer, more or

Throughout this article it is assumed that differences between the
aspirations held at the time of the survey and those recalled for the
early period reflect the overall level of change with no significant oscil-
lation in the intervening period. This may not be correct. 

Second, a higher proportion of men than women declined to indicate
the number of children they wanted when they were 20 years old (9
per cent compared with 17 per cent). However, this “non-response
rate” did not vary according to current age.

Finally, the wording of the questions tapping current and earlier pref-
erences differed slightly. Respondents who indicated that they would
like to have a first or additional child were asked: “Ideally, how many
children would you like to have in total?” All respondents were later
asked: “Looking back to when you were around 20, can you recall how
many children you wanted?” Nevertheless, any ambiguity arising from
this different wording in the two questions would not affect compar-
isons of trends across age groups or gender. Such comparisons form
the focus of this article.

INTERPRETING THE RESULTS



Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004  Australian Institute of Family Studies 20

of respondents are reasonably accurate, it appears
that most men and women consistently wanted
children. Figures 1a and 1b suggest that this 
picture applied to the three age groups. The pro-
portions of men and women who indicated that
they wanted children at age 20 and currently
ranged from 65 per cent to 68 per cent for men, and
from 76 per cent to 77 per cent for women. Less
than 8 per cent in any age group indicated that they
neither wanted children at age 20 nor currently. In
fact, most men aged in their late thirties were par-
ents (63 per cent) as were most women in their
early and late thirties (70 per cent and 84 per cent
respectively).

Across all age groups, those who reported a change
in views were more likely to indicate a conversion
from not wanting a child to wanting a child (a “pos-
itive conversion”) rather than the reverse (a
“negative conversion”). Positive conversions were
indicated by 22 to 24 per cent of all men and by 15
to 18 per cent of all women. Negative conversions,
on the other hand, were indicated by no more than
5 per cent of respondents in any group. 

It thus seems reasonable to suggest that most
respondents believed that they wanted to have chil-
dren at least from early adulthood and continued to
feel that way, with most of the others having
decided, when older than 20 years, that they
wanted children. 

Views about family size
While any change in views about having a child at
all tended to represent a switch from preferring
childlessness to wanting to have children, among
those who wanted children at age 20, family size
preferences were more likely to be revised down-
wards than upwards – except for men in their
twenties (Figures 2a and 2b). An upward revision
was reported by 13 to 17 per cent of men and
women in each age group. 

The tendency to revise family size preferences
downwards appeared to increase with increasing
age (Figures 2a and 2b). For instance, a revision
downwards was indicated by 20 per cent of men in
their late twenties and by 32 per cent of men in
their late thirties. For women, the proportions were
21 per cent and 39 per cent respectively. Neverthe-
less, with the exception of women in their late
thirties, more than half the respondents indicated
no change in desired family size. 

Reasons for changes in views
Explanations for the fall in the total fertility rate are
often sought through macro-level analysis of differ-
ences between countries in employment rates,
couple formation trends, family-related and work-
related government policies and so on (Castles
2002; McDonald 2000a, 2000b). Another important
means of identifying reasons for the fertility rate
decline is through an examination of ways in which
parenting status and family size vary for different
socio-demographic groups. 

the same number of children than they wanted at
age 20, were examined. Trends for men and women
across three age groups were derived: 25–29 years,
30–34 years, and 35–39 years. (See boxed inset for
notes on the interpretation of trends.)

Views about becoming a parent 
Not surprisingly, those in their thirties who wanted
children at both times were more likely to be par-
ents than those of the same age whose desire for
children emerged some time after age 20 (men 61
per cent compared with 41 per cent; women 80 per
cent compared with 69 per cent).

In total, around two-thirds of the men (67 per cent)
and three-quarters of the women (77 per cent) indi-
cated that they wanted children during both
periods, while 23 per cent of men and 17 per cent of
women said that, while they did not want children
when they were 20 years old, they had changed
their mind. Only 3 per cent of men and 2 per cent of
women indicated that they wanted children at 20,
but not currently, while 6 per cent of men and 5 per
cent of women indicated that they wanted children
neither at age 20 nor currently. 

Thus, assuming that any oscillation of views during
the interim period is uncommon and recollections

Men’s views about becoming parents: at age 20 
and now (2004) by current age

Figure 1a
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Women’s views about becoming parents: at age 20 
and now (2004) by current age

Figure 1b
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While both these approaches are very informative,
much can be learned from the voices of those who
speak from experience – the survey respondents
themselves. This section provides examples of the
reasons respondents gave for changing their aspira-
tions about becoming parents or about family size
since they were 20 years old.

Some of the reasons for wanting more children or
fewer children than at age 20 covered the same gen-
eral themes. People often gave more than one reason,
as reflected in some of the quotations below.

Financial and work-related issues
Not surprisingly, financial and work-related issues
were commonly offered as reasons for downward
revision:

“Because of being more realistic.The cost of living now is not
like before. What is the point of having more children if you
won’t be able to look after them? Because of financial pressure
you will have to go back to work.”(Woman aged 35, married)

“I just realized how hard and costly it is to cope these days.”
(Man aged 36, married)

“Probably because things have changed over the years – the
cost of education and bringing up children – and because I
don’t want to go back to work and put them in day care.”
(Woman aged 33, married)

“Because of the value of money and because I want my kids to
have private schooling.”(Woman aged 27, married)

Nevertheless, a few respondents explained that they
wanted more children than they originally wanted
because their financial or work circumstances had
improved: 

“My husband earns enough money that we can afford more
than two.They’re lovely to have around.More than two would
be nice.”(Woman aged 34, married)

“Because I settled down and have a steady job.”(Man aged 28,
single) 

Age issues
A great deal of attention in the literature is given 
to the fact that people are putting off having chil-
dren until it is too late. This issue was often
mentioned by those who had revised their aspira-
tions downwards: 

“We didn’t have our first child until I was 29. I don’t want to
have children when I am over 35.”(Woman aged 30, married)

At the same time, a number of people who had
changed from not wanting children to wanting them
referred to the fact that they had “grown up”. But in
the 1950s and 1960s people were having children in
their early twenties – there was no time to reflect:

“I matured and realised there’s more to it. I never associated
children with such love and joy.I was more materialistic when
I was younger.”(Man aged 37, married)

Men at age 20 who wanted to have a child: family 
size preferences then and now (2004) by current age

Figure 2a
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Women at age 20 who wanted to have a child: family 
size preferences then and now (2004) by current age

Figure 2b
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For some people, difficulties they had experienced in parenting led them to want fewer children.
For others, the sheer joy they encountered in becoming parents led them to want more children.



Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004  Australian Institute of Family Studies 22

“I’ve actually had them.They’re a lot of work.” (Woman aged
26, married)

“Now I have been exposed to them I realise how much respect
and love I have for them.Since I had one,it changed my world.”
(Man aged 24, cohabiting)

“I had not had kids when I was in my early twenties.Now that
I’ve had two kids I know how much I enjoy having kids and
would like to have more.”(Woman aged 28, single)

Other reasons 
Health and physical problems in having children
sometimes led people to decide that they did not
want any (more) children. Others who had revised
their views downward explained this change of
heart in terms of the problematic state of the world
for raising children or over-population. On the
other hand, upward revisions were sometimes
explained in terms of a desire to have both a boy
and a girl or to give a child sibling. 

Summary and conclusions
While recollections may be coloured by current
intervening experiences and changing priorities in
other areas of life, they nonetheless represent
important information about how people view the
way their lives are unfolding. 

Together, survey responses suggest that most men
and women in each of the three age groups exam-
ined in the Fertility Decision Making Project
wanted children both at age 20 and at the time of
the survey (with nearly two-thirds of the men and
more than 80 per cent of the women in their late
thirties being parents at the time of the survey).
Those who reported a change in views about having
any children were more inclined to indicate a con-
version from not wanting to wanting a child, rather
than the reverse.

On the other hand, family size preferences among
the majority who wanted children at age 20 years
appeared to change considerably with age. Of 
those aged in their late thirties, around half the 
men and women reported such a change. Consis-
tent with discussions in the literature, this change
was more likely to be in a downward rather than
upward direction – that is, most of these respon-
dents indicated that at the time of the survey they
wanted fewer children than they had previously
wanted. 

Reasons for respondents revising their family size
aspirations downward and upward often related 
to the same broad themes, and in general were
consistent with the literature concerning some of
the broad social forces contributing to a decline 
in fertility. These included the financial costs of
having children, job insecurity and the difficulties
of combining work and family life (Castles 2002;
McDonald 2000a, 2000b). Problems in these 
areas were seen as constraints that led to a down-
ward revision, while a few respondents who 
revised their family size upward mentioned that
they had experienced improved financial or work
circumstances. But as noted by Weston in this 

Maturing – your whole thought process changes, particularly
after you turn 30. I ended up wanting a child. (Woman aged
37, married)

The combination of growing maturity and seeing
friends and others have children sometimes gener-
ated a desire for children:

“If I were involved in a relationship,I think I would have liked to
have a large family,but now I’m almost 40,time has kind of run
out.”(Woman aged 37, single)

“I wasn’t thinking about children then.But now my friends are
doing it; it’s in my life; it is all around me.My desire,my urge,to
have kids is now there.”(Woman aged 27, married)

“I know people with families now.Being exposed to them has
changed my views.”(Man aged 30, single)

Partnering issues
Partnering issues covered having a partner, and the
influence of a partner’s views, and the quality of the
relationship. Lack of a partner coupled with
advancing age sometimes led people to decide they
no longer wanted any children, or not as many as
they wanted at age 20: 

“If I were involved in a relationship,I think I would have liked to
have a large family,but now I’m almost 40,time has kind of run
out.”(Woman aged 37, single)

“I did not feel that my relationship at the time would end.As I
am getting older, I feel that I have less time in which to have
kids and would only be able to fit in two maximum.”(Woman
aged 32, single)

On the other hand, some respondents decided they
wanted to become parents or to have more children
than they previously wanted upon entering into a
rewarding relationship:

“Being happy in a relationship. I wanted to start a family 
with my partner and became maternal.” (Woman aged 32,
cohabiting) 

“I am in a better relationship – our house is so full of love and
is a better environment for raising children. It is a much more
loving relationship than my previous relationship and I
wanted more children with [current partner].” (Woman aged
26, married)

Some people’s family size aspirations increased or
decreased to take into account their partner’s views:

“My husband didn’t want any more than two. He was from a
family of six and never got anything,so wanted to give his two
everything.”(Woman aged 34, married)

“Since meeting my partner my views have changed. He loves
having a family of his own that he can care for and support,
whereas I’m from a small family. All I had was my sister, so
since meeting him, it’s rubbed off on me a bit in wanting a
family.”(Woman aged 27, married)

Parenting experiences
Not surprisingly, difficult parenting experiences led
to downward revisions; rewarding experiences had
the reverse effect:

“Just the experience of having a child – I wasn’t prepared for
the amount of work that it was.” (Woman aged 30, married,
explaining why she wanted fewer now)
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in the 1950s and 1960s, men and women tended 
to leave home at age 20 to 22 in order to marry 
and raise a family (McDonald 1995), the comments
of many of these respondents who had “grown 
up” highlight the prolonging of adolescence these
days. 

For some people, difficulties they had experienced
in parenting led them to want fewer children. For
others, the sheer joy they encountered in becoming
parents led them to want more children. This high-
lights the importance of effective strategies that
help reduce the considerable stress experienced 
by some parents, not only to enable parenting to be
an enjoyable experience, but also to remove a
potential obstacle to having another child. Some
respondents reported that they were surprised
about how delightful the experience of parenting
could be. This is not surprising given that families
with problems are far more likely to attract atten-
tion than those without. Difficult children are also
more likely to attract attention than children who
are progressing well.

If Australia is to boost its fertility rate – or at least
stem further falls – then the message that raising
children has an intrinsic richness and is an enjoy-
able adventure in life needs to be conveyed widely.
But to be effective, such a message must reflect real-
ity. Couples need to have personal resources such
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edition of Family Matters (p.4), many of today’s
perceived “necessities” in life are linked with val-
ues. It is therefore not surprising that downward
revisions sometimes involved considerations about
private education for children. 

Again, a commonly mentioned reason for the low
fertility rate concerns the increased delays in
achieving those milestones that precede having
children, along with the difficulty in finding a 
partner and in maintaining a stable relationship.
These issues were also mentioned by some respon-
dents. Advancing age, lack of a partner and
relationship breakdown led to revisions downward,
while “growing up”, finding a partner and feeling
secure in this relationship were often mentioned 
as reasons for upward revision. Interestingly, while

as a secure income stream, a loving and stable rela-
tionship, and skills and confidence in parenting.
They also require access to community resources,
including family-friendly workplaces, and the 
confidence that they have a strong, continuing
commitment from government and community
that they are not alone in raising the next genera-
tion of citizens.
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another child could be expected to feature in cou-
ples’ thinking. After almost three decades of access to
no-fault divorce, there is a general awareness of the
potential fragility of relationships (Parker 2002) and
of the range of negative consequences of relationship
breakdown. The quality of the marital relationship
appears to influence fertility behaviour – couples in
unhappy marriages are less likely than other couples
to have a(nother) child (Lillard and Waite 1993). Psy-
chologically, the benefits of having a(nother) child
may be seen in terms of offspring adding purpose
and meaning to adult lives and the prospect of
“immortality by proxy” (Hoffman and Manis 1979;
Schoen, Kim, Nathanson, Fields and Astone 1997). 

he Fertility Decision Making Project was
conducted by the Australian Institute of
Family Studies in 2004 in partnership
with the then Office of the Status for
Women (Department of Prime Minister

and Cabinet).1

A national random sample of 3,201 people aged
between 20 and 39 years participated in a tele-
phone interview that gathered information about
current circumstances, relationship and fertility
history, past and present preferences and expecta-
tions of having (more) children, and attitudes
towards a range of fertility-related issues. 

A key feature of the project was its focus on gathering
both retrospective and prospective data, and on
obtaining couple data to allow for the assessment of
the degree of congruence between partners’ views and
expectations and whose views carry the greater influ-
ence in predicting fertility decisions and outcomes. 

Typically, fertility studies examine only a few of the
wide range of issues that may contribute to a decision

ertility behaviour is likely to be an out-
come of various psychological, social and
life course forces that influence individu-
als’ perceptions of the choices available
to them and the resources they have (or

may have at some point in the future) to pursue
those choices. The forces are complex and inter-
woven, and some can be seen in the macro-level
trends apparent in most developed countries –
trends such as delays in starting a family, which are
bound up with concomitant delays in leaving home,
marrying, and entering the labour force. A brief
summary of some of the key factors underlying fer-
tility decisions is presented by Weston in this
edition of Family Matters (p. 4).

As Weston notes, financial and employment factors
are typically seen as prime influences on fertility
behaviour. Such factors include threats to financial
security and thus the need to invest in education
and career development, the direct and indirect
financial costs of having children and associated
impact of having children on career development,
and the difficulties of combining work with family
life. In addition, many non-financial costs of having
children have been discussed in the literature,
including loss of lifestyle options – losses that may
be accentuated by current values, some of which
apparently lead to considerable investment of time
and energy spent in raising each child. Weston also
notes that while some costs are known, others are
unknown, and some authors maintain that the
unknowns encourage people to err on the side of
caution.

The fragility of relationships also appears to have
contributed to the fall in the total fertility rate. Given
today’s high rate of relationship breakdown, the
potential impact of starting a family or having

The fertility literature is replete with reasons for delayed child bearing and the
decline in large families. But what shapes men’s and women’s thinking about
whether or not to have children? 

R O B Y N  PA R K E R  A N D  M I C H A E L  A L E X A N D E R

Factors influencing men’s and women’s
decisions about having children
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as to whether, when, and how many children to have.
One of the aims of the Fertility Decision Making Pro-
ject was to foster a clearer understanding of the
importance of particular factors influencing fertility
behaviour posited by numerous researchers in the
past decade. Items addressing some main themes in
the literature were constructed, and respondents
were asked to indicate the importance of each in
their thinking about having or not having children. 

This article describes the items that were most
commonly considered to be important by men and
women and identifies the items for which differ-
ences occur based on parental and relationship
status. 

At this early stage of analysis of the data from the Fer-
tility Decision Making Project, the overall patterns of
difference, rather than the statisticalsignificance of
those differences, are of interest for their value in
guiding future, more sophisticated analyses of the
factors that influence fertility decisions. Further-
more, we note the inter-relatedness among the
variables considered here – with each other and with
other variables (such as age) not yet analysed – that
may limit the capacity to provide comprehensive
explanations of these findings.

Factors important when considering
whether to have or not have a child
A set of 28 items was constructed to tap into the
main themes discussed in the literature as con-
tributing to the fertility choices and decisions made
by individuals and couples. Respondents were asked
to indicate, on a scale of 0 to 10, how important each
factor was when thinking about having or not having
a child. High scores (8-10) indicated that the factor
was considered important to the respondent. Table 1

sets out the 28 items contained in the survey and
lists them according to the proportion of men and
women rating each as important. 

Overall, it can be seen from Table 1 that most men
and women considered the same seven items to be
important, although not necessarily in the same
order. Both for men and women, the top three
ranked items in terms of importance when consid-
ering whether to have or not have a child were the
same. These were whether they could afford to
support a child and the whether the male and
female partners would be good parents. All three
of these items can be seen as relating to the overall
ability to provide support to the child, either finan-
cially or in terms of parenting. A further three items
were endorsed by more than 50 per cent of men or
women: having someone to love (57 per cent men;
46 per cent women); the security of the male part-
ner’s job (53 per cent men; 57 per cent women);
and the female partner’s age (49 per cent men; 56
per cent women). These items could be considered
as representing a set of “core” issues or conditions
that form the basis of respondents’ thinking about
having or not having children.

Concern about the male partner’s job security links
directly with the notion of providing for a(nother)
child, while the importance attached to the female
partner’s age probably reflects beliefs about the tim-
ing of children with respect to a woman’s ability to
conceive and bear a(nother) child. The compara-
tively common endorsement of an item reflecting the
emotional dimension of having children (in contrast
to the more practical concerns) having someone to
love, stands out among the top group of items. 

A similar item, adding purpose and meaning to
life, was considered important by 45 per cent of
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Perhaps men are more likely than women to dis-
count their own feelings about having children
where they perceive their partners’ preferences for
having children to be particularly strong. Alterna-
tively, it may indicate that some men think that
women’s fulfilment is closely tied to having chil-
dren, while women are less inclined to think this
way about men. 

Men were also more likely than women to report
that they considered having someone to love to be
an important issue when thinking about having
children(57 per cent compared with 46 per cent).
That close to half of the women and more than half
of the men emphasised this aspect of the emotional
benefits of having children suggests that the emo-
tional benefits of having children are salient to both
men and women. However it would seem that, in
this sample, men were more likely than women to
be cognisant of, or at least more likely to acknowl-
edge, the role that the emotional aspects of having
children plays in the process of deciding to have or
not have a(nother) child. Women, it would seem,
tended to focus on the more practical aspects of
having children.

The issues for which the proportion of women
clearly exceeded the proportion of men were
related to the male partner’s career and to the rais-
ing of children. Forty per cent of women indicated
time and energy for the male partner’s career was
important compared with only 30 per cent of men,
while 34 per cent of women considered the stress
and worry of raising children an important com-
ponent of their thinking compared with 24 per cent
of men. These findings may reflect an acknowl-
edgement of the centrality of both parenting and
work roles in the family, highlighted by more
women than men because of women’s tendency to
play a greater role in the everyday care of children.
And since it is typically women who give up or at
least reduce their hours in paid work after the birth
of a child, their focus may be directed towards the
capacity of their partner to support the family on a
reduced income.

Beliefs about family composition were reflected in
the endorsement of items about having more than
one child, or at least one child of each sex. 
Men and women appear to have similar views 
about only-child families, with 40 per cent and 
37 per cent respectively attaching importance to
giving a child a sibling. However, the particular
combination of sons and daughters, while not
endorsed by large numbers of respondents, was
more likely to be something that men rather than
women considered important. Specifically, men
were more likely to consider having at least one
male child important (23 per cent) than were
women (12 per cent).

Other differences between men and women,  while
perhaps notable, were not especially large and, with
the exception of “having someone to love”, the
items were not among those endorsed by the major-
ity of respondents. Given the exploratory nature of
this section of the Fertility Decision Making Project
these findings can only be regarded as indicative of

men and 39 per cent of women, placing it as the 8th
most commonly endorsed item for men and the
11th most common for women. Together, these
results that reflect the importance of the more 
emotional aspects of having children demonstrate
that many respondents’ thinking about having chil-
dren, was not a straightforward, unidimensional
process.

Men compared with women
In general, the proportions of men and women who
regarded each item as important were quite similar.
However, men and women varied by 10 or more
percentage points on five of the 28 items. For three
of these items (that a child would make their part-
ner happier, having someone to love, and having
at least one son), the proportion of men who rated
the issues as important was higher than for women,
but women were more inclined than men to attach
importance to the items relating to the time and
energy available for the male partner’s career and
the stress and worry of raising a child.

The largest difference between men and women
arose for the item concerning whether having
a(nother) child would make the partner happy
(men 37 per cent compared with women 23 per
cent). This can be interpreted in different ways.

Issues of importance in having children as rated 
by men and women

Table 1

Issues of importance in having children Men Women
% %

Afford support child 65 67
Female partner make a good parent 65 58
Male partner make a good parent 63 60
Having someone to love 57 46
Male partner's job security 53 57
Female partner's age 49 56
Uncertain that relationship will last 47 47
Add purpose/meaning to life 45 39
Male partner's age 42 42
Male partner established in job/career 41 37
Giving child(ren) a brother/sister 40 37
Finding good affordable childcare 40 46
Child would make partner happier 37 23
Female partner's job security 34 38
Child would be good for relationship 32 27
Ability to buy/renovate/move home 32 30
Time/energy for male partner's career 30 40
Suitable world for children 30 29
Female partner established in job/career 29 37
Time for leisure & social activities 27 24
Time/energy for female partner's career 26 24
Stress and worry of raising child 24 34
Have at least one/another boy 23 12
Ability to make major purchases 22 22
Too much stress on relationship 22 26
Other children would miss out 19 22
Have at least one/another girl 18 16
Child difficult to raise 11 15



27Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004

some aspects of respondents’ lives that are worthy
of further examination. 

Parents compared with those without children

When we reconsider the differences between men
and women but also take into account whether they
were already parents or not, a clear pattern
appears. More often than not, where there was a dif-
ference of 10 percentage points or more, it was the
childless respondents who were most likely to con-
sider an item to be important compared with
respondents who were already parents. Interest-
ingly, there were 12 such cases for men but only
four such instances for women. Only one item was
endorsed as important by noticeably more respon-
dents with children than those without: other
children would miss out – and this difference was
observed only for women. These results are shown
in Table 2. 

The difference in the proportion of childless men
and fathers (respectively) who emphasised the var-
ious issues was greater than 15 percentage points
on five issues: their job security (59 per cent com-
pared with 39 per cent); whether their partner
would make a good parent (72 per cent compared
with 52 per cent); whether the men themselves
would make a good parent (69 per cent compared

with 50 per cent); how well they were established
in their job/career (47 per cent compared with 29
per cent); and their ability to support a child (71
per cent compared with 54 per cent). All except the
second last of these items are among the top five
items in Table 1. 

Notable differences for several other items ranged
from 10 to 13 per cent. The issues contained in
those items related to the emotional benefits of chil-
dren, the effect of having a child on the partner and
the couple relationship, job security for the female
partner, and the time and energy available for both
men’s and women’s careers. Importantly, all of the
items on which men with children and those with-
out differed were concerned with parenting, the
stability of the relationship or the security of
employment for one or other of the partners.

For women, the main difference between those with
and without children concerned their own
job/career. Childless women were more likely than
mothers to stress the importance of their own job
security (47 per cent compared with 32 per cent)
and how well they were established in their career
(37 per cent compared with 23 per cent). Slightly
smaller differences were found with respect to
whether they would be a good parent (64 per cent

Percentage of respondents rating items as important: parental status by genderTable 2

Men Women

With children Without children With children Without children

Afford to support child 54 71 64 73
Female partner make a good parent 52 72 54 64
Male partner make a good parent 50 69 55 66
Having someone to love 48 61 44 50
Male partner's job security 39 59 56 60
Female partner's age 49 49 59 51
Uncertain that rship will last 40 51 43 51
Add purpose/meaning to life 41 48 38 41
Male partner's age 43 42 45 36
Male partner established in job/career 29 47 34 42
Finding good affordable childcare 37 41 45 49
Giving child a brother/sister 39 41 35 41
Child would make partner happier 28 41 22 24
Female partner's job security 26 37 32 47
Ability to buy/renovate/move home 26 35 29 32
Child would be good for relationship 24 36 26 28
Suitable world for children 28 30 28 31
Time/energy for male partner's career 23 34 40 40
Female partner established in job/career 24 32 23 37
Time for leisure & social activities 23 29 23 26
Time/energy for female partner's career 20 30 22 28
Stress & worry of raising a child 22 25 36 32
Have at least one/another boy 18 25 12 13
Too much stress on relationship 23 21 29 22
Ability to make major purchases 18 24 22 21
Other children would miss out 23 18 26 16
Have at least  one/another girl 16 19 17 14
Child difficult to raise 10 11 14 16
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capacity to provide an adequate environment for
raising children.

One of the differences noted earlier between men
and women was that women were more likely to
consider the stress and worry of raising a child as
important compared with men (34 per cent to 24
per cent, respectively). Interestingly, when parental
status is taken into account, the gap between men
and women in terms of importance actually
increases because importance moves in opposite
directions. That is, it is higher for women with chil-
dren than those without, but is lower for men with
children than those who are still childless. This may

add weight to the point made earlier that women
rate this item highly because they sense they will
bear the brunt of the everyday stress and worry of
raising children.

In the previous section it was noted that men were
more likely than women to consider as important in
the decision to have a child, whether a child would
make their partner happy (men 37 per cent;
women 23 per cent) and that having a child would
give you someone to love (men 57 per cent; women
46 per cent). Once parental status is taken into
account, this difference can be seen primarily as a
characteristic of childless men, with men with chil-
dren actually responding in much the same way as
women (irrespective of whether they had children). 

It was also found earlier that men were more likely
than women to see as important having at least
one/another boy (23 per cent compared with 12 per
cent, respectively). Comparing parents with child-
less respondents reveals that fathers are not as
concerned with this point as childless men,
although this may simply reflect the fact that men
who were parents may have already had at least
one son and that fathers who still saw this as impor-
tant may have had only daughters to date.

Overall then, parents seemed less inclined than
childless respondents to attach importance to many
of the considerations listed. This may suggest that
the salience of those issues declines when couples
become parents and many of the “unknowns”
become “knowns”. On the other hand, these issues
may be less important at the outset for those who
decide to become parents, compared with those who
are putting off parenthood or who have decided not
to have children. To the extent that many of the
items can be seen to represent the costs of having
children, this initial analysis suggests that those costs
may not end up being as critical as respondents
believe they would be prior to starting a family.

compared with 54 per cent), or whether their part-
ner would be a good parent (66 per cent compared
with 55 per cent).

What is noteworthy about the above findings is that,
while mothers were just as likely as childless
women to regard the top five (“core”) issues as
important, fathers were less inclined than childless
men to stress these issues. Of all four groups (men
and women with and without children), fathers
were the least inclined to emphasise their job secu-
rity (or the male partner’s job security) (39 per
cent compared with 56–60 per cent), and their abil-
ity to support a child (54 per cent compared with

64–73 per cent). For the other three “core” issues,
smaller differences emerged in the patterns of
responses of fathers and mothers.

The item that women with children were noticeably
more likely than childless women to regard 
as important concerned whether other children
would miss out (26 per cent compared with 16 per
cent) perhaps reflecting a sense that parents 
want to provide for the needs of each child as 
best they can, and that an additional child would
stretch the family resources to the point that the
ability to meet all their children’s needs may be
compromised. While not considered important by a
large proportion of respondents overall, this result
is noteworthy because the issue is linked to the

Percentage of respondents who had children, 
by relationship status, age and sex

Table 3

Married Cohabiting Single

Men aged 20-29
Never had children 51.1 74.3 94.7
Ever had children a 48.9 25.7 5.3
Number of respondents 94 105 414

Men aged 30-39
Never had children 20.6 61.9 72.6
Ever had children a 79.4 38.1 27.4
Number of respondents 277 84 237

Women aged 20-29
Never had children 33.3 62.2 76.9
Ever had children a 66.7 37.8 23.1

Number of respondents 246 196 437

Women aged 30-39
Never had children 12.1 40.3 41.6
Ever had children a 87.9 59.7 58.4
Number of respondents 634 119 281
a Female respondents and female partners who were pregnant were considered as having
had this (single) child. 

The patterns of results suggest the importance of each

partner’s work and parenting roles as considerations

when thinking about having a child.
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Clearly, gender and parental status have an impact
on the importance of certain issues when respon-
dents were thinking about having children. Because
parental status was so clearly linked with relation-
ship status in this sample (see Table 3), the
proportions of respondents in each relationship 
status group (married, cohabiting, single) who
attached importance to the target issues are
reported here, to provide further detail in the pic-
ture emerging of the importance attached to the
range of issues examined in this survey.

Comparison of relationship groups 
Overall, married respondents were least likely to
have rated an item important compared with
cohabiting or single men and women, who generally
responded in similar ways. Although some notable
differences were found across relationship groups
for women, there was a marked tendency for
women to respond consistently regardless of
whether they were married, cohabiting, or single, in
particular for the items that were least commonly
cited as important elements of their thinking about
having children. These analyses do not take into
account whether respondents already had children.

With respect to the five “core” issues identified ear-
lier, the patterns of responses varied somewhat for

men and women. More than two-thirds of single (71
per cent) and cohabiting (67 per cent) men rated
being able to afford to support a child as important,
compared with just over half of the married men (55
per cent). Married men (57 per cent) were less likely
than both cohabiting men (67 per cent) and single
men (70 per cent) to consider the capacity for their
partner to be a good parent as important. In relation
to their own capacity to parent, the pattern was
much the same: 54 per cent of married men
attached importance to this compared with 64 per
cent of cohabiting and 68 per cent of single men.
The proportions of married and single male respon-
dents differed notably in the importance attached
to having someone to love (married 49 per cent
compared with single 62 per cent) (and to its com-
plementary item – the notion that having a child
adds purpose and meaning to one’s life (married
39 per cent compared with single 49 per cent)).
Married men were also least likely, compared with
those who are cohabiting or single, to regard their
own job security as important (40 per cent com-
pared with 59 per cent and 58 per cent). 

For women, the responses for the “core” items dif-
fered notably between those who were married and
those who were single, with cohabiting women
falling in between. Just over half of the married

Percentage of respondents rating item as important: relationship status by genderTable 4

Men Women

Married Cohabiting Single Married Cohabiting Single

Afford to support child 55 67 71 64 70 70
Female partner make a good parent 57 67 70 53 60 64
Male partner make a good parent 54 64 68 53 61 67
Having someone to love 49 56 62 45 51 47
Male partner's job security 40 59 58 57 59 58
Female partner's age 51 48 47 61 50 53
Uncertain that rship will last 34 50 54 37 45 59
Add purpose/meaning to life 39 45 49 41 41 37
Male partner's age 43 39 43 47 37 38
Male partner established in job/career 28 46 47 32 42 42
Finding good affordable childcare 33 39 44 40 54 51
Giving child a brother/sister 37 47 40 38 40 36
Child would make partner happier 29 38 41 22 22 24
Female partner's job security 24 35 38 30 40 47
Ability to buy/renovate/move home 23 37 35 27 34 32
Child would be good for relationship 25 32 37 26 27 28
Suitable world for children 26 25 33 26 33 31
Time/energy for male partner's career 23 33 34 40 42 38
Female partner established in job/career 22 31 33 22 32 35
Time for leisure & social activities 23 31 29 23 29 24
Time/energy for female partner's career 20 31 29 19 27 30
Stress & worry of raising a child 21 26 25 35 34 33
Have at least one/another boy 16 26 26 12 13 13
Too much stress on relationship 20 23 23 25 24 28
Ability to make major purchases 16 27 24 21 22 22
Other children would miss out 18 20 20 21 18 24
Have at least  one/another girl 15 21 20 16 17 14
Child difficult to raise 10 10 12 14 15 15



with 40 per cent of the cohabiting men and 30 per
cent of the single men). A less commonly endorsed
item overall, the ability to make major purchases
was more often cited as an important factor by 
single (24 per cent) and cohabiting (27 per cent) 
men compared with those who are married (16 per
cent). Fairly similar proportions of married, cohabit-
ing and single women respondents tended to
consider being able to make major purchases, have
time for leisure and social activities, or buy/
move/renovate their home an important element to
take into account. 

Men in each relationship group were roughly
equally likely to be concerned about their own or
their partner’s age. However, just over half of 
the single women (53 per cent) and half of the
cohabiting women respondents attached impor-
tance to their own age compared with 61 per cent

of married women. And with respect to the age of
their partner, fewer single women (38 per cent) and
cohabiting women (37 per cent) indicated consid-
erable concern, compared with 47 per cent of
married women.

Concern about the uncertainty in the relationship
was less likely to be reported by married men (34
per cent) than cohabiting (50 per cent) or single
men (54 per cent), and by married women (37 per
cent) compared with single women (59 per cent).
This item was the only one on which single and
cohabiting women differed from each other by
more than 10 percentage points. Concern about the
stability of the relationship was more likely to be
reported by single women (59 per cent) than cohab-
iting women (45 per cent). 

Married and single men also differed with respect to
whether a child would make their partner happier
(29 per cent of married compared with 41 per cent
of single men) and whether a child would be good
for the couple relationship (25 per cent of married
compared with 37 per cent of single men). For other
items that related to the effects of having a(nother)
child on the couple relationship, concerns were
reported in similar proportions by married, cohab-
iting and single respondents.

Men in all three relationship categories were simi-
larly likely to attach importance to having at 
least one daughter. However, fewer married men
(37 per cent) than cohabiting men (47 per cent)
indicated that giving an existing child a sibling
would be an important consideration for them. And
married men (16 per cent) were less likely than

women (53 per cent) and 64 per cent of the single
women regarded their own capacity to parent as
important. Similarly, 53 per cent of married
women, 61 per cent of cohabiting women, and 67
per cent of single women attached importance to
the capacity of their partner to parent. Married,
cohabiting, and single women’s responses were sim-
ilar with respect to being able to afford to support a
child (64 per cent, 70 per cent and 70 per cent
respectively), having someone to love (45 per cent,
51 per cent, and 47 per cent respectively), and the
security of their partner’s job (57 per cent, 59 per
cent, and 58 per cent respectively).

The patterns of responses to items related to
respondents’ job and career development and secu-
rity were largely the same for men and women.
Fewer married men and women attached impor-
tance to the male partner being established in his

career than cohabiting and single respondents
(men: 28 per cent compared with 46 per cent and
47 per cent; women: 32 per cent compared with 42
per cent and 42 per cent respectively), the security
of the female partner’s job (men: 24 per cent com-
pared with 35 per cent and 38 per cent; women: 30
per cent compared with 40 and 47 per cent respec-
tively), the female partner being established in 
her career (men: 22 per cent compared with 31 
per cent and 33 per cent; women: 22 per cent 
compared with 32 per cent and 35 per cent respec-
tively), and the time and energy available for the
female partner’s career (men: 20 per cent com-
pared with 31 per cent and 29 per cent; women: 19
per cent compared with 27 per cent and 30 per cent
respectively). 

Compared with those who were cohabiting or single,
married men were also least likely to regard the time
and energy available to their career as important
(23 per cent compared with 33 per cent and 34 per
cent), but married, cohabiting and single women
were equally likely to express concern about the
male partner having time and energy for his career.
Finding good affordable child care was more com-
monly considered to be an important issue by single
men (44 per cent) and single and cohabiting women
(51 per cent and 54 per cent) than married men (33
per cent) and women (40 per cent).

Single and cohabiting men were also more likely to
regard the ability to buy/renovate or move house
important in comparison to married men (35 per
cent and 37 per cent compared with 23 per cent
respectively), who were also more likely to already
own or be buying their home (72 per cent compared
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The patterns of results suggest the importance of each

partner’s work and parenting roles as considerations

when thinking about having a child.
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both cohabiting (26 per cent) and single (26 per
cent) men to take having at least one son into con-
sideration when thinking about having (more)
children. Family composition items were of similar
concern to women regardless of their relationship
status.

Conclusions
These data show that men and women have similar
views about which are the most important issues in
the fertility decision making process. It is also note-
worthy that respondents did not only attend to the
perceived costs of having children, and that indi-
vidualistic concerns were not prominent in the
thinking of the majority of respondents. As Table 1
shows, the emotional benefits of having children
were high on the list of issues feeding into the
process of deciding about having children. 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that most
respondents emphasised the ability to support a
child, in both parenting and financial terms. By
contrast, only one-quarter of men and women
emphasised concerns about having time for leisure
and social activities, and the ability to make 
major purchases. Rather, their focus was on 
being able to create and provide an ongoing finan-
cial and parenting environment in which to raise
children.

Overall, respondents without children (who are, of
course, more likely to be younger and unmarried)
were more prone than those with children to
emphasise many of the issues examined. As noted
above, it may be that those who become parents are
less prone than others to emphasise these concerns
at the outset. On the other hand, these findings may
suggest that some of the importance attached to fer-
tility-related issues is entwined with the knowledge
that comes from having already started a family.
Both these processes may well occour.

Furthermore, married men and women were less
likely than unmarried respondents to emphasise
the capacity to parent, relationship stability,
employment security, and becoming established 
in a job or career. Married men were also less 
likely than other men to express concern about
their capacity to support and house a family, the
specific structure of that family, the impact of a first
or additional child on the couple relationship, and
the emotional rewards of having a child. 

Being parents, and married, may mean that these
respondents have gone some way towards creating
the kind of “human capital” that will support a 
family in the future – perhaps suggesting that 
the “unknowns” become less formidable when 
they become “knowns”. Another possible explana-
tion is that those who marry or who become parents
tend to place less emphasis on these various 
issues at the outset. It should be pointed out that
the patterns noted above typically were more
apparent for men; for several issues, the propor-
tions of women indicating that an item was
important were similar regardless of their parental
or relationship status. 

While parental status and relationship status are
closely inter-related, it is beyond the scope of this
article to identify the relative importance of each of
these characteristics in explaining the results.

The patterns of results suggest the importance of
each partner’s work and parenting roles as consid-
erations when thinking about having a child. As
noted above, the parenting capacity of each partner
and the male partner’s job security were clearly
important to most respondents. In addition, women
were more likely than men to express concern
about the male partner’s having the time and energy
to put into his career and about the stress and
worry associated with having a first or additional
child. The latter concern in particular may be more
commonly an issue for women than men because
women are more likely to assume most of the
responsibility for the everyday care of the children
(see for example Baxter 2002; Bittman 2004; More-
head 2001).

It is apparent that the practical and emotional
aspects of having, raising, and providing for chil-
dren play a key role in men’s and women’s thinking
about having or not having children, regardless of
their parental or relationship status. More sophisti-
cated analyses of these items will be conducted to
further clarify the relative contribution of these 
key issues to respondents’ intentions to have or 
not have children, and to their eventual fertility
outcomes.

Endnote
1 This is now the Office for Women, Department of Family

and Community Services.
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non-resident parents (Lamb and Kelly 2001; War-
shak 2000). Time is usually less constrained and
structured, allowing the dynamics that typically
characterise family life to occur – such as putting
children to bed, reading to them, saying good
night, waking and dressing children, and starting
the day with them over breakfast. Furthermore, it
can take time for parents and children to get re-
acquainted after not seeing each other for a while
– even after a week or two (Smyth and Ferro
2003). Overnights also encourage children to feel
that they have two homes, and that they are not
just “visitors”; they can affirm non-resident par-
ents’ self-identity as a “parent” (Lamb and Kelly
2001; Ricci 1997); and they can allow resident
parents to gain respite from the immediate
responsibilities of care giving.

• Together time forms the hub of family life, and is
critical for family wellbeing (Ricci 1997: 169). It
can be focused one-on-one time (such as playing
a game, talking in a car, reading a book together,
or helping a child with homework), or involve
sharing space together while doing independent
activities (for example, where a parent works on
the kitchen table but is still available to children
who are watching television). Recent evidence,
both in Australia and overseas, suggests that
young people would generally like to spend more
time with their parents, which clearly attests to
the importance of “together time” (Pocock and
Clarke 2004; Åman-Back and Björkqvist 2004). 

• Outside activity time refers to activities that
children and parents do together outside of the
home. Sports activities, fishing, or music or
dance lessons, for example, provide opportuni-
ties for children’s emotional, physical, social and
cognitive development, and give parents the
chance to mentor, and to remain engaged with,
their children. For Ricci, selecting, taking part
in, and supporting suitable outdoor activities for
children is an important dimension of parenting.

ost studies indicate that the interests
of children post-divorce are generally
best served when children can main-
tain continuing and frequent contact
with both parents who can cooperate

– or at least “encapsulate” their conflict (Kelly
2004a). This literature also suggests that it is the
quality of relationships between parents, and
between parents and children, that exerts a critical
influence on children’s wellbeing, not the amount
of time per se (Amato and Gilbreth 1999; Pryor and
Rodgers 2001). 

Of course, an emotionally close and warm rela-
tionship between parents and children requires
time to sustain it, and the greater the range of con-
texts for interaction between parents and their
children – sleepovers, sharing meals, doing home-
work – the better (Lamb and Kelly 2001). But where
there is high and continuing co-parental conflict, or
where children have experienced or are likely to be
exposed to continuing domestic violence or child
abuse, contact may be highly inappropriate and can
have serious, long-lasting adverse effects on chil-
dren (Cummings and Davies 1994; Reynolds 2001).

Not surprisingly, parents can share the care of
children in many ways after parental separation. In
Australia, five broad patterns of father–child con-
tact after separation have recently been suggested:
equal (or near) shared care; daytime-only contact;
holiday-only contact; “standard” contact (every-
other-weekend); and little or no contact (Smyth
2004). However, not much is known about the sta-
bility of each of these arrangements or the extent to
which they affect child and parent wellbeing.

Ricci (1997) distinguishes five different types of
parenting time: overnight stays, “together time”;
“outside activity” time; holidays, “special days and
recreational” time; and “away-from-both-parents”
time. 

• Overnight stays help foster the development of
close emotional bonds between children and

Parent–child contact schedules 
after divorce

There seems to be a widespread belief in Australia that where parents separate, children usually see 
their father every-other-weekend. But is this the case? In this article, Bruce Smyth provides a “big picture”
snapshot of contact schedules in Australia, and suggests the use of more creative, child-sensitive 
arrangements to help maximise the fit between children’s and parents’ needs after divorce.

MM

B R U C E  S M Y T H



33Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004

• Special days and holidays (such as birthdays,
Mothers Day or Fathers Day, Christmas, long-
weekends, and school holidays) foster the
pursuit of mutually rewarding activities for chil-
dren and parents. Such activities help parents to
stay connected with children, break the grind of
school and work routines, and can create posi-
tive life-long memories.

• Time away from both parents can be particularly
important for teenage children. But it is also
important for parents, argues Ricci, to be aware of
how much time children spend outside of both
their care. The hustle and bustle of modern family
life means that children may spend long hours
home alone because of a long commute for a par-
ent, a long working day, or a second or third job.
Even with the rising number of parents who work
from home, being a work-at-home parent doesn’t
necessarily mean “being there” or being available
for children.

Ricci’s “parenting time” dimensions point to the
importance of both parents being able to share time

with children in different ways, assuming of course
that it is safe for children to do so and that the time
parents and children spend together is positive. In
some instances, neither may be the case.

Parent–child contact schedules
In recent years, drawing on the latest divorce
research and a rapidly growing evidence-base on
children’s needs at different ages, several promi-
nent American practitioner/researchers (Emery
2004; Kelly 2004b; Wallerstein and Blakeslee 2003;
see boxed inset) have proposed a range of schedul-
ing options. These (normative) options aim to help
separated parents consider sensibly what arrange-
ments will best meet their children’s and their own
needs, and seek to take account of a number of crit-
ical factors, most notably the level of parental
conflict, children’s ages and individual needs and
temperament (particularly the child’s ability to
handle change), distance between households, and
parent’s work patterns.

The general thrust of these models is that: (i) the
greater the anger between parents, the less flexibility

Emery’s (2004: 177-197) model is one of the most conceptually advanced, comprising different timesharing schedules based on 
three “divorce styles” (“angry”, “distant” or “cooperative”) and six age groupings for children: infancy (0-18 months), toddler 
(18 months - 3 years), pre-school-age (3-5 years), early-school-age (6-9 years), late school-age (10-12 years), and adolescence 
(13-18 years). This model yields a range of schedule options, which can then be tweaked for other factors (such as physical distance
between households, and children’s individual needs). Holidays and vacations are treated as a special case in point. Wallerstein and
Blakeslee (2003) adopt a similar framework based largely on children’s ages, developmental stages, gender, and temperament.
Emery’s model is available on the web at http://www.coloradodivorcemediation.com/family/schedules.asp

Ricci’s (1997) model makes use of broader timeshare splits for school-age children – such as one-day-a-weekend, 80/20, 70/30,
50/50, child-directed “open time between homes”, or “bird nesting” (where children stay put and parents alternate in the primary home
for set blocks of time). Like Emery (2004), Ricci suggests that holidays and special days be given careful consideration because of the
symbolic value of certain days or periods for family members. 

OTHER MODELS FOR SHARING THE CARE OF CHILDREN AFTER SEPARATION
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The “standard package” of contact

While much is now known about the broad patterns
of parenting after separation in Australia, the detail
of when parent–child contact occurs remains
poorly understood. For instance, the most recent
Australian data (ABS 2004: 7) suggest that half of
the 1.1 million children under the age of 18 with a
natural parent living elsewhere (mostly fathers) see
that parent “frequently” (6 per cent have daily con-
tact; 28 per cent weekly contact; and 17 per cent
fortnightly contact). However, the actual pattern of
care remains unclear. There is some – albeit piece-
meal – evidence, both in Australia and elsewhere,
that the “standard package of contact” typically
involves every-other-weekend (sometimes with
extra nights mid-week) residential schedules for
non-resident parents (see Ferro 2004).

Why might the every-other-weekend model be
the “standard”? At least two (not mutually exclu-
sive) possibilities exist. 

Traditional sex roles and work patterns underpin
one possibility. In families where parents remain
together, fathers are traditionally seen as the main
breadwinners while mothers tend to be the main
homemakers and carers even if they do much paid
work outside the home. The most common pattern is
that fathers work full-time while mothers work part-
time, especially when children are young (de Vaus
2004). Following parental separation, this role differ-
entiation may continue: mothers usually remain the
primary caregivers of children even when they also
work to help support the household, while fathers
continue to support their children financially, albeit
with typically limited contact with their children.
Weekends may be culturally prescribed as the only
opportunity for a non-resident father who works full-
time to care for his children. Alternating weekends
also allows resident mothers to have some leisure
time with their children. 

Another possibility is that every-other-weekend
schedules have evolved out of an absence of other
possibilities. In the United States, Lye (1999) has
suggested that parents have limited information
about formulating creative and individualised par-
enting arrangements, and few places to seek help.
Running on “automatic” in the confusion, pain, and
stress of relationship breakdown, parents go along
with what is suggested to them by legal profession-
als, who themselves lack more creative approaches.
(Precedent creates a powerful mindset in the law
and in its shadow.) 

But change may be afoot. Drawing on interviews
with legal professionals in Australia in the context
of the Family Law Reform Act 1995 (Cth), Dewar
and Parker (1999: 102) concluded that: “There is
now a greater willingness to challenge the standard
contact ‘package’ of alternate weekends and half
school holidays, and to seek (and be granted) orders
for longer weekend contact than previously (for
example, Friday night to Monday morning), more
midweek contact, and for contact with children at
an earlier age than previously.”

In New Zealand, Smith et al. (1997) reached a sim-
ilar conclusion. They found that a number of lawyers
believed there was now a much broader range of 

and fewer direct handovers recommended; and (ii)
the older the children, the greater the potential
options available and the longer the possible gap
between each parent’s time with children (that is,
the more conflict and/or the younger the children,
the greater the need for simplicity). 

In addition, most models emphasise the impor-
tance of stability and predictability for infants and
young children – including daily “together time”
with each parent where possible, a predictable eat-
ing and sleeping routine, and limited overnight
stays with the non-resident parent until children
are older (Ricci 1997) – although there is ongoing
lively debate about when overnights should start,
and the stability of place versus the stability of rela-
tionships (see, for example, Gould and Stahl 2001;
Lamb and Kelly 2001; Solomon and Biringen 2001;
Warshak 2000).

While the various models differ, all share one
fundamental philosophical tenet: that each child is
unique, as is each family, and that it is parents who
are generally in the best position to know which
arrangement will work best for their children (Baris
and Garrity 1988; Emery 2004). The models also
emphasise that they are options – not prescriptive
guidelines.

Kelly’s (2004b) model is attracting wide interest. It
aims to minimise long blocks of time away from each
parent where practical and appropriate, and has eight
different timeshare options for school-age children
(aged 5-17 years). Figure 1 sets out Kelly’s model
using a visual scheme developed for this article. 

Each option in Kelly’s model carries with it vari-
ous costs and benefits for different family
circumstances, such as overly long gaps between
contact periods, too constricted a range of contexts
in which interactions can occur, too many transi-
tions for children, handovers in the face of conflict,
insufficient rest periods for a parent – or the reverse
in the case of more family-sensitive arrangements.
(See Kelly 2004b for an excellent summary of 
the pros and cons of these options under different
family circumstances.)

Eight parenting time options for children of school
age (Kelly 2004b)

Figure 1

Option

1
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Week 1 Week 2

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 
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post-separation care options for children, and that
the prevalence of every-second-weekend schedules
had given way to more flexible approaches.

Indeed it could well be that the changing nature
of family life and patterns of women’s and men’s
workforce participation (including an increased
desire by, or the need for, many fathers to have a
greater involvement in their children’s lives) may
be leading to a growing dissatisfaction with fort-
nightly contact arrangements (see, for example,
Parkinson and Smyth 2004). 

In the United States context, Lye (1999: xiii)
recently concluded: “Many primary residential par-
ents regard . . . [alternate weekends] as the most
practical and workable schedule. But many non-pri-
mary residential parents regard every other weekend
as too little time and inimical to real parenting. Some
parents favour 50/50 arrangements, but most parents
regard this as impractical and undesirable. There
appears to be considerable support for arrangements
that provide the non-primary resi-
dential parent with more time than
every other weekend, while still
having the child live most of the
time in one household.” 

However, the extent to which
prevailing post-separation (mater-
nal) “sole custody” models of every-other-weekend
contact are giving way to more flexible approaches is
unclear because representative micro-data have
never been collected on contact schedules.

Measuring parent–child contact
In their recent scholarly review of attempts to meas-
ure parent–child contact in the United States
context, Argys et al. (2003: 19) conclude that: “Cur-
rent data do not yet provide a consistent or clear
picture of either the quantity or quality of interac-
tions between children and their non-residential
parents.” Argys and her colleagues go on to make a
plea for the collection of more detailed data on con-
tact, and suggest a number of recommendations
about what should be collected, how, and from
whom. Moreover, Amato and Gilbreth (1999) have
urged researchers to adopt more comprehensive
measures of contact quality instead of relying on sim-
ple measures of contact frequency. And Melli (1999),
another prominent American family law scholar, has
argued that research into parent–child contact needs
to recognise and take account of the multiple quali-
tative and quantitative differences in the ways that
separated parents can share the care of children.

But measuring the many activities that children
and their non-resident parents can engage in when
they are together, and the quality of these interac-
tions, is no easy task. Naturalistic approaches take
time, and their micro-perspective and use of small, ad
hoc samples restrict the generalisability of findings.
On the other hand, quantitative approaches have dif-
ficulty taking account of the complexities of modern
family life, particularly where parents have separated.
Siblings may have different care arrangements from
each other, and multiple children from multiple
unions are increasingly common. Mapping this degree
of complexity takes survey time (and money) and

requires sophisticated conceptual and analytic frame-
works, a number of which are still being developed. 

One useful research tool for this kind of work is
the time-use diary (“How much time is spent on dif-
ferent activities each day?”). However, the way that
time-use data are currently collected means that we
know very little about what non-resident fathers do
with their children when they are together, and
which days and times they are together. This is
because non-resident children are essentially treated
as “visitors” by existing time use coding protocols,
and therefore cannot be identified in analysis.

An alternative approach to mapping parenting
time is through the collection of children’s contact
schedule data from a national sample of sepa-
rated/divorced parents. The Australian Institute of
Family Studies has recently collected such data,
which are presented in this article.

Two research questions (one descriptive, one
suggestive) form the focus of the article: What is

“standard” contact, and how standard is it? Do
some parents take more lateral approaches to struc-
turing parent–child contact and, if so, what do these
approaches look like? The answers to both ques-
tions have implications for parents, practitioners,
legal professionals, and policymakers. But before
exploring these questions, a brief overview of the
research design may be useful.

New Institute data
This analysis draws on new data from the Caring
for Children after Parental Separation Project,
conducted by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies in 2003. It focuses on the reports of 971
separated parents (56 per cent women; 44 per cent
men) who had either separated or divorced (or had
never lived together) and who had at least one child
under the age of 18 years. 

The majority of the parents had been married to
the child’s other parent (72 per cent); 23 per cent
had been living in a de facto relationship but had
not married the other parent; 5 per cent had never
lived with the other parent. Parents who had lived
together had been separated for an average of five
years, with almost 12 per cent having separated for
less than 12 months. Women ranged in age from 19
to 56 years (median age 38 years); men’s ages
ranged from 18-74 (with 95 per cent being no more
than 55 years old; median age 42 years). 

Eighty-four per cent of mothers were resident par-
ents; 63 per cent of fathers were non-resident
parents. The next largest group was resident fathers
(17 per cent of fathers), while a small proportion of
mothers were non-resident parents (5 per cent of
mothers). Around 5-7 per cent of mothers and
fathers reported “split” arrangements (that is, each
parent had at least one child of the former relation-
ship in their care). Thirteen per cent of fathers

In families where parents remain together, fathers are traditionally seen 

as the main breadwinners while mothers tend to be the main homemakers

and carers even if they do much paid work outside the home.



Five methodological issues warrant brief mention.

First, the contact schedule questions yield “pseudo-time-use”
data in the form of handover times, and the length of blocks of
care by each parent. These data are collected in a 24-hour
clock format. However, it should be noted that the actual par-
ent–child activities that occur in the blocks of care are
indeterminate – with the exception that an overnight stay has
occurred. In this analysis two assumptions have been made:
first, midweek contact between 3:00pm and 5:00pm (that is,
contact of two hours duration or less) involves a drive some-
where; and second, midweek contact between 3:00pm and
6:00pm (that is, contact of three hours duration or so around
meal times) involves a meal or snack. While there is likely to
be some error in these interpretations, this approach attempts
to give the flavour of some of the different qualitative dimen-
sions of parenting time for non-resident parents in particular.
Parent–child contact involves behaviour that is complex,
dynamic and multi-faceted (Argys et al. 2003), and there is a
strong push, certainly in the United States, towards research
that tries to capture this complexity. The data presented here
should be seen as part of the early groundwork to make qual-
itative in-roads to measuring parent–child contact, as crude
as this approach might be.

Second, the samples of separated men and women in the sur-
vey are independent. That is, the men and women had not
been married to each other. The analysis thus focuses on the
reports of one parent – the parent who was interviewed – in
examining post-separating parenting arrangements. 

Third, for reasons of economy, where respondents had more
than one child under 18 years potentially in their care, the
methodology required respondents to focus on the youngest
natural (or adopted) child. This means that the pattern of care
reported may be influenced by the characteristics and needs
older siblings.

Fourth, since not everyone is accessible by telephone, the
omission of certain groups of people in the population not
available through telephone surveys sets limits on the gener-
alisations that can be made from the data to the Australian
population at large. 

Fifth and finally, the bulk of the findings are based on a rela-
tively small sub-sample of 274 parents who reported the
occurrence of face-to-face contact that is structured (has a
clear set pattern: see Figure 2). Once these cases are sub-
divided into patterned clusters, many schedules include single
instances of particular patterns of care. This is understand-
able. As noted by Ricci (1997), each child is unique, as is each
family’s circumstances. Parenting arrangements are likely to
be highly idiosyncratic. The relatively small number of cases
presented in the following analysis requires that the pattern of
results be interpreted with some caution – particularly given
that much of the analysis is based on a subjective visual inter-
pretation of patterns in the data.

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES
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(n=57) and 7 per cent of mothers (n=37) indicated
that the children lived with them for at least 30 per
cent of the time (that is, parents had “shared care”).

The sample was obtained through random digit
dialling, and was stratified by gender and geograph-
ical location from the population of Australian
households with landline telephones. Random digit
dialling has a number of benefits, including the abil-
ity to make contact with unlisted numbers. The
proportion of unlisted numbers has increased
markedly in recent years, adding bias to samples
drawn from the 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. 

The survey sought information on a broad range
of issues, including respondents’ parenting arrange-
ments, decision-making responsibilities, wellbeing,
and demographic circumstances. 

To obtain the contact schedule data, six questions
were asked of parents who reported that a set pattern
of face-to-face contact was occurring: Is your contact
arrangement based on a weekly, fortnightly or
monthly schedule? Each [week/fortnight/month],
how many blocks of contact usually occur? Thinking
about [each] block of contact: What day of the week
does contact usually start? What time on [day of the
week] does the contact visit usually begin? What day
of the week does contact usually end? What time on
[day of the week] does the contact visit usually end? 

This set of questions yielded data strings of tem-
poral information, which were sorted into discrete
groupings and then transposed onto a visual fort-
nightly grid designed for this research. (See the
accompanying box for five methodological issues
that should be noted.)

indings are reported in three sections.
The first examines some of the broad pat-
terns of different types of contact (such as
little or no face-to-face contact, overnight
stays, and structured versus unstructured

patterns of care). Section two systematically sets
out the different clusters of contact schedules (from
one-night-a-fortnight to 50/50 shared care). Section
three explores some of the more lateral approaches
to structuring the care of children.

(i)  Different patterns of parenting
This first section provides a “big picture” of patterns
of contact. Figure 2 shows the distribution of cases
that fall into each category of care. One of the most
striking features of the different patterns of parenting
in Figure 2 is the marked difference in structured
arrangements between overnight stays and daytime-
only contact: almost two-thirds (64 per cent) of
parents who reported daytime-only contact reported
no set pattern in the contact arrangements, whereas

FF
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the reverse was the case for those who reported
overnight stays (67 per cent reported a set pattern of
contact). Thus daytime-only contact looks to be a
much more flexible and malleable arrangement than
overnight stays. This makes sense: overnight stays
need more planning, preparation, and supporting
infrastructure than daytime-only contact, and chil-
dren with this pattern of care are often very young or
teenagers (Smyth 2004). 

Moreover, in some cases, no set pattern of care
may act as a marker for more troubled family
dynamics (where safety concerns or high levels of
parental conflict exist). In other instances, it may
simply reflect highly cooperative, flexible arrange-
ments in which parents live near each other and
children have one primary home but come and go
at their own choosing (as suggested by Ricci’s “open
time between homes” dimension). More work is
needed to improve our understanding of the work-
ings, context and diversity of daytime-only contact.

Figure 2 acts as the empirical backdrop for
drilling down to the micro-data on when children
spend time with each parent after parental separa-
tion. The following analysis is based on the reports
of 274 separated parents (28 per cent of the total
sample) who had regular overnight stays with chil-
dren on a weekly or fortnightly basis and who had
been married for at least 12 months. (Some parents
could not provide enough information to enable a
clear picture of their contact schedule to be ascer-
tained; others reported monthly parent–child
schedules or less frequent patterns of care.) 

(ii) Different clusters of contact schedules
This section maps the detail of parents’ arrange-
ments using a cross-case analytic approach, whereby
individual contact schedules are grouped into similar
arrangements and then examined as a cluster. For
clarity, each cluster is presented and annotated 

separately. Fortnight-based schedules are presented
first, followed by week-based schedules. 

Overnight stays are depicted by a bed symbol,
while daytime-only contact periods are represented
by a meal or car symbol. The number of cases for
each pattern appears in the first column of each fig-
ure; the total number of cases for each figure is
given as a percentage of the total number of struc-
tured arrangements where contact was occurring
on a weekly or fortnighly basis.

The first set of contact schedule grids (Figures 3-6)
are based largely on a fortnightly pattern.

One-night-a-fortnight
Figure 3 shows that about 11 per cent of separated
parents with structured arrangements (3 per cent of
the total sample) reported that parent–child contact
occurred every second Saturday night (or in a couple

Different patterns of parent–child contact after separation*Figure 2

No set pattern
195 parents 

(37% of parents
with sole care)
[20% overall]

Sole care
528 parents 

(85% of parents with
overnight contact)

[54% overall]

Shared care
96 parents 

(15% of parents with
overnight contact)

[10% overall]

Overnight stays
626 parents 

(79% of parents with
contact)

[64% overall]

Face-to-face 
contact

790 parents 
[81% overall]

971 separated 
parents with at least

one child under  
18 years

No face-to-face 
contact

181 parents 
[19% overall]

Daytime-only contact
164 parents 

(21% of parents 
with contact)

[17% overall]

Set pattern
333 parents 

(63% of parents
with sole care)
[34% overall]

No set pattern
8 parents 

(7% of parents with
shared care)
[1% overall]

Set pattern
88 parents 

(87% of parents
with shared care)

[9% overall]

No set pattern
104 parents 

(64% of parents with
daytime-only contact)

[11% overall]

Set pattern
59 parents 

(36% of parents with
daytime-only contact)

[6% overall]

Note: *Most of the patterns refer to father–child contact, as reported by separated/divorced mothers and fathers.

1 night a fortnight Figure 3

N
[11%]

22

M T W T F S S M T W T F S S

Week 1 Week 2

2

1

1

1

2

Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 

Fortnightly schedules
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According to Kelly (2004b: 3), a 10-12 day wait
may be “too long for many children, and may dimin-
ish the second parent’s importance to the children –
with fewer opportunities for involvement in their
day-to-day, school and homework activities”. Every-
other-weekend arrangements also provide little
respite for resident parents. At the same time, notes
Kelly, this arrangement may be favoured where one
parent has had little involvement with the children,
work patterns constrain parenting time, or the infra-
structure associated with having children overnight
or for extended blocks of time make it difficult to give
the children as much time with each parent as both
they, and the children, may desire (see also Parkin-
son and Smyth 2004). This pattern may also be a
useful transitional arrangement (Kelly 2004b).

Three–four nights-a-fortnight 

Figure 5 shows that 9 per cent of separated parents
with structured arrangements (3 per cent overall)
reported that parent–child contact occurred in an
extended block of time every-second-weekend – from
after school on Friday night to before school Monday
morning. In a couple of instances, this pattern was
augmented by some midweek contact (rows 3-5 and
7). In another instance (row 5), a sleepover early in
the second week was followed by a brief gap of several
days, and then two adjoining sleepovers on the week-
end: Friday–Saturday, or Saturday–Sunday. (This
cluster, particularly row 2 in Figure 5, maps Option 3
in Kelly’s model.)

The commonality across the cases in this pattern
of care is that all of the arrangements involve at least
one sleepover that precedes a school day. This means
that non-resident parents are engaged in a broader
range of activities in caring for their children –
including bedtime and morning routines – than prob-
ably is the case over just weekends. 

As noted earlier, there is emerging evidence that
engaging in a multiplicity of contexts and activities
with children is necessary for their social, emo-
tional and cognitive development, and leads to
deeper emotional ties between parents and children
(Lamb & Kelly 2001). While large chunks of
parental absence still occur in this arrangement,
the inclusion of Sunday night or a midweek school
night might help to offset the idea that non-resident
parenting time is “fun time”. 

Kelly notes that extended blocks of time with an
after-school pick-up and before school drop-off
reduces the opportunity for parental conflict. Mid-
week transitions can fuel parental conflict at
handovers, and midweek “together time” can feel
shallow and rushed for children and non-resident par-
ents – especially for homework. Nonetheless, the
inclusion of mid-week transitions may be practical
where one or both parents have demanding work pat-
terns (Kelly 2004b).

The last two rows in Figure 5 essentially expand
“extended weekend blocks” by adding Thursday
night to “Friday-night-to-Monday-morning”
arrangements – that is, four-nights-a-fortnight (2
per cent of parents with structured arrangements; 1
per cent overall). This addition adds another degree
of contextual multiplicity to the pattern of care by
including sleepovers that precede two school days –

of cases, every second Friday or Wednesday night, or
every second Saturday night supplemented by mid-
week contact). A defining feature of this pattern of
care is the long block of time each fortnight that chil-
dren and their non-resident parent do not see each
other – what Kelly (2004a) terms the “12-day wait”. 

Two-nights-a-fortnight
Figure 4 shows that around one-third (35 per cent) of
separated parents with structured arrangements (10
per cent overall) reported that parent–child contact
occurred in a block on Friday and Saturday night
every-second-weekend. Again the defining feature of
this pattern of care is the potential for long blocks of
parental absence (a 10-day wait), although, in some
cases (2 per cent) midweek contact helps to min-
imise the length of these periods. The first two rows
in Figure 3 and 4 resemble Option 1 in Kelly’s
(2004b) framework; the other rows map Option 2
more broadly.

3-4 nights a fortnight (extended weekend contact)

N
[11%]

3

M T W T F S S M T W T F S S

Week 1 Week 2

17

1

2

1

6

1

Figure 5

Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 

2 nights a fortnight Figure 4

N
[35%]

79

M T W T F S S M T W T F S S

Week 1 Week 2

1

2

1

3

2

1

1

1

1

3

Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 



5+ nights a fortnight (~50:50)Figure 6

N
[10%]

1
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1
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Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 

39Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004

one day at the start of the school week (Sunday
night), and one day at the end of the school week
(Thursday night) (see also row 5). This pattern
affords a greater involvement of non-resident par-
ents in their children’s lives, while also minimising
disruption to the school week for children. Such an
arrangement is likely to have a qualitatively differ-
ent feel about it than arrangements based only on
every second Saturday or Friday/Saturday night.

Interpretative comment
It is important to note the bunch-up of cases in the
above four patterns: a sleepover every-second Sat-
urday night (22 cases: Figure 3); sleepovers
every-second Friday and Saturday nights (79 cases:
Figure 4); sleepovers every-second Friday night to
Monday morning (17 cases: Figure 5); and sleep-
overs every-second Thursday night to Monday
morning (6 cases: Figure 5). These common group-
ings bear the hallmark of “standard contact”, and
account for 45 per cent of the cases analysed here
(13 per cent overall). Children and their other par-
ent do not see each other for long periods of time in
these arrangements (10-12 days). 

Five-or-more-nights-a-fortnight
Figure 6 shows another 9 per cent of cases involving
five or more nights every second weekend (3 per cent
overall). These cases include “week-about” shared
care arrangements (starting on Friday or Monday
night; 12 and 7 cases respectively), or some other
variant. (This pattern, particularly row 7 in Figure 6,
maps Option 8 in Kelly’s model.) Kelly notes that Fri-
day night changeovers often work better than Monday
night changeovers because the transition is more gen-
tle – parenting time starts by “winding down” rather
than “gearing up” (p.6).

It is worth noting that midweek contact on the “off’
week is generally not reported, perhaps because the
blocks of contact are regular and substantial enough
to be self-sustaining. Equal parenting time involves
many logistical and relationship challenges, and
appears to be adopted by a relatively small group of
mainly well-educated, dual career, parents with pri-
mary school aged children in Australia (Smyth 2004). 

The remaining contact schedule grids (Figures 7-10)
are based largely on a weekly pattern. The advantage
of weekly schedules over fortnightly ones is that it is
easier for young children to remember which day or
night they are with mum, and which day or night
they are with dad (Emery 2004). Wallerstein and
Blakeslee (2003: 180) note how one young child sug-
gested the use of a blue lunch box for a pick-up by
dad and a red lunch box for a pick-up by mum. 

One-night-a-week
Figure 7 shows that about 7 per cent of parents with
structured arrangements (2 per cent overall) reported
that parent–child contact occurred every Saturday or
Friday night (supplemented by instances of mid-week
contact in some cases). In many ways, one sleepover
each week essentially mirrors every-other-weekend
schedules but is simply more frequent. 

1 night a week Figure 7

N

[7%]
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Week 1 Week 2
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Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. Weekly schedules

2 nights in 1 of the weeks Figure 8a

N

[4%]

4
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Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 
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Figure 8b shows that sometimes the schedules
involved two nights each week (comprising 9 per
cent of structured arrangements; 3 per cent overall)
but none on Saturday or Sunday night (such Mon-
day and Tuesday nights, Wednesday and Friday
nights, or Thursday and Friday nights). Work or
social patterns might shape these arrangements. 

These two groupings involved much heterogene-
ity in schedules, although a Friday–Saturday regime
still features prominently, again perhaps a remnant
of an “every-other-weekend” mindset. 

Three-nights-a-week
Figure 9a shows this grouping (4 per cent of cases
in Figure 9a; 1 per cent overall) typically involved a
block of contact occurring on Friday and Saturday
night at least once every second weekend. In many
of these cases, a third night (mostly Sunday but
sometimes Thursday or Wednesday) extended the
block of care (see the first row in Figure 9b). (The
schedules in Figure 9a, for example, see row 2, map
Option 4 in Kelly’s model.)

Figure 9b shows that the three-night-block pat-
tern adopted in Week 1 was repeated in Week 2 (4
per cent of structured arrangements; 1 per cent
overall); otherwise, the midweek sleepovers were
duplicated each week, and weekend sleepovers
were added only every second weekend (see, for
example, the first three rows in Figure 9a). 

These two grouping are a good example of the
highly structured nature of arrangements, even
though there is much diversity in the schedules,
each individual case is highly patterned within
itself. This makes sense, of course, given the need to
have structure when trying to balance children’s
schooling and parents’ work commitments. Sleep-
overs need predictability to facilitate preparedness.

It is also worth noting that even with a fair
amount of face-to-face contact occurring, reason-
ably long periods of time (up to 8 days) can still
occur where children and non-resident parents do
not see each other. 

Four-or-more-nights-a-week
Figure 10 shows a grouping largely comprising par-
ents who adopt an equal (or near-equal) timeshare
arrangement (6 per cent of structured arrange-
ments; 2 per cent overall). Again, there is a mix of
arrangements; in some cases the bulk of contact
occurs in one week, with some sleepovers occurring
in the other week (see rows 1 to 3); in other cases,
blocks of time are essentially mirrored weekly
(such as Saturday night to Wednesday morning,
Thursday night to Sunday morning, Tuesday night
to Saturday morning; or Tuesday night plus Friday
night to Monday morning) (see rows 4, 7 and 9).
Long blocks of parental absence are less likely to
occur in these arrangements. Such schedules are
interesting in that they are more complex but afford
more frequent contact between children and both
parents. (This cluster encompasses approximations
of Options 5-7 in Kelly’s model.)

Interpretative comment

As with the “every-other-weekend” patterns out-
lined earlier, the bunching-up of certain patterns

3 nights each week (~50/50)Figure 9b
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3 nights in 1 of the weeks Figure 9a
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Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 

Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. = Variable times. 

2 nights each week Figure 8b
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Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. = Variable times. 

Two-nights-a-week
Figure 8a shows that contact typically occurred in
a block on Friday and Saturday night at least once
every second weekend, augmented by one or two
sleepovers during the other week (4 per cent of
structured arrangements; 1 per cent overall). 



4+ nights in 1 week (~50/50)Figure 10
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Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 
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provides telltale clues of the conceptual scaffolding
underpinning the arrangements. Three clusters
stand out: an overnight stay every Friday or Satur-
day night (10 cases: Rows 1 and 2 of Figure 7);
overnight stays every Friday and Saturday night
(18 cases: Row 1, Figure 8b); and overnight stays
every Friday night to Monday morning (6 cases: row
1, Figure 9b). These clusters around weekends 
mirror similar but less frequent fortnightly patterns
outlined earlier. They too bear the hallmark of
“standard contact”, and account for 12 per cent of
the cases analysed here (4 per cent overall). It is
worth noting that these schedules and their 
fortnightly counterparts account for over half (57
per cent) of the contact schedules involving struc-
tured arrangements (16 per cent
overall).

Put simply, in the majority of
cases where face-to-face contact
is occurring and there is a set
pattern to the arrangements,
contact typically occurs every
second weekend on Friday
and/or Saturday night (in some
cases extending to Sunday night)
or every Friday and/or Saturday
night. This suggests that even where contact is rel-
atively frequent and predictable, considerable time
can pass before children and their non-resident par-
ent see each other again. 

But it is also important to note that in 43 per cent
of the schedules examined, every-other-weekend or
every-weekend routines had been augmented or
replaced by more complex arrangements – raising
the possibility that a subtle shift may be occurring
towards higher levels of involvement by non-resi-
dent fathers. 

Temporal shifts in parenting time cannot be
tested because representative detailed contact
schedule data have not been available to date. How-
ever, it is worth noting that a small but discernible
increase appears to have occurred over the past six
years in the proportion of non-resident fathers play-
ing a greater role in their children’s lives (compare
ABS 1997 with ABS 2004), including an increase in
the number of parents with equal (or near equal)
care of their children (roughly 3 per cent in 1997
compared with 6 per cent in 2003). 

The changing nature of work and family life may
be fostering clear expectations of high levels of con-
tinued parental involvement and responsibility for
children by both parents, regardless of parents’
relationship status. Contact schedule data hold
much promise for exploring temporal shifts in pat-
terns of parenting after separation.

Outside of the tendency for children under three
years to have daytime-only contact (and not to be
featured in the preceding schedules based on
overnight stays), no other clear pattern emerged
with respect to children’s ages. The relatively 
small number of cases in each cluster, and the 
omission of information about older siblings, are
methodological issues that work against the ability

to observe clear patterns in relation to key corre-
lates (such as children’s age and developmental
stage). 

Children’s temperaments and needs are complex,
dynamic and multifaceted, as is the array of other
factors that needs to be considered. Many factors are
likely to be involved in shaping each pattern of care.
Looking for simple one-to-one relationships may not
be a fruitful approach to take given the complexity of
the parent–child contact domain. In many ways, the
analysis presented here should be viewed as prelim-
inary and explorative. More analysis of these data
which explores potential links between parental con-
flict, safety issues, and different patterns of care is
currently underway.

Child support issues also warrant a brief comment
at this point. Any significant shifts in post-separation
patterns of parenting are likely to have important
implications for child support and income support
policy. While an examination of the links between
child support and parenting time is well beyond 
the scope of this article, financial issues are likely 
to be an important practical thread running through
the various contact schedules presented. Child sup-
port and income support policy are typically based
on overnight stays. The above data, however, suggest
that patterns of care may be more complex than this
(Parkinson and Smyth 2004).

Much of the research into divorce has either failed to measure 

parent–child contact altogether or has opted for simple 

measures of contact frequency or quantity – at the expense of 

missing the potentially more important domain of the nature 

and quality of interactions.

Age of children, conflict, and other issues 
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emotional bonds with children. The same holds for
Example 4.

Example 5: split “week-about”: The last row in
Figure 11 shows a “week-about” 50/50 arrangement
(Monday night to the next Monday morning) but
the Wednesday of that week is swapped with the
other parent so that there is some contact every
week with both parents.

These real-world examples are far from exhaus-
tive. Nor are they meant to be prescriptive.
Obviously there are many other possibilities. A sim-
ple brochure of different parenting plan options that
separated parents, mediators and legal profession-
als could access easily would have much utility in
the Australian context. 

Of course, some separated parents may not want
to be “boxed-in” to a fixed schedule since the
arrangement that is most likely to be child-respon-
sive and to approximate traditional family life is one
where children move freely between households –
or remain in one household – when they choose to,
and where it practical and safe to do so. 

Conclusion
The extent to which every-other-weekend sched-
ules form the “standard package” of contact in
Australia has for the most part been unclear
because representative micro-data on contact
schedules have never been collected. The data pre-
sented here break new ground in this respect.

Three clear findings emerged. First, there is much
diversity in the arrangements that parents make.
The rich tapestry of variation is indeed striking. Sec-
ond, overnight stays appear to anchor around
Saturday nights, followed by Friday nights and then
(as unfolding extended blocks of time) Sunday
nights, and then Thursday nights. Weekly contact
loosely duplicates this pattern, but with some minor
variation in one of the two weeks. Third, 45 per cent
of the schedules involved the “standard package” of
contact that occurred every second weekend on Fri-
day and/or Saturday night (with no midweek
contact) while another 12 per cent of schedules
involved overnight stays every Friday and/or Satur-
day night (again with no midweek contact). 

This suggests that every-other-weekend or every-
weekend models remain pervasive, and that even
where face-to-face contact is reasonably frequent and
predictable, five to twelve days can pass before chil-
dren and their non-resident parent see each other
again. At the same time, it is important to note that in
43 per cent of the schedules, every-other-weekend or
every-weekend contact schedules had been aug-
mented or replaced by more complex arrangements.
It should also be remembered that a sizeable propor-
tion of separated parents have arrangements that
have no set pattern (39 per cent of those who reported
that parent–child contact was occurring), or have no
arrangements in operation because little or no face-to-
face contact is occurring (19 per cent in this sample).
Thus a range of other arrangements is at play outside
of every-other-weekend models.

The work of several prominent practitioner/
researchers (for example, Ricci 1997; Kelly 2004b)
points to the importance of both parents being able

(iii) Lateral approaches to structuring the care

Figure 11 in this section sets out some of the more
novel and imaginative contact schedules from those
reported by parents and shown in Tables 3-10 in a
bid to encourage parents to devise parenting plans
that best suit their children’s and their own needs.
Many separated parents may opt for every-other-
weekend schedules because they are simply
unaware of other feasible alternatives (Lye 1999;
Smyth 2004). Legal professionals who provide
assistance to separated parents (such as judges,
lawyers and mediators) may be in a “similar (con-
ceptual) boat”. 

Example 1: extended weekend contact: The
first row in Figure 11 shows an extended block of
contact every-other weekend, beginning on Thurs-
day night and ending Monday morning at school.
The feature of the schedule is that two of the four
overnight stays involve the setting up of school days
(which might include homework to be handed in,
the provision of playlunch and lunch, organising
school clothes and sports gear, and so on). A Thurs-
day night meal in the “off” week reduces the
potentially long break between the single extended
block of care each fortnight. While this arrange-
ment may require a little more work, it is likely to
have a qualitatively richer feel about it than a regu-
lar weekly Friday–Saturday night schedule.

Example 2: near equal care: The second row in
Figure 11 shows an extended block of contact every-
other weekend, beginning on Thursday night and
ending Monday morning at school. Meals every cou-
ple of days break the otherwise eight-day wait
between extended blocks of care. This pattern is
likely to require a fair degree of cooperation, com-
mitment, and financial resources to make it
workable.

Example 3 and 4: every-other-weekend but
with midweek contact: The third row in Figure 11
shows an every-other-weekend arrangement 
(Friday and Saturday night), but with regular mid-
week contact after school every Wednesday and
Thursday night. This contact might involve “out-
side activity time” and “together time”, which
might facilitate greater opportunities for building

Some ideas ...Figure 11
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Key: = An overnight stay with non-resident parent. = A contact period that
occurs over meal-time. = A contact period that ends before 6pm and has a
duration of two hours or less. = The contact period ends in the morning. 

= The contact period ends in the afternoon. = The contact period ends late
afternoon or early evening. 
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to spend time with children in different contexts
(such as overnight stays, doing homework, eating
icy-poles at the park, and so forth) – assuming, of
course, it is safe for children to do so. 

But thinking through how to develop creative,
child-responsive parenting arrangements in the often
emotionally charged context of relationship break-
down is no easy task. As Ricci (1997: 168) points
outs: we are not programmed to disassemble the time
that we spend with loved ones into discrete pieces.
Yet parental separation – whereby one family unit
needs to be restructured into two stable functioning
units, including setting out the parenting arrange-
ments – demands this with all its complexities and
challenges. Separated parents should be encouraged
to consider some of the recent options proposed by
Kelly (2004), Emery (2004), and others, so that chil-
dren’s needs remain paramount in the “remaking” of
families.

The richness of the contact schedule data pre-
sented here suggests that researchers should
consider the routine collection of such data where
they are interested in research on children and par-
ents after divorce. Much of the research into
divorce has either failed to measure parent–child
contact altogether or has opted for simple meas-
ures of contact frequency or quantity – at the
expense of missing the potentially more important
domain of the nature and quality of interactions. 

Parent–child contact typically acts as the gate-
way into the development or sustainment of close
emotional bonds between children and parents
after divorce. While every-other-weekend models
may operate for practical reasons, as a vestige of the
past, or by default, the data presented here suggest
that many separated parents are indeed looking for
more creative way of sharing the care of children
after separation – ways that are hopefully respon-
sive to their children’s needs and wishes. More work
is needed to improve our understanding of how
society can better support this positive pursuit.
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Drawing on new Institute research,
KELLY HAND AND JODY HUGHES report
that mothers have diverse views about
combining paid work with raising 
children. Fur ther, many mothers
acknowledge that the decisions of
other mothers may be different from
their own and made in response to
individual circumstances and desires.
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nderstandings of motherhood are embedded
in social and cultural circumstances – and
hence mothering is practised in diverse
ways. Women “do mothering” in different
ways according to “material and cultural

resources and constraints . . . within specific historical
circumstances” (Glenn 1994: 3). 

In fact, research about mothers’ decisions about
paid work shows that there is considerable diversity 
in the ways in which mothers who are broadly similar
on a range of material and cultural characteristics
approach mothering and paid work (Duncan and
Edwards 1999; Hakim 2003; Himmelweit and Sigala
2003). Research suggests that a range of factors 
shape decision making. These include beliefs about 
the compatibility of paid work and “good parenting”,
employment opportunities and access to child care,
and the expectations and support provided by others
(Barlow and Duncan 2000; Duncan and Edwards 
1999; Hakim 2003; Jordan et al 1992; Swinbourne 
et al 2001).

Mothers themselves also appear to recognise diversity
in the ways they respond to work and family needs. For
example, Probert and Murphy (2001: 30) found that
when asked what they would say to other parents about
these issues, many mothers said that these decisions are
essentially a private matter, and they did not wish to
“impose their views on others”. This suggests mothers
are aware there are many possible ways of doing things,
and not one agreed upon right or wrong way.

Other research has considered not only the circum-
stances and beliefs involved in mothers’ decisions, but
also the discursive frames they use when talking about
these decisions (Bailey 1999 and 2000). In Bailey’s
research in the United Kingdom, women’s identities as

mothers and workers were seen as an ongoing project
starting from pregnancy, and changing and responding
to different parts of the life course of being a mother. Like
Himmelweit and Sigala (2003), who suggest that
women’s preferences about paid work change to adjust
to the circumstances they find themselves in, Bailey
(2000) also found that mothers’ perceptions of their
identities can change, with the spheres of motherhood
and work each influencing the other. 

The adjustment of one’s identity to fit changed cir-
cumstances is explored in the work of Giddens who
argues that late modernity is a time of “radical reflex-
ivity”, where individuals need constantly to remake
their identities as they go along (Giddens 1991; 1992).
As the old certainties of the “right way” to live (as
framed by morality and religion) have increasingly
given way to modern “experts” (among whom there is
often little agreement), individuals face greater uncer-
tainty and the challenge of responding to changes in
their own lives (Beck-Gernsheim 2002). 

While this theory could be said to over-state the
extent to which people are able to consciously change
and construct their own identities, it has useful appli-
cation to decisions and transitions associated with
having children and doing paid work. It could be argued
that in negotiating their roles within the sphere of the
family and the workplace, mothers might reinvent
themselves to at least some extent at different points in
their lives, in light of new information, changed experi-
ences, circumstances or desires. 

This article explores these themes using data from
the Institute’s Family and Work Decisions study. Moth-
ers were asked to look back over their lives and reflect
on the different decisions they had made about parent-
ing and paid work. Their reflections were based on the
decisions they had made in their own lives, and the
advice they would give to other parents about combin-
ing the two. 

Family and Work Decisions Study
The data presented in this paper are drawn from the
second stage of the Australian Institute of Family Stud-
ies’ Family and Work Decisions Study. The first stage of
the study involved a telephone survey of 2,400 mothers,
half of whom were lone mothers and half of whom were
partnered. The survey was conducted in December
2002. Participants were recruited from the population of
mothers with dependent children aged less than 15
years, or with dependent students aged 16-24 years, who
were receiving a family payment from Centrelink. All
were therefore in receipt of some type of government
benefit at the time of selection into the sample. 

The second stage involved in-depth interviews with 29
of the lone mothers and 32 of the partnered mothers who

participated in the
telephone survey.
These interviews
were conducted
approximately one
year later.  The
mothers had chil-
dren of different
ages, diverse work
circumstances and
diverse employ-

ment histories. Interviews were conducted in
metropolitan, rural and remote areas of Victoria and
South Australia; including socio-economically advan-
taged and disadvantaged areas, and areas of average
socio-economic status. 

The in-depth interviews were semi-structured in
nature and took a life history approach, covering the
different ways mothers and their partners had com-
bined paid work with having and caring for children,
the ways they had made decisions about this, the
events and circumstances that influenced this process,
and how they changed over time and in relation to
other circumstances and events.

One of the questions mothers were asked was: “What
advice would you give to other parents about doing paid
work while bringing up children?”. Responses were
mostly based on mothers’ reflections about their own
lives. The themes that emerged highlight some of the key
tensions driving mothers’ decisions about combining
work and family. 

UU
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supported financially and emotionally” (Weston, Qu,
Parker and Alexander 2004: 151). In this study, which
focussed on mother’s fertility decisions, respondents
emphasised the need to have both “a secure, stable and
adequate partner and a secure, stable and adequate
income stream” before having children (Weston, Qu,
Parker and Alexander 2004: xiii). 

Prioritising caring for children
Another strong theme that emerged was about the
importance of focusing on the care of children rather
than work, particularly when children were small. This
is perhaps not surprising given that half of the women
interviewed were not in paid work at the time of our
first contact with them.

“I’m not prejudiced against people who do go back to work or any-
thing like that. But I just think they are so young for such a short
period of time and it does go by that quick, and – umm – its defi-
nitely not boring, and its definitely not sitting at home on your
bottom all the time. Yeah. It’s hard work.” (Partnered, one pre-
school age child, not in paid work)

While many mothers emphasised that staying home is
important because their children needed them, other
mothers also spoke about staying home in terms of the
pleasure this can bring.

“Oh, it’s been basically the same since they’ve both been born.
They’re only kids for a short amount of time, you might as well
enjoy them. Because it’s other people that get to see their first
steps. The first time they go ‘mum’. Everything. I wouldn’t have
traded it for quids.(Partnered,two pre-school aged children,not in
paid work)

These sentiments are similar to those found in previous
research on mothers work and care decisions which has
found that mothers prioritise being home with children
when they are young, both because of a desire to be with
children over paid work, and because of a feeling this is
the right thing to do (Duncan and Edwards 1999).

Money doesn’t matter
Some mothers who felt it was important to spend time
at home with their children acknowledged that the
decision to limit their participation in paid work had
financial costs, but sought to emphasise that this was a
worthy sacrifice, with money being less important than
the wellbeing of themselves or their families, or their
relationship with their children and partner. 

“Money isn’t everything, family is. Be willing to sacrifice so that
your children will know who you are and you will know who your
children are, that’s about it.” (Partnered, four children – two sec-
ondary school and two primary school age – not in paid work)

“I guess the main thing is just to look after yourself and know your
limits because in the end money isn’t going to keep you happy and
healthy.And just to be able to have the time to be with your children
and especially your partner because that’s a big suffering part.Espe-
cially if you’ve got children and a job.”(Lone mother, two children –
one in secondary school and the other one in primary school– works
part-time)

These sentiments are similar to those found in earlier
work in this study about the importance of money and
its influence on decisions to participate in paid work
(Hughes, Hand and Renda 2004), and other research
that suggests that most people report placing a higher

The “right time” to have children
For many mothers, their advice was related to the timing
of having children and about the types of things women
might wish to achieve or plan for before having children.
These responses seemed to reflect their own experiences.

“I’d say,in all cases,have your children earlier than you’d think you’d
want to. I was 32 when I had [my daughter], but I despair for peo-
ple who’re kind of having their first child at 37, 38. Y’know, it’s
something worth thinking about. Just the fact that the kids are
going to be home until you’re 60 or something.” (Partnered, one
child in primary school, works full-time)

“Don’t have the kids too early, even though I’ve enjoyed having
mine,I was only 20 when [my son] was born,but I think,I’ve said to
[my daughters] don’t have any kids until you’re 30. Enjoy yourself
and get settled.That’s my advice.” (Partnered, two children at sec-
ondary school, not in paid work)

The importance of becoming established in paid work
or gaining qualifications before having children was
echoed in the comments of other mothers.

“The other thing I would say to younger people that don’t have
children yet, is to get yourself a career, establish yourself some-
where as something before you have children.That I regret not to
have done.I really do.”(Lone parent,one child in primary school and
one in secondary school, works part-time)

“Well nowadays it’s really important to have qualifications.To basi-
cally have a piece of paper that says you’re a such and such.”(Lone
parent, one child in primary school, works part-time)

In addition to qualifications and work experience,
other mothers also spoke about the importance of plan-
ning financially before having children.

“Save your money.Get everything you want and do everything you
want before you have kids [laughs]. And just make sure you have
something to fall back on when they’re old enough and you’re
ready to go back into the workforce so you’ve got something to fall
back on.”(Partnered,one child in primary school, looking for work)

“My advice to my son and his fiancé is to work before they have
their kids – get their house,get financially settled before they have
their kids.Then if they,after they have them,if they want to go back
to work at least they’re not trying to save for a deposit on a house
with kids. They’ve got the house already.” (Partnered, two adult
children and two children at secondary school, not in paid work) 

These comments reflect themes emerging from other
sections of the interviews where mothers spoke about
both their regrets at not having maintained some attach-
ment to paid employment and the difficulties they now
faced in finding paid employment. A lack of qualifica-
tions and skills was also raised by several mothers in the
study – not only in regard to difficulties in gaining
employment but also in relation to earning a high
enough income to make it financially worth working. 

Overall these statements emphasise the importance of
planning ahead to mitigate against future risks (Lupton
1999) - to ensure you have skills to fall back on when you
want or need to return to the labour market, and ensure
you have the ability to earn an adequate income. They
also reflect other recent Australian Institute of Family
Studies research from the Fertility Decision Making Pro-
ject, commissioned by the Office for Women. This
research indicates that Australians “remain concerned
about their capacity to create and maintain a family envi-
ronment in which children can be nurtured and
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value on their relationships and spending time with
family than on material gain (Hamilton 2003). 

Regardless of these sentiments however, many
mothers in the study had returned to work earlier and
worked longer hours than they felt was appropriate or
desirable because they felt it was financially necessary.
Previous research shows that many parents work long
hours in Australia despite feeling stressed and con-
cerned about the impact this has on family life
(Buchanan and Thornwaite 2001). This suggests that
mothers are conscious that their decisions about work
and family involve making trade offs between financial
and non-financial goals and needs - and that the deci-
sion to prioritise spending time with children and
family means making adjustments in other areas of life. 

Combining parenting and work
Some of the mothers’ advice about parenting and paid
work addressed ways to fit work around family life.

“Just try and find a good boss.It’s hard.But get a job that you know
that they’re not quite so rigid I suppose.I’m lucky that [employer] is
such a big place and the shifts are so long, often 5.30 to 12 o’clock
at night, that they can juggle school kids and things and that
they’ve got the added employees.It’s easy to replace me if I leave or
I want a day off or something like that.” (Partnered, preschool age
child, works part-time)

“Don’t get married and have kids! [Laughs] No.Be brave enough to
run your own business and fit it in around things.” (Lone parent,
one child in primary school, works part-time in own business)

and fitting paid work around children’s needs, such as
only working during school hours, were common
themes. Similarly, having some participation in paid
work was important for many women – for their own
wellbeing and to maintain their skills for future
employment. These findings are consistent with previ-
ous research which shows that most Australian
mothers would like some level of participation in paid
work, at some stage, even if there is no financial need;
and that access to part time work and flexible work
hours and arrangements are very important in enabling
mothers to combine paid work with caring responsibil-
ities (Thornwaite 2002).

Child care
Mothers in the Family and Work Decisions Study had
quite diverse views about child care and this was
reflected in the advice they gave for parents around
child care use. Some mothers felt that using child care
when children were small was not good for children
and advised others not to use it if possible:

“I don’t think mothers should work when they’ve got [children] at
home.Um,because you put em in child care or family day care ...it’s
not quite the same.And children aren’t quite how you want them to
be;they pick up things,and it’s harder to get them out of habits.It’s
good that they mix with other children,but there are other avenues
for that. I reckon for the first four and a half, five years you should
stay home with them, really.” (Partnered, five children – two in 
secondary school and three in primary school, works part-time)

Other mothers spoke about maintaining a connection
to the labour market for the sake of their own wellbeing
– and for preventing difficulties in returning to paid
work when children are older. 

“Don’t ever lose the work.Always work if you can,even a few hours
a day,even a few hours a week,to maintain your independence and
your brain.I think it’s important, I really do.And also because of the
future, because things change all the time, if you don’t work for a
long time, its so much harder to get back to it.” (Lone parents, two
children – one child in secondary school and one in primary school,
works part-time in own business)

“I think you need to do it [work] just for yourself, to remember you
are a human being,an adult,because sometimes you are constantly
with the kids and you forget to be an adult, a woman, attractive,
intelligent.You know, you’ve got to pick up the paper, go and take
time out,and do it with other adults.I think it’s so important.”(Lone
parent, two children – one in secondary school and one in primary
school, works part-time in own business)

The advice given by these mothers reflects the variety
of beliefs about paid work found in the study. Finding
the right job that supported parenting responsibilities

Other mothers thought that using child care was a pos-
itive experience for children, but that it was important
to find the right child care:

“The key is to find a really good day care centre - one you’re com-
fortable with.You need one where your kids, you hit the gate, and
they’re gone because they love it so much. It makes your day so
much more worthwhile because you’re not away worrying,like,“Oh
I hope they’re not crying still”. The day care centre is your key, it
really is.”(Lone parent,three children – one in high school and two
in primary school)

Others spoke about using child care in order to have
some time out from the children and household.

“Do what you want to do,and what you feel is best.Like,if you’re not
happy staying at home with the baby full-time,go out.You’ve got to
be happy to put the baby in.Like, I know people who put babies in
day care just for time-out so they can go do whatever. I don’t think
any less of people who do that, or anything like that. It’s their
choice. I know what its like to be stressed out . . .” (Partnered, pre-
school aged child, not in paid work)

Others suggested that limiting the amount of time
spent in care was also important.

Australians “remain concerned about their capacity to create and maintain a family environment in which children can be nurtured 
and supported financially and emotionally”.
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their children but also enjoying paid work. For these
women, any decision made meant compromising to
some degree – which was at times a stressful and upset-
ting process. These mothers may be seen to be managing
risk as well as desire – for example, the risk of neglecting
an “appropriate” mothering role and the desire to main-
tain their place in the “public” work sphere. 

As well as acknowledging that there is a diverse
range of choices mothers can make about work and
family, a consistent theme in mothers’ responses was
that it is inappropriate to judge other mothers whose
decisions were different from their own. This did not
mean that mothers did not have a strong opinion about
what was the best or right decision in a given set of cir-
cumstances. However, they were hesitant to appear to
be judgemental of the choices of other mothers. 

Some mothers spoke of there not being one right
“choice” for parents when making decisions about
work and family life. In these responses, mothers
asserted that different families have different needs –
and that other parents should do what is best for them-
selves and their families. 

“No, there’s just too many factors that for each individual . . . If you
love your job you’d still want to keep it. If you’ve got a fantastic 
family network supporting you so that the child care is never an

“I think if I was a young mum I wouldn’t opt for putting my kids into
child care full-time,but if a position came up to do two days a week,
or a couple of half days, I’d go for it, because it’s good for [their
social skills].”(Partnered, three children – one at university, two at
high school, works part-time)

These themes reflect findings from the rest of the inter-
view about mothers’ use of and access to child care and
their ideal child care arrangements. Previous research
also shows that mothers have a range of beliefs about
child care and whether it is good or detrimental for chil-
dren, and a range of reasons for using it (Duncan,
Edwards, Reynolds and Alldred 2004; Himmelweit and
Sigala 2004), and that mothers beliefs about child care are
one of the most important factors influencing their work
decisions (Glezer and Wolcott 1997).

“Everyone is different”
The most consistent theme is the way mothers’ talk about
everyone being different and there being no right or
wrong way of doing things. Like other Australian
research, many mothers said that making decisions about
working and caring for children isn’t easy – that as a result
of competing desires and demands you can feel quite con-
flicted and even for oneself there may be no “one” right
choice (Pocock 2003). One mother summed up this idea: 

“I don’t know, I suppose you’ve got to make decisions. Its hard to,
because people have to work and have to earn money, and you can
never afford to have children,I don’t think.It’s pretty impossible to say
we can afford to have kids now, unless you’re 50 and you own your
own house,and then you’re a bit old.But,umm,I don’t know.You just
have to think:‘Now,do you want to have a big family or a small fam-
ily?’‘Are you going to stay home and look after your children, or are
you willing to have somebody watch your children in the most
important years of their life,and go out and work and that?’It’s a big
decision, and I don’t think you’ll know what you’ll do until you’re in
that circumstance.We’ve had completely different thoughts and then
we’ve had kids,and then it’s like we don’t want people looking after
them and yet we want to work.It’s very hard,it’s something you have
to experience for yourself, and really look at what you want to do.”
(Partnered, four children – one at primary school and three pre-
school age,works part-time in family business) 

This response sums up what a number of mothers artic-
ulated in the interviews – that making decisions about
working and having children is difficult. Similar to Gid-
dens’ (1991) notion of reflexivity, mothers talk about a
process of constant reflection and change; and as in other
research (Himmelweit and Sigala 2004), they talk about
responding to both internal and external pressures.
While many mothers had very clear and strong views
about what was right for them, other mothers talked
about wanting to do both – being home all the time with

issue, or . . . There’s just so many things thrown in. And it’s what 
you yourself want. I know that what we’ve worked out has suited
us; and it’s because we felt it was really important to be at home or
around the kids a lot when they were young. And we’ve never
changed that.” (Partnered, three children – two at secondary
school and one at primary school, recently returned to paid work)

“I don’t know. Honestly. I mean, I hated getting advice from other
people. I would just say work out the pros and cons and do what-
ever’s the most comfortable for you and your kids and your family.
If you’ve got a husband that expects you to be home cooking tea
blah-blah-blah, then you’ve got to work out what comes first.”
(Partnered, one pre-school aged child, not in paid work)

These comments are similar to those in another Aus-
tralian study by Probert and Murphy (2001) that also
found mothers were reluctant to criticise the choices of
other women in regard to their work and family
arrangements. However, these quotes also show that
most mothers continue to express a view about the
“right” decisions for parents to make in a given set of
circumstances, despite an apparent reluctance to judge
decisions different from their own.

For example while acknowledging that not all
women had the opportunities to make choices as they
had, some women at the same time made strong state-
ments about what the “right” choices were:

Alongside an underlying discourse of moral judgement about the right way to raise children, mothers reluctance to openly judge others suggests an
understanding that work and family decisions are shaped by both circumstances and desires, and hence necessarily highly individual and dynamic.
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“The only advice that I’d give them is, if it’s possible, stay at home
with them.Stay at home with them while they’re so little.If it’s not
possible – oh,golly, if they have to work, I suppose they have to.It’s
hard because it was my choice not to most of the time. If you have
to, try to make things flexible so that you’re not missing out on too
much.”(Partnered,one child in secondary school,not in paid work)

This suggests that while a discourse of individual
choice and tolerance of diversity is dominant among
the mothers in our study, underlying this rhetoric
many mothers still have strong moral views about the
appropriateness of particular choices. Other research
has also found that mothers feel judged by others about
their work and family decisions regardless of whether
they engage in paid work or remain at home (Pocock
2003). This finding is also consistent with our finding in
other parts of the interviews that many mothers feel
judged by others for the decisions they have made:

“Oh, because they [other women] all have their own say in it.You
know what people are like. You can’t go back to work. You can’t
leave her.You can’t do this. ... [Other mothers] are fine.They’ve all
got their hubbies. You know, shitloads of money.” (4279425-lone
mother,4 kids aged 16 years to 3 months,working part time.Refer-
ring to leaving her youngest child in care of others in order to work)

Conclusion
Mother’s responses in the Australian Institute of Family
Studies’ Family and Work Decisions Study highlight
the diversity of beliefs about mothering and how best to
combine paid work with having and raising children.
Alongside an underlying discourse of moral judgement
about the right way to raise children, mothers reluc-
tance to openly judge others suggests an understanding
that work and family decisions are shaped by both cir-
cumstances and desires, and hence necessarily highly
individual and dynamic. 

These findings are consistent with previous research
that highlights the diversity and fluidity of beliefs about
mothering (Hakim 2003; Probert and Murphy 2001;
Duncan and Edwards 1999; Himmelweit and Sigala
2003), and with the literature on individualism and
personal identity that suggests decisions about work
and family are seen as part of highly individualised life
projects (Giddens 1991; Beck-Gernsheim 2002). 

Mothers’ reflections on their own experiences also
suggest that being a mother and/or being a worker is a
reflexive process – like Bailey’s (1999, 2000) partici-
pants, women seek to reinvent and vary emphases on
their identities as mothers and workers at different
stages of their lives. Thus while being a mother might
be one’s priority when children are small, being seen,
as one of the participants put it, “to be an adult, a
woman, attractive, intelligent” through participation in
career or paid work may be a priority at another stage
of life when the opportunity to work is created through
children being old enough to be cared for by others or
to care for themselves. 

In contrast, other mothers’ reflections take the form
of regrets – that they had failed to reinvent themselves,
for example, at the right time, such as trying to return
to paid work “too late” and finding themselves unable
to find employment. Advice from these women warned
others of making similar mistakes. Other warnings
came in the form of managing future risks such as
financial difficulties or lack of experience in paid work

by delaying having children and saving or gaining expe-
rience in the labour market, creating a strong enough
version of oneself that would protect them from future
risks of poverty and unemployment. 

The interplay between an underlying moral dis-
course about mothering and paid work, and an
expressed tolerance of diversity, perhaps reveals a
stress or tension faced by women as they “do gender”
(West and Zimmerman 1987). It would be interesting
to see if any such tension existed among fathers if they
get the opportunity, as the mothers in this study have
done, to give voice to their thoughts about parenting
and to give their own advice.
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and impact of childhood experiences of sexual
abuse (Rind, Bauserman and Tromovitch 1998)
and, to a lesser extent, physical abuse and physical
neglect (Malinosky-Rummell and Hansen 1993). 

More recently, attention has been directed to
understanding the nature, prevalence, and conse-
quences of psychological maltreatment (Briere and
Runtz 1990; O’Hagan 1995) and of witnessing fam-
ily violence during childhood (Parkinson and
Humphreys 1998). Researchers have typically
examined each of the maltreatment sub-types in
isolation, with little attempt to evaluate their coex-
istence or the long-term correlates of experiencing
multiple types of maltreatment (Rosenberg 1987).
From the many thousands of studies that have been
published on childhood experiences of maltreat-
ment, in a 2001 review, only 29 studies were
identified of adult retrospective reports in which

hildren are particularly vulnerable to
different kinds of victimisation due to
their developmental immaturity: phys-
ically, cognitively and emotionally
(Finkelhor and Dziuba-Leatherman

1994). Researchers have identified a range of differ-
ent maltreatment types (or sub-types) to which
children are subjected. These behaviours are defined
either by perpetrator behaviour or by the type of
harm that results to the child (Bromfield and Higgins
2004). 

Child maltreatment research has developed con-
siderably in the past 40 years since the issue came
to public recognition with the publication of the
first paper on physical abuse in 1962 (Kempe, Sil-
verman, Steele, Droegemueller and Silver 1962). In
the past two decades in particular, extensive atten-
tion has been given to evaluating the prevalence

CC

Differentiating between child 
maltreatment experiences

Is differentiating between
maltreatment sub-types
helpful in explaining out-
comes for victim/survivors
of  child maltreatment?
Results from an analysis of
parent-report and adult
self-report data suggest
that the degree (frequency
a n d  s e ve r i t y )  to  w h i c h
young people experience
abusive/neglectful behav-
iours is more important
than the particular sub-
type of maltreatment in
explaining subsequent  
psychological problems.
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more than one form of child maltreatment was included
(Higgins and McCabe 2001).

Researchers currently talk about five different types of
child maltreatment: (a) sexual abuse; (b) physical abuse;
(c) psychological maltreatment, including emotional abuse
and psychological neglect; (d) physical neglect; and, more
recently, (e) witnessing family violence. However, there is
a growing body of evidence to show that maltreatment sub-
types do not occur independently and that a significant
proportion of maltreated individuals experience not just
repeated episodes of one type of maltreatment, but are
likely to be the victim of other forms of abuse or neglect
(Higgins and McCabe 2000; Ney, Fung and Wickett 1994;
McGee, Wolfe and Wilson 1997). 

The term “multi-type maltreatment” can be used to
describe the experience of those who have been subjected
to abusive or neglectful behaviours in more than one of the
five categories mentioned (Higgins and McCabe 2000).
Children from “depriving” families experience the depri-
vation of parental/caregiver love and protection in multiple
ways. In fact, more often than not, parents’ (or other
adults’) negative behaviours fall into more than one 
category.

What researchers rarely ask, though, is whether child
maltreatment is best understood as a single, broad con-
struct – or whether the diverse elements that constitute
maltreatment are so clearly differentiated from each other
that they should be considered separately. 

Although some researchers have engaged in definitional
debates about specific sub-categories, especially neglect
and psychological/emotional abuse (for example, O’Hagan
1995), they have avoided asking whether the distinctions
between the five broad categories of child maltreatment
are helpful in conceptualising abuse and neglect, or
whether there is only one core construct: maltreatment.
The problem with the current conceptualisation of four –
or five – discrete categories is that the overlap between
maltreatment is not well understood, and researchers or
clinicians may unjustifiably blame the range and severity
of negative outcomes on a single form of abuse, especially
if other forms of abuse or neglect are not assessed. This is
particularly likely when some chronic forms of maltreat-
ment (such as neglect) are harder to define and measure
than single episodes of a clearly defined act of physical or
sexual abuse.

Importance of sexual abuse
The issues of child sexual abuse are rarely far from the
news headlines. Sexual abuse seems to provoke more com-
munity reaction than other less visible – and often more
chronic – forms of maltreatment such as physical abuse,
neglect or psychological/emotional abuse. A lot of atten-
tion from researchers is focused on sexual abuse, with less
focus on physical and emotional abuse, and what has been
described as the “neglect of neglect” (Dubowitz 1994). For
example, the National Child Protection Clearinghouse at
the Australian Institute of Family Studies publishes two
issues papers each year (which are available for download-
ing from the Internet). Of the 20 papers, which cover a
wide variety of topics concerning child abuse and neglect
and child protection, the 1998 paper on the long-term
effects of child sexual abuse (Mullen and Flemming 1998)
accounts for one-third of all web downloads.

The police raids conducted in October 2004 in Aus-
tralia and overseas on people who are accused of accessing

child pornography on the Internet (“Operation Auxin”)
has generated considerable media interest and commu-
nity debate (Munro and Munro 2004). By contributing to
demand (and therefore encouraging supply of new porno-
graphic material to meet this demand), those who purvey
and view child pornography are seen to be also responsible
for the sexual victimisation of children.

Similarly, the recent trials of a number of men from Pit-
cairn Island found guilty of rape and sexually assaulting
girls as young as 12 years highlights the cultural taboos
surrounding adult–child sex. Although some of the accused
put forward as a defence that adult males engaging in sex-
ual activity with a young girl is “culturally normative” in
their society, this excuse for the abuse of young people was
not accepted by the court – nor by the victims or the global
media who focused attention on the case (BBC 2004).

This raises a number of questions: What is it about sex-
ual abuse that is harmful? Does our focus on sexual abuse
of children divert our attention from other forms of mal-
treatment? Where should policy makers target their efforts
in order to best protect children from harm? 

An important factor that may help explain the level of
harm associated with child sexual abuse is that it often coin-
cides with other forms of abusive and neglectful behaviours.
Physical abuse, psychological (or emotional) maltreatment,
physical neglect, and exposure to domestic violence have all
been shown to be harmful for children – both in the imme-
diate aftermath (Higgins and McCabe 1996) as well as
affecting their long-term psychological adjustment as adults
(Higgins and McCabe 1998). This begs the question: To what
extent is the range and severity of adjustment problems
explained by other forms of abuse or neglect?

There is a high degree of overlap between adults’ reports
of sexual abuse, physical abuse, psychological maltreat-
ment, neglect, and witnessing family violence (Higgins and
McCabe 2000). In a study of survey respondents from a
self-selected community sample, almost half reported
experiencing more than one “sub-type” (scoring higher
than average on more than one of the following maltreat-
ment scales: sexual abuse, physical abuse, psychological
maltreatment, neglect, and/or witnessing family violence). 

The most important implication of this finding is that
when an assessment is made of only one type of maltreat-
ment, erroneous conclusions may be drawn about the
specific impact of that form of abuse or neglect. The large
degree of overlap between maltreatment types could lead
to the association between a particular maltreatment type

and a particular adjustment problem being confounded by
the influence of other forms of maltreatment. The results
of research studies are likely to be biased when explana-
tions of the relationship between a single form of child
maltreatment and a measure of psychological adjustment
are made without screening respondents for experiences of
other types of maltreatment and taking these into account
when analysing the data.

The effects of sexual abuse depend on fac-
tors such as the use of force, the relationship
of the young person to the perpetrator, their
gender, sexual orientation, whether the 
sexual interaction was “wanted”, and other
familial factors.
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domestic violence) that are associated with maladjustment
in the long term (O’Hagan 1995; Parkinson and
Humphreys 1998). In the past, the first of these factors
(particularly sexual abuse) was seen as the most impor-
tant .  However,  s ince  the  mid  1990s ,  the  chi ld
maltreatment literature has begun to reflect broader eco-
logical/developmental perspectives in which the nature of
the general family environment as well as specific parental
acts are seen as important predictors of psychological well-
being (Higgins and McCabe 1994). 

The importance of family environment is twofold: first,
in influencing the likelihood of specific acts of maltreat-
ment occurring, but also in influencing psychological
health and wellbeing, independent of specific acts of 
abuse or neglect. In other words, it is also the quality of the 
family environment that counts. 

Does the type of maltreatment matter?
Researchers’ lack of understanding about the nature of
maltreatment has important consequences. Currently,
there is no comprehensive theory to explain the specific
effects of any of the maltreatment sub-types. This has
resulted in poor understanding of whether or not there are
abuse-specific adjustment problems. In relation to child
sexual abuse in particular, researchers and practitioners in
the 1980s were hopeful of finding “indicators” of sexual
abuse: adjustment problems that were abuse-specific, and
could be used diagnostically to demonstrate that child sex-
ual abuse had occurred; however, this has not materialised
(Higgins and McCabe 1998).

There is no exclusive predictor of sexual abuse, nor is
there any psychological problem in adolescents or adults
that is exclusively caused by sexual abuse. However, there
are stronger associations between particular abuse histo-
ries and particular adjustment “domains” or areas of
psychological functioning. For example, Briere and Runtz
(1990) have found that a childhood history of sexual abuse
is associated with dysfunction in the domain of sexuality,
physical abuse with aggressive behaviours, and psycholog-
ical maltreatment with dysfunction in the domain of
self-esteem/self-concept. The focus on risk factors for sex-
ual abuse and abuse-specific adjustment problems
(“indicators”) has also resulted in poor understanding of
whether there are separate risk factors for different mal-
treatment sub-types, or in fact whether the current
commonly used classification of maltreatment experiences
into four or five sub-types is the most useful way of con-
ceptualising maltreatment – and understanding why it
occurs, and its impact.

In a previous paper, existing data sets where five differ-
ent sub-types of child abuse and neglect were measured
were re-analysed (Higgins 2004). The data were collected
as part of three larger studies of childhood relationships,
family functioning, and adult adjustment (Higgins and
McCabe 1998, 2000, 2003). Data on five different types of
child abuse and neglect – including both adult retrospec-
tive self-report and parent reports – were combined from
three different datasets based on self-selected samples
from the general population.

Cluster analysis – a statistical method for differentiating
between sub-groups – was conducted to see whether cases
clustered according to the a priori categories currently used
by researchers and practitioners: sexual abuse, physical
abuse, psychological maltreatment, neglect, and witnessing
family violence. In order to confirm the groupings (or the

Higgins and McCabe (2000) also looked at family char-
acteristics that might increase a person’s risk for
“multi-type child maltreatment”. The best predictors of
multi-type maltreatment were poor family cohesion (fam-
ily members feeling disconnected from each other), low
family adaptability (rigid roles and lack of flexibility in
relationships and communication), and poor quality of the
interparental relationship. Children who experience fam-
ily environments characterised by interparental conflict or
lack of affection, or in which familial relationships are rigid
and distant, are at greater risk of being subjected to multi-
ple sub-types of child abuse and neglect. These familial
characteristics may be risk factors for multiple forms of
abuse and neglect because they reinforce to children that
their families are not available for them, as predicted by
social support theories of vulnerability to child maltreat-
ment (Garbarino 1977). 

Data are now emerging that demonstrate that children
who experience one form may also experience other forms
of abuse or neglect, as well as negative or dysfunctional
family environments. Investigations into the effects of
child maltreatment sometimes fail to take into account all
of the forms of abuse and neglect experienced by children.
However, when researchers do take them into account, a
different picture tends to emerge. For example, previous
research on adult intimate relationships has emphasised
the negative impact of child sexual abuse on outcomes
such as divorce or relationship instability; however 
Colman and Widom (2004) found that physical abuse 
and neglect are also associated with the ability of males
and females to establish and maintain healthy intimate
relationships.

In an Australian study using a self-selected sample of
female university students, the level of violence, both ver-
bal and physical, either experienced or witnessed within
families was a better predictor of poor adjustment than
was the presence, frequency, or severity of sexual abuse
(Higgins and McCabe 1994). Psychological adjustment was
measured using the Trauma Symptom Checklist (TSC-40),
which has subscales including anxiety, depression, sleep
disturbance, and sexual problems.

Where researchers have asked about participants’ expe-
riences of other forms of maltreatment, they can find that
“discrete” or distinct forms of maltreatment are atypical.
Those people who have experienced more than one form
of child abuse or neglect (“multi-type maltreatment”) gen-
erally have more trauma symptoms (depression, anxiety,
sleep disturbance, sexual problems, etc.) and lower self-
esteem than both those who experienced just one
maltreatment “type”, and those who experienced no mal-
treatment (Higgins and McCabe 2000; Ney et al. 1994).

There is a growing body of evidence that it is not only
discrete traumatic events (for example, acts of physical or
sexual abuse), but also patterns of negative interactions
towards the child (for example, emotional or psychological
abuse), and the consistent absence of appropriate parental
supervision or care (for example, neglect, or exposure to

When an assessment is made of only one 
type of maltreatment, erroneous conclusions

may be made about the specific impact of
that form of abuse or neglect.
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“taxonomy”), the cluster analysis was performed twice.
Comparisons were conducted in order to see if the cluster-
ing solutions are meaningful in differentiating between
levels of psychological adjustment (that is, possible
“effects” of abuse).

First, the items from the questionnaires designed to
assess five maltreatment sub-types were grouped by
behaviour. For each type of abusive/neglectful behaviour,
the frequency with which the three types of potential per-
petrators (the person’s mother, father or other adult/older
person) had directed this behaviour to the person was
summed. In total, there were 21 different behaviours (11
behaviours concerning sexual abuse, three each for physi-
cal abuse, psychological maltreatment and neglect, and a
single item for witnessing domestic violence).

In a second analysis, variables were grouped according
to the perpetrator. For example, the frequency with which
all 11 sexual abusive behaviours perpetrated by the per-
son’s mother were summed, those perpetrated by their
father were summed, and finally those perpetrated by
“other adult/older person” were summed. This produced
three variables for each maltreatment sub-type except wit-
nessing family violence (a single item; respondents were
not asked to separately identify acts perpetrated by the
three different categories of perpetrator).

The results of both analyses showed the same pattern:
the number of negative behaviours experienced – whether
grouped by the identity of the perpetrator (“by perpetra-
tor”) or the maltreatment sub-type to which the behaviour
had been classified (“by behaviour”) – is a better way of
classifying people’s abuse and neglectful experiences,
rather than the “type” or sub-type. In other words, under-
standing that a person’s negative childhood experiences
were chronic, ongoing or involved multiple forms of abu-
sive or neglectful behaviours seems to be a more coherent
way of understanding their experiences, rather than clas-
sifying them as a victim of a particular type: victim of
sexual abuse or victim of physical abuse, for example.

However, in order to confirm the validity of these group-
ings, the psychological adjustment of individuals was
compared to their grouping in the cluster analysis. For
both data sets (parent-report and adult retrospective self-
report of childhood maltreatment experiences), results
from analyses clustering by perpetrator and by behaviour
confirmed that those individuals classified in the “high
abuse” group had greater psychological problems as meas-
ured by the TSC-40 (a general measure of trauma
symptoms and psychological health); those in the “low
abuse” group had the lowest level of psychological malad-
justment; and those in the “moderate abuse” group fell
in-between.

Rather than clustering according to traditional mal-
treatment sub-types, the various maltreatment items were
fairly evenly spread across the three clusters: low, moder-
ate and high. The best fit cluster solutions for both the
retrospective adult self-report data sets and the parent-
report data set differentiated individuals not in terms of a
priori categories (sexual abuse, physical abuse, psycholog-
ical maltreatment, neglect, and witnessing family
violence), but in terms of the extent of the reports of their
maltreatment experiences, regardless of their type. This
clustering was confirmed by comparing the psychological
adjustment of people categorised as having experienced
low, moderate or high levels of maltreatment.

Although it is convenient for researchers – and child
protection workers – to speak of different types of 

maltreatment, what is evident from these analyses is that
it may be more meaningful to talk about the degree of neg-
ative parental/adult behaviour that is reported (that is,
high, medium, or low frequency and/or severity of mal-
treatment), rather than focusing solely on the type (for
example, sexual, physical, etc.). There were only three
groupings reflected in the cluster analysis – high, medium,
and low levels of maltreatment – and planned comparisons
(using ANOVA and t tests) particularly supported the dis-
tinction between low and high maltreatment clusters. The
particular type of harm was not differentiated. The lack of
differentiation between a priori maltreatment sub-types
supports researchers’ recent focus on multi-type maltreat-
ment and the negative consequences of experiencing more
than one “type” of maltreatment (Higgins and McCabe
2000, 2003).

Conclusions and implications
Currently, researchers and statutory child protection
authorities define child maltreatment according to four
main types (sexual abuse, physical abuse, emotional/psy-
chological maltreatment, neglect), or five types if
witnessing family violence is considered as a separate form
of abuse. However, the distinction between these cate-
gories is blurred, because people are often subjected to
behaviours that fall into more than one category.

Researchers need a new model of maltreatment types and
a comprehensive theory of the causes and consequences of
child maltreatment that reflects the likelihood that there are
not discrete maltreatment types, but that different maltreat-
ment groupings emerge based on the severity of perpetrator
behaviours. A new theory should enable prediction of effects
and account for existing research data. It should give practi-
tioners involved in prevention/intervention an integrated
perspective for understanding the multiple causes of clients’
problems and provide a theoretical basis for the provision of
family support, multi-dimensional approaches to prevention
of child maltreatment, and other efforts to foster community
mental health. 
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2004). These innovations should take into account the risk
that particular family dynamics pose for specific maltreat-
ment types (Higgins and McCabe 1994), as well as the risk
of multi-type maltreatment (Higgins and McCabe 2000).
Special programs should be targeted at identifying and pro-
viding appropriate interventions for children who are at
risk of, or who have experienced, multi-type maltreatment.

Implications for research
Multi-type maltreatment and overlap between maltreat-
ment categories. It is important to assess multi-type
maltreatment, and to account for the role of all maltreat-
ment types, as maltreatment types are strongly
intercorrelated. At both the design and analysis phases,
researchers should allow for the contributions of all mal-
treatment sub-types, as well as other variables likely to
influence results when assessing the impact of any type of
child abuse or neglect. This requires the use of sophisti-
cated statistics. Existing studies that claim to show the
effects of one type of maltreatment, but fail to account for
the contribution of other maltreatment types are likely to
be misleading.

The issues described here should form the basis for use-
ful hypotheses that could be tested on a broad sample. An
epidemiological study of the national incidence of multi-
type maltreatment is warranted, given the overlap between
maltreatment types, and the negative impact of experienc-
ing more than one maltreatment sub-type. Such a dataset
would allow for the problems with analyses based on small
datasets (for example, low stability of the cluster solutions,
difficulties with generalising due to the self-selected 
sampling, and response bias toward multi-problem 
respondents). Other factors that may be important in
explaining the relationships between the variables should
also be examined, such as the nature of the attachment
relationship between the child and parent/authority 
figures, and factors surrounding their disclosure of 
maltreatment (for example, reaction of parent/authority
figure).

Implications for practice
Children need to be actively protected from every form of
maltreatment. The particularly negative effect of neglect
on children should be of concern to child welfare workers.
In the Australian context, many child protection orders
that remove an offender from the family, or place a child in
appropriate care, are focused on sexual or physical abuse.
Oates et al. (1995: 126) claimed that the “sexual abuse of
a child is more likely to enter the criminal justice system
than other forms of abuse and neglect”. A more holistic

and integrated approach to understanding child maltreat-
ment, the prosecution of perpetrators, and the protection
of children and young people from all abusive and neglect-
ful behaviours is needed.

Intervention strategies need to involve families for two
reasons. First, the existence of one positive relationship in

Implications for public policy
Recognition of interrelationships between maltreatment
types. Child maltreatment types should not be considered
in isolation, due to the large degree of overlap between
each from of abuse and neglect. Hetherington (1997)
claimed that approximately 50 per cent of the total reports
of child abuse and neglect in South Australia were re-noti-
fications. However, it was not known whether the child was
being renotified for the same type of maltreatment. Poli-
cies should be adopted that encourage treatment programs
to address the differing degree to which each individual has
experienced different abusive and neglectful behaviours
and “toxic” family dynamics. Public policy initiatives
should provide a multi-faceted approach to research, child
protection and intervention strategies, and encourage
practitioners and researchers to move beyond “turf bat-
tles” between those working separately on the different
types of child maltreatment. It is important not to assume
that one maltreatment subtype is necessarily more dam-
aging than another or more deserving of research, clinical
intervention, and prevention strategies.

Family support. Negative family factors play an impor-
tant role in predicting maltreatment, multi-type
maltreatment, and long-term psychological maladjust-
ment. Therefore it is important to develop public policies
that aim to provide support for families, including
resources, counselling, and support for parental relation-
ships. Family support is the best form of child protection
and an excellent strategy for preventing mental health
problems in children and adults. Family support and child
protection should go hand-in-hand. As Harris (1967: 172)
writes: “The best way to help children is to help parents.” 

Risk assessment. Recently, there have been moves
towards risk assessment (or actuarial decision making)
tools being used in child protection to determine the seri-
ousness of the situation and both the type and level of
response from the child protection authority (Lennings

Although it is convenient to speak of 
different types of maltreatment, it may be
more meaningful to talk about the degree 
of negative parental/adult behaviour that 
is reported.
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a child’s life is protective against maladjustment. Second,
because child maltreatment is embedded in dysfunctional
family dynamics, any attempt to address the harmful
effects of maltreatment must consider the family dynamics
that influenced the occurrence of maltreatment and medi-
ated or moderated its impact. Support-based interventions
with families (personal support, peer support groups,
counselling, and relationship education) should be tar-
geted to at-risk families to reduce the incidence of family
dysfunction. These will have positive effects in reducing
the risk of child psychopathology, and ameliorating the
negative impact of maltreatment on children who continue
to experience it.

Children coming from families that are rigid and inflex-
ible and lack a sense of cohesion as a family unit are more
likely to experience multiple sub-types of maltreatment
(Higgins and McCabe 2000). Therefore, the risk of trauma
resulting from such experiences of maltreatment may be
reduced if we are able to assist families develop healthy
communication skills, and foster a greater sense of flexi-
bility, unity and interconnection among family members.
Children re-victimised by multiple forms of maltreatment
(who are at particular risk of adjustment problems) should
be identified for special intervention as a means of pre-
venting further victimisation. In this way, treatment
programs or other interventions can be used as an oppor-
tunity to engage in primary prevention of other
maltreatment sub-types.

Therapists working with individuals who report a child-
hood history of abuse should focus more on exploring with
their clients the extent of various kinds of abusive and neg-
lectful experiences, and the relationship between these
and their current symptomatology, rather than focusing on
categorising their clients as victims of a particular sub-
type of maltreatment.

Let us work to protect children from all forms of harm,
not just the risk of harm associated with sexual contact
with adults. Australia needs to be a society committed to
placing its children out of harm’s way.
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Child care research has
tended to focus on child care

as a “risk” for the development of problems in chil-
dren. The very early child care research, for
example, focused on child care use per se as a risk
for the development of problems such as insecure
mother–child attachment relationships. 

In contrast, contemporary child care research con-
centrates on particular aspects of a child’s child
care experience, such as long hours of child care in
infancy, or structural and/or process features of the
child care environment (like the adult-to-child ratio
or carer–child interactions) that are thought to
affect the course of development. Current research
considers these aspects alongside other important
child, family and community influences. In this
way, research is helping to construct a picture of
the child care circumstances in which children
from particular familial circumstances, with certain
individual characteristics, do more or less well. 

The significant (albeit small) influence that various
child care variables have on child development 
has warranted ongoing research, particularly in the
Australian context where this country’s unique leg-
islative, funding, quality assurances, accreditation
and service delivery arrangements can result in
substantial differences between children’s child
care experiences in Australia and those of overseas.  

This article focuses on one aspect of children’s child
care experience that has only recently received
attention in empirical research in Australia –
namely, the phenomenon of multiple child care, or
“multicare”. Multiple child care arrangements or
multicare refers to the situation where children are
using two or more different child care arrangements
in a given week, perhaps a long day care centre and
care by a grandparent, for example. 

Multicare might pose a challenge to child develop-
ment, as contact with a number of caregivers may
undermine the establishment of warm trusting rela-
tionships between children and their carers, and
constitute unpredictability and inconsistency for
children. Multicare may also contribute to the lev-
els of stress that parents and child care providers
experience. 

Over recent decades, the
workforce participation
of mothers with young children has been

steadily increasing. The employment rate of moth-
ers with a child aged four years or younger, for
example, rose from 29 per cent in 1984 to 45 per
cent in 2004 (ABS 1984, 2004), although the 
majority of mothers in both those years worked
part-time. 

Not surprisingly, the use of non-parental child care,
in particular formal child care, has also increased.
For example, the use of non-parental child care
among children aged under five years increased
slightly from 60 per cent in 1987 to 64 per cent in
2002 (ABS 1988, 2003). During the same period,
the use of formal child care for children of the same
ages jumped from 29 per cent to 48 per cent.

In addition to the rate of maternal employment,
healthy government subsidies for child care (Popple
and Martin 2003), better access to government-
funded child care places (Baxter 2004; ABS 2003),
and quality assurance and accreditation systems for
long day care and family day care may have also
contributed to the increased use of formal child
care services over the years. 

Given the large uptake of child care in Australia, the
consequences of its use, for both children and their
families, are  far-reaching. For this reason, and
because the early years of a child’s life are critical to
their later development (see Prior, Sanson, Smart
and Oberklaid 2000), there has been much
research and debate about whether non-parental
child care can fulfil a child’s developmental needs.
Researchers have focused on the developmental
pathways of children to see how child care might
influence them. 

The majority of Australian children will use some form of non-parental child care before 
entering school, yet very little attention has focused on the combinations of care types that 
children use across early childhood,and the reasons why parents make these child care decisions.

Multiple child care 
arrangements in Australia

F A M I L Y  T R E N D S

L I X I A  Q U  a n d  S A R A H W I S E

Types of formal care include long day care centre, family day care,
occasional care centre, preschool, other formal care. Types of informal
care includes grandparent, brother/sister, other relative, people who
are not related to the child such as family friends, babysitters, nannies
or neighbours.

Formal and informal child care
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Although Goodfellow (1999) and Bowes, Harrison,
Ungerer, Simpson, Wise, Sanson and Watson (in
press) report that approximately one-third of chil-
dren in their samples of children using child care in
New South Wales are using multiple child care
arrangements, it is not clear whether this picture is
representative of Australian children as a whole. 

Using unpublished tables from the Child Care Sur-
vey (2002), a national representative survey
conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistic (see
ABS 2003 for details of the survey), this article pres-
ents the prevalence of multicare arrangements
among children under five years of age, and com-
pares families who are using multicare with families
who are using a single child care arrangement on
selected family-related characteristics. It is
intended that such a comparison will help illumi-
nate why families choose multiple child care
arrangements and, in particular, the extent to
which accessibility and affordability issues are
implicated in such child care decisions.  

The Child Care Survey collected information on
both formal and informal (for example, grandpar-
ent,  aunt, nanny) non-parental child care
arrangements (see accompanying box for the list of
types of care). Thus for the purposes of this article
multicare refers to use of two or more non-parental
child care arrangements per week. 

Prevalence of multiple care arrangements
According to the Child Care Survey, 65 per cent of
children aged under five years used child care in the
week that the survey data were collected (the refer-
ence week). Child care involving only one form of
arrangement represented the most common expe-
rience for these children (44 per cent of all children

involved in the Child Care Survey), while multicare
arrangements applied to 21 per cent of children (or
32 per cent of children actually using some form of
non-parental child care). Approximately 18 per
cent of the entire survey sample were using two
weekly child care arrangements, and only 3 per
cent were using three or more child care arrange-
ments. It should be noted, however, that these
figures may actually slightly underestimate the
prevalence of multicare in Australia, as the survey
only recorded which “types” of child care children
attended, and did not record whether a child was
attending two different long day care centres, for
example.

Consistent with prior research (Bowes et al. (in
press); Capizzano and Adams 2000), the prevalence
of multicare in Australia increases with age,
although it should be noted that the use of child
care per se also increases as children approach

Multiple child care arrangements are strongly linked to parental employment. Children are more likely to be in multiple
care arrangements if their resident parents are in paid work than if a parent in the household is not employed.

Number of care arrangements used by children by age, 2002
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four-year olds used two or more formal child care
arrangements compared with all other children (21
per cent of the four-year-olds compared with 
4–6 per cent of children aged one to three years old,
and barely any of those under 12 months old),
which is most likely a reflection of the use of pre-
school/kindergarten among this age group. In
contrast, younger children were more likely than
older children to have a mixture of two or more
informal child care arrangements (40 per cent of
infants under 12 months compared with less than 1
per cent of the four-year-olds). These findings are
presented in Figure 2. 

Who experienced multiple child care
arrangements?
Table 1 presents the proportion of children involved
in the Child Care Survey who were not using non-
parental child care, those using a single child care
arrangements, and those using multiple child care
arrangements by selected family characteristics. 

To simplify the analysis, children are presented in
two age groups – those who were aged under one
year, and one year and two years of age (referred to
as the “younger” children), and those children who
were three or four years of age (the “older” chil-
dren). These two age ranges were chosen because
children often commence preschool sessions at the
age three years.

Family type
Children from one-parent families (mostly lone
mothers) were more likely than children in couple
families to experience multiple child care arrange-
ments, and this was more pronounced for the older
children (42 per cent of older children from one-
parent families used multicare compared to 30 per
cent of older children from couple families). 

school age. Only 5 per cent of infants involved in
the survey used multicare in the reference week
compared with 37 per cent of four-year-olds. With
increasing age, children were also more likely to
use three or more child care arrangements. These
findings are illustrated in Figure 1. 

Notwithstanding the limitations imposed by the
way child care data were collected in the Child Care
Survey discussed earlier, it was clear that the major-
ity of multicare users were using a combination of
formal care and informal care (82 per cent). In
comparison, 10 per cent used a mixture of formal
care (for example, a long day care centre and a 
family day care arrangement) and 8 per cent expe-
rienced a mixture of informal care only (for
example, a paid nanny and a grandparent). 

The combination of care types varied according to
children’s age, with those aged two and three years
being the most likely to experience a mixture of for-
mal and informal care. A larger proportion of

Children with multiple care arrangements: types of care by age
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Children from one-parent families (mostly lone mothers) were more likely than children in couple families to experience
multiple child care arrangements, and this was more pronounced for the older children.
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It should be noted however that children in one-
parent families across all age ranges used some form
of non-parental child care in greater numbers than
children in couple families (62 per cent compared
with 51 per cent). 

Employment status
Not surprisingly, use of multiple child care arrange-
ments was linked to parental work arrangements.
Children in both age groups were more likely to be
in multiple care arrangements than in single care if
their resident parent(s) (both parents in couple
families or a sole parent) were in paid work. Full-
time or part-time work did not appear to affect the
use of multiple child care arrangements.

Of the younger age group in couple families, multi-
ple child care arrangements were experienced by
29 per cent of children who had both parents in
paid work full-time and 22 per cent of children who
had at least one parent in paid work part-time. This
compared to less than 5 per cent who had one or
both parents not employed. It is also noteworthy
that 20 to 24 per cent of younger children with both
parents in paid work (full-time or part-time) did not
experience any form of non-parental care (that is,
the parents themselves were providing work-related
child care). Of the older age group in couple fami-
lies, around 45 per cent with both parents in paid

work were in multiple care arrangements, com-
pared with 15 to 17 per cent of those with one or
both parents not employed. 

Parental income
Parental income (which refers to the combined
income of both parents for couple families) was
linked to multiple child care arrangements. For
ease of interpretation, families were divided into
four income groups according to their weekly
household income: less than $600; $600-$1,000;
$1,000-$1,400; and $1,400 and above. 

For both age groups, children with parents in the two
highest income groups were more likely to experi-
ence multiple care arrangements than children with
parents in the two lower income groups. There was
very little difference in use of multicare within the
two high- and two low-income groups. These patterns
are generally consistent with research conducted in
the United States by Capizzano and Adams (2000).
As parental income and parental employment both
relate to increased use of multicare, it is likely that
these two issues overlap somewhat. 

Regional location and language spoken at home 
Use of multiple child care arrangements among
children living in state capital cities was similar to
that among children living in the rest of Australia.

Number of child care arrangements by selected family characteristics and age of childrenTable 1

Younger children Older children 
(children aged 0-2 years) (children aged 3-4 years)

No Multicare No Multicare
child Single (2+ care child Single (2+ care 
care care arrangements) Total care care arrangements) Total

Family type Per cent
Couple family 49.4 38.4 12.1 100.0 18.6 51.3 30.1 100.0
One-parent family 38.5 44.9 16.6 100.0 14.2 43.4 42.4 99.9

Labour force status
Couple - both employed full-time 20.4 50.7 29.1 100.2 6.3 48.4 45.3 100.0
Couple - one or both part-time 24.0 53.9 22.1 99.9 10.2 45.7 44.1 99.9
Couple - one employed and one 66.4 29.2 4.4 100.0 25.7 56.9 17.4 100.0
not employed
Couple - none employed 74.6 22.9 2.5 100.0 33.3 52.0 14.6 100.0
One parent - employed full-time 4.0 62.7 33.3 100.0 4.9 41.5 53.7 100.0
One parent - employed part-time 0.6 53.1 46.3 100.0 1.9 25.0 73.1 100.0
One parent - not employed 48.9 41.7 9.4 100.0 21.1 51.1 28.0 100.2

Income (weekly)
Less than $600 51.4 38.8 9.7 99.9 19.3 50.7 29.9 100.0
$600 to less than $1,000 53.3 36.9 9.8 100.0 18.9 54.5 26.6 100.0
$1,000 to less than $1,400 38.1 47.9 14.0 100.1 15.1 45.3 39.7 100.1
$1,400 or more 46.8 36.7 16.5 100.0 17.7 49.2 33.1 100.0
Regional location
State capital cities 48.5 38.8 12.7 100.0 17.4 50.8 31.7 100.0
Balance of Australia 46.8 40.2 13.0 100.0 18.4 48.5 33.1 100.0

Language spoken at home
English 46.1 40.4 13.5 100.0 16.9 49.4 33.8 100.0
Other 66.9 28.3 4.8 100.0 33.1 58.9 8.0 100.0

Number of children 
('000) 353.7 290.8 94.5 739.0 89.5 251.2 162.6 503.3
Source: ABS Child Care Survey (2002), unpublished customised tables.
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Multiple child care arrangements and 
unmet needs for formal care

The ABS Child Care Survey collected information
on needs for any formal care (among non-users of
such care) and for additional hours of formal care
(among users). If any formal care or additional
hours of such care were required, the survey asked
for the main reason behind such unmet needs. 

The vast majority of children using a mixture of for-
mal and informal care did not report needing
additional hours of formal care (89 per cent and 92
per cent of younger and older children respectively).
Figure 3 presents information about the remaining
small proportion of children who had unmet needs for
formal care by the types of care experienced by chil-
dren in the two age groups. It shows that the younger
children using a mixture of formal and informal child
care were more likely to have unmet needs for formal
care than those with either formal care only, informal
care only, or no non-parental care.  However, older
children with combined formal and informal care did
not report substantial unmet needs for formal care. 

Table 2 refers to children who use a mixture of for-
mal and formal care. It shows the main reasons
parents gave for not accessing the formal care they
needed for their children. The primary reason given
for having such unmet needs was “booked out or no
places” (applying to 60 per cent of the younger chil-
dren and 52 per cent of the older children).  Costs
were mentioned as the main reason for only 13 to
19 per cent of the two age groups of children. 

Seen in combination, these findings suggest that
multicare (or to be more specific, use of an informal
arrangement in addition to formal child care) is not
being driven by accessibility issues (although access
may apply somewhat more to multicare children in
the youngest age group), nor is it being driven by 
parents’ attempts to ease the costs of child care.

This observation is consistent with the findings by
Bowes, et al. (in press). However, children whose
parents spoke a language other than English were
less likely to experience multiple child care
arrangements compared with children whose par-
ents spoke English only at home (14 per cent of
children in a non-English-speaking home environ-
ment using non-parental child care compared to 25
per cent of children in an English-speaking home
environment using non-parental child care).  

In summary, children from one-parent families
were more likely than those from couple families to
experience multiple care arrangements. Children
with both parents in paid work or with a sole parent
in paid work were also more likely to use multicare.
Multiple child care arrangements were not related
to regional location, but children whose parents
spoke English at home were more likely than other
children to experience multicare. Multiple child
care arrangements might be linked with amount of
time that children spent in care. The issue will be
investigated in the future.

Proportion of children who had unmet needs for formal care by
types of care and age
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Despite parents’ reasons for choosing multicare, the direct and/or indirect impacts of such arrangements 
on children’s development are currently unknown.
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These findings generally concur with those reported
in the study by Bowes et al. (in press).

Summary and conclusion
Child care is fast becoming a conventional part of
early childhood in Australia, and this article sug-
gests that multiple child care arrangements form
an  important dimension of the child care landscape
in this country. 

According to the ABS Child Care Survey (2002),
approximately one in five children aged under five
years of age use multiple child care arrangements.
Multicare is more common among older children,
with more than one-third of four-year-olds experienc-
ing multiple child care arrangements. The majority of
children using multicare are using two types of child
care, with a combination of formal care and informal
care being the most common care “mix”. 

Multiple child care arrangements are strongly
linked to parental employment. Children are more
likely to be in multiple care arrangements if their
resident parents (both parents in couple families or
sole parent) are in paid work than if a parent in the
household is not employed. Higher parental income
also increases the chance that children will be expe-
riencing multicare (although parental employment
and parental income may be confounded). Further-
more, children from one-parent families and those
from an English-speaking home environment, are
more likely to use multiple child care arrangements
than children in couple families or children from a
non-English-speaking home environment.

Although it is difficult to interpret these findings
with any real certainty, it is unlikely that parents
typically choose multicare as a way of reducing
child care costs and increasing their take-home
income. The lack of an apparent link between the
cost of child care and multiple child care arrange-
ments in Australia is likely to be attributed to the
means-tested child care subsidies which makes cost
of child care generally equitable across low-income
families and high income families. 

Furthermore, the vast majority of children in a
combination of formal care and informal care do
not require additional formal care, suggesting that
multiple child care arrangements are not primarily
driven by unmet needs for formal care, although
access issues may apply somewhat more for
younger children using multicare than older chil-
dren in similar circumstances. 

The proposition that parents are choosing multi-
care as a preferred child care arrangement, either
because it is more convenient for them, or because
they believe it confers advantages for their children,
thus deserves further study.

However, despite parents’ reasons for choosing mul-
ticare, the direct and/or indirect impacts of such
arrangements on children’s development are cur-
rently unknown. 

Such concerns have provided the impetus for the con-
duct of a longitudinal study – the “Child Care Choices
Study”. With financial assistance from the Australian

Research Council and the New South Wales Depart-
ment of Community Services, the Australian Institute
of Family Studies, Macquarie University and Charles
Sturt University have enrolled 689 families with chil-
dren under three years of age using formal child care
in the Sydney metropolitan area and Bathurst/Orange.
Designed in 2000 and piloted in 2001, the Child Care
Choices study will continue to follow children and
their families until 2007. This landmark Australian
longitudinal study will cast light on the role of multi-
care in children’s development. 
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Children who used formal and informal care: main reasons
for additional formal care not used

Table 2

Children Children 
0-2 years 3-4 years

None exist/don't know of any in area 2.2% 6.8%
Cost or too expensive 18.4% 12.6%
Booked out or no places 60.3% 51.5%
Other service related 8.1% 6.8%
Child related 0.0% 2.9%
Other 11.0% 17.5%
Number of children ('000) 13.6 10.3
Source: ABS Child Care Survey (2002), unpublished customised tables.
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E leven months after the release of the report by the 
Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry into child custody
arrangements in the event of separation (Common-

wealth of Australia 2003), the government announced a
two-month period of community consultation on its pro-
posed reforms to the broader family law system. 

On 10 November 2004 the Attorney General’s Department
issued a discussion paper outlining a reform strategy aimed 

at promoting the continued involvement of both parents in their children’s 
lives following separation, diverting families away from the courts, and reducing 
the adversarial nature of legal disputes over children (Commonwealth of 
Australia 2004b). 

The discussion paper contains few surprises, mirroring as it does the  “frame-
work statement” (Commonwealth of Australia 2004a) released by the Prime
Minister on 29 July 2004. Submissions on the discussion paper were invited up
until the deadline of 14 January 2005. 

What follows is a brief summary of the proposed changes as they relate to the
broader family law system, the courts and the Child Support Agency in partic-
ular, and the provisions of the Family Law Act 1975.

Broad systemic changes
Perhaps the most significant structural reform to be adopted from the Commit-
tee’s 29 recommendations is the establishment, over a three-year period, of 65
Family Relationship Centres providing a national, single-entry point into the
family law system for separating parents. 

The Government has avoided the more expensive and legally fraught option of
creating an alternative decision-making body – that is, a tribunal, as recom-
mended by the Committee. Instead, investment in Family Relationship Centres
is hoped to provide an opportunity to divert potential litigants into more fam-
ily-friendly dispute resolution services such as mediation and counselling.

It is anticipated that the proposed Family Relationship Centres will be run from
existing community organisations and will fulfil a number of functions. Their
primary purpose will be to assist parents following separation by the provision
of information and referrals (with screening for the presence of violence and
abuse), running seminars on issues relevant to separation, and providing up 
to three hours of free mediation. “Parenting Advisers” will be available to 
assist parents, individually or jointly, to negotiate initial arrangements for
their children or to resolve disputes about existing arrangements that may 

otherwise require legal action. As well as services directed at separating parents,
it is intended that the Centres will also provide pre-marriage and relationship
counselling.

The use of parenting plans is an important aspect of this reform package. However,
it appears from the discussion paper that it is not intended that agreements
recorded in this way will necessarily be made enforceable via registration with 
the court.

Another essential component of the reform agenda is the plan to boost the
capacity of existing community organisations currently providing services to
families. The Government’s commitment in this regard has been evidenced by
the announcement in July 2004 of an injection of $15 million top-up funding to
approved Family and Relationships Services Program organisations. Funding
for the expansion of services such as the Children’s Contact Services, and the
Contact Orders Programs, designed to assist highly conflicted couples to resolve
disputes about children, has also been promised.
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Legislative changes
The discussion paper foreshadows extensive amend-
ments to the Family Law Act 1975. The Government
has accepted the Committee’s advice against introducing
a rebuttable presumption for 50/50 parenting time, but
rather proposes creating a legal presumption for “shared
parental responsibility” or mutual involvement of par-
ents in key decisions concerning a child’s future
(generally characterised as, but not limited to, decisions
about health, religion and education). As an additional
safeguard, it is proposed that there be a presumption
against shared parental responsibility where there 
is evidence of “violence, child abuse or entrenched 
conflict”.

The paper proposes yet another change to terminology
in Part VII of the Family Law Act 1975, with the replace-
ment of the terms “residence”, “contact” and “specific
orders” with the single term “parenting order”. It also
anticipates amendments to the objects and principles
section of the Act, suggesting that the attitude of one par-
ent to the child’s contact with the other parent should be
listed as a factor to be considered by the court when
determining what is in the best interests of the child. 

Amendments would also be required to make it manda-
tory for those wanting to make an application to the
court in a new matter or to enforce an existing order, to
first attempt a primary dispute resolution process
(unless the presence of violence or abuse means such a
course of action is not viable). Use of the services pro-
vided by the new Family Relationship Centres would
satisfy this requirement. 

The paper also proposes a number of changes to the 
provisions in the Act relating to enforcement of contact
orders. One suggestion is that where there has been
more than one deliberate and intentional breach of
orders, the court should be required to consider 
changing the child’s living arrangements. Although said
to be subject to the “best interests” principle, the 
introduction of a criterion that relates more to the pun-
ishment of the obstructive parent than the needs of the
child may raise some concerns. 

Changes to the courts
Rather than the radical restructuring of the court 
system suggested by the Committee, the Government
plans instead to introduce measures to moderate the
adversarial culture of existing court processes. If these
reforms are implemented, certain characteristics of the
Children’s Cases Project, an initiative currently being
piloted at the Sydney and Parramatta registries of the Fam-
ily Court of Australia, are likely to become standard
procedure in children’s matters. 

Judges would perform a more investigative and directive
function in proceedings and would have the power to sus-
pend the operation of the rules of evidence. It is proposed
that judges have the ability to “directly seek the views of a
child” where appropriate, and would work more closely
with a court-based counsellor or mediator throughout pro-
ceedings. The only anticipated change to court hierarchy
is the plan to combine the registries of Family Court and
the Federal Magistrates Court. Both courts would be
expected to develop a close working relationship with the
new Family Relationship Centres. 

Child support
While declining to act on the Committee’s recommen-
dations for immediate changes to the Child Support
Formula, the Government has instead taken up the sug-
gestion to establish a Ministerial Taskforce to review the
operation of the scheme as a whole. The taskforce was
established on 16 August 2004 and is scheduled to
report by March 2005. The Australian Institute of Fam-
ily Studies is represented on the Taskforce by Bruce
Smyth, of the Institute’s Marriage and Family research
program. 

Conclusion
In following the recommendations of the Committee so
closely, the discussion paper could be seen as a strong
endorsement by the Government of the work of the
Committee. It is also largely consistent with the 2001
findings of the Family Law Pathways Advisory Group. 

There are a number of exciting developments in these
reforms that have the potential to make a real difference
to families experiencing the difficult life transition of
parental separation. The proposed Family Relationship
Centres are in many ways the fruit of decades of work in
the provision of services to families in the community
sector. 

The beauty of the Family Relationship Centre network
is that for the first time there will be one easily identifi-
able and accessible point of contact for information and
professional assistance, both in the early stages of the
separation and as subsequent disputes arise as the cir-
cumstances and needs of family members change. They
also provide the opportunity to establish a uniform
screening and referral process that may help achieve
the coordination of services that the Committee and the
Family Law Pathways Advisory Group found to be so
lacking. By acting as both the emergency room and the
triage of family breakdown (Parkinson 2004), they may
well achieve their goal of diverting a significant number
of matters away from litigation, while at the same time
ensuring that the complex and difficult cases get the
assistance they require. 

However, the effectiveness of these Centres will depend
on continued adequate resourcing, the skill and expert-
ise of their staff, and the effectiveness of the community
education campaign to promote their use. 
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O P I N I O N

W ith around one in three marriages expected to end in divorce in Australia
(ABS 2004), and relatively high rates of relationship breakdown among
never-married and previously-married parents, the search continues for

processes, services and information that can help separating parents to consider sen-
sibly what arrangements can best meet their children’s and their own needs. 

Three years ago, a Pathways Advisory Group identified three basic ways through the
family law system: self-help pathways, in which information and education assist
parents to reach their own agreements; supported pathways, in which service
providers offer customised packages of support to help parents reach their own
agreements; and litigation pathways, used as a final resort, or when issues of safety
have been raised. They noted, however, that because of the multiple routes into the
system, families find it difficult to know the best pathway for their particular needs
and circumstances. The Advisory Group recommended an “integrated family law
system that is flexible and builds individual and community capacity” (Common-
wealth of Australia 2001: v). 

The Prime Minister’s proposal to establish a new network of 65 community-based
Family Relationship Centres as clearly visible and widely recognised single entry
points into the system offers a response and a way forward. Spread widely across the
country, the Centres would be capable of responding to local needs and at the same
time, guide families towards conflict resolution processes that are child focused, dig-
nified and relatively inexpensive.

Parkinson (2004) has detailed the evolution of the idea of Family Relationship Centres.
As the name implies, they would offer support to families at a variety levels. For sepa-
rating families, a major function would include “case assessment, referrals and
practical assistance to parents, including help in developing a parenting plan. Centres
will screen cases for violence and child abuse and refer such cases to support services
and direct to the courts where appropriate . . . Information, advice and the first three
hours of dispute resolution sessions will be free . . . [and] centres will be supported by
a free telephone advice line for those who are unable to access a Family Relationship
Centre in person.” (Prime Minister, Commonwealth of Australia 2004)

In November 2004, the Australian Government released its discussion paper “A New
Approach to the Family Law System”. The paper, summarised by Caruana (2004 in
this issue), endorses the proposed network of Relationship Centres as the central plank
in the reform package. The emphasis continues to be on providing the right service as
early as possible in the process of family separation. Consistent with our knowledge of
the debilitating effects of ongoing parental conflict on children, an important aim is to
prevent conflict surrounding separation from becoming entrenched. It is envisaged
that most post-separation disputes will be handled by Relationship Centres and other
community-based organisations and practitioners. The Discussion Paper also pro-
poses the exploration and adoption of less adversarial litigation processes within
court-based proceedings, as well as possible changes to the structure of the Court itself.
In addition, the Paper recommends an elevation of the status of grandparents after
parental separation, calls for a re-evaluation of the Child Support Scheme, and speaks
to the need for a program of community education. 

The idea of sharing the parenting after separation is also reinforced. Gone is the idea
implicit in much of the earlier thinking, practice and language of family law that it is
acceptable to reduce the “other parent”, usually the father, to the status of “visitor”.
This vision sees parenting as an ongoing dynamic in which parenting primarily
assumes a relationship rather than a legal dimension. The quality of parenting after
separation remains embedded in but not determined by the amounts of parenting time

The establishment of a new
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that might be negotiated by a former couple or specified by
a court. It is recognised that cases such as those involving
systemic violence or abuse will continue to need more tra-
ditional investigative processes and legal determination.
Therefore beyond skilled intake procedures that precede
appropriate and timely referral, Relationship Centres are
unlikely to be involved in cases at this end of the spectrum.

Not surprisingly at this stage, a raft of questions remains
concerning how Relationship Centres will function. For
example, many separating couples wish both property and
child matters to be dealt with simultaneously Should all
staff, therefore, be competent in dealing with both these
areas? If not, how is the work best divided? If so, what min-
imum competency standards apply (see for example
Sourdin, Fisher and Moloney 2004)? How will staff work-
ing in regional areas receive and maintain the necessary
competencies? How will Relationship Centres comple-
ment the considerable number of already existing and
highly experienced Family and Relationships Services Pro-
gram organisations? And so on.

Such issues will be the subject of much further discussion,
a great deal of which will no doubt be stimulated by the

public submissions Government has requested by January
14th 2005. As part of a framework for these discussions,
this article addresses three key questions: What do we
know about post-separation patterns of parenting in Aus-
tralia? What does this research tell us about the sorts of
services that parents and their children may want or need?
Can research inform some of the challenges to be faced by
the new network of Family Relationship Centres?

To answer these three questions, we first address the con-
ceptual terrain, setting out key issues that arise from the
practice-based and broader research literature. What do
years of practice suggest with respect to how best to struc-
ture and support good post-separation parenting? Second,
we summarise the more “hard edged” empirical terrain.
What do we know about patterns of parenting after separa-
tion, levels of parental and child satisfaction, contact
arrangements, child support, and levels of inter-parental
conflict? The third section is concerned with the future
research terrain. It flags gaps in our knowledge with
respect to the delivery of services in the Australian family
law system. Finally, we focus more specifically on the need
for a research plan that will monitor and evaluate the
Australian Government’s latest policy initiative.

Summary of core practice issues and key research-based supportTable 1

“Each child is unique”, as is each family's circumstances. No single post-divorce arrangement is in the best interests  
What one child can deal with, another may not; what works for of all children.
one family may not work for another. 

Children from two-parent families love, want, and need both parents. The interests of children post-separation are generally best served
Both parents contribute significantly to a child's wellbeing when children can maintain continuing and frequent contact with both 
and development. Both are and remain central to a child's world. parents who cooperate and communicate with low levels of conflict.

The way that parents relate to each other is critical. The fundamental Children do best when they are kept out of the middle, and are not 
challenge for separating parents is to disentangle their former used as spies or messengers.
(intimate) relationship from their parenting, and to manage their 
emotions so that they can stay focused on their children's needs.

The way that parents relate to each other impacts on the way all It is the quality of relationships between parents, and between 
family members are able to relate to each other. Children need parents parents and children, that exerts a critical influence on children's 
to be in charge of their own lives. They become disturbed and confused wellbeing. The quantity of time is relevant in so far as it 
when those they love and rely on are in conflict with each other. supports quality. 

Children do badly when their parents are engaged in open warfare Where there is high and continuing co-parental conflict, or where 
and even worse when their parents drag them into the hostilities. children have experienced or are likely to be exposed to continuing 
The longer and more intense the battle, the greater the potential for domestic violence or child abuse, contact may be highly inappropriate 
long-term damage to children. Unresolved or entrenched conflict and can have serious, long-lasting adverse effects on children.
is bad for children.

An abusive controlling partner generates fear and chaos in a family. In cases of systemic and controlling abuse it may be preferable for a 
child to be parented only by the non-abusive partner, who, in turn, is
protected and supported by legal sanctions.

Money can be a critical issue during family re-formation. Following Parental separation is a leading cause and correlate of child poverty.
separation, there are often insufficient funds to maintain the family's 
prior lifestyle. Children often experience a “double whammy” – the 
loss of a parent, and the loss of their environment and other supports.

Resolution of conflict via adversarial processes tends to come at a Adversarial legal proceedings can create or support great animosity
high financial and emotional cost to family members. The processes between separated parents. Court procedures are often experienced
that support conflict resolution need to be child- and parent-friendly. as, or perceived to be, confusing and intimidating.

A good legal agreement does not guarantee a good outcome. A good Support services, such as mediation, parenting education programs 
legal agreement alone is often not enough to ensure positive and information, have been shown to make a significant difference.
outcomes for everyone. Parents need to “own” their agreement. Many 
parents also need support in learning how to put their agreements 
into practice in daily life. 

A “good” divorce, including those involving children, is possible and Many separated parents are able to cooperate as parents, and put the 
worth the effort. A “good” separation or divorce, especially where needs of their children first. Many high conflict partners can be 
children are involved, often goes against the emotional grain and assisted to continue to “parallel parent” – that is, continue to be 
demands considerable energy and attention up front from both family effective parents though having minimal contact with each other.
members and dispute resolution practitioners.

Note: The work of Ricci (1997) and Pryor and Rodgers (2001) feature in this table.
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On the relationship with self: “My children need
me. I need to look after myself so that I can care
for them.”

On the relationship with former partner: “Look at
what our fighting’s doing to our children. Let’s not
wait for the wheels to fall off – by then it’ll be too
late. Let’s keep the kids out of our stuff and try to
work together as parents. Our children need us.”

On the relationship with children: “What kind of
a parent do I want to be? I need to stay engaged
with, and be available for, my children. They need
me, and need to know that I care. How will my/our
children look back on how we handled this in five
or ten years time?”

As noted by Mason (2000), children have a way of calling
their parents back to reality. Adequately trained practi-
tioners can help parents hear that call. Through empathic
connections, they “earn the right” to challenge former
partners’ attitudes that are insufficiently child focused.

Empirical terrain: Post-separation 
patterns of parenting
In recent years, several new datasets have begun to shed
more light on different aspects of post-separation family
life in Australia. 

• Around one-third (32 per cent) of separated parents
report a great deal of conflict with their children’s other
parent, almost another third (30 per cent) report some
conflict, while just over another third (38 per cent)
report very little or no conflict (new unpublished Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies data). 

• About half of separated parents report making an “infor-
mal arrangement” – without any court involvement,
including court or consent orders – with their former
partner in relation to how their children’s living
arrangements were decided (new unpublished Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies data). 

• Half of all children under 18 with a parent living else-
where have at least fortnightly face-to-face contact with
that parent, while a sizeable proportion of children have
daytime-only or holiday-only contact with a parent
(see, for example, ABS 2004; Smyth 2004). 

• Around one-third (31 per cent) of children with a natu-
ral parent living elsewhere rarely or never see their
other parent, typically their father (ABS 2004). Parental
conflict, physical and emotional distance between par-
ents, new partners, and relative economic disadvantage
feature prominently in the profile of parents who report
little or no father–child contact. Fathers who report on
this, tend to see themselves as having been “cut out”.
Mothers are more likely to report that fathers cut them-
selves out (Smyth 2004).

• A high level of dissatisfaction towards post-separation par-
enting exists – especially for non-resident fathers. Many
separated/divorced parents in Australia would like to see
more contact occurring (75 per cent of non-resident
fathers; 40 per cent of resident mothers) (Parkinson and
Smyth 2004). 

• Non-resident parents (male and female) are more likely
to favour the idea of 50/50 shared care than resident
parents (female and male) (Smyth and Weston 2004).

Conceptual terrain: Insights from practice and research
Both the practice-based and broader research literature
suggest that the best interests of children are strongly con-
nected to co-parental relationships and cooperation,
parenting capacities and skills, and practical resources
(such as adequate housing and income). Table 1 sum-
marises specific key insights.

The insights from research and practice are generally con-
sistent, with both pursuits being conceptually interrelated.
These insights form the conceptual foundations for what
follows.

Three core post-separation relationships

The above practice issues sit, in turn, within three signifi-
cant intersecting challenges for separating parents, noted
by Wallerstein and Blakeslee (2003: xii-xiii). They are: self-
restoration and renewal (looking after oneself); creating a
new more businesslike relationship as parents; and sup-
porting children through and beyond the separation.
Emery (2004) and Ricci (1997) are amongst the major
researcher-practitioners who make similar observations. 

Working through these challenges is often difficult because
each challenge has within it a paradox.

Paradox 1: At a time when parents need to take
special care of themselves, they are most likely to
neglect themselves. Major change is stressful. Feel-
ings of loss and grief can be emotionally debilitating.
Health problems, difficulties sleeping and concen-
trating, and trouble with weight and alcohol control
are not unusual in the aftermath of relationship
breakdown. Self-care takes effort. This leads to a
second paradox.

Paradox 2: Parents are less able to give of them-
selves at a time when their children are most in
need of their love, affection, attention and care. Put
simply, in order to care for others, we need to be able
to care for ourselves. Yet, the aftermath and associ-
ated stresses of divorce typically mean that parents
are less available psychologically to their children. 

Paradox 3: Parents are less able to get along with
each other at a time when children most need their
parents to cooperate. Parents separate because one
or both can no longer live with the other. But from
a child’s perspective, parents are forever. Chronic
failure or unwillingness to cooperate over parenting
issues, has long-term negative impacts on children.
Conversely, willingness to find ways to cooperate
about future parenting arrangements minimises the
impact of separation and divorce on children. 

Each of these paradoxes is exacerbated by the fact that at
this time, parents are likely to be struggling financially. Two
households are not as cheap to run as one, and divorce typ-
ically duplicates the costs of raising children (two rental
payments or mortgages, two beds, two toothbrushes, two of
everything). Financial pressures can be a major stressor,
and often exacerbate the sort of problems outlined above.

Though by no means a panacea, assisting parents to stay
focused on their children’s needs can help parents over-
come each of these challenges. For example:



• A small but discernible increase appears to have occurred
over the past six years in the proportion of fathers playing
a greater role in their children’s lives (derived from ABS
2004), including an increase in the number of parents
sharing the care of their children (roughly 3 per cent in
1997 compared with around 6 per cent in 2003).

• Family dynamics in tandem with demographic factors
temper the form that contact takes. These factors largely
reduce to “the three Rs” – repartnering, relocation (geo-
graphical distance), and residual bad feelings (particularly
conflict) between parents (Smyth 2004). To this list may
be added three other Rs – relative economic disadvantage,
“rotten behaviour” by a parent (including abuse, domestic
violence, or obstruction of contact), and regard for 
parents’ work patterns and children’s age, developmental
stage, individual temperament, experiences and wishes.
Higher levels and qualitatively richer types of contact
appear to be associated with lower levels of parental con-
flict, lower rates of repartnering, less physical distance
between parents’ households, and greater financial
resources (Smyth 2004).

• In the United States context, parenting agreements (or
“parenting plans”) have been found to reduce the likeli-
hood of ongoing disagreements and conflict (Lye 1999).

• Child support continues to be a source of conflict for
some families. Many non-resident fathers (especially
those who have new families to support) complain that
they are paying too much, and/or that they cannot see
their children despite having to support them finan-
cially. By contrast, many resident mothers complain
that child support is not paid, debts are not pursued, or
that the child support system can be manipulated in
order to minimise or avoid child support obligations
altogether (Commonwealth of Australia 2003).

• Parent–child contact and child support often go hand-in-
hand. Non-resident parents who pay child support also
tend to spend time with their children; those who do not
spend time, tend not to pay child support. The six Rs
described above may also influence or mediate the close
but complex links between contact and child support.

• Many parents appear to opt for “standard” post-separation
parenting arrangements (every-other-weekend and half
holidays) by default: that is, they are typically unaware of
other feasible alternatives and perceive the every-other-
weekend schedule as the norm. Parents have a need for
resources that can help assist in making decisions regard-
ing the future care of children, especially in relation to
different ways of sharing the care of children (Smyth 2004).

• Safety and mental health issues appear to pervade the
litigation end of the family law system. The system is
still trying to come to grips with how to best manage
these issues. Processes for investigating and proving
allegations of violence and abuse have been generally
slow, unreliable and often politicised. The boundaries
between state and federal responsibilities tend to add
additional layers of complexity to these cases. 

Implications for support services

What implications do the above findings have for support
services for separated parents and their children?

• Some families may need very little help; other families
may benefit from some help; still other families may
require a lot of help. If adequately resourced, Family Rela-
tionship Centres could be well placed to help separating
parents choose the best pathway for their particular needs.

• Interventions are needed that provide systemic ways of
handling significant conflict (i.e. attending simultane-
ously to the needs of the children and both parents).

• Such interventions tend to be more satisfying, more
cost effective and more enduring. A variety of child
focused and child inclusive intervention models exist
(e.g. Fisher and Pullen 2003; Moloney and McIntosh
2004). Group-based educational programs can also be
very effective for some categories of high conflict sepa-
rating families (McIntosh and Deacon-Wood 2003).
With some qualifications, the earlier in the separation
process the intervention(s) are offered the better.

• The use of detailed parenting plans developed with the
help of a skilled neutral third person can give parents
the chance to reflect on the nature of their parenting
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in transition. But many research gaps remain. Four such
gaps of potential relevance to Family Relationship Centres
are offered here.

Who uses which services and why?
Not much is known about who opts for which services and
why they do so (or do not). For instance, in the recent par-
liamentary inquiry into joint residence, there was
considerable interest in determining the proportion of sep-
arated parents who reach arrangements over children’s
matters with support but without litigation. Recent esti-
mates by the Family Court suggest that only around 6-7
per cent of all Family Court applications in children’s mat-
ters end up before a judge in a fully contested hearing
(Commonwealth of Australia 2003: 7). Many others seek
consent orders with respect to agreements reached in a
variety of ways that vary from informal processes, through
negotiation via lawyers, mediation, and early litigation
usually seeking interim orders. Of course, the Court has no
data on those who do not make applications to it. 

As such, no solid “process” research has been conducted
in Australia on how separated parents come to arrange-
ments in children’s matters without the Court’s assistance.
In this instance, we mean by “process” research, an inves-
tigation into the ways in which separating couples arrive at
decisions and access conflict resolution opportunities and
services designed to assist them with parenting disputes.
Research tends to take “snapshots” of individuals at a par-
ticular point in time. But without asking former couples
directly about why they chose a certain pathway, it is
unclear whether one or both of them saw legal processes
and possibly court as a first option; or whether they chose
a lawyer for his or her negotiation skills, or reputation as a
litigator, or sympathetic stance with respect to mediation;
or whether they were even aware of the existence of pri-
mary dispute resolution services such as mediation. 

We also remain unclear about broader motivations for
choosing particular pathways, even if information about the
range of options is sufficient. These might include a lack of
money, a fear of hurting the children, difficulties in meeting
a former partner face to face, a desire to avoid escalating
conflict, and so forth. Until longitudinal research is con-
ducted that specifically focuses on parents’ pathways, and
the reasons behind their decisions, it is difficult to gauge
how the family law system is operating as a whole, and how
families can be helped to choose the best pathway for their
particular needs. 

Thus whilst an implementation review is planned for one
year after the new Family Relationship Centres network
comes into operation, research planned now that aims to
map pathway choices, is likely to provide a useful lens to
determine which services are being used within and out-
side this framework, and why.

Encouraging shared parental responsibility 
In Australia, the recent parliamentary inquiry into 50/50
shared care rejected the legal presumption of “equal-time”
parenting in favour of “shared parental responsibility”
(Commonwealth of Australia 2003). However, it is unclear
just what “sharing” the responsibility for children means
in practice and how time-sharing (“parenting time”) aligns
with a “shared responsibility” model. In Australia, there is
not much research on how parents share decision-making
and parental responsibilities in “intact” families; even less

responsibilities, and to specify how they will resolve any
future parenting disputes should these arise (Emery
2004; Lye 1999; Ricci 1997). Aside from reducing the
likelihood of disagreements and conflict, parenting
plans can also help parents and children anticipate and
come to terms with changes in family life.

• Services can assist parents to remain open to reviewing
their arrangements periodically perhaps every two
years, as children mature and parents’ circumstances
change; one-size-does-not-fit-forever. Where possible,
parenting arrangements should be reviewed as children
enter their teens, become more independent, and typi-
cally spend more time with their peers (Mason 2000).
For some parents, however, a review may run the risk of
re-igniting parental conflict which may not, on balance,
be in the children’s interests. These children tend to pay
the price of their parents’ stand-off by having to con-
form to rigid post-separation parenting patterns. 

• Well researched and well trialled information that sets
out a range of alternative time-sharing schedules, along
side children’s developmental and emotional needs is
likely to be a valuable tool to help parents develop or
adjust their parenting arrangements. The Government
discussion paper sees such a document as a potentially
valuable aid for parents and “parent advisers”. While we
agree, we are also aware that pre-ordained schedules
can assume a false legitimacy. As Emery, (2004) notes,
parents are generally in the best position to know which
arrangements will work best for their children and
themselves. Rather than the application of formulas,
parents are better served by skilled support that helps
them articulate knowledge they already possess about
their family’s circumstances.

• Carefully considered guidelines and processes need to be
developed for dealing with the issue of domestic violence
and child abuse, and mental health issues. Drawing on
the expertise of existing specialised services for women
and children experiencing violence makes good sense
with respect to the continuing development of screening
protocols, and ongoing staff training. Adequate intake
protocols overseen by formally trained staff must be an
essential condition for the support and funding of Family
Relationship Centres, just as it has been in federally
funded child and family mediation services. Although
these Centres, assuming adequate resourcing, could be
expected to deal with a large number (perhaps the major-
ity) of family law related parenting disputes in the future,
staff should not be placed or place themselves in a posi-
tion where they make judgements of fact. In our view,
where children and/or one of their parents report having
experienced violence or, following careful intake, are
deemed likely to be exposed to continuing violence or
abuse, court-supported processes (such as the Magellan
or Columbus Projects), need to be immediately invoked
as a vital part of the intervention strategy (see Brown et
al. 2001; Murphy, Kerin and Pike 2003). It is equally
important that these specialised services are able to
respond quickly. In the interim, support for ongoing par-
enting by the alleged offender may not be appropriate.

Research terrain: Gaps in the knowledge
Thus far we have tried to summarise what we know about
post-separation parenting in Australia, and what this body
of knowledge might mean for delivering services to families
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is known about separated families (especially in relation to
the ways in which parents construct their work patterns
around caring for children). Research on this is likely to be
helpful to practitioners working with separated parents.

More broadly, the Australian evidence base is not strong
for what works and what doesn’t after separation and
divorce, for whom, and why. Data that improve our under-
standing of different arrangements, child and parent
outcomes, perceptions of fairness and satisfaction, and the
quality of relationships among family members (pre- and
post-separation) are likely to have much practical use for
parents, practitioners, and policymakers.

While there is little data to support the idea that a linear
relationship exists between more time and better out-
comes for children, there is nonetheless good evidence
that joint parental responsibility together with substan-
tial parent–child contact – as long as this is safe – may
produce the best outcomes for children and parents
(Braver and O’Connell 1998). Rather than focusing almost
exclusively on amounts of time, it may be better for medi-
ators to encourage parents to develop more creative
arrangements that are tailored to the individual needs of
children and parents. (Of course, where conflict is low,
flexibility can be high; where conflict remains high, clearly
specified, predictable, stable arrangements may be more
helpful.)

On the issue of more creative approaches to sharing the
care of children, the Australian Institute of Family Studies
has recently collected detailed contact schedule data from
a national random sample of separated parents. The objec-
tives of this research were two-fold: first, to explore the
extent to which “standard” contact (alternate weekends
and half-school holidays) is typical; and, second, to iden-
tify more lateral approaches to the structuring of
parent–child contact. The article by Smyth elsewhere in
this issue of Family Matters summarises these contact
schedules. These data suggest that while schedules are
very varied, around half of all structured contact arrange-
ments appear to be based on an every-other-Saturday-
night or every-Saturday-night schedule, with additional
nights for extended blocks of care being added on Friday,
then Sunday, then Thursday. 

Hearing and supporting children
A quiet revolution is occurring in Australia around the
importance of children being heard and supported in post-
separation parenting disputes. Australia is at the vanguard
of a number of child-focused and child-inclusive practices
(Chisholm 2004; Moloney 2004). These interventions are
likely to raise parents’ awareness of the centrality of chil-
dren in family disputes, and encourage a framework for
achieving child-sensitive outcomes. 

However, as noted by Moloney (2003: 83), child-responsive
practices require high levels of expertise, care, clarity of
purpose, and support. They also need to be buttressed by
evidence of their efficacy. While empirical support has yet
to be furnished in Australia, research aimed at assessing its
efficacy is well underway (McIntosh, Long and Moloney
2004). The excitement being generated around these ini-
tiatives, therefore, needs to be kept in check until there is
evidence that such approaches do indeed improve post-
separation family outcomes.

Contact disputes
Despite extensive legislative, policy, and research initiatives
in recent years, parenting arrangements continue to be a
major source of conflict for many separated and divorced
parents. Indeed, inter-parental conflict about parent–child
contact after separation does not seem to be dissipating.
Instead, the reverse seems to be the case: disputes about
contact appear to be increasing – at least within the confines
of adversarial legal process, and not just in Australia (Parkin-
son 2002). Feminist commentators and fathers groups put
forward differing explanations for this phenomenon. The
reasons are likely to be complex.

Parenting disputes about contact place great strain on the
court system. As a designated entry point into the family
law system, and with their focus on early intervention and
dispute resolution, Family Relationship Centres may help
to reduce this strain. The approach they take is likely to be
able to hear the differing narratives that underlie each dis-
pute. Researchers and practitioners, such as Winslade and
Monk (2001), would argue that hearing and responding to
the inevitably differing stories of separation is a prerequi-
site for a lasting resolution and consequent healthy
patterns of parenting into the future.

At the same time, our more general understanding of what
disputes are about, when they occur, what triggers them,
what stops parents from resolving them, and what influ-
ences the decision to pursue a legal intervention are issues
not well understood. Collaborative research on these
issues between the University of Sydney and the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies, funded by the
Attorney–General’s Department, might help to inform the
work of the new Family Relationship Centres on this
important issue.

Family Relationship Centres: The way forward?
To what extent can Family Relationship Centres act as a
buffer against some of the stresses of relationship break-
down and minimise damage to children? Despite our
imperfect knowledge of how to best manage post-separa-
tion disputes, we have learned enough to know that timely
competent and respectful processes minimise the chances
of disputes solidifying and becoming entrenched. Rela-
tionship Centres have the potential to offer this. In
addition, the services “maze” could all but disappear if
separating families knew that Relationship Centres were
the recommended first port of call and were strongly
encouraged to use them.



Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004  Australian Institute of Family Studies 70

Commonwealth of Australia (2001), Out of the Maze: Pathways to the
Future for Families Experiencing Separation: Report of the Family
Law Pathways Advisory Group, Commonwealth Departments of
Attorney-General, and Family and Community Services, Canberra.

Commonwealth of Australia (2003), Every Picture Tells a Story: Report
on the Inquiry into Child Custody Arrangements in the Event of
Family Separation, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.

Emery, R. (2004), The Truth about Children and Divorce: Dealing
With Your Emotions So You and Your Children Can Thrive, Penguin
Group Inc., New York.

Fisher, T. & Pullen, J. R. (2003), “Children and the shadow of the law: A
resource for primary dispute resolution professionals”, Journal of
Family Studies, vol. 9, no. 1, pp. 81-105.

Gibson, D. (2004), “Family and child dispute resolution – New direc-
tions in the Family Court”, Paper presented at Family Mediation
Centre's Second Winter School, Children's Interests in Family Law,
Melbourne.

Lye, D. N. (1999), The Washington State Parenting Plan Study: Report to
the Washington State Gender and Justice Commission and Domestic
Relations Commission, Washington Courts, Washington Sate.

Mason, M. A. (2000), The Custody Wars. Basic Books, New York.

McIntosh, J. & Deacon-Wood, H.B. (2003), “Group interventions for sepa-
rated parents in entrenched conflict: An exploration of evidence-based
frameworks”, Journal of Family Studies, no. 9, no. 2, pp. 187-199.

McIntosh, J., Long, C. & Moloney, L. (2004), “Child-focused and child-
inclusive mediation: A comparative study of outcomes, Journal of
Family Studies, vol. 10, no. 1, pp. 87-96.

Moloney, L. (2003), “Having children and sharing the parenting”,
Journal of Family Studies, vol. 9, no. 2, pp. 153-159.

Moloney, L. (2004), “Beyond the ‘best interests of the child’ rhetoric in
family law”, Journal of Family Studies, vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 160-169.

Moloney, L. & McIntosh, J. (2004), “Child responsive practices in
Australian family law: Past problems and future directions”, Journal
of Family Studies, vol. 10, no. 1, pp. 71-86.

Murphy, P., Kerin, P. & Pike, L. (2003), “The Columbus Pilot: Catalyst
for an emerging model of an integrated Family Court system in
Western Australia”, Family Matters, no. 64, pp. 82-86.

Parkinson, P. (2002), “Parenthood and the impossibility of divorce”,
Paper presented at the Australian Institute of Family Studies
Seminar Series, June.

Parkinson, P. (2004), “Family Relationship Centres”, Paper presented
at the Family Court Conference, Brisbane, September.

Parkinson, P. & Smyth, B. (2004), “Satisfaction and dissatisfaction with
father–child contact arrangements in Australia”, Child and Family
Law Quarterly, vol. 16, no. 3, pp. 289-304.

Prime Minister, Commonwealth of Australia (2004), “Reforms to the
family law system”, Web URL http://pm.gov.au/news/media_
releases/media_Release1030.html. 

Pryor, J. & Rodgers, B. (2001), Children in Changing Families: Life
after Parental Separation, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford.

Ricci, I. (1997), Mom’s House, Dad’s House: Making Two Homes for
Your Child, Simon & Schuster, New York.

Smyth, B. (2004), Parent–Child Contact and Post-separation
Parenting Arrangements (Research Report No. 9), Australian
Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Smyth, B. & Weston, R. (2004), “Attitudes to 50/50 shared care in
Australia”, Family Matters, no. 67, Autumn, pp. 8-15.

Sourdin, T., Fisher, T. & Moloney, L. (2004), “Towards quality stan-
dards for family dispute practitioners, Research Report, La Trobe
University, Melbourne. 

Wallerstein, J. S. & Blakeslee, S. (2003), What About the Kids? Raising
your Children Before, During and After Divorce, Hyperion, New York.

Winslade, J. & Monk, G. (2001), Narrative Mediation: A New
Approach to Conflict Resolution, Jossey Bass, San Francisco.

Lawrie Moloney is Associate Professor and Director of the Depart-
ment of Counselling and Psychological Health at the School of
Public Health, La Trobe University. Bruce Smyth is a Research 
Fellow at the Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Family Services
Australia National Conference, “Pursuing excellence in Family Ser-
vices”, in Sydney, 20-22 October 2004. An expanded and fully
referenced version of this article can be obtained from Lawrie
Moloney. 

Appropriately, considerable debate is likely to ensue about
issues such as training standards and the best mix of serv-
ices to be offered within Relationship Centres. The debate
should be respectful of both practice-based experience and
research-based insights. We have covered what we believe
to be some core research-based issues. There is much that
could be said on the practice front, but we wish to confine
ourselves at this stage to mention of a potential link
between community-based services and Family Court
services that holds much promise. 

Gibson (2004) has out-
l ined  a  deve lop ing
future vision in which
t h e  r o l e  o f  F a m i l y
Court counsellors and
m e d i a t o r s  w o u l d
change to that of con-
sultants to families who
are unable to make use
of community-based
forms of mediation,
conciliation or coun-
selling. As consultants,
these Family Court
staff would combine
the roles of facilitator,
chi ld advocate and
source of independent
in format ion  to  the
Court in the event that
the case proceeded to
litigation. This would
appear to be a rational

approach to a changing environment in which commu-
nity-based services are likely to absorb the bulk of the
dispute resolution work, while more unusual and more
problematic cases are handled by the Court. Gibson’s
vision holds great promise.

We believe that in proposing the establishment of Family
Relationship Centres, the Australian Government has
made a bold response to the Report on the Inquiry into
Child Custody Arrangements in the Event of Family Sep-
aration (Commonwealth of Australia 2003). This Report
was, in turn, a visionary statement which, in the words of
the Chair of the Parliamentary Committee, was persuaded
to go beyond its original brief, especially after hearing from
children who had experienced the separation of their par-
ents. The Government’s Discussion Paper, which places
the Family Relationship Centres at the core of the pro-
posed reforms, offers a window of opportunity that is
unlikely to be repeated for some years to come. Let us
hope that the discussions which emerge from the Paper are
both comprehensive and well focused.
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The launch of Diversity and Change in Australian Families provided an
opportunity for present and former Institute Directors to get together. From
left: David Stanton (Director May 1999 to January 2003), Alan Hayes (took
up the Director appointment in September 2004), Ann Sanson (Acting
Director January 2003 to July 2004), and founding Director Don Edgar
(February 1980 – December 1993).

The Institute Director, Professor
Alan Hayes, and the staff of the
Institute were delighted to
welcome Senator the Hon Kay
Patterson, Minister for Family
and Community Services, to
the Institute on 23 November
2004 to launch the Institute’s
major new book, Diversity
and Change in Australian
Families.

The purpose of this 352-page
book is to provide solid

information about both the extent and the ways in which
families have been changing, and to document the diversity of
contemporary family forms.

As the author, David de Vaus, says: “There is hardly any aspect of
family life that has not changed in the last century, particularly over
the last 25 years. Relationship patterns, gender roles, fertility, the
work and family interface, the growth of particular family types . . .
these are but a few of the major changes that families have
seen in recent decades.”

The book uses quantitative data from large-scale
surveys and data collections, where the figures are
reliable and can be generalised to the population with a
high degree of confidence. Sources include the
Australian Bureau of Statistics, the Australian Institute
of Family Studies, and the Australian Social Science
Data Archive. 

In launching the book, Minister Patterson said that
research about families – and the robust discussion and
debate that come with it – are, and will remain,
invaluable elements of the policy-making process.
Developing effective responses to families’ needs has to

take account of the wider, inter-connected and complex social
issues that shape families and their communities. The Minister
outlined a range of policy initiatives, and said that the
Government is committed to maintaining a priority policy focus
on families and children. 

Minister Patterson touched on several key themes in the
report. In noting that the report dispelled the popular myth
that family breakdown was the norm, and that the family is in
decline, she said: “We should not be embarrassed to say that
it is vital that as a society we continue to support the ‘tradi-
tional’ family structure.” She said: “At the same time, report
makes it clear that family forms are also increasingly diverse,
and the Government will continue to support families irre-
spective of the choices they make.”

Senator Patterson said: “Diversity and Change in Australian
Families should be an incredibly useful resource, not just for
government policy-makers, but for others in the business,
community, welfare and academic sectors – indeed, for most
people who have an interest in the nature of families in
contemporary Australia.” 

M I N I S T E R  L AU N C H E S  M A J O R  I N S T I T U T E  B O O K

Director of the Australian Institute of Family Studies, Professor Alan Hayes
(left), welcomes Senator the Hon Kay Patterson, Minister for Family and
Community Services, and Professor David de Vaus, the author of Diversity
and Change in Australian Families. 

Alison Morehead (AIFS
Deputy Director) pictured 
with David Hazlehurst
(Department of Family and
Community Services).
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On Thursday 17 October 2004 staff gathered to farewell their col-
league, AIFS Research Fellow Christine Millward who, after 17
years at the Institute, decided to undertake her PhD in Sociology
full-time at La Trobe University.

During her time at the Institute Christine has been a major con-
tributor to a number of significant Institute projects. Most
recently, she was the Design Manager for Growing Up in Aus-
tralia, the longitudinal study of Australian children, where she
was responsible for coordinating the development of the survey
instruments for this large and complex study. Previously, Chris
worked on many aspects of economic and social influences on
families, including research for the Institute’s Australian Living
Standards study. More recently, she has worked in the areas of
work and family interaction, and welfare reform.

Over the years Chris has played a pivotal role in the Institute’s
social events too! Bringing to bear her finely tuned management
skills, as well a maestro’s flair, she initiated and organised many

staff choral endeavours at various functions. It helped that she
herself is a singer extraordinaire. Her friends at the Institute will
miss these qualities, as well as Chris’s enthusiasm, her sense of
fun, and her forthright good sense.

We look forward to a continuing association with Chris, and we
wish her well on her return to La Trobe University.

Colleagues pictured with Christine at her farewell gathering on 28 October
2004. Front row, from left: Christine Millward, Grace Soriano and Carol
Soloff. Back row, from left: Sebastian Misson and Robert Johnstone. 

I N S T I T U T E  FA R W E L L S  A I F S  R E S E A R C H E R  

As noted in the Acting Director’s report in the last
edition of Family Matters (no. 68, Winter 2004: 2),
the Institute welcomes the appointment, on 11
May 2004, of Diana Bryant as Chief Justice of the
Family Court of Australia. Having played a pivotal
role in the establishment of the Federal Magistrates
Court, Justice Bryant moved from the position of
Chief Federal Magistrate to take the reins of what
may well be described as the most controversial
jurisdiction in Australia. 

The appointment of a female Chief Justice, only the
second such appointment since the inception of
the court, heralds other significant developments in the family law
arena. Reforms to the court foreshadowed by the recent release of
the Government discussion paper “A new approach to the Family

T I M E S  O F  C H A N G E  AT  T H E  FA M I LY  CO U RT   

SINGAPORE RESEARCHER VISITS THE INSTITUTE

R E A D E R S ’ L E T T E R S  W E L C O M E D

To express your view about topical issues concerning families, write to the Letters Editor, Family Matters, Australian Institute if
Family Studies, 300 Queen Street, Melbourne 3000. Email Letters@aifs.gov.au. Letters should be about 300 words and may be
edited. Letters intended for the next (Autumn) edition should be sent by March 2005. 

Pictured at the Australian Institute of Family Studies with Institute researcher
Ruth Weston is Paulin Tay Straughan (left), Associate Professor and Deputy
Head of Department of Sociology, and Assistant Dean of Faculty of Arts and
Social Sciences, at the National University of Singapore. Dr Straughan's visit
occurred in the spirit of the recent Hanoi Statement (Family Matters no. 68,
p. 67) and was sparked by contact made at the recent Singapore Conference 
(see p. 83).

Law System” (see Caruana elsewhere in this edi-
tion) suggest that the Court is likely to face many
challenges in moving towards less adversarial
processes. The poise and assurance with which
Justice Bryant has handled the numerous public
engagements and media appearances since her
appointment, indicate that this former director of a
large corporation (Australian Airlines) is well
placed to shepherd the court through this period of
unprecedented change.

In recognising the historic ties linking the Court
and the Institute (having both been established

under the Family Law Act 1975), the Institute looks forward to
continuing a strong collaborative partnership with the Chief 
Justice and the Court.

Diana Bryant, Chief Justice of
the Family Court of Australia.
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Alcohol use is widespread among Australian adolescents, and high-risk use is a serious and grow-
ing problem. Many begin experimenting with alcohol by the age of 14-15 years, and once
adolescents begin drinking, most become regular consumers of alcohol.

The report was prepared by the Australian Institute of Family Studies, for the Australian Government
Department of Health and Ageing. The authors of the report (Louise Hayes, Diana Smart, John W. Toum-
bourou and Ann Sanson) consider a number of key questions: Should parents delay adolescents’
introduction to alcohol? What role do parents play in guiding responsible alcohol use? How do parents
exert an influence? What other sources of influence are there – for example, from peers, the wider cul-
ture and the media? Which interventions have been demonstrated to work, and how widely available
are these in Australia?

The report demonstrates the long-term benefits of delaying adolescents’ uptake of alcohol. It also
shows the ways in which parents can guide patterns of use once adolescents have started con-
suming alcohol.

It explodes a popular myth that parents have little impact in this area. In fact, parents can and do influence their offspring’s alco-
hol use, especially through supervision, guidance, family rules and practices, and the closeness of the parent-child relationship.

While parents have a greater influence than many would admit, the peer group, cultural norms, and the law also play substantial
roles. Successful modification of the patterns of teenage drinking will need to target all these spheres of influence.

While there is very little Australian research and very few intervention programs with proven success, this report offers some pro-
ductive ways forward, both through investment in research and evaluation, and the implementation of evidence-based
interventions. 

The decline in fertility in Australia and beyond is increasingly seen as a crisis. The total fertility rate is
cited almost daily, like a procreative Dow Jones Index.  Prognostications and predictions of the likely
impacts on all aspects of Australian life have become an industry. While the figures are of concern to
many, to others they are not.

The decline is beyond a doubt, while the cause remains a matter of great conjecture. What lies
behind the statistics? Are fertility decisions merely a matter of lifestyle choices, as some would
wish to trivialise it? How do individuals make decisions about whether to have children or not?
When it comes to having children, is there a gulf between what people expect and what they
would ideally want? These are questions of fundamental importance for the nation and for those
who frame public policy.

The Australian Institute of Family Studies has undertaken a  groundbreaking study of fertility
decision making, for the Australian Government Office for Women. The authors of “It not for the
lack of wanting kids”: A report on the Fertility Decision Making Project, Ruth Weston, Lixia Qu,

Robyn Parker and Michael Alexander, provide the first in-depth analyses of the aspirations, expectations
and ideals of Australians when deciding whether to have children or not. Their book succeeds in going beyond the statistics by put-
ting a human face to the numbers, and it challenges some of the widely-held misconceptions, inappropriate assumptions and
enduring myths that surround the topic of fertility decision making.

This important and topical report will have an immediate relevance to debates and policy development around fertility in Australia. 

T WO  N E W  I N S T I T U T E  R E P O RTS  R E L E A S E D

“IT’S NOT FOR LACK OF WANTING KIDS”

PARENTING INFLUENCES ON ADOLESCENT ALCOHOL USE

The Australian Institute of family Studies published two substantial Research Reports in December 2004. Research Report No. 10,
Parenting influences on adolescent alcohol use, provides invaluable new insights into the influences that parents can exert on their
teenagers’ uptake and use of alcohol. Research Report No. 11, “It not for the lack of wanting kids”: A report on the Fertility Deci-
sion Making Project, provides the first in-depth analyses of the aspirations, expectations and ideals of Australians when deciding
whether to have children or not.

The release of both these books elicited much media interest. Copies are available from the Institute, or can be downloaded from
the Institute’s website. See p. 103 in this edition of Family Matters for how to order copies.
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As another step in strengthening the Institute’s collaborative ties
with neighbouring countries, the Institute was pleased to host a
visiting delegation from the Vietnam Commission for Population,
Family and Children, on 29 September 2004. The visit was organ-
ised by the International Branch of the Australian Government
Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS) as part of
its collaborative capacity-building with the Commission. At the
Institute, the visit was coordinated by researchers Ms Grace
Soriano and Ms Ruth Weston.

The delegation comprised Mr Le Do Ngoc, Director of Family
Department, Mr Tran Van Thao, Manager, Parenting, and Ms Vu Thi
Kim Hoa, Manager, Child Health. They were accompanied to the
Institute by Mr Ryan Winn and Ms Cheryl Miller-Yell from FaCS. 

The Vietnam Commission for Population, Family and Children is
a government institution with responsibility for state manage-
ment of issues concerning the population, family and children. In
this capacity, it serves as an advisory body for the Government in
formulating strategies, plans, programs, and projects on popu-
lation, families and children. It works closely with line ministries
and mass organisations in carrying out their programs. Within
the Commission is the Scientific Institute for Population, Family
and Children, which is modelled on the Australian Institute of
Family Studies. The Institute undertakes research on demogra-
phy, population health, family trends, and child issues; it is also
involved in the implementation of programs and training activi-
ties. This work is often conducted with other government
departments, non-government organisations and universities.

The visit is part of the continuing program between the Australian
Government and the Government of Vietnam to promote inter-
national cooperation and learning exchange on family-related

issues. Prior to their visit to the Institute, the delegation met with
(the then) FaCS Secretary, Mr Mark Sullivan, and the Assistant
Secretaries of the various FaCS departments in both Canberra
and the FaCS Victorian office. The delegation also conducted site
visits of child care services, aged care services, non-government
organisations and non-profit organisations. 

During the Institute visit, the delegation was welcomed and briefed
by the Director, Professor Alan Hayes. This was followed by a full-
day briefing about Institute programs and activities in research,
communication and information, and strategic planning. The del-
egation expressed strong interest in such work and its relevance to
Vietnam’s programs directed towards protecting families from the
onslaught of rapid social and economic changes. 

The visit represents one step in responding to the Hanoi Statement
for Regional Cooperation on the Family, agreed by Ministers of all
countries participating in the East Asia Ministerial Forum on Fam-
ilies (co-hosted by the Vietnam Commission for Population, Family
and Children and the Australian Government Department of Fam-
ily and Community Services, in Hanoi in April 2004). An integral
aspect of the Hanoi Statement was committing all participating
governments to work more closely with each other in the area of
family-related research and in the formulation and implementation
of family-related policies and programs. A full report on the forum
can be found in Family Matters no. 68, Winter 2004 (pp. 60-67). 

In cooperation with the International Branch of FaCS, other steps
in responding to the Hanoi Statement include welcoming a rep-
resentative from the Vietnam Scientific Institute of Population,
Family and Children to the Australian Institute of Family Studies
Conference in February 2005, and encouraging further network-
ing and collaborative work. 

The head of the visiting delegation, 
Mr Le Do Ngoc, presents a small token 
of appreciation from Vietnam to AIFS
Director, Professor Alan Hayes.  

Pictured during the delegation’s visit to the Institute: Dr Melanie Heenan (AIFS Senior Research Fellow), 
who briefed the delegation on the Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault; Mr Le Do Ngoc, 
Ms Ruth Weston (AIFS Principal Research Fellow), Ms Vu Thi Kim Hoa, Ms Grace Soriano (AIFS Senior
Research Officer), and Mr Tran Van Thao.

I N S T I T U T E  H O S TS  D E L E G AT I O N  F R O M  V I E T N A M
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I N S T I T U T E  C O N F E R E N C E  2 0 0 5
The Australian Institute of Family Studies is hosting its Ninth Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference, to
be held at the Melbourne Exhibition Centre on Southbank from Wednesday 9 February to Friday 11 February 2005.
The Conference will provide a valuable forum for those interested or involved in family research, family policy, or providing services to 
families in Australia. It will feature the presentation and discussion of findings of the Institute’s own studies, along with work from a wide
range of researchers, government bodies, service providers and community organisations.

www.aifs.gov.au



On 16 September 2004, the Institute hosted a consultative
meeting between the visiting United Kingdom House of Com-
mons Work and Pensions Committee and a panel consisting of
a range of people with past or current involvement in the field of
child support in Australia. 

The meeting was coordinated by Institute Research Fellow and
member of the Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support, Bruce
Smyth, following an approach to him by the UK Committee. The
meeting was one of a number scheduled by the Committee to
inquire into the Australian experience of child support, aimed to
assist it in its task of recommending second-tier reforms to the
UK Child Support Scheme. 

Given the immense problems with compliance in the UK system,
the Committee was interested to hear of lessons learned in the
Australian context. Some fundamental differences between 
the schemes were identified – one in particular being the uni-
versality of the Australian scheme in contrast to the limited
application of the UK scheme to resident parents receiving wel-
fare benefits. In addition, until the most recent reforms in the UK
allowing resident parents to keep £10 of child support paid, all
child support collected went into government revenue. Under
the Australian system, the entire amount collected is forwarded
to the resident parent with income support payments reduced
according to a sliding scale. 

The Committee was impressed by the greater integration of 
the Australian child support system with the welfare and tax 
systems, especially in relation to information sharing, and is
keen to follow the development of the new Family Relationship
Centres, the establishment of which was recently announced by
the Australian Government.

The strong message from the Australian perspective was that in
order for the revised UK scheme to be widely accepted by the
public, the payment of child support needs to be seen to benefit
children. Without an incentive for resident parents to seek child
support and for the non-resident parent to pay, relatively low
compliance rates may remain a feature of the UK scheme. The
benefits of encouraging parents to make private arrangements,
a characteristic of the Australian scheme, was noted.

The Australian panel also outlined the challenges facing the
Child Support Agency in Australia, in particular pressure to 
take into account the financial responsibilities of non-resident
parents who form second families and the need to improve
enforcement mechanisms, especially in relation to non-resident
parents who are self employed.

Feedback on the panel’s views from the UK Members of Parlia-
ment was extremely positive, and the meeting also provided a
useful opportunity for panel participants to review the original
purpose of the Australian scheme.

From left: Chair of the UK Committee, Sir Archie Kirkwood MP, Alison Morehead, AIFS Deputy
Director Research, Bruce Smyth, AIFS Research Fellow, and panel members discuss the
contextual differences between the United Kingdom and Australian Child Support schemes.

Members of the Australian panel (from left) Associate Professor Lawrie Moloney, 
Robyn Seth-Purdie, Dr Elspeth McInnes, and Geoff Mutton.

Australian Federal Magistrate Grant Riethmuller 
with former judge of the Family Court of Australia,
Justice John Fogarty.

UK Committee members Andrew Selous MP and
Karen Buck MP.

I N S T I T U R E  H O S TS  V I S I T  F R O M  
U K  G O V E R N M E N T  CO M M I T T E E  O N  C H I L D  S U P P O RT
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A I F S  A B R OA D  –  B R U S S E L S

Participants at the international seminar in Brussels on parental leave. Standing, left to right: Elin Kvande (Norway), Jeanne Fagnani (France), Anders Chronholm
(Sweden), Andrea Doucet (Canada), Tine Rostgaard (Denmark), Fred Deven (co-convenor, Belgium), Peter Moss (co-convenor, UK), Bernard Fusulier (Belgium),
Berit Brandt (Norway). Kneeling, left to right: Dagmar Kutsar (Estonia), Laura Merla (Belgium), Anna Escobedo (Spain), Michael Alexander (Australia). Missing
at time of photo: Margaret O’Brien (UK), Wolfgang Erler (Germany), Minna Salmi (Finland).

Principal Research Fellow, Michael Alexander, represented the
Australian Institute of Family Studies at an international seminar
on parental leave in Brussels, in October 2004. The seminar was
jointly hosted by the Thomas Corum Research Unit (Institute of
Education, University of London) and the Centre for Population
and Family Studies in Brussels. 

The purpose of the seminar was to exchange information on
recent policy developments and research, explore a particular
theme with respect to parental leave, particularly the issue of
diversity and how successful parental leave policies are in dealing
with the diversity of family types and personal circumstances, and
establish a more regular network of researchers on family leave
policies, research and practice.

The seminar was a follow-up to a similar seminar organised five
years ago by the same organisations on the same topic. In the
earlier seminar, the focus had been on policy developments within
European countries. This time, the seminar was expanded to
include invitations to academics from New Zealand, the United

In response to the growing demand for instant online delivery of full
text articles and reports, the Australian Institute of Family Studies, in
partnership with RMIT Publishing, has produced a new database,
Family & Society Plus.

Family & Society Plus is based on Australian Family & Society
Abstracts, the database produced by the Institute since 1984, 
but has a much higher proportion of full text material, especially
journal articles normally available only on subscription. For busy
researchers, service providers, and policy makers, Family & Society
Plus provides instant access to online versions of the latest journal
literature, conference papers, government reports, academic work-
ing papers, and research reports.

Family & Society Plus was launched by the Director of the Australian
Institute of Family Studies, Professor Alan Hayes, at the Family Ser-
vices Australia Conference in Sydney on 21 October 2004.
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States, Canada and Australia, although only representatives from
the latter two were able to attend.

The seminar considered the substantial variation that exists between
countries with respect to parental leave policies, as well the major
developments that had occurred in each country since 1999. Follow-
ing policy developments in New Zealand in 2002, Australia is now one
of only two OECD countries not to have some type of universal paid
maternity leave in place. Many European countries – where paid
maternity, paternity and parental leave has been available for many
years – have been developing schemes to expand their parental leave
provisions by extending the period of leave (for both parents), allow-
ing workers to combine career breaks with caring for small children,
and encouraging more fathers to take parental leave by quarantining
parts of the available leave so that it can only be taken by fathers.

The seminar resolved to bring out a working paper that sum-
marises the parental leave arrangements in each country, to meet
again in 12 months time to discuss further developments, and
publish a book detailing the important research in this area.

In launching the database, Professor Hayes said: “There is very
little point to doing research or undertaking scholarship  unless 
it is available to others. Research is a social activity; for the 
common good. Dissemination is vital! Australia is generally the
world’s over-achiever in family research. Making this superb work
available is crucial. Research is not a solitary indulgence. It must
benefit the society that supports it!”

Pictured at the launch of Family & Society Plus is AIFS Director, Professor
Alan Hayes, and Ms Janette Wright, Director of RMIT Publishing.

L AU N C H  O F  FA M I LY  &  S O C I E T Y  P LU S



N E W  S F L E X  R E P O RT  L AU N C H E D

After just two years, a new charita-
ble foundation is demonstrating
how it is living up to its commit-
ment to making a real difference in
the lives of children and young peo-
ple. The Early Learnings report was
launched by Telstra Foundation
Director, Mr Bill Scales, AO, in Mel-
bourne on Friday 22 October 2004. 

Early Learnings reported the 
study a study of 14 innovative 
community-based projects under-
taken for the Telstra Foundation 
by a team of researchers from 
the Stronger Families Learning
Exchange at the Australian Institute
of Family Studies.

Early Learnings showcases the positive results that can be
achieved when issues are tackled early or when people with pas-
sion and commitment see a need and are determined that children
have better chances in life.

The report features ten family strengthening projects and four
that promote the importance of early literacy and language
development. The projects are different from one another in
their settings and purposes. However, they all show that 
establishing trust and developing strong partnerships are 
the cornerstones of introducing a new way of thinking and
doing.

For example:

A national support network for siblings of children with 
disabilities has been established in recognition of the 
family stresses and difficulties that such children are 
grappling with. 
Children and their carers are dealing with the grief of losing
a parent or family member to illicit drugs through an innova-
tive therapy program. 
Another organisation has been able to expand a help-line
established by a parent of children with disabilities into a
nation-wide service. Now parents throughout Australia are
supporting each other and reducing their sense of isolation
and despair.

In one region a collaboration between health and family 
support services is providing ongoing supports for mothers
with illicit drug issues, developing a proactive approach 
that has significantly reduced the number of babies born with
withdrawal symptoms and being removed into out of home care.
In another region, schools are working with community
organisations and providing greater coordinated supports
for children with complex problems and their families. 

Emerging literacy programs for pre-schoolers are much more than
just early reading programs. Such programs are assisting the early
detection of toddlers’ sensory problems (such as hearing difficul-
ties) that may otherwise go undiagnosed until school, and
reducing isolation and linking families with other community sup-
ports and services. Literacy programs provide a non-stigmatising
way to provide basic resources for all children, and families are
confidently using local community infrastructure such as libraries
for the first time. Parents involved in an early literacy project have
gained the confidence to return to study and gain formal qualifica-
tions, and schools are forging stronger links with their
communities by making their facilities available for playgroups
and parent support programs.

The full Early Learnings report, as well as information about 
Telstra Foundation grants and application processes, are avail-
able online at www.telstrafoundation.com 

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

FA M I LY  M AT T E R S  I S  A  R E F E R E E D  J O U R N A L
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Pictured at the launch of the Early Learnings report are members of the Stronger Families Learning Exchange
research team with Telstra Foundation Manager (Fiona Moore) and Telstra Senior Program Officer (Georgia
Symmons). From left: Liz Orr, Marlene Burchill, Fiona Moore (Telstra), Colleen Turner, Anne Garrow, Margo
Northey, Ellen Fish and Georgia Symmons (Telstra).



A I F S  S E M I N A R S  2 0 0 4 – 2 0 0 5

In 2004 the Australian Institute of Family Studies continued its series of public seminars presenting contemporary
research on national and international issues related to family.
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Listening for justice: Stories of poverty in Australian families
(Seminar held at the Institute on 19 August 2004)

Dr Mark Peel, from the School of Historical Studies at Monash Univer-
sity, presented findings from a study he conducted between 1993 and
1996 in which he spoke with hundreds of people who were then living
and working in the public housing estates of three suburbs commonly
regarded as among the most disadvantaged in Australia: Brisbane’s
Inala, Melbourne’s Broadmeadows, and Sydney’s Mount Druitt. A com-
mon theme identified by Dr Peel was that impoverished families were
already living in a future other Australians had begun to fear but did not
yet know: a future of casualised, insecure employment for men, fading
opportunities for the young, and a more and more difficult struggle to
find and fund private solutions for common problems. 

Dr Peel also emphasised the positive aspects of his findings; the
activism, the hope, and the initiative people used when exploring solu-
tions to dilemmas. He argued that the assumptions of dependency and
inadequacy that inform plans for “community building” or the rejuve-
nation of “social capital” ignore the fact that those who have long
known the problems are not only best placed to begin the conversation
about solutions and about justice but have already begun the work. 

How employed mothers allocate time for work and family
(Seminar held at the Institute on 16 September 2004)

Dr Alison Morehead, Deputy Director at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies, outlined the framework she developed to better understand how
mothers allocate time for, and maintain the relationship between, their
household and their workplace. Data were collected from one workplace
(a hospital) and multiple households, including interviews with mothers
and fathers, managers, union delegates and a range of other employees.
The framework includes a typology of work arrangements for households
where the mother is employed and dependent children are present. The
three categories in the typology are: gender skewed work arrangement
(where the distribution of paid and/or unpaid work is uneven between
parents); gender balanced work arrangement (a more or less even distri-
bution of paid and unpaid work); and sole parent work arrangement
(where the employed mother is the sole parent in the household). 

Three dynamics underpin the typology: supports, pressures and addi-
tional labour. Supports and pressures act simultaneously to help
maintain or shift a particular work arrangement within a household. The
“additional labour” that mothers do simply to keep their work arrange-
ment  intact is revealed by applying the framework to the data. Other
new concepts are also developed as part of the framework, including
“synchronised  time”, “lived time” and the “power of absence”. Dr
Morehead argued that the gendered dynamics within households are a
key contributor to the different labour market experiences of mothers
and fathers, and that the household beats the workplace hands down as
a site where gender matters and where gender determines what you do. 

One size doesn’t fit all: Tracking stages in community develop-
ment from beginning to sustainability in diverse communities
(Seminar held at the Institute on 30 September 2004)

Vivienne Cunningham-Smith, Senior Manager of Barnardos South
Coast, and Nick Guggisberg, of the Albion Park Neighbourhood Asso-
ciation, co-presented findings from an action research study involving
three Stronger Families funded projects: Albion Park Neighbourhood

Association working with two low density public housing estates in a
semi rural context, Barnardos South Coast working on a high density
Radburn style public housing estate, and Shellharbour City Council
(Flinders) working with a newly developed private housing estate. 

The study defined best practice models, differences and similarities of
practice and community need between three vastly differing communi-
ties. It identified the impact of housing type on need / capacity, and
determined the impact of socio economic circumstances on practice
strategies and needs. A model of Child and Family Community Develop-
ment, mapping the key differences and similarities between community
development strategies and practice between highly vulnerable commu-
nities and communities with high capacity/social capital, was presented.
The key learnings to date have been that community development with
highly vulnerable communities looks different to mainstream community
development in complexity, intensity and practice strategy. The critical
difference between communities is the proportion of strengths / pres-
sures within each grouping within these communities, and the power that
this has on defining the core practice strategies utilised. 

Overconsumption, deferred happiness and downshifting
(Seminar held at the Institute on 21 October 2004)

Clive Hamilton, the Executive Director of The Australia Institute at the
Australian National University, illustrated how Australians can be
divided into three groups according to their relationship to money and
material goods. The first two groups define their life goals by external
rewards, especially money. Despite their wealth, most Australians
believe that they do not have enough money to afford everything they
need and this artificial sense of deprivation has a powerful influence
over their daily behaviour and their political attitudes. It is expressed in
two markedly different approaches to life. 

Some believe they must accumulate as much as they can, even at the cost
of their personal relationships, in the belief that they will at some stage be
in a position to live out the perfect life. This predisposition has been
dubbed the deferred happiness syndrome. Another group is also driven
by money, but they are more inclined to pursue instant gratification. They
are the standard bearers of consumerism and their materialism explains
the extraordinary growth in consumer credit. A third group consists of
those who have decided to reject money as the measure of success in life
and focus instead on their relationships and personal fulfilment. These
are the downshifters. Although politically ignored and still socially iso-
lated they represent a radical challenge to consumer capitalism and
presage far-reaching change to Australian society.

Clive Hamilton 
(21 October4 2004)
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In 2005 the Australian Institute of Family Studies is continuing its
series of seminars presenting research on national and interna-
tional 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 Insti-
tute, at 300 Queen Street, Melbourne 3000. They run from one to
one-and-a-half hours.

Seminar coordinators for 2005 are Institute researchers Leah
Bromfield, Nick Richardson and Anna Ferro. People wishing to
attend a particular seminar should phone Grace Soriano at the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies. Phone (03) 9214 7888.

S E M I N A R P R O G R A M 2 0 0 5

24 FEBRUARY 2005
Involving children in social policy: A case study from Belfast
Dr Madeleine Leonard
Senior Lecturer in the school of Sociology and Social Policy,
Queens University, Belfast 
Facilitator – Sarah Wise, Australian Institute of Family Studies

17 MARCH 2005
Gender and ageing: Caring roles and social relationships
Professor Sara Arber
Co-director of the centre for Research on Ageing and Gender,
University of Surrey, UK
Facilitator – Christine Millward, LaTrobe University

28 APRIL 2005
Towards a national child protection research agenda and
its translation into policy and practice
Dr Dorothy Scott
Professor of Child Protection, Director, Centre for Child Protection,
University of South Australia, Hawke Research Institute
Facilitator – Dr Daryl Higgins, Australian Institute of Family Studies

19 MAY 2005
Initial findings from Growing Up in Australia: The
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
Carol Soloff
Australian Institute of Family Studies
Facilitator – To be confirmed, Australian Institute of Family Studies

Researching with children
(Seminar held at the Institute on 11 November 2004)

Sue Dockett, from the University of Western Sydney, presented a sem-
inar on the Starting School Research Project, which promotes the
involvement of children in research concerning their transition to
school. Using many examples of approaches that have been used to
engage children as part of the research on their transition to school, this
presentation explored some of the philosophical and methodological
issues involved in this stance. Approaches including conversational
interviews, oral and written journals, drawings, reflections and digital
photographs have been successfully introduced in order to empower
four- and five-year-old children to express what they see as important
as they start school.

Issues of equity and inclusiveness demand a variety of approaches such
as these. However, as with all research approaches, both challenges and
advantages are associated with each aspect. The presentation concluded
with a more general consideration of the challenges and rewards for both
adult and child researchers of engaging young children in researching
important aspects of their lives.

Understanding parental monitoring of adolescent 
independent behaviour
(Seminar held at the Institute on 9 December 2004)

Dr Louise Hayes, a psychologist leading an early intervention program for
the Ballarat Mental Health Service, addressed key controversies in the
parental monitoring literature by reviewing research and then presenting
a theoretical model and findings concerning the influence of parental mon-
itoring on adolescent independent behaviour. Parental monitoring is the
term used to explain parenting behaviours, knowledge, or attitudes aimed
at influencing adolescents’ use of free time. Research consistently demon-
strates a relationship between poor parental monitoring and child problem
behaviours in the areas of antisocial behaviour, substance abuse, aca-
demic achievement, early sexual behaviour, child safety, and self-esteem.  

Despite evidence of the importance of parental monitoring, interven-
tions to improve monitoring are hampered by controversy over how
monitoring exerts an impact. Is effective monitoring the result of par-
ents’ attitudes and behaviours, or the willingness of adolescents to be
guided by their parents? At present, the evidence suggests that the first
explanation is more accurate. Dr Hayes also described how parental
monitoring evolves from early to late adolescence. The implications for
intervention were discussed.

Louise Hayes and Diana Smart 
(9 December 2004)

Alison Morehead 
(16 September 2004)

Nick Guggisberg and Vivienne Cunningham-Smith 
(30 September 2004)

Mark Peel 
(19 August 2004)

Jan Duffie and Sue Dockett 
(11 November 2004)



and religions who were drawn together by their com-
mitment to share, learn and discuss ways and means
to ensure that, across all key domains, families are
strengthened, not weakened. More than 70 papers
were presented by speakers from 20 countries,
including Australia and New Zealand. In addition,
roundtable discussions were held on such issues as
marriage, parents and children, family life, family val-
ues, and families and government policies. Together
the papers and discussions underscored several areas
of divergence and convergence in perspectives within
and between cultures. 

Diverging perspectives
The Dialogue stimulated a great deal of lively dis-
cussion, sometimes more passionate than perhaps
the speakers expected. For instance, one speaker
from the United States identified feminism as a
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Several significant events worldwide have been
undertaken to mark the tenth anniversary of
the United Nations 1994 International Year of

the Family. One vital activity within the Region was
the East Asian Ministerial Forum on Families held
in Hanoi in April 2004. This Forum was discussed
by Ruth Weston in the previous edition of Family
Matters (no. 68, Winter 2004, pp.60-67). 

More recently, the government of Malaysia hosted
the Asia-Pacific Family Dialogue in Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia, on 11-13 October 2004. 

The Asia Pacific Family Dialogue was the final in a
series of four Regional Dialogues, leading up to an
international conference on the family held in
Doha, Qatar, on 29-30 November 2004, as agreed
upon at the United Nations General Assembly in
December 2003. The other three gatherings took
place in Mexico City, Stockholm, and Geneva.
Reports from these Dialogues will be
submitted to the Doha conference. 

The ultimate aim of this entire
process is to provide recommenda-
tions to “strengthen and fortify the
natural and fundamental group unit
of society”, as embedded in the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights
(article 16(3)). 

The Dialogue was hosted by the 
Ministry of Women, Family and Com-
munity Development (through the
National Population and Family
Development Board), in conjunction
with the World Policy Centre,
Brigham Young University, Utah. It was attended by
800 participants from a variety of countries, cultures

C O N F E R E N C E R E P O R T

Asia Pacific 
Family Dialogue

The Australian Institute of family Studies was pleased to be invited to participate in the Asia

Pacific Family Dialogue hosted by the Government of Malaysia, and to chair a session and

facilitate a roundtable discussion. This article presents the reflections on the conference 

of the Institute’s participants, RUTH WESTON (who also represented the Australian

Government Department of Family and Community Services),and GRACE SORIANO.

Ruth Weston (centre) facilitated a roundtable discussion on marriage
involving representatives from Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore,
Mexico and the United States. 



force that undermines marriages. This
drew a strong reaction from some rep-
resentatives of women’s movements
in Malaysia who were fighting for gen-
der equity within marriage, which
they considered to be an essential
weapon against family violence. While
several speakers focused on the
notion of gender disparity disadvan-
taging women, others referred to ways
in which differences in the traditional
family roles of men and women can
complement each other and promote
family harmony. In addition, while
divorce was often seen as undermin-
ing personal wellbeing, it was also
argued that the impact of divorce on
children is not necessarily negative
and can be positive.

An example of a unique cultural expe-
rience, discussed by Huidi and Lui,
concerned the social problems emerg-
ing from China’s one-child policy.
These included: loss of support for the
elderly; the high illiteracy among chil-
dren in larger families in rural areas
(who will make up the bulk of the

future labour force); imbalance in the sex-ratio;
massive and continuing migration to urban areas
separating parents from spouses and children, and
children from grandparents who would otherwise
look after them while their parents worked; poor
housing conditions for these migrants; and new
forms of class antagonism and discrimination. The
authors also argued that “only children” growing
up in cities tended to be spoiled and were more
likely to reject marriage and parenthood, or opt for
later marriage and delayed childbirth. 

Such diversity of views and experiences presented
over the three days highlighted the varied challenges
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confronting families in different cultures. Participants
thus left the conference with much to think about.

Converging perspectives
While the papers underscored cultural differences
in the nature or prevalence of certain difficulties
facing families, much commonality also emerged.
This was well encapsulated in the plenary paper by
the Hon. Datuk G. Palanivel, (Deputy Minister, 
Ministry of Women, Family and Community Devel-
opment Malaysia) who pointed out that, regardless
of culture and family size and structure, the ulti-
mate challenge is to ensure that one’s family is 
the “number one” priority in life. He emphasised
the importance of all communities working
together to support the formation and strengthen-
ing of families and outlined his government’s
policies and programs directed towards the devel-
opment of a progressive, prosperous and resilient
nation of citizens who not only possess suitable
knowledge and skills but are also ethical, tolerant
and caring. 

This paper highlighted the importance of the family
as the basic unit of society and its entitlement for
protection – issues that were emphasised and sup-
ported throughout the conference. Strategies to
promote and strengthen marriage were thus seen as
important for the health of families, communities,
nations, regions, and the world as a whole.

Another area of similarity across cultures, suggested
by Dr Huang Wei-Jen, a Clinical Psychologist from
Northwestern University in the United States, 
concerned the importance of early childhood 
experiences in shaping the quality of adult relation-
ships. To Dr Huang Wei-Jen, the attachment styles
displayed in childhood are pivotal to the way an 
individual deals with relationships in adulthood. Nev-
ertheless, he also argued that those who have had
painful experiences in childhood that impinge on

their capacity to sustain satisfactory
adult relationships can overcome
their relationship difficulties. He

Grace Soriano and Ruth Weston chat with Ms Fatimah Saad,
Director General of the National Population and Family
Development Board which organised the Dialogue. The Director
General was presented with the latest copy of Family Matters and
the Institute's Annual Report.

Participatants  in the roundtable discussion on work and family issues. From left: Nizam Zakaria
(Attorney General's Chambers, Malaysia); Jessyln Woo (ET Lim and Partners); Dolly Foo (Flexxi,
Malaysia); Grace Soriano (Australian Institute of Family Studies); Mrs Wong (President of the
Association of Registered Childcare Providers, Malaysia);and the discussion facilitator Mrs Tan
Hwee See (Coordinating Director, Family Development, Ministry of Community Development, Youth
and Sports, Singapore).



The increasing need for family-friendly work policies
outlined by Russell was taken up by others and seen
as one of the problems emerging from modernisation
and globalisation. Other issues linked with these
processes, identified by speakers from various coun-
tries, included decreases in fertility rates; delays in
marriage; increasing urbanisation and internal and
international migration which often split families;
and the ageing of the population. In the area of age-
ing, ASEAN countries were seen as facing multiple
difficulties because this process is occurring in the
context of relatively low levels of economic develop-
ment. Considerable concern was expressed at the
Dialogue about whether traditional support for the
elderly would erode in the future. 

The Kuala Lumpur Declaration on the Family
The three days of discussion culminated in the
development of the Kuala Lumpur Declaration on
the Family, a document that will be submitted to
The Doha International Conference (November
2004). The Declaration embodied the strong com-
mitment of the organisers and participants to
ensure the promotion of family wellbeing across 
all domains. One set of strategies, outlined in the
Declaration for achieving this objective, was the
promotion and funding of research relating to 
family life, the monitoring and evaluation of family-
related policies and programmes, and the
collaboration and sharing of research findings and
best practice models. 

With more than 70 papers presented at this 
conference, this brief discussion has necessarily
been highly selective. Despite the differences in
views about forces that undermine or promote family
stability and wellbeing, participants at the Dialogue
acknowledged that the importance of the family tran-
scends cultural, religious and political boundaries.
They appeared to be united in their commitment to
ensure that the family is protected and promoted. 

But what do we mean by “family protection and
promotion”? While continuing changes in family
life and values are inevitable, as Professor Gavin
Jones aptly noted: “The challenge for policy is to
assist in maintaining those features that are judged
to be desirable in the 21st century, and not to
mourn the passing of features that have only ‘tradi-
tion’ to justify them”. 

Ruth Weston and Grace Soriano are researchers at the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies. Copies of papers
presented at the Dialogue are available from the Institute’s
Family Information Centre. 
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identified three “keys to love” – knowing how to
manage interpersonal differences and conflicts,
intentionally strengthening friendships, and nur-
turing a healthy true self – and drew on past
research to outline some effective strategies used to
strengthen relationships.

A third example of cross-cultural commonality con-
cerned the difficulties in balancing work and family
life. Associate Professor Graeme Russell (Macquarie
University, Australia) highlighted several demo-
graphic changes in the workforce that call for
innovative policies and practices to address both
business and employee needs, including the
increasing number of mothers with young children
entering the labour market, dual career families, an
ageing workforce, a shortage of talent in many
industries, and increased need for technical skill. 

Russell argued that failure to address issues concern-
ing the balance of work and family life has several
negative outcomes. For instance, it contributes to an
increase in stress and reduction in physical and emo-
tional wellbeing; it has a negative impact on the
quality of parenting and family relationships; and it
results in increased absenteeism, reduced levels of
work and teamwork effectiveness; and increased staff
turnover. On the other hand, Russell provided evi-
dence suggesting that the implementation of policies
such as paid and unpaid parental leave, flexible
hours, the ability to work from home and leave enti-
tlements result in a return on investment and, where
relevant, customer retention. Nevertheless, he noted
that “one size does not fit all” – effective work–fam-
ily life strategies vary across organisations and often
within organisations.

International delegates with
key officials from the
Malaysian government
including YB Dato' Seri
Shahrizat Abdul Jalil, the
Minister of Women, 
Family and Community
Development (front row
centre) who delivered both
the welcome and closing
address at the Dialogue.

Delegates were treated to a song and dance presentation by children dressed in
costumes of various countries to depict unity and harmony amongst Asia-Pacific
countries despite the diversity in cultures.
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“Have you brought joy to your family today?” This
question was devised as the theme for year-long
activities in Singapore to celebrate the tenth anniver-

sary of the International Year of the Family (IYF) in 2004.
Behind the question is the challenging implication that it is
everyone’s responsibility to make an effort to inject happi-
ness into family life and thereby strengthen family bonds,
rather than to leave such outcomes to chance. 

In Singapore, the tenth anniversary of the IYF was marked by
a variety of events designed not only to reaffirm the impor-
tance of family life, but also to reinvigorate family life, and to
make Singapore “a great place for families”. These included
fun activities for families, workshops to strengthen bonds
between teenagers and parents, tips on the internet on sim-
ple ways of bringing joy to family members, and repeated
reminders that family needs to take precedence over all
other commitments in the busy schedules of Singaporeans.

The IYF celebrations culminated in a two-day Family Con-
ference followed by a Family Festival (25-28 November
2004). The Family Conference was organised by Singa-
pore’s Committee on the Family, the IYF taskforce, and the
Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports.
The conference comprised two parts: a Regional Family
Policy Forum and Family Matters Seminar. Speakers from
various countries were nominated to present papers and to
join in panel discussions which involved considerable
audience participation. 

This article discusses issues raised in the papers presented
at the Regional Family Policy Forum on day one.

Participants came from various countries in the region. Aus-
tralians included: Professor Alan Hayes (Director) and Ruth
Weston (a Principal Research Fellow) from the Australian
Institute of Family Studies; two representatives from the
Australian Government Department of Family and Commu-
nity Services, David Kalisch (who is a member of the
Institute’s Board of Management) and Annabelle Cassells
(Assistant Director, Capacity Building, International

Branch); Professor Peter McDonald (Head, Demography and
Sociology Program, Australian National University); and Pro-
fessor Gavin Jones (Asia Research Institute, National
University of Singapore and former Head, Demography and
Sociology Program, Australian National University). 

The theme of the Family Policy Forum’s first session, enti-
tled “Keeping the Pulse on Families”, focused on two
questions: “What is the state of the family in Singapore and
other counties in the region?” and “Are singlehood, mar-
riage and divorce on the decline or improving?” The second
on “Conflict, Divorce and the Law” focused on the role of the
Family Court in managing family conflict and in “saving”
marriages. The final session focused on “Building the Next
Generation”. Here, participants reflected on trends in the
total fertility rate in different countries in the region and
beyond, reasons for falls in fertility rates, repercussions of
very low rates, and measures to stem or reverse trends.

In total, nine papers were presented during the Forum.
Considerable consistency in findings or conclusions
emerged not only within the three sessions but also across
these sessions. This is not surprising given that all related
to the wellbeing or illbeing of families (and thus communi-
ties and nations) in the region. 

C O N F E R E N C E R E P O R T

Celebrating families
in Singapore

The Australian Institute of family Studies was invited to participate in the Family

Conference, held in Singapore to mark the tenth anniversary of the International 

Year of the Family. RUTH WESTON AND ALAN HAYES discuss the issues raised in

the Regional Family Policy Forum, on the first day of the conference.

Members of the Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports,
Singapore, and Ruth Weston from the Australian Institute of Family Studies
(fourth from left), display some recent Institute publications presented to the
Ministry. From left: from the Rehabilitation and Protection Division are Ms Goh
Poh Pho and Ms Rozita Bte Anwar: and from the Family Policy Unit are 
Ms Charlotte Beck (Director), Mr Choo Kin Wee, and Ms Tan Chin Fern.
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the workplace or friends rather than through the family; the
match is often one of strangers with little commonality of back-
grounds. It is through the courtship process, Straughan argued,
that couples have a chance of learning not only about each
other but also about each partner’s family of origin with whom
they will remain closely involved. Her research suggests that
couples are more likely to experience sustained marriages if,
during courtship, they spend time assessing their compatibil-
ity regarding money matters, expectations about their roles
and responsibilities in marriage, their life goals and priorities,
in-law issues, sexual intimacy and family planning. Religious
preparation and discussion of marriage issues with family and
friends also increased the chances of marital happiness. 

While Australians have considerable opportunity for assessing
their compatibility for marriage via cohabitation, the divorce
rate in Singapore is lower than that in Australia (around 8 per
1000 married men and women in Singapore in 2003, com-
pared with around 12 per 1000 in Australia in 2001 – the latest
year in which data are available) (ABS 2004; Heng and Png
2004). Nevertheless, the divorce rate in Singapore has been
increasing, and Weston and Qu presented evidence suggesting
that, in Australia, first partnerships that begin with cohabita-
tion are increasingly likely to end in separation. 

Dysfunctional couple relationships and 
effectiveness of interventions
Given the increased instability of relationships, the Family
Policy Forum also included papers designed to enhance
understanding of dysfunctional couple relationship dynam-
ics and the effectiveness of related interventions. 

The paper by Associate Professor Lee Wai-yung (University
of Hong Kong and founding director of the HKU Family Insti-
tute) drew on her expertise as a marriage and family
therapist working with Asian-Chinese couples and on her
research based on Chinese families from different Asian
countries who sought therapy. She presented video clips
from her clinical practice to demonstrate the central role
that dysfunctional couple dynamics can play in the develop-
ment of severe psychosocial disorders in children and she
outlined different patterns of family dynamics that tend to
affect children in different ways. 

Dr Lee noted that Asian cultures place a high priority on fam-
ily loyalty and harmony. If the couple cannot manage this,
then the children may attempt to do so. Her research suggests
that one pattern, thought to generate psychosomatic problems

in children, seemed particularly prevalent amongst
Asian-Chinese families. This pattern involves one part-
ner (often the wife) attempting to induce change in the
other through demands, complaints and criticisms, and
the other avoiding conflict by withdrawing. Another that

Family formation trends, relationship stability 
and aspirations
The first paper was presented by Ruth Weston and co-
authored by Lixia Qu (Australian Institute of Family
Studies). Drawing on research conducted by the Institute
and elsewhere, Weston and Qu showed that, despite the rise
in cohabitation, the proportion of Australian adults who
were unpartnered had increased across all ages. These
trends were linked with progressive delays in marriage, a
rise in the proportions of “never married” individuals across
all ages, and an increasing fragility of relationships. 

The authors noted that such trends contributed to the
decline in Australia’s total fertility rate and thus the ageing of
the population, an increase in sole-parent families and “cou-
ple only” families, an increase in the number of transitions
that individuals experience through the course of their lives,
and some changing patterns of parenting. Despite these
trends, Weston and Qu referred to other research suggesting
that most Australians want to marry and have at least two
children, but a substantial minority who hold these ambi-
tions are unlikely to achieve them. They thus noted that a
key challenge for Australia was helping Australians achieve
their ambitions of strong and stable marriage and family life. 

Singaporean women also appear to place a strong emphasis
on marriage and childbearing. According to Associate Pro-
fessor Paulin Tay Straughan (National University of
Singapore), Singaporean women want to have an average of
three children, live in a nuclear family, participate in paid
work, and see their husbands make an equitable contribu-
tion to household responsibilities. Nevertheless, the chances
of Singaporeans achieving marriage and children appear to
be diminishing. Like Australia, Singapore has experienced
an increase in the proportions of never married women aged
in their thirties and forties (Jones 2003). 

Unlike Australian couples, Singaporeans tend to marry
directly rather than cohabit initially. Children tend to live
with their parents until they marry and most live in state-
subsidised housing upon marriage. This subsidisation,
organised by the Housing Development Board (HDB), is pro-
vided to first-time home buyers upon marriage, thereby
encouraging marriage. (Purchasing the home with a parent
is another avenue for receiving HDB-subsidised housing.) 

Straughan highlighted the importance of relatively long
courtships and family support for sustained, happy marriages.
She noted that potential partners in life are now found through

Pictured at the conference are, from left: Professor Alan Hayes (AIFS
Director), Dr Nguyen Thi Lan (Director, Vietnam Commission for
Population, Family and Children Training Centre), and two members 
of the Australian Government Department of Family and Community
Services – Annabelle Cassells (Assistant Director, Capacity Building,
International Branch), and David Kalisch (Executive Director, Families
and Children Group). 

The International Year of the Family (IYF) stall at the Family Festival. The famous
IYF logo depicts a heart connected to another heart and sheltered by a roof,
symbolising life and love in the home, with an opening to reflect continuity with
an element of uncertainty.
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she often observed involved each partner wanting nothing to
do with the other – a situation that may lead children to
assume the task of keeping the family together. She also found
that the pace of life for husbands and wives who sought therapy
often diverge, with wives typically “running” faster and men,
slower, through a mutual and reciprocal “training” process. 

A key policy issue emerging from this research concerned the
need to identify means by which adequate “psychological
space” can be created between family members. Without such
space children can become too attached to family problems
and give up their growth and sometimes, their life. Dr Lee crit-
icised a 2001 report concerning family services in Hong Kong
which recommended that child-oriented services tap family
strengths. In her view, service delivery policies also need to
take into account research that has a clinical focus.

The second session, entitled, “Conflict, Divorce and the
Law” was designed to identify the role of family courts in
managing family conflict and in saving marriages. This issue
was addressed by two speakers: Professor Stella Quah
(Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore)
and District Judge Lim Hui Min (Deputy Registrar, Family
Court of Singapore). While Quah based her conclusions on
research and Justice Lim on court-based experience with
families, both agreed that, by the time many couples seek
help or begin divorce proceedings, their relationship has
deteriorated to a point where help is ineffective. 

Quah argued that relationship problems can be approached as
a war or a game. In a game, one person might lose on one occa-
sion but win on another. In her view, many spouses who are
susceptible to separation are bent on winning every time and
on humiliating each other, rather than on negotiating and bar-
gaining. In this war-like approach, grievances accumulate,
leading to a sense that the price paid for this relationship is too
great. In line with Lee’s above-noted observation that hus-
bands often withdraw while wives repeatedly criticise, Quah
argued that men often create a wall of silence – a “passive
aggressive” approach that can escalate problems. 

Consistent with Straughan’s above-noted arguments, Quah
emphasised the importance of the courtship process, but
maintained that susceptible couples often avoid using this time
to discuss problematic issues for fear that such discussion
might end the relationship. Quah listed several other back-
ground factors that may contribute to the couple’s declining
relationship, including personal and social values, friends and
family, and job-related pressures. Qua also noted that, for
those who apply for divorce, the divorce proceedings are likely
to worsen relationships between the couple.

Quah also pointed out that the primary duty of the Family
Court is adjudication – that is, making a formal decision. Adju-
dication is based on what seems “right” rather than on “doing

good” (which implies welfare). In Singapore, mediation may be
used to minimise costs, but Quah raised the issue as to
whether the role of mediation is to “do right” and/or to “do
good” or to achieve neither of these alternatives. Susceptible
couples may receive family counselling which emphasises rec-
onciliation as much as the Family Court emphasises
conciliation. But family counselling cannot be undertaken
until people file for divorce. By this stage, couples are typically
incapable of resolving their differences.

While Quah noted many variations between countries in Asia,
she concluded that the Family Court and community inter-
vention resources need to work cooperatively but in their
respective distinct domains of conciliation and reconciliation.

Justice Lim also emphasised that fact that, by the time cou-
ples enter the Family Court system, they are hurt, bitter and
quarrelsome, with each blaming the other for their difficul-
ties. More often than not, the divorce goes through. 

In Singapore, the ground for divorce is irretrievable break-
down as indicated by proof of adultery, “unreasonable
behaviour”, two years’ desertion, three years’ separation
with each party’s consent, or four years’ separation without
such consent. But Justice Lim pointed out that the grounds
people put on paper are often very different from those that
led to the relationship breakdown. For instance, she noted
that spouses with low expectations about the quality of mar-
riage may have little appreciation of the need to work at
their marriage, while those with high expectations are
unlikely to have these met. But she also observed that the
nature of problems tolerated by people vary, for example,
violence, adultery or personal hygiene. Achievement of jus-
tice, in the mind of each individual, requires that the Court
support his or her vision of what life should be like.

The divorce process in Singapore involves a divorce petition
being filed – along with a parenting plan and property plan
where appropriate. The petition is served on the respondent
who then indicates if he or she is contesting the matter.
Counselling and mediation are then offered, with mediation
involving legally trained professionals who focus on legal
issues rather than on helping the couple to resolve their dif-
ficulties. Nevertheless, mediators may refer the couple to
counselling. The couple may agree to patch up their differ-
ences or to divorce. If they fail to reach agreement, then a
contested divorce trial takes place. A decree nisi is granted
and ancillary matters are then handled. Before the decree
absolute is made, the divorce petition can be withdrawn if
each spouse agrees about this. 

Justice Lim argued that reconciliation means more than the
absence of divorce and is very difficult to achieve, given that
each spouse blames the other (or the other’s family) for the
relationship difficulties. She noted that without forgiveness,

understanding and love there can be no reconcilia-
tion. She felt that delaying finalisation of the divorce
process is neither good for the children nor the cou-
ple and that a better approach is to provide
prevention and early intervention programs.

Having children
Weston and Qu pointed out that delays in part-
nership formation, increased instability of
relationships and the decline in overall partner-
ship rates contributed to the fall in Australia’s
total fertility rate (now 1.75 babies per women in

2003). However, this rate is considerably higher than that in
Singapore (1.25 in 2003), according to Dr Yap Mui Tend
(Institute of Policy Studies, Singapore), who presented a
paper on marriage and procreation in Singapore. 

From left: Charlotte Beck (Director, Family Policy Unit) pictured with Professor Alan
Hayes (Director of the Australian Institute of Family Studies), and Professor Peter
McDonald (Head, Demography and Sociology Program, Australian National
University) during a break between conference sessions.
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identified by Atoh include a shrinking of the consumer market
and possible stagnation due to reduced opportunities for invest-
ment, increased difficulties in achieving self-reliance for ageing
and depopulating communities, possible declines in productiv-
ity associated with an ageing labour force, and a weakening of
international political influence.

Explanations for very low or falling fertility rates
Formulation of policies to stem or reverse fertility declines
requires an understanding of the reasons behind these
declines. Several reasons were suggested by the speakers.

In all the countries discussed, delays in marriage, a fall in
overall marriage rates and increase in divorce rates were
implicated in the fall in fertility rates. Atoh, for instance,
indicated that in Japan, where cohabitation is rare, the pro-
portion of never married people in their twenties and
thirties increased from 21 per cent to 54 per cent and from
7 per cent to 26 per cent respectively. Furthermore, he
noted that the mean age at first marriage in Japan increased
from 26.9 to 29.1 for men and from 24.2 to 27.4 for women
between 1970 and 2000. Increased age at marriage com-
presses the time during which women can have children.

While couples in Thailand tend to marry at a relatively early
age, Limanonda reported that the mean age at marriage for
Thai women had also increased (from 21.6 to 24.0 years
between 1960 and 2000), with the increase being greater in
urban than rural areas. She noted that divorce rates have also
increased in Thailand. Such trends led Limanonda to raise the
question as to whether or not the value attached to marriage
and family (highlighted by Qu and Weston and by Straughan)
is, in fact, as strong as that attached to having freedom. 

The introduction of modern forms of contraception, along
with market forces and a country’s economic outlook, were
also emphasised as factors contributing to falls in fertility.
McDonald pointed out that revolutionary changes in the
economy and labour market during the 1980s and 1990s
resulted in jobs being far less secure than in the past. While
he emphasised the importance of market deregulation, he
argued that it is incumbent on businesses and societies to
compensate for these changes that are preventing people
from having the number of children they want. Yap pre-
sented trends in fertility rates in Singapore since 1957,
linking some of the fluctuations within the general decline to
factors such as the Year of the Tiger (1986) when the rate fell
to 1.4, and the cycle of economic downturns and recoveries.

Atoh compared trends for Japan with those for other coun-
tries. He noted several consistencies between Japan and
Southern European countries that also have very low fertil-
ity rates. For instance, compared with other developed
countries with low fertility rates, these countries provide a
low level of economic support for families with children and
have low female labour force participation rates (suggesting
the work-family policies are ineffective and insufficient). In
addition, he argued that traditional family values may oper-
ate as a barrier to union formation. Male dominance, a
gendered division of labour, and support for elderly mem-
bers of families still tend to be emphasised in Japan. 

It thus appears that many women in Japan, like those in Sin-
gapore and elsewhere, prefer marriages in which they and

Japan, too, has a very low fertility rate (1.29 in 2003) – an issue
that formed the basis of the paper by Dr Makato Atoh (National
Institute of Population and Social Security Research, Japan).
And according to Professor Bhassorn Limanonda (Chula-
longkorn University, Thailand), the total fertility rate in
Thailand is now below replacement level (1.82), having fallen
from 6.2 in the mid 1960s. The total fertility rate in Thailand
is highest in the South (2.25), a predominantly Muslim area,
and very low in Bangkok (1.17).

Professor Peter McDonald (Australian National University)
pointed out that below replacement fertility initially appeared
in some countries in Europe. It was commonly but incorrectly
assumed that this would be a temporary phenomenon – a view
still held by some demographers. However, he reported that
more than 60 countries now have fertility levels that are below
replacement level and around 28 countries now have a total
fertility rate below 1.5. Furthermore, he warned that no coun-
try with a fertility rate below 1.5 has ever managed to achieve
a subsequent rise in this rate. 

Implications of low fertility rates
Both Atoh and Limanonda suggested that current fertility
trends generated some positive outcomes. For instance,
Limanonda claimed that, with a smaller percentage of
dependent children in the population, opportunities to
improve children’s quality of life would increase. Atoh, on
the other hand, noted that a consequent decrease in the
size of the population would reduce over-crowding, housing
costs, land prices, and energy consumption, and promote
environmental conservation. 

Nevertheless, these speakers, along with McDonald, noted a
number of serious negative repercussions. McDonald pointed
out that, where fertility rates are below 1.5, the size of the pop-
ulation falls at a spiralling rate with each generation, and
massive migration would be required to compensate. He fur-
ther claimed that, in the absence of immigration and improved
life expectancy, a fertility rate of 1.26 would see the country’s
population declining from 3.49 million in 2004 to 1.49 million
in 100 years, and a total disappearance of the population in
200 years. McDonald also noted that, in 20–25 years time,
there would be a decline in the “home grown” labour supply to
support the ageing population, with all this decline occurring
amongst younger workers. In his view, such a situation will
threaten a country’s competitiveness in the context of rapidly
changing technology. He argued that young workers whose
training has occurred most recently are required to assimilate
this new technology. Finally, McDonald argued that societal
institutions tend to adapt to the relative absence of children in
the long term and become child-unfriendly.

Consistent with the findings outlined by Weston and Qu,
McDonald also pointed out that people in countries with low
fertility rates are not having the number of children they want
to have, even though preferences tend to be as low as one, two
or three children. He maintained that such dashed hopes
reflect a important societal problem. “Something is drastically
wrong”, he said, “with a country that cannot reproduce itself”.

Atoh and Limanonda also emphasised the difficulties that
Japan and Thailand will face regarding supporting the
increased number of elderly people. They argued that there will
be fewer carers for an increased number of elderly people and
a relatively small labour supply. Atoh noted that life expectancy
in Japan is now 85 years for women and 78 years for men, and
by 2050, Japan will have the highest rate of older people (aged
65 or more years) in the world. Other negative outcomes 

At the Singapore conference, children sing a song conveying the message that
people need to make time for their families. 
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their husbands cooperate in sharing both income earning
and domestic responsibilities. According to Atoh, the 
burden on women resulting from their husband’s failure to
share the domestic load, along with their limited access to
child care, has contributed to Japan’s very low fertility rate. 

Policy responses
Given the close links between the formation and stability of
partnerships and fertility trends, many of the policy options
discussed in relation to fertility rates concerned helping peo-
ple form strong and stable relationships, in family-friendly
communities.

McDonald maintained that the only way to enable people to
have the number of children they want is to improve family
policy directed towards increasing the fertility rate. He
maintained that immigration can be used to address the
declining population, but to offset the fall in the population
at younger ages would require migration levels that would
result in a population that would mostly consist of migrants.
The alternative is to increase the fertility rate.

Improvements to family policy represent an important com-
ponent of the response to population ageing initiated by the
Japanese Government. According to Atoh, the Japanese Gov-
ernment had, until the end of the 1980s, based its family
policies on the male breadwinner model. Full-time homemak-
ers received tax exemption and a basic pension entitlement
without paying any contribution while mothers in paid work
received a short period of birth leave only. Given the increased
participation of mothers in paid work, these policies were over-
hauled in 1990. Currently, the government is attempting to
increase rates of labour force participation of both mothers and
older people. New policies for workers with children in Japan
include 12 months’ parental leave, compensation for parental
leave amounting to 40 per cent in 2001, and the expansion of
child care services. But despite the availability of parental
level, Atoh reported that only 56 per cent of eligible mothers
took this leave in 1999. 

In addition, Atoh noted that the Japanese Government has
passed two bills, resulting in the establishment of two commit-
tees responsible for formulating policies relating to low fertility.
One of these committees focuses on establishing means of cop-
ing with a low fertility society, and the other focuses on
measures to support the development of the next generation.

Policies to support parents combine work and family are also
clearly on the agenda in Singapore. Yap pointed out that, in
1987, the Singapore Government switched its population pol-
icy from one that discouraged fertility to one that attempted to
encourage couples to have three or more children. Since that
time, a series of consecutive measures have been adopted in
Singapare to support parenthood. Yap assessed the contribu-
tion that these measures, along with other concurrent forces,
to the fertility rate apparent upon their introduction. Despite
initial improvements in fertility rates linked with these and
other factors, the rate continued on its downward slide. 

While a multi-pronged approach was clearly in evidence for
several years, Yap emphasised the fact that the most recent
package, introduced in August 2004, is directed towards fur-
thering the promotion of marriage, the affordability of

childbirth and of raising children, and opportunities for cou-
ples to improve work-life balance, including increasing their
child care options. Examples include the introduction of a
top-up HDB housing grant which is now offered to singles
who marry; enabling Singaporean’s to use Medisave (a com-
pulsory savings scheme) for fourth and higher order births
and for pre-delivery expenses; removal of an age criterion for
receipt of the Parenthood Tax Rebate (previously, mothers
aged 28 years or more when they gave birth to their second
child were ineligible for this rebate); increased (paid) mater-
nity leave (from 8 to 12 weeks); a child care subsidy; the
introduction of a lower tax on the use of foreign domestic
workers; and the introduction of tax relief where grandpar-
ents are caring for the children. 

These and other measures outlined by Yap combine with
continuing government strategies designed to help couples
find life-long partners. However, Yap warns that time pres-
sures experienced by single people often operate as a barrier
in this endeavour.

The list of Singapore’s parenting support measures outlined
above is by no means comprehensive. As Australia and other
countries attempt to grapple with declining rates, govern-
ments and researchers continue to monitor closely the
apparent effectiveness of these policies and those intro-
duced elsewhere. The challenges around couple formation,
stability and wellbeing, and fertility remain enormous. 

Overall, the conference provided all participants with an excel-
lent opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of  pressing
family-related issues in the region and to establish and
strengthen networks with a view to extending cooperative
endeavours in the region.
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Much research into motherhood and the family uses qualitative techniques

such as focus groups and interviews. However, these methods can serve to reinforce the dominant discourse 

that focuses on the contradictory demands experienced by mothers who do paid work. More creative ways 

of understanding the mosaic nature of contemporary motherhood, such as fiction, memoirs and personal 

narratives, could be considered.

ieldwork-based research still occupies 
a privileged place in contemporary explo-
rations of motherhood. Indeed interviews,
focus groups and direct observational
approaches dominate the whole family stud-

ies area. A case in point was the 8th Australian Institute
of Family Studies Conference in February 2003. 

Alternative modes of inquiry in qualitative research, in
particular the experiments in genre, voice, narrative and
interpretation that have so enlivened recent debates in
ethnography and the social sciences, were notably
absent. What is puzzling about this lack is that the highly
contested and ideological domain of motherhood and
the family is just the kind of research area to richly ben-
efit from some of these alternative approaches. Perhaps
the realist assumptions and fieldwork based methods
that dominate current social research offer only limited
insights into “being a new capitalist mother” (Pitt 2002:
1). The mother in this contemporary phase of capital-
ism is caught in a constant process of anxiety-ridden
self-improvement. Like other social relationships,
motherhood cannot be seen in isolation from the new
capitalism. In a highly competitive job market requir-
ing people to reinvent themselves according to
performance-driven principles, the identity of the 
new capitalist mother is intricately bound up with what
Richard Sennett (1998: 22) calls “the logic of the no long
term”, a logic central to current economic arrangements
and work practices.

There are two hazards facing conventional social science
approaches to motherhood and the family. This is not to
detract from the strong work in this area (Everingham
1994; Nakano Glenn et al. 1994; Wise 1999; Godfrey
2000; Lupton and Schmeid 2002; Reid Boyd 2002) but to
signal the need for other modes of inquiry. Much of the
principal research that is presently done attempts to cap-
ture maternal contradiction by investigating binaries

such as the work/home split or the title of Barbara
Pocock’s recent (2003) book signals, The
work/life collision. However, this type of
approach, despite the researcher’s best inten-
tions, can risk reproducing market notions of
motherhood and moreover serve to iron out,
rather than effectively represent, the plural
nature of contemporary maternal experience. 

The romance of voice
Qualitative social science writing on contempo-
rary motherhood that focuses on the rift between the
competing and contradictory demands of the paid work-
force and that of the home, taps into and informs a
familiar and escalating public debate that presents the
desire for and demands of paid work as at variance with
the burdens of family life. While some refer to this as a
schism between public and private, others locate the
binary elsewhere in the notion of the “good mother” and
that of the “working mother” (Lupton and Schmeid
2000: 97), or even in a perceived gap between mothers
and women without children (Pocock 2003: 72-104). 

Studies which aim to reveal and analyse these
dichotomies rely on interviewing and focus groups as key
qualitative research tools. These are significant tech-
niques in their own right, and it should be remembered
that fieldwork holds a hallowed place in feminist research
precisely because of the countless studies which uncriti-
cally reproduce traditional ideologies of motherhood
rather than the experiences of mothers. However, femi-
nist researchers like Diane Reay have been questioning
some of the promises of direct observational approaches
and the problems of interpreting fieldnotes and inter-
views in ethnographic work (Reay 1996: 57-72).
Nevertheless, motherhood research is still dominated by
modes of writing and interpretation that employ the real-
ist conventions of ethnographic description. 

FF

J U L I E  S T E P H E N S

motherhood research
Beyond binaries in 
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Does the direct inclusion of mothers’ voices in such
research diminish its ideological dimensions? Feminist
studies revolving around the voice and experience of
the mother reproduce (as the mothers do) both the tra-
ditional ideologies of motherhood and new market
ideologies of work in all their pervasiveness and author-
ity. In the sense that discourse is both productive and
reflective at the same time, this seems hardly surpris-
ing. Scratch a new capitalist mother and you will find
anxious references to performing motherhood expertly,
efficiently and competently, and the desire to do more
exercise. For instance, the work of Sallie Han and
Rebecca Upton (2000: 10) demonstrates that “being fit
and in control are key concepts in the narratives of
pregnant and postpartum women of the dual earning
middle class”.

The metaphor of juggling and balancing will also appear
to show that the balls mothers strive to keep airborne,
work and family, are accorded equal weight. What is dis-
turbing is not that dominant ideologies should surface in
interviews with women but the standardised and uni-
form way the home/work debate is rendered through the
inclusion of these direct voices. For the non-market ver-
sions of the maternal or the mosaic that is contemporary
motherhood to emerge, different methodological and
interpretative strategies need to be employed.

In current motherhood research, “work” is invariably
the source of meaning, identity and control as well as a
logic structuring representations of the performance of
mothering. An example of this is evident in the follow-
ing extract from Pocock’s (2003) chapter “Mother
Wars”, where the direct voices of the interviewees are
reported as offering a transparent vision of the con-
flicting realities of the contemporary mum:

“I feel shame about being at home as a mother personally.For that
six hours when the children are at school, I don’t sit down. I feel
anxious, I have to be productive.” (Mother of two with
postgraduate qualifications, Pocock 2003: 79).

“If you are at home with your kids, you should be out working. If
you are out working you should be at home with your kids. And
you can’t win either way.That’s the feeling I get.”(Mother of three,
cited in Pocock 2003:78)

The point here is not to dismiss such perceptions. They
function as a window through which direct experiences

Scratch a new capitalist mother and you will find anxious references
to performing motherhood expertly, efficiently and competently,
and the desire to do more exercise.
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the binaries of work/family and a discourse, infused with
the logic of new capitalism, are reproduced through the
direct voices of mothers as well as through the interpre-
tative frameworks of feminist researchers. What makes
these binaries so rigid, banal and unsatisfactory is not
just their ideological dimension but also the fact that
explicitly or implicitly presenting motherhood as loss,
they leave little room for affect: the texture, force and
intricacy of maternal feeling.

Elizabeth Reid Boyd (2002) makes a persuasive case for
the need for a new discussion which moves beyond the
work/home, public/private division. In her analysis of
the importance of mother’s perceptions of “being there”
for their children, she shows how children and maternal
care do not fit neatly into home/work binaries. In an ear-
lier study, Christine Everingham (1994: 124) also rejects
these dichotomies by contending that neither public nor
private categories “can accommodate the social space in
which child-rearing is actualised and the child’s subjec-
tivity ‘produced’”. Similarly, Anne Manne’s wide-ranging
and forceful commentary on the McDonaldisation of love
(1999a: 22), “motherhood lite” and the “downsizing of
children’s needs” (1999b: 13) resists the orthodox privi-
leging of paid work over the ethics and practices of
maternal care. 

This raises a second predicament facing current
researchers: the absence of the baby, infant or child in
representations of motherhood as loss. Manne draws our
attention to this problem and argues that the child is fre-
quently written out of the work/family duality except in
reference to child care as a problem for working moth-
ers. In her view, “hyper-capitalism has created economic
conditions inimical to a flourishing family life among
both the overworked elites and the working poor”
(Manne 1999b:13). In a persuasive and nuanced critique
she contends that the beguiling combination of work and
consumption as sources of meaning in late capitalism,
has meant the invention of a new “child” who allegedly
needs neither nurture nor parents and where love is
rationalised according to the one commodity capitalism
can’t adequately provide: time  (Manne 2003: 2).

In “Taking Leave: Working Motherhood and the Politics
of Time”, Reizi (2002) offers an alternative to the
work/home split. She argues that there is a distinctly
maternal time, which, in responding to children’s
needs, respects no precise division between the public
and private. Reizi suggests that perhaps maternal time
is one of the last remaining traces of the “pre-capitalist
time” that existed before the lived experience of time
was transformed by what E. P. Thompson has called
“capitalist work discipline” (Reizi 2002: 20). This
“unproductive” maternal time, marked only by bodily
rhythms and the chaos and disorder of children, and
where the hours melt into one another, is, according to
Reizi, “so transformative that it does threaten a society
based on the individualised pursuit of happiness,
wealth and success” (2002: 19). 

Reizi (2002: 21) sees distinctly political possibilities in
maternal time:

“To retrieve time from the structures of capitalist work discipline,
to insist that the revolutionary intimacy of having children not be
confined to the private sphere, but that it be a model for the way
we live our lives more broadly.”

can be viewed or, in the words of the authors of an
influential cross-cultural study of parenting in Aus-
tralia, “to arrive at the experience itself, whatever that
experience may be” (Kolar and Soriano 2000:16). The
concern here is not that the reiteration of a standard-
ised version of the work/family split is false, but rather
with the shared set of suppositions that support both
popular and scholarly discussions of the issue. 

One such supposition is that work is where women go to
make and find meaning, to have mastery and control and
to regain an “identity” that has purportedly been lost.
This notion of motherhood as loss and as a “problem”
permeates much contemporary discussion. It is often
evident in subtitles of publications ranging from the
sociological to those of the “how to” and “self-help” vari-
eties. Erina Reddan’s Baby Daze (2000) is subtitled
“Becoming a Mother and Staying You”. Joan Peters’
When Mothers Work (1998) is followed by the directive,
“Loving Our Children Without Sacrificing Ourselves”.

Peters provides countless examples of motherhood as
an identity lost. She cites the words of a woman called
Melanie:

“Motherhood, she says is the most draining experience I’ve ever
had.I don’t even look good.I remember feeling so ‘hot’dressing for
the office, feeling so powerful. Even if I wasn’t feeling great, I was
making decisions, answering questions, in control. Every morning
at seven-thirty I’d be at my desk waiting to take over the world.
With a baby it’s totally different. Work is a delight compared to
motherhood. You don’t want to deal, you shut your door or go to
lunch. Working in men’s sportswear at the height of the season’s
craziness, with deadlines, people screaming, was never like this.
You never shut motherhood off – that baby monitor is always in
my ear, even when I’m sleeping. Even my sleep belongs to the
baby.” (Cited in Peters 1998: 99).

Once again, the point here is not to judge such com-
ments as false consciousness. Most mothers will know
how she feels, particularly when sleep is concerned.
However, there seems to be a palpable cultural anxiety
around the experience of motherhood that is entirely
absent in representations of paid work. This is echoed
in Deborah Lupton and Virginia Schmeid’s (2002) case
studies of first time parents in Sydney. To use the
researchers’ words, for most of the participants “the
role of ‘mother’ seemed a ‘distorted’ or ‘constrained’
self compared to the ‘real me’ that was achieved via
engagement in paid work” (2002: 97). Of central con-
cern here are the limitations in interpretative and
textual practices that both reflect and produce such
perspectives, and thereby reduce the possibility of
more pluralised readings of motherhood.

There is no doubting the strength and complexity of our
desire for realist tales, and as Patti Lather puts it, femi-
nist epistemologies have long been embedded in the
“romance of voice” (Lather 2001: 200). Lather sees pos-
sibilities of moving from “realist” to “interrogative” texts
in the tensions that exist between a feminist politics of
rendering visible women’s experiences and post-struc-
turalist critiques of representation. Yet, the self-reflexive
and experimental forms of ethnographic writing that
have gained prominence in other discipline areas since
the publication of James Clifford and George Marcus’
Writing Culture (1986) have made little impact on the
family studies area, or on motherhood research. Instead



Similarly, Alison Morehead (2001: 356) challenges
binary approaches by arguing that while the home and
workplace may be physically separate, they are not
necessarily “temporally bounded”.  On the basis of her
research with 18 mothers working in a Canberra hos-
pital, Morehead develops a view of “synchronous time”,
where women do several things simultaneously. This
may involve mothering while being at work and fulfill-
ing work responsibilities while at home (2001: 357).
Both Morehead and Reizi show a discomfort with the
dualisms that often inform work/family research.

Other possibilities
Some of the more interesting cultural histories of the rit-
uals and myths of the contemporary family may also
offer a way forward and a different approach to mother-
hood and the family. John Gillis (2000) talks about the
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texts have come under attack (de Laine 2000). Accord-
ing to Norman Denzin, it is “no longer possible to take
for granted what is meant by ethnography” (Denzin
1997: xiii). Traditional ethnographies using realist
techniques to uncover the truth of a situation or cul-
ture, to give voice to the voiceless, or to reflect the
privileged access of fieldwork-based research, have
been supplanted by experiments in genre, voice, nar-
rative and interpretive style. These have included
ethnographic poems (Richardson 1994), experiments
in autoethnography (Wolf 1992), and the idea of
“messy texts” – fragmented writing styles that chal-
lenge ethnographic authority (Marcus 1994). 

Richardson’s notable experimentation includes trans-
forming “field notes into an ethnographic drama, a
discussant’s response paper into a co-written non-uni-
fied voice film-script, a conference paper into a

“dream of family time”, and cites Kerry Daly’s comment
that “the past and future maintain the dream of family
time, but the present is the site of our disillusionment”
(Daly 1996: 205 cited in Gillis 2000:15). Gillis investi-
gates rituals such as meals, holidays, Christmas,
reunions and anniversaries to support the claim that
actual family time is often accompanied by a great deal
of anxiety and disappointment. He argues that increas-
ingly “family is an imagined entity” and accorded a
phantasmagoric and virtual quality. Like the dream
home we work to attain, we now have “dream families”
and “our families, like our houses have become loca-
tions of unlived lives, the families we wish we could have
if only we had the time and the room for them” (2002:1). 

Gillis extends Marjorie Garber’s evocative analysis of
houses in Sex and Real Estate (2000), and accordingly
depicts every home as “a museum and an archive filled
with things that speak to that which is absent” (Gillis
2000:12).  As Gillis states and Reizi and Manne suggest,
our idea of family has also come to represent relation-
ships and ties we have little time to make actual. It is
possible to further extend this compelling framework to
“the new capitalist mother” who, when she appears as
a direct voice in social science research, can also be
heard speaking “to that which is absent”. Perhaps this
is one reason for the consistent representations of
motherhood as loss, discussed above. It leads to the
question of what modes of inquiry could reveal spectres
of motherhood that are not made visible through field-
work-based research?

Why have the debates that have shaped the social sci-
ences and humanities over recent years had such a
marginal impact on the family studies area? Since the
publication of the influential Writing Culture (Clifford
and Marcus 1986), realist or modernist ethnographic

“responsive reading” and a book review into a pagan rit-
ual” (1994: 7). While such approaches have generated
their own detractors, and what Wolf (1992: 118) earlier
called “a preoccupation with form, they raise important
questions about the politics and ethics of particular
interpretive and textual practices. At the risk of lining up
with what has been described as “a new orthodoxy in
qualitative writing that is self-reflexive and experimental
at the expense of other forms of representation” (Reed-
Danahay 2002: 422), I would argue that the myriad
dimensions of the maternal are better revealed through
work which is multi-vocal and a hybrid combination of
realist, literary and fictive modes of writing.

For example, fiction may offer possibilities that com-
plement conventional social science. Brooks Bouson
(2003: 268) provides an illuminating reading of Mar-
garet Atwood’s The Blind Assassin as a fictional
feminist memoir conveying “a novel-like ‘truth’ about
women’s lives”. The insights she uncovers about a par-
ticular kind of feminist consciousness may be difficult
to unearth via fieldwork based research. Austin Har-
rington (2002) and others (Ellis 1997: 115) have
similarly argued that fiction be viewed as “an alterna-
tive medium of social inquiry” (Harrington 2002: 5).
And Carol Osborne (2003) has recently analysed what
she calls the “recovery novel” for its contribution to
widespread cultural debates about child abuse, family
and repressed memory. However, writing which is self-
consciously described as “memoir” allows a different
kind of maternal self to emerge to that which is ren-
dered through the interviews and focus groups of
conventional feminist social science.

There is a current “memoir boom” in publishing and
women’s confessional narratives have become a very
popular genre. According to Leigh Gilmore (2001: 1),

Why have the debates that have shaped the social sciences and
humanities over recent years had such a marginal impact on the 
family studies area?
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Johnson (1999: 5 and xiv) confides that she believes
she wrote herself into life, and that: 

“Only writing allows me to glimpse the quivering of my own con-
sciousness.Only writing allows me the freedom to be shameless,to
exist without reserve, oblivious to consequence. Paradoxically, too,
only writing allows me the privacy of my own thoughts,the setting
free of everything I know without censorship or boundaries.”

If speech is so inadequate to the contemporary mater-
nal experience, where does this leave the qualitative
social researcher?

Memoir and what Carolyn Ellis (1997: 115-116) calls
“narrative modes of scholarship” allow contradictory
emotions to be represented by more than one “voice”
in a single text and alternative versions of motherhood
can therefore emerge. This makes memoir a richly dia-
logical site for investigation because there is less need
to iron out contradiction in the text. Moreover, the abil-
ity to depict and reflect on the complexity of maternal
emotion seems unconstrained in a book like A better
woman. It stands in stark contrast to the direct voice
extracts that are often selected in motherhood
research. Whereas “motherhood as loss” is a familiar

memoir has become “the genre in the skittish period
around the turn of the millennium”. Gilmore’s per-
spective is supported by the proliferation of what 
is generally considered the minor tradition of 
“life writing”, as well as in the current fusion of 
scholarly academic forms of writing with personal nar-
ratives (Whitlock 2003). As far as motherhood is
concerned, there are countless examples of novelistic,
anecdotal and satirical memoirs dealing with the
maternal experience. 

Of the latter, a form of comic confessional writing
depicting pregnancy, birth and early motherhood has
proved particularly successful. In Australia such texts
include Kaz Cooke’s Kidwrangling: The real guide to
caring for babies, toddlers and preschoolers (2003),
and Mara Lee’s Staying mum: The first year (2003). In
the United States, where these texts have become a
minor industry in their own right, there are such titles
as The big rumpus: A mother’s tales from the trenches
(2002), Mother shock: Loving every (other) minute of
it (2003), and Life’s work: Confessions of an unbal-
anced mom (2003). Without wanting to gloss over what
is “the complex relationship of disclosure and conceal-
ment” (Gilmore 1994: xi) in these texts, or to judge

As far as motherhood is concerned, there are countless examples
of novelistic, anecdotal and satirical memoirs dealing with the
maternal experience.

them as any more or less accurate, they and their read-
ership signal a particular resonance in this kind of
memorialising of the maternal. 

Susan Johnson’s A better woman: A memoir (1999) is
an Australian text which powerfully illustrates the ten-
sions between the making and the unmaking of the
maternal self. From the outset, Johnson acknowledges
that her memoir is not only composed of “things that
happened” but also of half truths, half lies and vague
dreams (1999: xvi). Real life, she reminds us, is full of
dross and much of it is lived in the dark. Her memoir,
although not fiction, shares, in her words, “fiction’s
pruning and shaping” (1999: xii). While ostensibly her
book is a treatise on the failing maternal body after a
rare medical misadventure during the birth of her first
child (and aggravated during the birth of her second),
its success and accessibility lies in its reflections on the
affect of and paradoxes underlying being a mother in
the contemporary period. Writing is identified by John-
son as the only medium offering her the freedom to
“express the unutterable” (1999: xiv). Speech is not
given this status in the memoir and frequent references
are made to the fact that Johnson felt unable ade-
quately to express to friends and family the nature of
her maternal experience. Writing is variously described
as her “life raft”, “buffer zone” and “salvation”, and
simultaneously an exposure of and retreat from reality
(1999: xii-xiii). 

feature of public discourse on the topic, this is not the
case with Johnson’s text. Perhaps what makes maternal
love so unspeakable at the moment is the dominance
and breadth of our cultural vocabularies of work, sexual
feeling, anxiety and entitlement, and the paucity of our
language for parental love. Johnson’s (1999) memoir
abounds with paradoxical emotions changing from one
moment to the next, or being simultaneously both at
once. There is no binary logic at work. What unfolds is
a fluid narrative which refuses the conventional sce-
nario that motherhood is all about an identity lost. The
maternal self that surfaces in Johnson’s writing is a
presence, not a lack. 

This is not to say that fictionalised forms, literary mem-
oir or personal narratives, are somehow beyond
ideology in a way that actual women interviewed by
researchers, are not. As Julia Watson and Sidonie
Smith (1992) demonstrate, the autobiographical “I”
becomes a site where cultural ideologies always inter-
sect. However, to move towards modes of social inquiry
that resist rather than reinforce these ideologies – in
this case market-driven ideologies of work and moth-
erhood – researchers may need to look for data in a
range of different places.

According to Gilmore (2001:16), the current memoir
boom is linked to the social and political movements of
the last three decades and their efforts to acknowledge
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“once-suppressed voices”. Feminist qualitative research
on motherhood, in continuing to emphasise the 
speech of those who have traditionally been silenced,
shares the same social movement history and vocabu-
lary. Contemporary ideas of gender, identity and
maternity have also been profoundly shaped by these
developments. The ideal of a freely-choosing,
autonomous self, independent and distinct from oth-
ers, and in control, where better time management 
is seen as the solution to all problems, is pervasive 
and continues to gain ascendency. Often it is this self
that surfaces in direct voice quotations in motherhood
research. 

Consequently, new modes of social inquiry which move
beyond the privileging of fieldwork based research and
“realist” description are required to make visible the
maternal self that can somehow appear in memoir but
is often hidden in conventional social science. The
question of what kinds of policies might emerge from a
social science which combined realist methods with
other modes of investigation, remains an open one. 

Given the complicated mix that is the contemporary
family – its dynamism, contradictions and ever changing
nature – why is the dominant research in family studies
so unimaginative? Hybrid mixtures of realist, literary
and fictive modes of investigation may enlarge our per-
spectives so that it is possible to see in research the
potential for more expansive forms of social engagement
and a way beyond current interpretative impasses in the
representation of motherhood. 
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changes will result in an increase in payments for
most families.

From 1 July 2004 there is a new Maternity Payment
where mothers receive $3,000 for each new-born
child, increasing to $4,000 in July 2006 and $5,000
in July 2008. And for families with young or school-
aged children, funding for a further 40,000 outside
school hours child care places and an extra 4,000
family day care places was announced. 

In addition to these measures, middle and high
income earners (those earning more than $52,000 a
year) received a tax cut from 1 July 2004. This was
achieved by increasing the income thresholds at
which the two top personal income tax rates cut in.
For an outline of the total Budget package, see
http://www.budget.gov.au/2004-05/index.htm.

Given the financially generous nature of the meas-
ures, much of the media debate following the
release of the Budget focused not on whether fami-
lies will benefit financially, on balance, from Budget
initiatives, but rather on the longer-term implica-
tions of the Budget and the extent to which it might
influence family behaviour. As the Budget was
released with the prospect of a federal election
being announced in the not too distant future,
debate also focused on the extent to which Budget
initiatives might influence voter behaviour. 

Commentators also addressed the implications of
the Budget for the Government’s vision for families.
Has this vision changed over the years, and to what
extent does the Budget represent policy reform
capable of addressing the demographic challenges
of the future?

The policy impetus for such a generous Budget fam-
ily package can be found in the Government’s
concern about two issues: helping parents balance
work and family, and meeting the challenges arising
from an ageing society. The Prime Minister declared
a focus on “work and family” soon after the 

n Budget night, 11 May 2004, the Trea-
surer, the Hon. Peter Costello, said that
at a cost of an additional $19.2 billion
over five years, he was announcing “the
largest package of measures ever to assist

families who are juggling work and child-rearing”.
Combined with tax cuts worth $14.7 billion over
four years and other measures such as incentives to
save for retirement, families with children are
clearly the major population group targeted by this
Budget. 

The measures were developed in the context of a
positive fiscal and economic outlook, with the Fed-
eral Budget predicted to remain in surplus and the
economy predicted to continue to grow. While GDP
growth is forecast to drop slightly from 3.75 per
cent in 2003-2004 to 3.5 per cent in 2004-2005,
unemployment (5.5 per cent) and inflation (around
2 per cent) are predicted to remain low. 

This paper outlines some of the policy issues that
appear to have driven the Budget measures, and
describes some of the more significant implications
for families. It then discusses some responses from
the media and other commentators, and considers
what the Budget and post-Budget measures might
mean for families, in the light of a fourth term
agenda for the Howard government.

Is the Budget good for families? 
Low and middle-income families with dependent
children will certainly benefit financially from the
More Help For Families package. All families
receiving Family Tax Benefit A received a $600 one-
off payment per child in June 2004 and there is an
ongoing increase of $600 a year for each dependent
child. There is a reduction in the rates at which the
Family Tax Benefit A and B are withdrawn as
income rises, so there is more monetary reward for
doing paid work. In addition, for Family Tax Benefit
B, both the income test threshold and the level at
which the benefit cuts out was increased. These

The 2004 Federal Budget was described as a families budget,with substantial new spending to
help families with children. Post-Budget election commitments were also significant for 
families with children. ALISON MOREHEAD summarises the new measures and the media 
commentary they evoked, and asks what these measures might mean in the context of the
Government’s fourth term agenda.

A review of new Australian Government
initiatives for families with children
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Government’s re-election in November 2001 for a
third term (Howard 2001). In 2002, he described
the issue as a “barbeque stopper” and reiterated
the Government’s commitment to “facilitating
choice” for parents on the issue of work and family
(Howard 2002a; 2002b). An inter-departmental
taskforce, chaired by the Department of the Prime
Minister and Cabinet, was established by the Prime
Minister to “review all of the options that might bet-
ter facilitate choice for families in balancing their
work and family lives” (Howard 2002b). The initial
report from the taskforce was presented to Cabinet
in December 2002. 

Paid maternity leave gained a high level of media
interest during the life of the taskforce, in no small
part due to the efforts of the Sex Discrimination
Commissioner Pru Goward. In her report “A Time
to Value: Proposal for a National Paid Maternity
Leave Scheme” (HREOC 2002) she recommended
a fully government-funded paid maternity leave
scheme for women in paid work. The inter-depart-
mental taskforce also canvassed options for
government-funded paid maternity leave. In
response, in February 2004, the Prime Minister
ruled out a payment restricted to women in paid
work and said that “the government is looking at
how it might build on its existing policies – such as
the $833 Maternity Allowance payable for each new
child and the Baby Bonus for first children – to
develop a payment to assist all mothers of new
babies, whether in paid work or at home caring for
children full-time” (Howard, 2004). 

The second policy impetus for the Budget’s family
package was the Treasurer’s first Intergenerational
Report released with the 2002-2003 Federal Bud-
get. The Treasurer noted that this report champions
economic growth as a key strategy for meeting
future demographic challenges, and he spelled out
“the law of the three Ps that determine economic
prospects. The three Ps are population, participa-
tion and productivity: how many people you have,
their participation level in the workforce, and the
productivity of that participation” (www.treas-
urer.gov.au/tsr/content/speeches/). 

While this report did not go so far as to suggest that
boosting fertility rates was the most significant ele-
ment of a strategy to meet future demographic
challenges, the findings were in line with the Trea-
surer’s comments after the release of the Budget.
On the subject of having children, he said  “you
should have one for your husband and one for your
wife and one for the country” (Costello 2004). 

The other two Ps (participation and productivity)
were addressed in the Treasurer’s Budget speech,
for example, when he said: “We need to take meas-
ures which will help our economy grow to its
maximum potential – to help more people into the
workforce and make it easier for mothers who are
juggling paid work, or part-time work, with the nur-
ture and raising of children.” 

Public commentary on the Maternity Payment

Of most interest to the media following the Budget
was the $3,000 Maternity Payment (rising to $4,000
in July 2006 and $5,000 in July 2008). Debate cen-
tred on whether it was high enough to entice a
woman to have a baby, and if so, which women
would now choose to have a child, and whether it
was “like” paid maternity leave. The views of some
of the higher profile commentators follow. 

Pru Goward, the Federal Sex Discrimination Com-
missioner, who had been campaigning for 14 weeks
government-funded paid maternity leave, com-
mented that the new Maternity Payment was “a
great start” towards maternity leave and that “the
$5,000 means that two-thirds of women will have
two-thirds of their income replaced” for a period
equivalent to 14 weeks out of paid work (cited in
Denholm 2004). She argued that it would be prefer-
able to see the lump sum changed to a fortnightly
payment to reduce the pressure on women to go
back to work early.

Anne Summers called the new Maternity Payment
generous, and said the Budget confirmed her argu-
ment that the government subscribed to a new
doctrine called the “breeding creed” or a philosophy
of procreation, as a response to a declining birth rate.
She argued that this “creed” defines women first and
foremost as mothers (Summers 2004). 

Catherine Hakim, a senior research fellow at the
London School of Economics, was a keynote
speaker at the Australian Institute of Family Studies
conference in 2003. She met with several influen-
tial policy makers during her time in Australia, and
the Prime Minister has quoted her research on the
issue of work and family. She thought the Maternity
Payment would have to be at least ten times higher
before it would affect fertility rates, but that “it does
make a statement of public recognition for mother-
hood and its role in society which has not existed
before” and that it is a “positive policy and a step in
the right direction” (cited in Crabb 2004). 

Clive Hamilton, the executive director of the Aus-
tralia Institute, argued that the family-friendly
taxing and spending measures in the Budget
appealed to a consumer approach to becoming a
parent. He said that, while the measures are
designed to ease the financial burden of family for-
mation, the subtext is that having children is and
should be a financial decision (Hamilton 2004).

Bettina Arndt, a journalist and frequent media com-
mentator, noted that it will be difficult to know
whether a cash bonus has any real effect on Aus-
tralia’s fertility rate, and that “international
research suggests it is difficult to link fertility rates
to any specific policy change” (Arndt 2004). Com-
menting on the “media frenzy” over the possibility
that teenage girls will have babies just to claim the
Maternity Payments, she concluded, “in fact,
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forward the view that the Budget measures promote
a sexual division of paid labour at 80:20 – that is,
fathers working 80 per cent of the household’s paid
working hours, and mothers working 20 per cent.
She referred to the set of  tables that the Govern-
ment released on Budget night to argue that this
type of family was the biggest winner under the new
measures. She concluded that while the incentive
for mothers to remain at home has been reduced
and mothers choosing to return to work get a better
deal (via the changes to the family payment sys-
tem), the Government is entrenching the status of
mothers as “secondary earners” (Hill 2004). 

While this is not consistently true (for example,
based on the “family type” tables, dual income cou-
ples who have a 50:50 income split gain more than
those where the income split is 67:33), it is correct
that the 80:20 model gains the most under the new
Budget measures. This family type, where mothers
do much less paid work than fathers, has been
described in the literature as “modified traditional-
ism” – mothers do some paid work but not enough
to support a family, and they are still responsible for
the greatest share of parenting and domestic work
(Gerson 2004; Bunting 2004). In Australia, families
where the father does more paid work than the
mother are the most common form of dual-earner
households with dependent children (ABS Labour
Force 2003, electronic data: www.abs.gov.au).

Commentary on income tax changes
The changes to the income tax system drew a lot of
media comment. Anyone earning more than
$52,000 a year (which equates to around male full-
time average weekly earnings, but which is higher
than female full-time average weekly earnings)
received a tax cut. 

Some welfare groups argued that the tax cuts will
widen the gap between the rich and the poor. For
example, Andrew McCallum, the President of the
Australian Council of Social Service, said the Bud-
get will make Australia a more unequal place to live
because “the tax cuts go only to the well-off”, which
acts as a counter-point to “the progressive impact of
improved family payments which are very helpful
for low-income families” (McCallum 2004).

On the other hand, Peter Saunders, Social Research
Director at the Centre for Independent Studies,
argued that the current tax system penalises 
success; that the top marginal tax rate of nearly 
50 cents in the dollar is very high by international
standards and that it cuts in at a relatively low
income. He said that the increases in the top two
tax thresholds were not at all adequate. While
acknowledging that the disincentive to work has
been eased by reducing the taper rate on the 
family tax benefit from 30 cents to 20 cents in the
dollar, he argued that a more complete solution
would involve raising the tax-free threshold above
the welfare floor and replacing means-tested 

teenage girls are the least of our problems” and
noted that only one hundred 14-year-olds had
babies in 2002. She also quoted from a Monash Uni-
versity report “Men and Women Apart” (Birrell et
al. 2004) that found that the numbers of women
becoming never-married lone parents in their late
20s were increasing, and “propping up our fertility
rate”. But she concluded that, in the context of gov-
ernment support for lone mothers, an extra $3,000
counts for little as an incentive to have a baby. 

Responding to the media attention on teenage preg-
nancies which Andrew McCallum, President of the
Australian Council of Social Service, called a “side
issue” in The Australian (13/5/04), the Prime Min-
ister noted that the great bulk of single mothers in
Australia were once married, and that teenage
mothers would be offered assistance in managing
the Maternity Payment (Howard 2004a).

Commentary on the Family Payments changes 
The broader changes to the Family Payments sys-
tem were also the subject of some comment,
particularly on the extent to which they would
encourage women into paid work and change the
vision of  an Australian family from a “white picket
fence 1950s model” to one more in line with the
modern dual-earner family.

Peter McDonald, Head of Demography and Sociol-
ogy at the Australian National University,
applauded the Budget measures, saying they were
“excellent news for families trying to meet the costs
of everyday life”, and welcomed “the very positive
changes that the Australian Government has made”
(McDonald 2004). While he saw little need for fur-
ther measures in the area of family payments, he
noted that other valuable measures for the future
might include a legislated right to return to work
part-time for parents following a period of parental
leave, and greater access to centre-based child care. 

Child care continued to be raised as an issue.  For
example, Pru Goward (in Maiden 2004) noted that
it will need more attention in the future and Anne
Summers (2004) pointed out that, while the num-
ber of child care places had increased under the
current Government, the cost of child care was sky-
rocketing, particularly in Sydney. 

While Catherine Hakim argued that in recent times,
and across several countries, “the rewards and ben-
efits of paid employment for women have hugely
increased relative to the wages of motherhood”
(cited in Crabb 2004), Anne Summers argued that
the current policy response makes it hard for
women to combine parenting with paid work, as
evidenced by supporting at-home mothers via the
family payment system but providing limited sup-
port to mothers in paid work via child care
(Summers 2004). 

In a similar vein, Elizabeth Hill, a lecturer in politi-
cal economy at the University of Sydney, put
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family payments with a flat-rate child tax credit
(Saunders 2004). 

The Treasury Secretary, Ken Henry, similarly called
for further cuts to tax rates as he outlined a pro-
growth strategy to combat the challenges of an
ageing population. He argued for further reduction
in both the high marginal income tax rates and the
penalties as income support payments were with-
drawn (cited in Gittens 2004).

Peter McDonald and Rebecca Kippen (2004) also
regarded the income tax reform as an “unfinished
agenda”, with concerns at both ends of the income
distribution: in particular, they advocated raising
the level at which income tax must be paid from the
current $6,000 threshold to $10,000. They also sug-
gest lowering the top marginal tax rate from 47 per
cent to 42 per cent.

Researchers from the Melbourne Institute of
Applied Economic and Social Research argued that
the Budget could have delivered a better outcome in
terms of increasing labour supply. Their modelling
based on the Budget measures found that increas-
ing Family Tax Benefit A will reduce labour supply
by about 19,000, but this effect is offset by the pos-
itive labour supply effect of reducing the withdrawal
rate of Family Tax Benefit A. Family Tax Benefit B
changes were likely to cause around 20,000 people
to withdraw from the labour market, but this is off-
set by the rise in labour supply that will result from
raising the top two income tax thresholds (Bud-
delmeyer, Dawkins and Kalb 2004).  

The authors conclude that the employment neutral
effects of the Budget is a “meagre result” given the
large amount of money spent and that: “If the 
government had structured its changes to family
payments differently and introduced a “working tax
benefit” aimed at rewarding the move from welfare
to work, it could have increased labour supply by
about 94,000.” (Buddelmeyer, Dawkins and Kalb
2004: 3). However, after being re-elected, the Prime
Minister said: “I’m not sure that the solution of 
the tax credit is really the answer, we’ve looked at
that before, it’s not only horrendously expensive
but it has a certain blunderbuss effect in itself”
(Howard 2004d).

Post Budget pre-election commitments for families
The Budget measures began being implemented in
July 2004. On 29 August the Prime Minister
announced that the election would be held on 9
October 2004. 

At the Coalition campaign launch in Brisbane on 26
September, the Prime Minister announced that if
the government was re-elected, it would introduce a
new taxation rebate of 30 per cent on parents’ out of
pocket child care expenses coming into effect on 1
January 2005 (Howard 2004b). The tax rebate is a
big spending commitment. It has received a lot of
attention in the media, with much discussion about

how it will work, whether richer or poorer families
will benefit most and what types of child care it will
cover.  There is some concern that child care
providers will raise their costs in response to the tax
rebate. For example, Professor Peter McDonald said
it is “inevitable” centres will put their prices up
once the uncapped tax rebate comes into effect
(Marriner 2004b). Comparisons with this rebate
and the one in place during the Keating government
were also made. Some people called for the tax
rebate to be available as a weekly receipt rather
than having to wait till the end of the financial year
to make a claim (Marriner 2004b).

Receiving slightly less media attention, but of no
less financial significance, the Prime Minister made
another pre-election promise for families. Immedi-
ately after announcing the rebate at the campaign
launch he said: “At the same time, to ensure com-
plete fairness of treatment for families where one
parent makes the choice to stay at home full time,
we will provide an appropriate increase in the rate
of Family Tax Benefit B.” This was defined a few
days later as an increase in the maximum rate by
$300, at a cost of $1.1 billion over three years (Lib-
eral Party 2004). 

These twin policies were clearly different to those
promised by the Labor Party during the campaign.
Their approach was to provide one free day (10
hours) of child care per week to families with three
and four-year-old children; to combine Family Tax
Benefit A and Family Tax Benefit B so that Part B
ceased to exist; to provide extra funding for
preschools; 14,500 extra child-care places and a
new network of children’s resource centres and par-
enting education. The total cost of that package was
estimated at $1.6 billion over four years, with over
half earmarked for the one day a week of free child
care (Marriner 2004). 

Choice was a strong theme in the Government’s
presentation of its measures. Two days before the
election the Prime Minister said: “There’s not much
doubt that the preferred model is the two-income
family under Labor. The idea that parents should
have an effective choice as to whether one parent,
normally but not always the mother, remains at
home while children are very young, is certainly an
approach that is at a discount under a Labor gov-
ernment . . . by contrast we have offered the stark
option of choice” (Howard 2004c).  The reference
to “very young” children is indicative. It could be
argued that the support for mothers doing some
paid work has gained strong acceptance within gov-
ernment in recent years.

In addition to the $2.1 billion promised for the 30
per cent rebate and the extra $300 per year for
Family Tax Benefit B, the Prime Minister also com-
mitted to giving grandparents caring for their
grandchildren improved access to child care bene-
fits. He said: “We also, I believe, need these days to
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On 26 October 2004 the fourth Howard Ministry
was announced, including some important changes
to the structure of departments relevant to families.
The Finance portfolio (Minister Nick Minchin) 
was expanded through the creation of a new
Department of Human Services (Minister Joe
Hockey). This Department brings together six 
agencies: Centrelink, Health Insurance Commis-
sion, Child Support Agency, Health Services
Australia, Commonwealth Rehabilitation Service
and Australian Hearing.  With regard to this new
Department, the Prime Minister said: “You might
call it a department of service delivery . . . the 
quality of service delivery, the way its done, the
efficiency with which its done, that is going to be
elevated” (Howard 2004d).

Senator the Hon Kay Patterson remains as Minister
for Family and Community Services and as Minister
Assisting the Prime Minister for Women’s Issues.
The focus of the Department of Family and Com-
munity Services has changed to reflect the
movement of some of the service agencies. It
retains a strong policy emphasis, and provides
income support and assistance to families and their
children, seniors and community groups. It has
incorporated the Office of the Status of Women,
now renamed the Office for Women. 

The Department of Employment and Workplace
Relations (Minister Kevin Andrews) has been
expanded to bring together responsibility for
income support payments for working-age Aus-
tralians (including Newstart, Parenting Payment
both partnered and single, and the Disability 
Support Pension). There is a new Minister for Work-
force Participation, Mr Peter Dutton MP.

The philosophy behind the machinery of govern-
ment changes, according to the Prime Minister, 
is to reflect the priorities for the fourth term. 
These include a strong focus on technical and voca-
tional education, workforce participation and
human services (Howard 2004d). There is also 
a renewed emphasis on the significance of service
delivery and of bringing some agencies into depart-
ments and under more direct supervision of
Ministers. 

In the broader context of a fourth term agenda, the
Governor-General, His Excellency Major General
Michael Jeffery, noted in his opening of the forty-first
Parliament that it would be ambitious. While he reit-
erated that “policies that provide Australian families
with opportunities and choices are the hallmark of
this government”, he emphasised that too many peo-
ple of working age remain on welfare, despite
unemployment being at a 27 year low. He noted that
the government will aim to “break the tragic cycle of
welfare dependency for income support recipients”,
signalling the focus the Government is committing to
workforce participation, particularly amongst cer-
tain sub-groups. 

be more responsive as a society to the special needs
of grandparents who are called increasingly to look
after grandchildren as a result of family break-
downs. They are heroic people” (Howard 2004b).
This policy is costed at $70 million over four years.
It also includes waiving the work, study or training
test for access to Child Care Benefit so that grand-
parents could access full time child care at up to 50
hours per week if required. Grandparents in receipt
of income support, such as aged pension or carer
payment would be eligible for Special Rate Child
Care Benefit (Liberal Party 2004).

In summary, the pre-election commitments rele-
vant to families focussed heavily on the caring work
involved with raising young children. The Coalition
Government was returned to government on Octo-
ber 9 with an increased majority and control of the
Senate. 

After the election – implementing measures for 
families with children

The year 2004 was one of relatively substantial new
Australian Government spending commitments for
families with dependent children. The Budget
measures, combined with the pre-election commit-
ments, amount to a significant amount of money
targeted directly into the pockets of families with
children.

The Budget measures have been implemented. The
first of the family relevant pre-election promises
came into effect on 1 November – the work, training
and study test for access to up to 50 hours of Child
Care Benefit per child per week has been waived for
eligible grandparent carers. On 2 December, the
Senator the Hon Kay Patterson announced that leg-
islation passed in the Senate made “further
amendments to provide grandparents on income
support, who are the primary carers for their chil-
dren, with a special rate of child care benefit from 1
January 2005, which will cover the full cost of
approved child care for up to 50 hours for each
child, each week” (Patterson 2004).

The 30 per cent tax rebate for child care expenses
and the $300 extra each year for recipients of Fam-
ily Tax Benefit B, are yet to be introduced. On 20
December 2004 the Treasurer, the Hon Peter
Costello released further details about the intro-
duction of the new tax rebate. He said it would be
backdated to 1 July 2004 (rather than 1 January
2005 as originally envisaged), enabling families to
claim an additional six months of costs (Costello
2004b). The Treasurer also announced that there
would be a cap on the rebate of $4,000 per child.
The rebate entitlement for the 2004-2005 year will
not be able to be claimed until the return for the
2005-2006 year, and receipts will need to be pro-
duced. Immediate reaction in the media focussed
on a concern that child care operators might put up
fees, and that people might have difficulties keeping
receipts (Maiden and Uren 2004).
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On the topic of “supporting families, carers and
women” the Governor-General included a refer-
ence to the major changes to Australia’s family law
system, focusing on resolving disputes outside
courts through the new Family Relationship Cen-
tres. He also noted the government proposes
changes to the Family Law Act 1975 “to put much
more focus on sharing parental responsibility after
separation”. In addition, he said the government
would continue to work with parents and local
communities to assist with early childhood devel-
opment (a reference to continued funding via the
Stronger Families and Communities Strategy 2004-
2008) (Jeffery 2004). 

There is no doubt that families will benefit from 
the extra money directly aimed at assisting them 
to care for their children – payments are relatively
substantial and should go some way to easing 
the financial burden surrounding the birth of a
child and those years when child care is a necessary
cost if mothers are to participate in paid work.
Because the payments are also directed to stay-at-
home parents (nearly always mothers) in an
explicit attempt to recognise the validity of both
forms of care, the payments may well operate as
supports for choices already made, rather than as
incentives for parents to equally consider all
options. The extent to which the payments promote
more choice and opportunities for parents to design
their own “do it yourself” trajectories over the child
rearing years will have to be assessed as the effects
unfold over the next few years.  
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Back off bully: A crash course 
in stopping bullies, by Mark
Dobson, Doubleday, Milson’s
Point, 2003.

This small book is packed with
practical information on
bullying and how to stop it. It
begins with a discussion of
what behaviours constitute
bullying, the four main types of
bullying (physical, mental, social
and sexual) and bullying styles.
The author then lists what he
calls “The three bully secrets”,
being “the things that bullies
don’t want you to know”. These
are: you can’t beat a bully at
being a bully; bullies want a
reaction; and bullies feel tall by
making you feel small. The book
ends by discussing six strategies
to stop bullying. The clear,
concise nature of this
publication makes it useful for
both children and adults.

A companion to gender studies,
Edited by Philomena Essed,
David Theo Goldberg and
Audrey Kobayashi , Blackwell
Publishing, Malden, 2005.

This substantial collection of
papers aims “to offer a
comprehensive, critical and
engaged overview of gender
studies and to suggest the

Good to talk? Conversations 
with children after divorce, by
Bren Neale and Carol Smart,
Young Voice, London, 2001.
Price: UK12.00.

This report presents findings
from a UK study of children’s
perspectives on post-divorce
family life. It examines what it
means to take into account 
children’s wishes when decisions
are being made about their
future care. In addition, it also
asks children whether they felt
that their wishes and feelings
were taken into consideration.
The implications of this for 
family law and policy are also
discussed. The authors suggest
that there is a need to recognise
the diversity of children’s 
experiences and views, and to
understand that these may
challenge adult’s perceptions of
what they think children need.
This report would be invaluable
for all of those who work in
family law, as well as parents
undergoing separation or
divorce.

NoNo the little seal, by Sherri
Patterson and Judith Feldman,
Illustrated by Ray Bowler,
St Luke’s Innovative Resources,
Bendigo, 2004. Price: $39.60.

Subtitled “The gentle story of 
a little seal who learns to stay
safe, say ‘No’, and tell”, this 
picture book and CD-ROM is 
for young children. Using the
story of the seal, the book
teaches children about sexual
abuse, personal body safety
skills, and how to say “No”. The
accompanying CD-ROM uses
animation to dramatise the
story. Attractively presented 
and illustrated, the kit also
contains notes for teachers,
therapists or parents.

The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Library. They are

available through libraries,

through the Institute’s library

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

Rethinking attachment for early
childhood practice: Promoting
security, autonomy and
resilience in young children, by
Sharne Rolfe, Allen and Unwin,
Crows Nest, 2004. Price: $39.95.

This book explores the 
interpersonal dynamics of early
childhood settings. It examines
the relationships between
adults (both parents and 
caregivers) and children, as well
as the relationships between
parents and early childhood
professionals. The author argues
that by applying attachment
theory to early childhood 
practices, security, autonomy
and resilience can be promoted.
Topics covered include the 
significance of attachment 
relationships, attachment 
relationships through infancy
and early childhood, and 
attachment issues. Throughout
the book, case studies are used
to illustrate the text and each
chapter concludes with a list of
questions for reflection and
topics for further discussion.
This text would make stimulating
reading for those working in
early childhood settings, as well
as parents.

directions in which the field is
headed”. The 40 chapters are
contained within a number 
of themed sections. Themes
include: the domains of power,
governance and legality; social
and geographical mobility; the
organisation and orderings of
spatiality; familial arrangements;
and issues to do with physicality
of the body. At over 500 pages,
this volume gives an excellent
introduction to the topic 
for undergraduate and 
postgraduate readers.
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Carole Jean is the Reference
Librarian at the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies.

Support groups for people
affected by family violence:
A key element of a coordinated
response, by Jenny Southwell,
Domestic Violence and Incest
Resource Centre, Collingwood,
2004. Price: $20.00.

This publication argues that 
professionally-facilitated
support groups for women,
children and young people
affected by violence are a key
component of the community
response to family violence.
Such groups play a critical role

at the local level in providing
therapeutic and educational
activities, as well as providing
participants the opportunity to
re-establish positive support
structures.The author asserts
that the Victorian government
does not give such groups a
high priority, either in funding 
or in positioning them in policy 
initiatives.The paper ends with 
a series of recommendations
which includes that government
give greater recognition to the
vital role that these support
groups provide.

Late babies: Having a baby after
35, by Sandra McLean, Bantam
Australia, Melbourne, 2004.
Price: $32.95.

This collection of stories 
examines the growing trend of
older motherhood in Australia.
Fourteen women relate their
personal stories of becoming a
mother when they are over 35
years of age. Using both
excerpts from interviews with
the women, and text of her
own, the author presents a
compelling picture of the 
difficulties (and joys) faced by
women who become mothers
at a later age.

Creating resilient families,
by Andrew Fuller, ACER, Camberwell, 2004.
Price: $39.95.

This kit contains 40 topic
sheets based on the
author’s book Raising real
people. Topics covered in
the book range from 
everyday issues such as
tidying bedrooms,
computer use and pocket
money, to more serious
issues such as eating 
disorders, school refusal 
and depression. Each 
laminated sheet is designed
to be used as a master 
copy, which can be 
freely reproduced.

Helping abused children and
their families: Towards an 
evidence-based practice model,
by Chris Trotter, Allen and
Unwin, St Leonards, 2004.
Price: $35.00.

This new Australian book 
outlines the author’s evidence-
based practice model for child
protection work. Chapters cover
how workers deal with their
clients problems; how workers
help their clients make use of
other services; pro-social 
modelling and re-inforcement;
the relationships between the
worker and the client; and the
relationship between the 
workers’ satisfaction with their
work and outcome measures.
Extensive use is made of the
author’s own Australian
research as well as overseas
studies. Quotes from the
Australian research are used
extenisvely throughout the 
text to provide examples and
clarification of the theory being
discussed.Written in an accesible
manner, this book would make
for essential reading for all
involved in the child welfare
and child protection field.

101 ways great and small to 
prevent family violence:
A Victorian resource kit,
by Moira C G Finucane and Susan 
S Finucane, Domestic Violence
and Incest Resource Centre,
Collingwood 2004.
Price: $20.00.

This kit contains discussions of
59 family violence prevention
projects currently underway in
Victoria. Section A of the kit
gives general information on
family violence prevention,
including definitions, statistics,
legal and political issues and
information about the Victorian
Family Violence Prevention 
Network. The bulk of the kit is

however describing various 
projects, these are grouped
according to whom they are 
targeted, for example, women,
men  and  the general commu-
nity.The final two sections 
gives tips and ideas from what
has been learnt from other 
programs, as well as a list of 
websites listing relevant 
organisations.While is has an
obvious Victorian focus, this kit
would prove useful to anyone
working in the area of family
violence prevention.
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3–5 April 2005
Working with boys
Melbourne, Vic

What works in educating boys?
This 4th Biennial Conference
“Working with boys building
fine men”has the theme “from
practise to practice”. Participants
will hear from: Indigenous boys;
boys from diverse cultural 
backgrounds; international and
national speakers; Lighthouse
schools; and practitioners in
exemplary boys’programs.
Pre-conference workshops 
running on 3 April 2005 are 
an Early Childhood Forum,
Indigenous Forum and the 
Rock and Water Workshop.

Further information: Web: www.
pco.com.au/boys2005

5–12 April 2005
Statistics
Sydney, NSW

Exchange innovative ideas,
develop new contacts and 
discuss current trends and
developments in the statistical
world at this 55th Session 
of the International Statistical
Institute.The session is open 
to all those interested in 
statistical matters and will 
provide theme days for those
concerned with particular 
topics, for example, population
and demography.

Further information: Web:
www.tourhosts.com.au/isi2005

13–15 April 2005
Challenge of inclusion
Brisbane, Qld

Community Resource Unit is
holding this national confer-
ence,“The Challenge of

Inclusion: People Labelled with
‘Challenging Behaviour’and 
the Struggle to Belong”, on the
topic of disability, challenging
behaviour and community
inclusion.The conference 
aims to challenge current
understanding and responses 
to people labelled as having
“challenging behaviour”and to
encourage us to think about
how we can support people 
to have rich lives in the 
community.

Further information: Phone: (07)
3870 1022. Email: cru@cru.org.
au.Web: www.cru.org.au

28–29 April 2005
Healthy solutions for children
Sydney, NSW

Hosted by the Association for
the Welfare of Child Health,
this national conference will
focus on “Healthy Solutions for
Children: Making the Right
Choice”: Have we got the right
balance for healthy solutions 
for children? Law and ethics for
child health: are the choices
always right? Parenting for 
child health in a changing 
society: who is supporting 
parents? Schools and health:
are we working together? 
Child health and lifestyle: is 
it only lip service? The confer-
ence will also incorporate
celebration and recognition of
volunteer service to children’s
health care.

Further information: Phone: (02)
4572 3079. Email: sharyn@mob.
com.au.Web: www.mob.com.au/
awch2005

11–13 May 2005
Living with dementia 
Sydney, NSW

The Alzheimer’s Australia
National Conference will 
incorporate an interactive 
program reflecting the theme
“Living with Dementia – 
Positive Solutions”.The program
will focus on the three main 
topics of health and wellbeing,
quality dementia care and
human rights and dementia.

Further information: Email 
sconnors@alznsw.asn.au.
Web: www.alzheimersconfer
ence2005.com

16–18 June 2005
Our children the future
Adelaide, SA

The theme of this Early Child-
hood Conference,“Challenging
realities: Rights, relationships,
research”, challenges early years
professionals to consider their
role and the contribution they
make to the lives of young 
children and their families in
today’s complex world. Early
childhood professionals
involved in the care and 
education of children birth to
eight years and those involved
in school aged care throughout
Australia and overseas will be
brought together to strengthen
connections across the sector.
The conference will include a
Parent Forum; a pre-conference
symposium “Birth to Age Three”
will be held on 16 June 2005 
for educators of babies and 
toddlers in child care settings.

Further information: Phone: (08)
8226 0044. Email: octf@saugov.
sa.gov.au.Web: www.octf.sa.
edu.au

14–15 July 2005
Rural and remote social 
work practice
Geelong, Vic

“From The Desert To The Deep
Blue Sea:The challenges and
diversity of rural and remote
social work practice”is the
theme of this 8th Biennial 
Conference from the Rural
Social Work Action Group in
association with the National
Rural and Remote Special 
Interest Group of the Australian
Association of Social Workers.

Further information: Martin 
Butler, Phone: (03) 9294 3000.
Email: Martin.butler@crsrehab.
gov.au. Peter Quin, Phone: (03)
5154 6635.Email:peter.quin@orh.
com.au.Web: www.aasw.asn.au/
news/conferences/aasw.htm

5–6 August 2005
Family care centres
Homebush Bay, NSW

The 2005 conference of the 
Tresillian Family Care Centres is
aimed at health professionals
working in child and family
health. It will focus on the 
psychosocial issues of parenting

and the health of young 
children and their families.
Themes will include current
research in child and family
health, innovative clinical 
practices, professional workforce
issues and parent and 
professional education.

Further information: Cathrine
Fowler, Phone: (02) 9787 0869.
Email: cathrine@email.cs.nsw.
gov.au

14–17 August 2005
Engaging communities
Brisbane, Qld

This international conference is
an initiative of the United Nations
and Queensland Government.
The unique event will explore all
issues related to community
engagement and address the
experiences, challenges and
research that affect all citizens,
governments and organisations
alike.The program is designed
to interest representatives from
community groups, academia,
government agencies, corpora-
tions and associations.

Further information: Web: www.
engagingcommunities2005.org

29–30 September 2005
HILDA 
Melbourne, Vic

This Second HILDA Survey
Research Conference will provide
a forum for the discussion of
research based on the House-
hold, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
Survey. All people interested in
the survey and in longitudinal
survey research are invited to
attend the conference.

Further information: www.
melbourneinstitute.com/hilda/
Conference.html

17–19 October 2005
Diversity in health
Melbourne, Vic

The theme of the 2005 Diversity
in Health Conference is “It’s
everybody’s business”.The 
conference is for everybody
working to improve the health
and wellbeing of all Australians.

Further information: Phone:
(03) 9457 7130. Email: info@amf.
net.au
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Alcohol use is widespread among Australian
adolescents, and high-risk use is a serious 
and growing problem. Many begin experi-
menting with alcohol by the age of 14-15
years, and once adolescents begin drinking,
most become regular consumers of alcohol.

A new report that provides invaluable new
insights into the influences that parents 
can exert on adolescent alcohol use has 
been prepared by the Australian Institute of

Family Studies for the Australian Government
Department of Health and Ageing.

The authors of the report (Louise Hayes,Diana
Smart, John W.Toumbourou and Ann Sanson)
consider a number of key questions: Should
parents delay adolescents’ introduction to
alcohol? What role do parents play in guiding
responsible alcohol use? How do parents
exert an influence? What other sources of
influence are there – for example, from peers,

the wider culture and the media? Which inter-
ventions have been demonstrated to work,
and how widely available are these in Australia?

Parenting influences on adolescent alcohol use, AIFS Research Report No. 10,
November 2004. 120 pages. Free. Also available online.

The publication listed on this page is free of charge. It is available in print 
by returning the attached order form with payment of postage to the Institute. It is also available online at the Institute’s website
www.aifs.gov.au. The Institute 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  A I F S  P U B L I C AT I O N S

Parenting influences on adolescent alcohol useN E W

The decline in fertility in Australia and beyond
is increasingly seen as a crisis. A new Institute
report on its Fertility Decision Making Project,
commissioned by the Office for Women,
provides the first in-depth analyses of the
aspirations, expectations and ideals of Aus-
tralians when deciding whether to have
children or not.

Although the decline is beyond a doubt, the
cause remains a matter of conjecture.What lies
behind the statistics? Are fertility decisions

merely a matter of lifestyle choices, as some
would wish to trivialise it? How do individuals
make decisions about whether to have chil-
dren or not? When it comes to having children,
is there a gulf between what people expect
and what they would ideally want? These are
questions of fundamental importance for the
nation and for those who frame public policy.

The authors of the report, Ruth Weston, Lixia
Qu, Robyn Parker and Michael Alexander,
provide the first in-depth analyses of the 

“It’s not for lack of wanting kids”: A report on the Fertility Decision Making 
Project, AIFS Research Report No. 11, November 2004. 224 pages.
Free. Also available online.

It’s not for lack of wanting kidsN E W

103Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.69 Spring/Summer 2004

aspirations, expectations and ideals of Aus-
tralians when deciding whether to have
children or not.Their book challenges some of
the widely-held misconceptions,inappropriate
assumptions and enduring myths that sur-
round the topic of fertility decision making.
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Even a fleeting familiarity with family history,
family demography and other family research
makes it clear that families come in many
shapes and sizes – they always have and
always will. Not only does the nature of fami-
lies change over historical time, any person’s
family changes over their life course.

Families are embedded in the broader society.
Inevitably, as social and economic structures
change, so too will families. It is critical that
families do change. For were they to remain
unresponsive to broad social influences then
families would end up playing an increasingly
marginal role in people’s lives, and in helping
them live in an increasingly complex world.

This book draws together in the one publica-
tion statistical information about families 
from a wide and diverse range of sources. Five
main criteria have guided the choice of issues

addressed in this book.These are: the availabil-
ity of good quantitative data; the types of
questions that are frequently asked of the
author and other family researchers; common
myths and misunderstandings evident both in
questions and arguments often heard in the
popular media; information that is relevant for
the development of informed family policy;and
information that bears on some of the ongoing
debates among sociologists of the family.

The value of this book depends on the quality
of the data sources. The book reports quanti-
tative data from large scale national surveys
and data collections, including from Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics, the Australian
Institute of Family Studies, and the Australian
Social Science Data Archive,where the figures
are reliable and can be generalised to the pop-
ulation with a high degree of confidence.

Statistical information is not always easy to
read. Diversity and Change in Australian Families
keeps the analysis and presentation simple 
and widely accessible. The book will be of 
enormous value to a wide range of readers,
particularly to students and teachers in sec-
ondary schools and universities, to the reading
public,to journalists and commentators, family
researchers, and to people who work in family
policy and service delivery to families.

Diversity and change in Australian families: Statistical profiles, by David de Vaus, Australian Institute of Family Studies,
September  2004. 352 pages. Price $50.00 plus $5.00 postage and handling.

Diversity and change in Australian familiesN E W
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Family Matters is now available as an Online subscription from RMIT Publishing’s Informit
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