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A L A N  H A Y E S
Director’s report

We have made a very smooth transition to our new portfolio
and are actively engaged in a number of collaborations with the
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C). Staff
of the Institute have made presentations as part of the Depart-
ment’s seminar series, several officers of PM&C have now
visited the Institute and our staff are regularly at the Depart-
ment in Canberra. The new Secretary of the Department,
Terry Moran, and I met on 7 April and signed a Memorandum
of Understanding (MoU) that will enable us to undertake a
range of projects for the Department. Our major projects for
the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) and the Attorney-General’s
Department continue to make pleasing progress.

Economy and society
The current international economic circumstances are
indeed challenging. The focus of policy on productivity is
entirely understandable. So too is the emphasis on employ-
ment participation, given a very tight labour market, serious
skill shortages, and the importance of building Australia’s
human capital. At the recent 2008 Economic and Social Out-
look Conference presented by The Australian and the
Melbourne Institute, there were many very valuable analyses
of the economic challenges and choices facing the nation.
Less was said about the social underpinnings and implica-
tions; nevertheless, at a time of economic challenge it is vital
that we do not lose sight of the balance between the social and
the economic. Families and their wellbeing are the foundation
of our social and economic wellbeing. The Institute’s involve-
ment in the areas of work and family, social inclusion,
relationship trends, and neighbourhood and community fac-
tors that influence outcomes for children are key
considerations for the future direction of the nation.

Research news

New ARC grant
With Professor Dorothy Scott, Professor Cathy Humphries
and Dr Fiona Arney of the University of South Australia, Dr
Leah Bromfield and Dr Daryl Higgins have been successful in
winning an Australian Research Council (ARC) Discovery
Grant to examine the role of research in social policy devel-
opment, especially in the area of child protection.

AIFS Advisory Council
The first meeting of the AIFS Advisory Council was held in
late September 2007. Chaired by Diane Gibson, the inaugu-
ral Council members include Glenys Beauchamp, Professor
John Dewar, Thelma Gertz and Marie Leech. Three addi-
tional appointments will be made to the Council this year.
The Advisory Council provides specialist advice to the
Director in relation to the Institute’s research strategic
directions and performance.

Research Plan 2009–2011
Planning is underway for the development of the next trien-
nial Research Plan for the Institute. The process will start

with a final review of outcomes against the 2006–2008 plan.
A key feature of the development of the current plan was the
process of national consultation. It is again intended to hold
consultations with key stakeholders as part of the process of
developing the next plan.

Magellan Evaluation Report Launch
On 19 October 2007, the Chief Justice of the Family Court of
Australia, The Hon. Justice Diana Bryant, publicly released
the Institute’s evaluation of the Magellan project—the court’s
interagency management model for handling cases of serious
child abuse. The report has attracted very positive media 
coverage. Dr Daryl Higgins is to be congratulated on an excel-
lent piece of work. The full report can be accessed online
from: www.aifs.gov.au/institute/pubs/magellan

Conferences, workshops and meetings
Indigenous out-of-home care
In collaboration with the Secretariat of National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Child Care (SNAICC), staff of the
National Child Protection Clearinghouse are conducting
workshops around the country to assist workers from a
range of government and non-government agencies to exam-
ine their current policies and practices, and identify
promising approaches in the light of the contemporary evi-
dence base. This is a valued partnership in an area of great
national significance.

AIFS Conference 2008
Planning is well underway for the 10th AIFS Conference to be
held in Melbourne from 9 to 11 July. The response to the call for
papers has been overwhelming. As a result, extra strands have
been added to the program and those whose proposals for oral
presentations could not be accommodated have been invited 
to submit a poster presentation. In this way, we have been able
to provide the maximum number of opportunities for
researchers, practitioners and policy makers to draw their
work to the attention of the participants. Information on the
conference is available at: www.aifsconference08.com

Visitors
New Zealand Families Commissioner
Lyn Campbell, Commissioner, NZ Families Commission vis-
ited the Institute on 18 March. Commissioner Campbell was
particularly interested in the Institute’s evaluation of the
Family Law Reforms. Members of the Family Law Evaluation
team provided a briefing on the various aspects of the evalu-
ation, including the studies being conducted as part of the
Families Project, the Legislation and Courts Project, and the
Service Provision Project.

Netherlands Delegation
On 15 February, we hosted a visit from a delegation from the
Netherlands comprising approximately 20 senior level 
representatives from labour market and social security
organisations. The labour market and social policy fields are
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very much interlinked in the Netherlands and most partici-
pants in the group are responsible for both. A particular
interest for them with respect to AIFS is the nexus between
the labour market framework (including private provision of
services) and issues of social exclusion: the access of disad-
vantaged groups to the service network, cumulations of
social problems (poor education, poor housing, lone par-
entship, health problems), and in particular where such
problems are concentrated. The group also provided their
own valuable insights and experiences.

Director’s activities
Launch of Australia’s Welfare 2007
I attended the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
(AIHW) conference, Australia’s Welfare 2007, on 6 Decem-
ber. The Minister for Housing and Status of Women, The
Hon. Tanya Plibersek launched the report Australia’s Wel-
fare 2007. The keynote speaker was Monsignor David Cappo
AO, the South Australian Commissioner for Social Inclu-
sion. I was one of the team of reviewers of the publication
and was invited to chair the session on Children, Youth and
Families. Following the keynote address and the ministerial
launch, I chaired the session presented by Cynthia Kim and
Sushma Mathur (Children, Youth and Families Unit, AIHW),
and Professor Ilan Katz (Director, Social Policy Research
Centre, University of NSW).

ARACY/SPRC Early Childhood Meeting
On 21–22 February, I attended this workshop, which was
held at the University of New South Wales to explore the
development of international research collaborations
focused on early childhood education and care. With partic-
ipants from the UK, Canada, the US, Sweden and New
Zealand, as well as from across Australia, it was a very stim-
ulating event. It highlighted the considerable energy that is
focused on early childhood policy, both here and overseas.

Mildura graduation
On 29 February, I was invited to present the Occasional
Address to the graduates of the Mildura Campus of La Trobe
University. I spoke on the importance of families to educa-
tional achievement. Staff of the Mildura campus expressed
their interest in the Institute’s work and our possible
involvement in a conference on issues confronting rural and
regional families and communities.

Diana Smart
We congratulate Diana Smart on her
recent appointment as General Manager,
Research. Diana joined the Institute in
2000. Her research career includes 
positions with the Victorian Education
Department’s Curriculum and Research
Branch, the Royal Melbourne Institute of
Technology’s Education Unit, and twelve

years as the Research Manager of the Australian Temperament
Project research study. Diana will be involved in managing 
longitudinal research projects within the Institute, primarily the
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children. Diana specialises in
research on temperament and children’s development, adoles-
cent and youth development research, the management and
analysis of large survey data sets, and quantitative research
methods and analysis.

Ruth Weston
Australia Day Honours 2008—Public Service Medal

I am delighted to advise that Ruth Weston,
one of the Institute’s most senior and
experienced researchers, was awarded
the Public Service Medal in the 2008 
Australia Day Honours in recognition of
her many outstanding contributions. The
announcement stated:

For outstanding public service as a researcher and con-
tributor to policy development, particularly in the areas of
separation and divorce, family law, family relationships,
fertility decision-making and child support.

Mrs Weston has worked at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies since 1982 and has excelled as a researcher. Her work
has had a major impact on knowledge about Australian families
and on the quality of family statistics collected in Australia. She
has significantly advanced the understanding of long-term
demographic trends in couple and family formation, dissolution
and reformation, the emotional and financial consequences of
divorce, and the factors that influence decisions about having
children. Most recently, her research was central to the outcome
of the Ministerial Task Force on Child Support. Mrs Weston has
worked with the Australian Bureau of Statistics and many other
departments and agencies, and her active participation in major
surveys has enabled her to make groundbreaking contributions
to family studies in Australia. She also played a key leadership
role in the Institute’s outreach to countries in the Asia–Pacific
region, contributing to the development of research, coordinat-
ing and hosting visits to Australia by overseas delegations, and
representing Australia at major forums and meetings.

On behalf of all at the Institute, I extend our heartiest congratu-
lations to Ruth Weston PSM!

Concluding thoughts
The Institute continues to experience expanding opportunities
to contribute research to inform policy development across a
range of areas. This is a product of the across-government role
of the Institute, and the recognition by government of the inter-
connectedness of family policy across portfolios.

Recruitment of staff, restructuring organisationally and
enhancement of facilities have been timely in enabling the
Institute to grasp the new opportunities that are now being
presented. In February, we celebrated our first year in our
new premises. The new facilities function well and the tran-
sition has been very positive. We are capitalising on our
enhanced information technology capacity, an example of
which is the move to make selected seminar presentations
available by podcast, accessible from the Institute’s website.
This is a very positive initiative that extends the value of the
Institute’s already considerable Internet presence.

It is essential that we maintain the dynamism, vigour and
policy relevance of the Institute’s research and dissemina-
tion activities. Through these, the Institute can maintain its
strong contributions to the policy agendas that will underpin
Australia’s economic prosperity and social wealth.
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recent concept that emerged in France to describe those
who were excluded from the welfare system. Such people, or
les exclus, by virtue of their lack of opportunities to partici-
pate, were excluded from participation (Saunders, Naidoo,
& Griffiths, 2007). Social exclusion may occur as a result of
a lack of the capabilities (Sen, 1999) required to participate
in the experiences that lead to social inclusion.

This article provides a brief overview of the concept of social
exclusion, how it is used and some of the issues surrounding
the concept. There are extensive psychological and child
development literatures that have received relatively little
attention in the social exclusion literature but which are rel-
evant to understanding the processes that can result in
social exclusion and they are briefly discussed here.

Locational and intergenerational disadvantage
Studies over many years and in a range of different countries
have shown that the disadvantaged tend to live in particular
geographical areas, creating clusters of disadvantage (for
Australian studies, see Gregory & Hunter, 1995; Vinson,
2007). Disadvantaged neighbourhoods tend to have higher
numbers of families with low income; a higher incidence of
children leaving school early and having limited computer
use and Internet access at home; higher rates of disability
and health problems; long-term unemployment; lower levels
of human capital; and a higher rate of criminal convictions.

Introduction
In many developed economies there is currently a focus on
how the lives of the most disadvantaged in society can be
improved and the role that governments can play in this. A
number of European countries have embraced a social pol-
icy approach that places a priority on those who are
excluded from the opportunities that promote wellbeing.
The approach has been particularly prominent in the UK
following the election of the Blair Government in 1997.
With the election of the Rudd Labor Government in
November 2007, addressing social exclusion via social
inclusion initiatives promises to play an increasing role in
public policy development in Australia.

Those who are doing poorly tend to show strong intercon-
nections between their life circumstances of poverty and
disadvantage and their outcomes in development, health,
education and wellbeing (Frazer & Marlier, 2007). Social
disadvantage has been shown to have impacts over and
above those of personal characteristics, such as intellectual
disability (Emerson & Hatton, 2007). More often than not,
those who experience high levels of disadvantage share a
range of problems that ultimately impede their access to and
ability to capitalise on opportunities.

Although issues of poverty, deprivation and disadvantage
have a long history, social exclusion is a comparatively

A L A N  H AY E S  a n d  M AT T H E W  G R AY

A policy platform for those who live particularly challenged lives
Social inclusion



A central question within the academic literature is the
extent to which the geographic concentration of disadvan-
tage is due to the characteristics of people and families living
in disadvantaged communities (such as low educational
attainment and employment) and the extent to which there
is an effect from living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood
over and above individual and family characteristics (i.e., an
externality). Although disentangling these two effects is very

difficult, the research evidence base
suggests that neighbourhood charac-
teristics do have an effect. However, it
does appear that the effects of neigh-
bourhood characteristics is relatively
small compared to the effects of indi-
vidual and family characteristics. This
is not to say that the neighbourhood
effects are not important.

Given the concentration of disadvan-
tage in particular neighbourhoods,
place-based approaches to improving
outcomes for those experiencing disad-
vantage have been implemented in a
number of countries, including the US,
UK, many European countries and 
Australia. Examples of place-based
approaches in Australia include the
Australian Government’s Communities
for Children; social inclusion initiatives
in the Salisbury and Playford areas of
Adelaide; Schools as Community Cen-
tres and Families First in New South
Wales; and Neighbourhood Renewal
and Community Renewal, Best Start
and the Community Enterprise Strat-
egy in Victoria.

One way of analysing the effects of liv-
ing in a poor neighbourhood on
outcomes for children is to use data on

families that move from a poor neighbourhood to a less dis-
advantaged one. In one of the best designed US studies, Kling,
Liebman, and Katz (2007) found that moving from a poor
neighbourhood to a less disadvantaged one did not lead to
significant improvements in adult economic self-sufficiency
or physical health. However, it was found to have a positive
impact on the mental health of adults and to provide a 
range of mental and physical health, educational and social
benefits for girls, though not for boys. The impact of neigh-
bourhood on developmental outcomes that are likely to be
closely associated with educational outcomes and life suc-
cess, such as verbal ability, have also been shown to be
severely compromised by growing up in disadvantaged
neighbourhoods, with the effect akin to losing a year of
school (Sampson, Sharkey, & Raudenbush, 2007).

A cohesive society is built on trust and reciprocity and these
underpin the notion of social capital (Winter, 2000). The
focus on social exclusion should not lose sight of the impor-
tance of social capital. In contrast to the approaches in
Europe and the UK, the focus on neighbourhood and loca-
tional effects in the US has been based on social
disorganisation theory (Shaw & McKay, 1942). This theory
“posits that neighborhood structural factors, such as
poverty, residential instability, single parenthood, and eth-
nic heterogeneity, are of prime importance in explaining
behavior through their ability to thwart or promote neigh-
borhood organization (formal and informal institutions),

which maintains public order” (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn,
2000, p. 309). The effects of neighbourhoods are small to
moderate, over and above factors such as household
income, family structure, mothers’ age and education, and
ethnic background (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000).
Together, however, family and neighbourhood combine to
powerfully influence behaviour and development (Edwards,
2005; Kohen, Leventhal, Dahinten, & McIntosh, 2008).

While the current emphasis on social inclusion is rightly
underpinned by concerns for economic participation, the
relational aspects of social exclusion should not be over-
looked. Family structural factors, other family characteristics
and family functioning co-occur and combine with locational
disadvantage to result in social exclusion.

Skills in relating, communicating and collaborating are
fundamental to accessing opportunities. They are the
social foundation of behaviours that relate to resilience,
adaptability and the ability to benefit from the supports
available. Social supports are, for example, strongly asso-
ciated with the success of child-focused interventions,
including the provision of high-quality child care and pre-
school programs. Support for this conclusion comes from
two major studies of childcare and preschool, respectively.
Both the National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development Study of Early Childcare and Youth Develop-
ment (NICHD-SECYD) in the US (NICHD Early Child Care
Research Network, 2005) and the Effective Provision of
Pre-School Education (EPPE) in the UK show that parent
and family characteristics are stronger determinants of
child outcomes than the early childhood programs per se
(Hayes, 2007). Again, this highlights the intergenerational
dimensions of social exclusion.

Dysfunctional family relationships, especially those
marked by abuse and neglect, also create vulnerabilities
that can be socially excluding. Such childhood histories
are associated with experiencing relational difficulties later
in life. As indicated above, areas showing patterns of dis-
advantage, deprivation and social exclusion tend to have
higher levels of family breakdown, single-parent house-
holds, and homes where abuse and/or neglect may be more
likely to occur. Limited social connectedness (social capi-
tal), less engagement with key social institutions (social
disorganisation) and reduced access to opportunities to
participate (social exclusion) are also more likely to char-
acterise such communities. But even where disadvantage
is not the prime issue, relationship problems can be
excluding. For those with mental health or behavioural dif-
ficulties, the net result can be disengagement.

The patterns of disadvantage that they have experienced also
often cross generations (Frazer & Marlier, 2007). Berry and
colleagues (2007) recently documented the large body of
research that shows that growing up in a family that experi-
ences disadvantage increases the likelihood of experiencing
disadvantage as an adult. A US study also suggests that grow-
ing up in a disadvantaged neighbourhood increases the
likelihood of living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood as an
adult (Sharkey, 2008). Taylor and Nelms’ (2008) analyses of
the longitudinal Life Chances study, conducted by the Broth-
erhood of St Laurence, found similar continuity of
disadvantage and the layering of its impacts. Disadvantage is
both multiple and intergenerational.

Although there is no doubt that experiencing disadvantage
early in life increases the likelihood of disadvantage later in
life, the relationship is by no means deterministic. There is
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Child poverty
A particular concern is for children who are growing up in
poverty. According to the latest Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) child poverty esti-
mates, the Australian child poverty rate fell from 15.5% in the
1980s to 10.9% in the 1990s, and was 11.6% in the 2000s.
Over this period, the OECD average for the child poverty rate
was 10.9% in the 1980s, 11.3% in the 1990s and 12.2% in the
2000s (Whiteford & Adema, 2007). This places Australia with
a child poverty rate slightly below the OECD average—11th
out of the 27 OECD countries for which data was published.

Although the child poverty rate in Australia is not high by
OECD standards and in fact has apparently fallen in recent
decades, we should not be complacent about the wellbeing
of families with children, and in particular the wellbeing of
children living in disadvantaged circumstances. Compared
with other OECD countries, Australia has a relatively high
rate of families with children in which no adult is
employed. Moreover, the number of jobless households in
Australia has not fallen in recent years, despite the
strength of the economy over this period.

The increase in the proportion of families with children in
which no parent is employed has been a result of the growth
in the number of single-parent households, which have a
lower level of employment than couple households (de Vaus,
2004). In fact, Australia has one of the lowest rates of
employment for single parents among OECD countries (in
Australia it is 49.9%, compared to an OECD average of
70.6%; OECD, 2007). This highlights the role that family
breakdown plays in putting children at risk of poverty, dep-
rivation and social exclusion.

Concluding comments
This article has attempted to provide a very brief overview of
social inclusion and related literatures. While social inclusion
has been adopted as an organising principle for social policy
in a number of countries, the experience of these countries is
mixed and the extent to which the social inclusion agenda has
been successful is contested. It is important that Australia
learns from the international experiences to take what has

an extensive literature on the extent to which people move
social and economic position (also termed social mobility).

Poverty, deprivation and social exclusion
There is a long history of poverty research. The traditional
approach to poverty has defined and measured it in terms of
low income. While income is important in determining living
standards, defining and measuring poverty solely in terms of
income has been criticised on a number of grounds. It has
been criticised for being too narrow a measure and not nec-
essarily reflecting underlying living standards. For example, it
does not take account of goods and services that are provided
for free, the capacity for home production or the extent to
which a family or household has savings that can be used to
fund current consumption. Another area of criticism is that
there is a lack of consensus about what level of income should
be chosen as the cut-off for being in poverty. This has meant
that studies of poverty have been able to be marginalised to
some extent in policy debate (see Saunders, 2005, for a dis-
cussion of this issue).

One response to these criticisms was the development by
Townsend (1979) of the concept of deprivation as the basis
for defining and identifying who is in poverty. Saunders et
al. (2007) adopted the definition of deprivation provided
by Mack and Lansley (1985): “an enforced lack of socially
perceived necessities (or essentials) … It involves going
without because of a lack of resources, and this explains
the close link between deprivation and poverty as conven-
tionally defined in terms of low income” (p. 10).

Social exclusion is a much broader concept and, while
poverty is clearly one of the causes of social exclusion, one
can be socially excluded without being in poverty (see
Bradshaw, 2003; Saunders, 2008; and Saunders et al.,
2007, for excellent discussions of these concepts and how
they overlap). Saunders et al. (2007) described the rela-
tionship between these concepts as follows:

while deprivation has been used to better define poverty, social exclu-
sion has been seen as offering an alternative, broader approach that
opens up issues associated with the role of institutional structures and
process. (p. 9)
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In this edition, Peter Saunders provides a discussion of the concepts
of poverty, deprivation and social exclusion and how they relate and
interact. Saunders also describes the results of a new study. The Left
Out and Missing Out project is being undertaken by the Social Policy
Research Centre at the University of New South Wales in collabora-
tion with Mission Australia, the Brotherhood of St Laurence,
Anglicare Sydney and the Australian Council of Social Service
(ACOSS). This research is important because it involves the devel-
opment of non-monetary indicators of disadvantage.

The paper by Diana Smart, Ann Sanson and John Toumbourou pro-
vides new data on the relationship between adolescents and their
parents. The paper finds that difficult parent–adolescent relation-
ships are atypical. However, they do need to be taken seriously
because they can be a signal that teenagers are experiencing prob-
lems, which may well result in an increased risk of experiencing
social exclusion and limiting the life chances of the young person.

The paper by Gray, Edwards and Zmijewski explores issues related to
the labour market participation of people who provide unpaid care to
the disabled, sick or elderly. The research by Gray et al. demonstrates
that although carers of working age have lower rates of employment
than non-carers, many carers who are not employed say that they
would like a job. This suggests that there is scope for government 
policy to increase employment rates among this group, although there
is likely to be a need for access to family-friendly work conditions.

Tim Moore, Morag McArthur and Debbie Noble-Carr report on
research on children’s views about their families’ homelessness. This
is a topic that has received relatively little research attention. Their
research reveals that good family relationships can mitigate some of
the negative effects of family homelessness. In fact, they find that, for
many of the children interviewed, having security of relationships
with family, feeling safe and secure, and being protected from violent
and unsafe situations were more important than having stable
accommodation. Of course, a lack of stable accommodation is often
associated with poor quality and violent family relationships.

Thea Brown summarises the results of an evaluation of the Gordon-
care Parenting Orders Program, which is designed for families with
long and troubled histories of conflict over contact arrangements and
where contact has often ceased. Families in this situation are often
socially excluded.

John Fogarty AM, a former Justice of the Family Court of Australia,
provides an overview of the history of child protection in Australia.
This is highly relevant to understanding the principles underlying the
current system and will be of value to those considering whether
changes need to be made in the future.

It is hoped that the research published in this edition of Family Matters
will be of use to those interested in families who are facing social and
economic challenges and often experience social exclusion.

Overview of articles in this edition of Family Matters

worked and avoid some of the pitfalls. It will be important,
however, that successful policies and approaches from other
countries not be uncritically imported to Australia.

This edition of Family Matters contains several papers that
focus on the challenges that face some families—poverty,
deprivation, homelessness, caring for a disabled family mem-
ber, parenting following separation, and child abuse. Many of
the families in the situations covered by the papers in this edi-
tion could be characterised as “struggling”, excluded or
disadvantaged. In some cases, it is about low income and lack
of access to resources; in others, lack of access to services, in
others dysfunctional family relationships. These families can
all be described as having some or all members with low lev-
els of wellbeing and leading challenged lives.
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One common indicator of social disadvantage is the
poverty rate, defined by expressing the numbers whose
incomes fall below a poverty line as a percentage of the
population. However, the standard poverty approach is
subject to a number of limitations, including its depend-
ence on a single poverty line and failure to connect with
the actual living conditions of those identified as poor
(Saunders, 2005). The notion of poverty no longer has
credibility among those in government and their advi-
sors who have the power to bring about change. As
Bradshaw and Finch (2003) have recently argued, esti-
mating how many people fall below the poverty line “has
somehow lacked moral force, persuasive power, credi-
bility and probably also comprehension” (pp. 514–515).

If one of the goals of poverty research is to bring about
change, then it is important that the instruments of
research (and hence its findings) have legitimacy among
those who set policy. There are, of course, limits to how
much the focus and technicalities of research should
become subservient to the preoccupations of policy
makers. We want research to be independent and con-
tribute to the evidence base on which to build better
policies, but this will not happen if the evidence base

Introduction1

The increase in real incomes in Australia that has
resulted from an extended period of economic growth
has paradoxically raised concern about the extent to
which rising economic prosperity has contributed to
overall wellbeing. According to one study, conducted in
1999 after seven years of strong growth, only 24% of
those interviewed thought that their quality of life was
getting better, while more than three times as many
(74%) thought that it had either remained constant or
gotten worse (Eckersley, 1999, Figure 1). Clearly, there
is a disconnect between what is revealed by the objec-
tive economic statistics and what is implied by
subjective indicators of wellbeing that capture percep-
tions about a broader range of influences.

This raises important and longstanding issues about
the measurement of wellbeing and the role of economic
factors in contributing to it. It also has implications for
how we should go about identifying social disadvan-
tage, which reflects an absence of wellbeing or the
problems faced by those who are in lower sections of
the wellbeing spectrum.

Measuring wellbeing using 
non-monetary indicators
Deprivation and social exclusion

P E T E R  S AU N D E R S



itself is distorted by existing policy preoccupations; we
need evidence-based policy, not policy-based evidence.
However, for research to have an impact, there has to be
a dialogue between researchers and policy makers that
allows the ideas and findings of the former to permeate
the thinking and influence the actions (and assump-
tions) of the latter (Edwards, 2004; Saunders & Walter,
2005).

Recent experience in the UK is relevant here. When the
Blair Labour government first expressed interest in the
concept of social exclusion, critics argued that it had
more to do with the government avoiding the need to
tackle the problem of poverty than with any firm com-
mitment to addressing social exclusion (Bradshaw, 2004).
These concerns appeared to be confirmed by the inability
of the government’s own Social Exclusion Unit to come up
with a rigorous definition of social exclusion (Levitas,
2000). However, the definitional ambiguities did not pre-
vent a new exclusion (and inclusion) discourse
developing between researchers and policy makers that
eventually saw both poverty and inequality re-emerge
onto the policy agenda, with child poverty becoming a
major policy priority (Hills, 2002; Sutherland, 2006).
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One of the lessons of this experience is that while
poverty, expressed narrowly in terms of low income,
can form part of the social policy agenda of govern-
ment, it needs to be accompanied by other frameworks
and indicators that enable the consequences of low
income to be better understood and in ways that high-
light what needs to be done, beyond raising social
benefits. With fiscal responsibility being the badge of
good government in all industrial democracies, it is no
wonder that governments shy away from issues like
poverty that involve axiomatic increases in spending,
with no guarantee of solving the underlying problem.

Beyond income measures
Social exclusion has provided a new lens through
which to examine these issues, generating new per-
spectives on what actions are needed, many of which
challenge existing practices, rather than merely requir-
ing additional resources. And deprivation has provided
a way of linking low incomes and lack of resources to
instances of unmet need in ways that can help to
benchmark poverty lines and contribute to monitoring
the impact of a broad range of policy interventions.

The disconnect between having an income below the
poverty line and actually experiencing deprivation was
identified a decade ago by Peter Whiteford (1997), who
pointed out that:

virtually no modern study of poverty tells us whether people living
below the poverty line have an unacceptably low standard of living.
This does not mean that relative poverty in rich communities is not
real, but rather that we need different sorts of research to link demon-
strated problems with living standards and the statistical measures of
low income commonly used as proxies for poverty. (p. 44)

One response to such criticism is to develop indicators
that relate more directly to the living conditions actu-
ally experienced. These new indicators can also reveal
how a given level of income translates into a standard of
living, thus helping to set a poverty line.

One example of such an approach is contained in recent
work by Tony Vinson on the nature of social disadvan-
tage in Australia. In a series of reports conducted for
Jesuit Social Services, Vinson examined wellbeing at the
community level, where he argued that social cohesion
can “operate as an intervening variable to constrain or
‘dampen down’ the ill-effects of disadvantageous social
conditions” (Vinson, 2007, p. 92). Social disadvantage is
defined by Vinson as “a range of difficulties that block life

If one of the goals of poverty
research is to bring about
change, then it is important 
that the instruments of 
research (and hence its findings)
have legitimacy among those
who set policy.
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This last problem is linked to another limitation of the
income approach, which is that it does not differentiate
between the living standards of individuals within the
family, since these are assumed to be the same under
the equal sharing assumption. This has long been
recognised as a problem when estimating child poverty,
which in practice involves estimating poverty among
families with children. The consequence is that chil-
dren are poor if the family as a whole is poor (or if their
parents are poor), because there is no scope for actions
that protect some family members from poverty at the
expense of others by redistributing the available
resources within the family unit (e.g. from parents to
children). Yet studies suggest that this is precisely what
happens when families are faced with crises like those
associated with poverty (Peel, 2003).

Above all, the full-income approach fails to address the
main limitation of all income-based indicators, which is
that they focus on the resources available rather than
on the living standards achieved. Once the focus is
shifted from resources onto living standards outcomes,
many of the problems identified above disappear. Thus,
there is no longer any need to make an equivalence
assumption about relative family needs, because the
ability of resources to meet needs will be revealed by
the living standards indicators directly. Similarly, if
there is redistribution of resources within the family,
this will become evident in differences in the living
standards indicators for different individuals. Finally,
the range of indicators can be chosen to reflect a
broader range of factors that contribute to living stan-
dards than just income (or full income), paving the way
for the broader perspective that is necessary to fully
understand the complexities of poverty and social dis-
advantage.

Deprivation and social exclusion
The above discussion suggests that in the context of
identifying and measuring poverty and disadvantage,
new frameworks and indicators are needed that extend
beyond, but complement, income-based measures.
They need to be related more directly to the actual
experience of poverty in order to be credible, and must
be capable of capturing the multidimensional nature of
the underlying phenomenon.

Three frameworks have emerged in the literature that
meet these requirements. They are the deprivation
approach associated with the work of British sociolo-
gist Peter Townsend (1979; 1988), the social exclusion
approach that emerged in France in the 1970s (Lenoir,
1974), and the capability approach associated with
the work of Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen (1985). Here,
I focus only on the first two of these approaches,
although the capability framework is being developed
in work in progress at the Melbourne Institute (see
Headey, 2006).

In his classic formulation of poverty as relative depri-
vation, Townsend (1979) defined poverty as follows:

Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be
in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet,
participate in the activities and have the living conditions and
amenities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or
approved, in the societies to which they belong. (p. 31)

opportunities and which prevent people from participat-
ing fully in society” (p. 1). He goes on to argue that
“obviously the difficulties in question include economic
poverty but they are wider than a lack of financial
resources” (p. 1).

The problems alluded to by Vinson have been acknowl-
edged in other studies of poverty and disadvantage.
One key theme of the recent literature on poverty is
the need to move beyond income-based measures in
ways that are linked more directly with the experiences
and aspirations of those living in poverty. Another is to
develop measures that are demonstrably consistent with
community understanding of the nature and meaning of
poverty. The advantages of this broader approach have
been emphasised in recent work being conducted by the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD), which notes that:

Most poverty measures are “monetary” and “input” based, where
inputs are the resources required to achieve well-being. Income
measures fall in this category … Measures focusing on “outcomes”
represent a complementary approach to input-based measures. They
concentrate on the final conditions of individuals, rather than on the
means required to achieve those conditions. Outcomes are generally
conceived in terms of “well-being” or “living standards” … The indi-
cators falling in this latter category … measure material deprivation
[which] broadly refers to the lack of material goods, financial diffi-
culties and to the individual’s inability to live a decent life. (Boarini &
d’Ercole, 2006, p. 12)

Implicit in this new approach is the idea that poverty 
is a complex multidimensional phenomenon whose
measurement is best approached using a framework
that recognises this complexity. While income (or 
economic resources) is an important dimension, the
existence of other factors challenges the usefulness 
of a poverty line approach if it is not combined with
other evidence showing that those defined as poor 
are actually “going without” (in the sense of being
deprived).

The emphasis in the recent OECD work on decency
resonates with the important Australian study by Tra-
vers and Richardson (1993), who argued that:

By far, the most common indicator of affluence is current income;
the most common indicator of poverty is a poverty line based on
current income. We argue that these sorts of indicators are inade-
quate. Of course, income matters when it comes to measuring both
affluence and poverty, and the measures we propose always start
with income. But they include much more besides. (p. vi)

The approach of these authors to the issue did not
involve developing non-income measures of disadvan-
tage and decency. Instead, they expanded the income
definition so that it gave a better representation of peo-
ple’s overall access to resources.

Although a valuable addition to the literature, the “full
income” approach encounters many of the same prob-
lems that confront a narrow approach based on money
income. In particular, problems arise in valuing some of
the non-cash components of “full income”, in estab-
lishing how it is distributed between individual
members of the family (or household), and in taking
account of differences in family needs when drawing
comparisons.2



This has generated a large number of (mainly British)
studies that have identified which items are “widely
encouraged or approved” in British society and then
defined deprivation as situations where people are
forced to go without these items because they cannot
afford them (Gordon & Pantazis, 1997; Gordon &
Townsend, 2000; Mack & Lansley, 1985; Pantazis, Gor-
don, & Levitas, 2006).

The notion of poverty embedded in the deprivation
approach reflects an “enforced lack of socially per-
ceived necessities” (Mack & Lansley, 1985, p. 39), and
this definition captures three of the critical features of
poverty: that it exists where basic needs cannot be met,
that such needs can only be defined relatively (in rela-
tion to a specific social context), and that poverty
reflects a lack of adequate economic resources.

Some proponents of the deprivation approach (including
Townsend himself) have used it to identify an income
threshold at which deprivation increases sharply, refer-
ring to this threshold as a poverty line. Others have
preferred to identify the different dimensions of depriva-
tion, or combine them into an index that captures the
severity of the problem. The poverty reduction targets
that have been set by the British and Irish governments
are based on indicators that combine deprivation with
poverty lines set as percentages of median income, and
this way of using deprivation to confirm that low income
does indeed result in poverty is one way of injecting
credibility into relative income poverty lines that are
often criticised for being arbitrary.3

Definitions of social exclusion abound, and there has
been intense debate about the relative merits of the many
alternatives proposed in the literature (Lister, 2004). The
Social Exclusion Unit in Britain has defined exclusion as
“what can happen when people or areas suffer from a
combination of linked and mutually reinforcing prob-
lems” (Bradshaw, Kemp, Baldwin, & Rowe, 2004, p. 5).
This definition captures the idea that there is uncertainty
surrounding the consequences of exclusion (“what can
happen”), its manifestation is multidimensional (“a com-
bination of linked problems”) and it has an important
location component (“people or areas”). The latter two
features imply that addressing social exclusion requires a
broad-ranging coordinated approach, which has
increased its attraction to adherents of a “whole-of-gov-
ernment” approach to social problems.

Building on these ideas, researchers at the London
School of Economic’s Centre for the Analysis of Social
Exclusion (CASE) have argued that:

Measures of social exclusion attempt to identify not only those who
lack resources, but also those whose non-participation arises in 
different ways: through discrimination, chronic ill-health, geo-
graphical location, or cultural identification, for example. Lack of
material resources remains a central and important cause of non-
participation, but it does not exhaust the possibilities. (Burchardt,
Le Grand, & Piachaud, 2002, p. 6)

They have gone on to suggest a definition that captures
the essence of the concept of exclusion, without being
prescriptive about its causes, form or impact:

An individual is socially excluded if he or she does not participate in
key activities in the society in which he or she lives. (Burchardt et
al., 2002, p. 30)
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While many of the proponents of social exclusion have
included conventional income poverty measures among
the indicators of exclusion, this blurs the distinction
between poverty and exclusion and makes it difficult to
examine how they differ or whether they overlap.

Despite the widespread adoption of both deprivation and
social exclusion as valuable frameworks for developing
policy responses to poverty and disadvantage in Europe,
neither has yet had much of an impact on either policy 
or research in Australia. In terms of policy, the former
Coalition-led federal government adopted a narrow inter-
pretation of exclusion that focused exclusively on the
role of employment, despite the efforts of the McClure
committee to broaden that understanding in the welfare
reform context (Reference Group on Welfare Reform,
2000). “Deprivation”, like “poverty”, are words that are
rarely uttered in official circles, where there appears to be
deep scepticism about the existence of either, and little
prospect of independently reviewing the adequacy of

Although not made explicit in this definition, social
exclusion reflects a lack of connectedness that is mul-
tidimensional and shaped by the social and physical
environments in which people live. Social exclusion,
like poverty, is a relative concept because it can only be
judged against the standards that exist in a particular
place and time. It also has an important relational com-
ponent (exclusion reflects choices made or imposed by
others) and is the outcome of dynamic processes that
evolve over time (Atkinson, 1998).

While many of the proponents of social exclusion have
included conventional income poverty measures among
the indicators of exclusion, this blurs the distinction
between poverty and exclusion and makes it difficult to
examine how they differ or whether they overlap. For this
reason, it is better to regard exclusion and poverty as dis-
tinct concepts, even though lack of economic resources
will be one of the factors that contributes to some forms
of exclusion.
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both surveys reflected previous Australian and over-
seas studies of deprivation and exclusion.6

The community survey was designed to provide a
national picture of the extent and nature of poverty,
deprivation and exclusion, using definitions based on
prevailing community attitudes. The client survey
ensured that those most at risk of poverty, who are
often underrepresented in surveys of the general popu-
lation, were adequately represented.7 It also allowed us
to compare the understandings and incidence of depri-
vation and exclusion among welfare service clients
with those of the broader community.

The community sample was a reasonable representation
of the general population, aside from an overrepresenta-
tion of older people (over 50 years) and those with higher
educational qualifications, and a slight under-represen-
tation of those with incomes over $1,000 a week. The
client sample deliberately overrepresented those on 
low incomes and, as a consequence of the kinds of 
services that participated, people aged under 30. These
differences made it problematic to compare the two 
samples directly, and the client sample was re-weighted
so that it had the same age structure as the community
sample.

The essentials of life
Participants in both surveys were given a list of items
and asked if each of them was essential, where this was
defined as things that no-one in Australia should have
to go without today. In addition, they were asked if
they had each item and, if they did not, whether or not
this was because they could not afford it.8 Figure 1 indi-
cates how the essentials of life were identified, and how
the information collected was used to measure the inci-
dence of deprivation and social exclusion.

The “essentials of life” were those items that were
regarded as essential by at least 50% of respondents 
to the community survey.9 Deprivation was defined 
as being when people did not have an essential 
item because they could not afford it. Social exclusion
was defined in relation to those activities, services or

benefit levels. In terms of research, there has been one
small-scale study of deprivation (Travers & Robertson,
1996) and, while social exclusion has been used in sev-
eral research studies (e.g. Arthurson & Jacobs, 2004),
the ideas have not been taken up. What is needed is a
national study designed to show how deprivation and
exclusion can shed new light on the issues of poverty and
disadvantage. One such study is now discussed.

The Left Out and Missing Out project
The Left Out and Missing Out project is the outcome of
collaboration between researchers working in both
academic and community sector settings. The research
has been conducted at the Social Policy Research Cen-
tre (SPRC) at the University of New South Wales, with
the active involvement of researchers and policy ana-
lysts from Mission Australia, the Brotherhood of St
Laurence, Anglicare Sydney and the Australian Coun-
cil of Social Service (ACOSS).4

The research has drawn on the experience of those liv-
ing in poverty at several stages and given voice to the
concerns of low-income Australians, including the
ways in which issues have been framed, data have been
collected and results have been presented. The involve-
ment of the community sector agencies has allowed
the research to tap into the knowledge and experience
of the clients who use their services, providing a bridge
between the research and the experience of poverty.

Stage I of the research involved a series of focus groups
(10 with community service clients and 3 with agency
staff) that examined how low-income families and wel-
fare agency staff experience and perceive poverty,
exclusion and deprivation, and what they regard as
essential to achieve a decent standard of living.5 In
Stage II, a random sample of the adult population
(drawn from the federal electoral roll) was asked a
series of questions that provided the basis for estimat-
ing whether they were deprived or excluded. At the
same time, around 700 welfare service clients were
asked to complete a shortened version of the same sur-
vey when they accessed services. The items included in

The essentials of life

Possessions

Activities

Services

Capacities

Social exclusion

Is it essential?

Yes No

Do you have it?

Yes No

Deprivation

NoYes

Is it because you 
can’t afford it?

Structure of questions used to identify the essentials of life, deprivation and social exclusionFigure 1

Note: (a) It should be noted that many of the
items used to identify social exclusion are also
included in the list of the essentials of life.



capacities that a majority of the population engaged in
or, where the information was not collected in the com-
munity survey, those activities that are common
features of Australian life.10

A total of 61 potential essential items were included in
the community survey (57 in the client survey), and 48
of these were regarded as essential by a majority of the
community sample, with 30 of them receiving more
than 90% support for being essential.11 The list of items
identified by a majority as being essential is diverse,
covering medical treatment if needed, a substantial
meal at least once a day, supportive family relation-
ships, budgeting skills, computer skills, secure locks on
doors and windows, and a washing machine.

Eight of the items referred specifically to the needs of
children. They included: children can participate in
school activities and outings, a safe outdoor place for
children to play at or near home, a hobby or leisure
activity, a separate bed for each child, and a separate
bedroom for children aged over 10. Although the final
item only received just over 50% support for being 
essential, all of the other child-focused items received at
least 85% support.

Analysis of the responses to the child-related items indi-
cates that views on whether these items are essential are
independent of whether or not the respondent had
dependent children (defined as being under 18) of their
own living with them. This is a very important finding,
since it illustrates the general proposition (confirmed by
the data) that views about which items are essential do
not vary with individual experience and characteristics,
but reflect a genuine community consensus about what 
is needed to get by.12 This in turn suggests that the
approach is capable of producing estimates of the extent
of deprivation and exclusion that tap into this consensus.

From essentials to deprivation
Not all of the items that appeared in the list of essen-
tials are relevant to the issue of deprivation; only those
that can be bought by individuals and whose absence
reflected a lack of affordability. Items such as support-
ive family relationships and a local park or play area for
children cannot be bought and were thus omitted from
the analysis of deprivation.13

When the list of essentials is truncated in this way, it is
reduced to 26 items. The items are shown in Table 1,
along with the percentage of the community sample
who agreed that each item was essential, and the
resulting deprivation rates in the two samples. The
items are ranked according to the support for them
being essential, and the six relevant child-focused
items are shown in shading. The list of essentials
includes basics relating to food, warmth and accom-
modation, and a number of health-related items appear
at the top of the ranking, as do items that reflect social
interaction and functioning. The needs of children also
feature prominently on the list of essentials, but there
is less emphasis on the possession of such consumer
durables as a washing machine and TV.14

The low incidence of many forms of deprivation in the
community sample indicates that relatively few Aus-
tralians are unable to afford the items required to meet
their basic needs, but many are missing out on other

items regarded as essential by the majority. It is notable
that several of the items where deprivation was highest
related to steps that people need to take to protect their
longer-term security against unpredictable risks: an
adequate level of savings for use in an emergency,
appropriate insurance coverage and access to dental
care if needed. These findings suggest that many Aus-
tralians are only a minor mishap (a faulty refrigerator,
a scrape in the car, a domestic break-in, or a toothache)
away from becoming deprived.15

The findings on the incidence of deprivation among
the client sample paint a far bleaker picture. Close to
half of the welfare services clients were deprived in
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Incidence of 
deprivation(a)

Community 
support for being Community Client 

Item essential sample sample

Medical treatment if needed 99.9 2.0 9.7

Warm clothes and bedding if it’s cold 99.8 0.2 6.9

A substantial meal at least once a day 99.6 1.1 10.6

Able to buy medicines prescribed by 99.4 3.9 22.9
a doctor

Dental treatment if needed 98.6 13.9 44.7

A decent and secure home 97.3 6.7 27.0

Children can participate in school 94.8 3.5 14.5
activities and outings

A yearly dental check-up for children 94.7 9.1 33.2

A hobby or leisure activity for children 92.5 5.7 23.1

Regular social contact with other people 92.3 4.7 14.0

A roof and gutters that don’t leak 92.3 4.6 11.0

Secure locks on doors and windows 91.8 5.1 15.6

Furniture in reasonable condition 91.2 2.6 16.9

Heating in at least one room of the house 89.0 1.8 12.0

Up-to-date school books and new school 89.0 3.8 17.3
clothes for children

A separate bed for each child 84.7 1.6 11.3

A telephone 82.7 1.5 13.2

Up to $500 in savings for an emergency 82.3 17.6 51.6

A washing machine 81.8 0.8 12.0

Home contents insurance 77.4 9.5 44.7

Presents for family or friends at least 73.1 6.6 29.3
once a year

Computer skills 68.5 5.2 20.2

Comprehensive motor vehicle insurance 63.4 8.6 39.7

A week’s holiday away from home 
each year 54.7 22.4 51.7

A television 54.7 0.2 4.4

A separate bedroom for each child 50.3 6.1 19.8
aged over 10

Mean incidence (unweighted) – 5.8 22.2
Note: (a) Estimates for the community sample are in raw (unweighted) form, while those
for the client sample have been weighted to reflect the age structure of the  community
sample. Weighting changes the client sample estimates by up to 4 percentage points.

Community support for the essentials of life and the 
incidence of deprivation (percentages)

Table 1
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65, and was higher for single people than for couples in
both age groups.18 For those of working age, deprivation
increased among couples when there were children
present, and was higher again among sole-parent fami-
lies. The mean deprivation score (which reflects the
average number of essential items lacking) was around
3.5 for sole parents in the community sample, and more
than twice this (at 7.5) among sole parents in the client
sample. But differences in household structure are not
the only factors affecting deprivation, as can be seen 
by observing that couples with children in the client
sample experienced more severe deprivation than sole-
parent families in the community sample.

Social exclusion
As noted earlier, social exclusion exists when people do
not participate in activities that are customary and
widely practised in the society in which they live.
Whether this lack of participation reflects a lack of
affordability is not directly relevant when it comes to
identifying exclusion, where the focus is on what people
do not do, rather than what they cannot afford. It is this
feature of exclusion that distinguishes it from depriva-
tion and from conventional approaches to poverty that
are defined in terms of lack of income or resources.

Three forms of exclusion were identified in the
research:

disengagement: lack of participation in social and
community activities;

service exclusion: lack of adequate access to key
services when needed; and

economic exclusion: restricted access to economic
resources and low economic capacity.

In total, 27 indicators of exclusion were identified in the
research, spread evenly across the three forms of exclu-
sion.19 Because of space limitations, the following
discussion focuses on the incidence of the nine indicators
shown in Table 3. Three sub-groups known to face a high
risk of being in poverty or otherwise disadvantaged are
considered: sole-parent families, people with a disability,
and public housing renters.20

The indicators selected include the most severe forms of
exclusion (does not have a social life, and no access to a
local doctor or hospital), services other than those pro-
vided by government (no access to a bank or building
society, and could not pay household utility bills), and
items that are at the forefront of current debates over
service adequacy and welfare reform (no child care for
working parents, and lives in a jobless household).

It is clear from the exclusion incidence rates in the
community and client samples shown in Table 3 that
exclusion was a major problem.21 Overall, the exclu-
sion incidence rates shown in Table 3 were far higher
than the deprivation rates shown in Table 1. The inci-
dence of exclusion was over 30% in many cases and
exceeded 60% in some instances, particularly among
the welfare service users client sample.

There was also considerable variation in the incidence
of social exclusion, both across its different dimensions
and between the three groups. Across all nine cate-
gories, exclusion was most pronounced in both samples

relation to: a week’s holiday away (51.7%), up to $500
in savings for use in an emergency (51.6%), home con-
tents insurance, and dental treatment if needed (both
44.7%). The latter finding confirms the strong message
that emerged from the focus group discussions, where
one participant described Australia’s public dental sys-
tem as being “like that in a third world country”
(Saunders & Sutherland, 2006, p. 36). The client sample
deprivation rate exceeded one-quarter in 8 of the 26
essential items (whereas it never exceeded this figure in
the community sample), and the average incidence of
deprivation across all 26 essential items among the client
sample (22.2%) is almost four times that for the commu-
nity sample (5.8%).

These results also reveal the very difficult circum-
stances in which many Australian children are
currently being raised.16 Among the client sample in
particular, between one-in-eight and one-in-five faced
deprivation in relation to the number of bedrooms
available for their children, school books and new
school clothes, and school activities or outings. Around
one-quarter could not afford a hobby or leisure activity
for their children, and one-third were not able to afford
an annual dental check-up for their children. Even
among the community sample, over 9% of children
were deprived in relation to an annual dental check-up,
while around 6% faced deprivation in relation to having
their own bedroom when they were older, or partici-
pating in hobby or leisure activities.

The impact of deprivation on children is further high-
lighted in Table 2, which compares the severity of
deprivation among household types using an index
derived for each household by summing the number of
deprivations experienced and then averaging the index
scores across household types.17 Results for the client
sample are shown in both raw (unweighted) and
weighted form so that the impact of weighting can be
assessed. It is clearly very small.

Deprivation was again higher in the client sample,
although the pattern of differences in deprivation across
household types was similar for both samples. Thus, for
both single people and couples without children, depri-
vation was lower among older people (those aged 65
and over) than among those working-age people under

Client sample

Household type Unweighted Weighted

Single person, working age 2.14 5.41 5.14
(under 65)

Single older person (65+) 1.33 3.13 3.16

Working-age couple, 0.84 4.71 4.14
no children

Older couple 0.55 2.67 2.67

Working-age couple, 1.29 4.28 4.59
with children

Sole parent 3.48 7.44 7.14

Mixed family household 2.29 6.18 5.27

All households 1.38 5.40 4.97

Comparing deprivation among household 
types (mean index scores)

Table 2

Community 
sample



in relation to child care, lack of emergency savings and
joblessness, although significant proportions were also
excluded from participating in community activities,
had no regular social contact with other people and
were unable to pay their way when out with friends.

The universal nature of Medicare was apparent in the
relatively low rates of exclusion from local health serv-
ices across all three groups in both samples. Exclusion
from banking services was somewhat more common,
particularly among people with a disability and those in
the client sample. The fact that many public renters in
both samples did not participate in community activi-
ties and faced a high rate of exclusion from banking
services suggests that many public housing estates
have little sense of community, perhaps as a conse-
quence of a lack adequate facilities.

Overall, the results show that many of those Australians
who are known to experience various forms of disadvan-
tage also face social exclusion in many areas of their
lives. Lack of economic resources is a factor behind
some forms of exclusion, even though this was not a fac-
tor used to identify its existence. The widespread lack of
emergency savings, joblessness and people not being
able to pay their way when out with friends indicates
that economic prosperity has not touched everyone and
many remain on the margins, unable to participate
socially and economically. The high incidence of all
three indicators of disengagement also suggests that
many are missing out on the kinds of social activities
that are a defining feature of the “Aussie lifestyle”.

Summary
The research reported here has developed a series of
non-monetary indicators of disadvantage that are more
closely connected with the lives and experiences of
those living in poverty. No one denies that those below
the poverty line have a pressing need for increased
income. However, this is not the only action that is
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Sole parents People with a disability Public renters

Exclusion indicator Community Client Community Client Community Client

Disengagement

No regular social contact with others 18.1 37.6 23.8 33.9 19.6 28.7

No community participation(a) 27.7 37.8 44.0 40.4 42.7 40.0

Could not pay one’s way when out with friends 43.8 65.8 28.5 65.5 41.3 54.4

Service exclusion

No access to local doctor or hospital 7.6 7.3 4.8 11.8 6.3 9.9

No access to a bank or building society 8.1 16.5 9.2 13.2 11.5 13.3

No child care 62.6 72.1 76.4 73.1 65.4 68.3

Economic exclusion

No emergency savings 46.8 87.4 31.5 82.4 64.1 83.7

No special treat of $100 or more 17.0 38.7 21.6 34.6 26.6 34.4

Jobless household 42.6 92.0 46.4 90.8 58.1 86.4

All households (b) 31.2 52.2 30.4 49.4 36.2 47.0

Notes: (a) The community activities referred to in the relevant question were: education or school-based activities; voluntary health or community services; church groups
or activities; arts, music or cultural groups/activities; sport (participant, volunteer or spectator); neighbourhood groups or activities; and a political campaign of any kind. 
(b) Refers to the average for the full sample.

Incidence of selected indicators of exclusion among vulnerable sub-groups (percentages)Table 3

Deprivation indicators have highlighted the fact
that many in the community are unable to afford
to meet even the most basic needs for food, shelter
and good health. 
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monitoring progress against agreed targets. In coun-
tries such as Britain and Ireland, strong partnerships
have been forged between government and the
research and community sectors to develop measures,
collect data and produce findings that have fed directly
into the policy process. These are powerful examples of
evidence-based policy in action.

Australia has much to learn from this experience.
Addressing the different dimensions of social disadvan-
tage will not emerge as an automatic spin-off of efforts
to maximise economic growth. We need to develop
sound social policies to address our social problems,
just as we need good economic management to pro-
mote strong economic growth. The factors that
contribute to disadvantage inhibit people’s capacity by
blocking their opportunities to participate and lead ful-
filling lives. Developing programs to combat the
different forms of social disadvantage is an important
challenge.

Endnotes
1 The author acknowledges the excellent statistical support pro-

vided by his colleague Yuvisthi Naidoo.

2 The arguments apply equally whether the family or the house-
hold is the unit of analysis, although the term “family” is used
henceforth to cover both situations, unless otherwise indicated.
The “equivalence scale” issue has been reviewed by Whiteford
(1985) and more recently by Gray (2007).

3 The deprivation results presented here relate only to the inci-
dence of various forms of deprivation and to a deprivation index,
although work in progress is examining the relationship between
deprivation and income poverty.

4 The research is funded by Australian Research Council Linkage
Grant LP0560797.

5 The main findings from Stage I are reported in Saunders and
Sutherland (2006), which can be downloaded from the SPRC
website at www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/reports/FinalReport
March06.pdf

6 Further information is provided in the full report of the project
(Saunders, Naidoo, & Griffiths, 2007), which can be obtained
from the SPRC or participating agencies, or downloaded from
www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/reports/ARC_Exclusion_FinalReport.pdf

7 Both surveys were conducted between April and July 2006. The
community survey received a response rate of 46.9% and 
produced a sample of 2,704 adult Australians. The client survey
covered 673 service users, who were approached when they
accessed services.

8 In practice, the third question was only asked of those items that
people could buy with their own money.

9 For this purpose, the community sample was re-weighted using
ABS population data so that it provided a good representation of
the views of the general population.

10 Note that social exclusion does not relate to possessions, only to
activities, services and capacities. While most of these items
were only included if they were regarded as essential by a major-
ity of respondents, there were some items for which the “Is it
essential?” question was not asked, but nevertheless were still
included as indicators of exclusion. Examples of the kinds of
activities included in this latter category were: not having a
social life, not participating in community activities, and not
being able to pay one’s way when out with friends.

11 These numbers refer to the community sample, since it is the
views of the community at large that matter when it comes to
identifying the essentials of life.

12 There were some differences in the views of the different 
groups about which items were essential. First, confirming the
findings of overseas studies, those aged 65 and over tended to
have firmer views about which items were essential than those
aged under 30. Second, those in the client sample had somewhat
stronger views than those in the community sample (see
Saunders et al., 2007).

13 The lack of some items reflects the facilities available in the area
where people live and this in turn reflects their ability to afford to
live in certain areas. However, the link between affordability and
actual possession is more tenuous and cannot be easily identi-
fied by asking a “Can you afford it?” question that is linked to
specific items. Many of the items excluded from the deprivation

needed to overcome the deprivations and barriers to
inclusion and participation that they face. Reflecting
this observation, there is a need to shift the focus away
from income when researching issues of poverty and
disadvantage and when thinking about solutions.

The Left Out and Missing Out project has developed
indicators that are capable of shedding new light on
these issues in an Australian context. More work is
needed to establish that the indicators are robust
before they can inform the development of policies
designed to prevent and ameliorate the different
sources of social disadvantage. However, it is clear that
further development of indicators of deprivation and
exclusion can contribute new insights and understand-
ings of these important social issues, including how
they affect families as a unit as well as adults and chil-
dren as individuals.

The deprivation indicators have highlighted the fact
that many in the community are unable to afford to
meet even the most basic needs for food, shelter and
good health. The exclusion indicators have shown how
lack of access to important health and community serv-
ices and exclusion from social and economic activities
are common among large sections of the population.
One constant theme to emerge from the findings is the
very serious circumstances of those in the client sam-
ple, many of whom face a complex combination of
deep-seated problems.

Governments at all levels have an important leadership
role to play in acknowledging that these problems exist,
identifying their nature, setting priorities for action and

The factors that contribute to disadvantage inhibit
people’s capacity by blocking their opportunities to
participate and lead fulfilling lives. 



analysis appear in the analysis of social exclusion described later,
where the affordability criterion is no longer directly relevant.

14 The list includes comprehensive motor vehicle insurance, 
but not a car, the latter just failing to exceed the 50% cut-off. 
This might seem paradoxical, even contradictory, but it indi-
cates that a car is not regarded as essential but that if one does
have a car, it is essential to have it covered by comprehensive
insurance.

15 The other item where the incidence of deprivation was high—a
week’s holiday away from home—might be dismissed by some as
having little to do with deprivation or disadvantage. However, it
should be remembered that this item was only included in the
analysis of deprivation because a majority of the community
sample (around 53%) regarded it as being essential.

16 It is important to emphasise that, in both samples, those who did
not have dependent children living with them indicated that
they did not have the child-related items, but also that this was
not because of a lack of affordability, so they were not included
among those who were deprived in relation to those items.

17 An unweighted index has been used, although it is possible to
use more complex weighting schemes in which items are
weighted according to how much support they receive for being
regarded as essential (so that an item that is regarded as essential
by 90% is given greater weight than one that is regarded as essen-
tial by only 60%) or the ownership/participation rate for each
item in the population (see Halleröd, 1994; Willitts, 2006).

18 This finding is consistent with the evidence from Britain,
although it is possible that it reflects differences in the appropri-
ateness of the essential items for different age groups, or in the
willingness of younger and older people to acknowledge that
they cannot afford certain items (see McKay, 2004).

19 It should also be noted that where exclusion took a form that
affected only a subset of those in the sample (e.g. no aged care 
for frail older people or no child care for working-age parents), 
the exclusion incidence rates were expressed relative to the 
numbers in the relevant categories (people aged 70 and over; 
parents aged between 18 and 64). In all other cases, exclusion
incidence was expressed as a percentage of the full sample. Two 
of the indicators (no regular social contact with other people, 
and no emergency savings) also appeared among the list of 
deprivation items in Table 1, although the affordability criterion
no longer applied, so the exclusion and deprivation incidence
rates differed.

20 These three groups are not mutually exclusive and some respon-
dents appear in more than one group. Interested readers are
referred to the full report for a comprehensive discussion that
encompasses all 27 indicators and a broader range of socioeco-
nomic groups (Saunders et al., 2007, chap. 6). The broad pat-
terns revealed in the complete analysis are similar to those
described here.

21 Some of the client sample estimates are based on small cell sizes
and are thus subject to large sampling error.
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supportive parent–child relationships also facilitate 
and underpin effective parenting (and vice versa)
(Dishion & McMahon, 1998). For example, Renee,
Snyder, Schrepferman, and Snyder (2005) showed
that a close parent–child relationship in mid-
childhood was related to more effective supervision
and monitoring in later childhood.

Parent–child relationships change considerably
over the lifespan. In the early years, parents 
nurture, support and guide their children’s develop-
ment. As children move through adolescence and
into adulthood, the parent–child relationship
evolves, generally becoming more egalitarian in
nature as young people seek independence (Collins
& Laursen, 2006). Later in life, the roles may
reverse somewhat, as elderly parents receive sup-
port and care from their adult children. 

Parents and teenagers often experience greater
strain and discord in their relationships as young
people try out new ways of thinking and being
(Collins & Russell, 1991; Youniss & Smollar, 1985).
This trend underlies the theory that adolescence is

arent–child relationships are one of the
most fundamental aspects of life. A large
body of research shows that parent–
child relationship quality is closely
linked to child and adolescent wellbeing

(Steinberg, 2001). Armsden and Greenberg (1987),
for example, found that adolescents who had good
relationships with their parents were less inclined
to use drugs, progressed better at school, were more
self-reliant and experienced fewer psychological
and social problems than peers with poorer quality
relationships. Similarly, the 1991 Australian Living
Standards Survey revealed that adolescents who
were dissatisfied with their relationships with par-
ents had a lower sense of mastery, were more likely
to feel bored and were less satisfied with their lives
than adolescents who had better-quality relation-
ships (Weston, 2000). 

Supportive parent–child relationships can foster
resiliency, as shown by research demonstrating 
that such relationships helped children maintain
positive adjustment while growing up in a high-risk
environment (Werner & Smith, 1982). Warm, 

PP

Views of young people and their parentsViews of young people and their parents

How do parents and teenagers 
get along together? 

Is adolescence a time of ‘storm and stress’, or do most parents

and adolescents get along together relatively well?

Data from the Australian Temperament Project are used to

shed light on this perennial question.
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How do parents and teenagers 
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a time of storm and stress in which conflict is a nat-
ural, common and almost necessary occurrence.
According to Steinberg (2001), this was the prevail-
ing view up until the 1970s, and it remains a
popular view in the general community. However,
the research evidence suggests a rather different
p i c t u r e .  C o m m u n i t y  s u r v e y s  f r o m  t h e  
late 1960s onwards show that approximately 
three-quarters of teenagers report warm, happy
relationships with their parents (e.g. Douvan &
Adelson, 1966; Kandel & Lesser, 1972; Weston,
2000). Additionally, Rutter, Graham, Chadwick,
and Yule (1976) found that poor parent–adolescent
relationships (when present) had very often been
preceded by earlier family difficulties, suggesting
they were not a new phenomenon but were the con-
tinuation of longstanding difficulties.

A noteworthy feature of this research is that it is, 
to a large extent, based on adolescents’ views. Par-
ents’ perspectives have been less frequently sought.
The available research suggests that parents tend 
to view their relationships with their teenagers
more positively than do adolescents (Silverberg &

Steinberg, 1990). However, as Larson and Richards
(1994) point out, parents and teenagers may have
quite different interpretations of their interactions
with each other. Steinberg (2001) suggests that par-
ents may be more affected than adolescents by
recurrent “bickering and squabbling” over minor
issues (p. 5) and may be more likely to retain nega-
tive feelings afterwards, due in part to differing
conceptions of the disagreement. Parents tend to
see these disagreements as relating to parental
codes of conduct or standards, whilst teenagers 
see them more as a matter of personal choice
(Smetana, 1988). Thus, it is possible that parents
might view their relationship with their teenager
differently to the teenager. Seiffge-Krenke (1999)
has shown that discrepancies in the views of par-
ents and teenagers can be quite large in early
adolescence but diminish over the adolescent
years.

The current study aimed to address three issues: 

a) how do Australian teenagers and parents view
their relationship over the period from early to
late adolescence; 
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Parents, maternal and child health nurses, primary
school teachers and, from the age of 11 years, the
children themselves, have participated in the study.
Approximately two-thirds of the sample is still
involved in the study after 24 years. Although many
families living in disadvantaged circumstances or
containing a non–Australian born parent at the time
of recruitment are still participating, families with
these characteristics are less likely to remain in the
study. There are no differences between the retained
and no–longer participating sub-samples on infancy
characteristics measured at the study’s commence-
ment, such as easy/difficult temperament style or
behaviour problems. Thus, the findings reported
here are likely to slightly under-represent the effects
of family disadvantage, but the study remains repre-
sentative of children’s diversity in behaviour and
temperament style.

The data for this paper come from the surveys
undertaken when the children were 13–14, 15–16
and 17–18 years (in 1996, 1998 and 2000 respec-
tively). These comprised the 10th through 12th
data collection waves of the study. Between 75%
and 80% of those still enrolled in the study partici-
pated in these data collection waves. A wide range
of aspects were measured, including adolescents’
temperament style, social skills, attraction to risk-
taking, antisocial behaviour, substance use,
depression and anxiety, as well as relationships
with parents and peers, friendships with antisocial
youth, and school adjustment/achievement. Par-
ents also reported on many of these aspects, as well
as family environment characteristics, such as fam-
ily structure, parental occupational and educational
status, family stress, and parenting practices and
beliefs. The parent–adolescent relationship meas-
ures are described here; details of the wide array of
additional measures included in the analyses can be
obtained from the authors or from the ATP website. 

Teenagers completed questions about their relation-
ships with their parents when they were 13–14 
and 17–18 years, while parents completed questions
about their relationships with their teenagers and
their parenting practices at all three survey waves
from 13 to 18 years. The questions completed by
teenagers were drawn from Armsden and Greenberg’s
(1987) Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (see
Table 1). Six of the eight questions were positively
worded and two were negatively worded (teenagers
reported how often their parents did not understand
them, or did not understand what they were going
through). For ease of interpretation, the two nega-
tively worded questions were re-coded. Thus, the
findings reported hereafter for these two items reflect
teenager’s perceptions of how often their parents did
understand them. Teenagers answered the questions
using a 5-point scale of “almost always true”, “often
true”, “sometimes true”, “seldom true” and “almost
never true”.

Parents completed the ATP-devised Parenting Prac-
tices Questionnaire, which comprised scales
measuring relationship quality (see Table 2), use 

b) to what extent do they agree; and

c) are there systematic differences between adoles-
cents with good, poor or discrepant perceptions
of their relationships (i.e. parents and teenagers
do not agree) on personal characteristics, family,
peer and school functioning?

The study
This study is based on the Australian Temperament
Project (ATP),1 a longitudinal community study
that has focused on the developing child, investi-
gating the contribution of personal, family and
broader environmental factors to adjustment and
wellbeing. The ATP commenced in 1983 with the
recruitment of a representative cohort of 2,443
infants aged 4–8 months and their families, from
urban and rural areas of Victoria. Fourteen waves of
data have been collected using mail surveys, annu-
ally for the first 4 years and bi-annually up to 2002,
with a 4-yearly interval thereafter to the 14th sur-
vey wave at 23–24 years (2006). A wide range of
domains has been assessed, including the child’s
temperament, behavioural and emotional adjust-
ment, academic progress, health, social skills, and 
peer and family relationships, as well as family
functioning, parenting practices and the family
socio-demographic background (see Prior, Sanson,
Smart, & Oberklaid, 2000, for further details, avail-
able from the ATP website: www.aifs.gov.au/atp).

Questions used to obtain parent reports of 
parent–adolescent relationship quality

Table 2

Source: Parenting Practices Questionnaire, Australian Temperament Project 
(Prior et al., 2000).

How often do you talk with your child about his/her plans for the coming
day? (response categories of “almost every day”, “most days”, “some
days”, “hardly ever”, “almost never”)

Most of the time, how well do you get along with your teenager? (“very
well”, “well”, “OK”, “not too well”, “not at all well”)

On a day-to-day basis, I praise or reward my child for doing a good job 
at home or at school. (“always/almost always”, “often”, “about half the
time”, “occasionally”, “never/almost never”)

My child talks with me about his/her problems or troubles.
(“always/almost always”, “often”, “about half the time”, “occasionally”,
“never/almost never”)

I enjoy listening to and doing things with my child. (“always/almost always”,
“often”, “about half the time”, “occasionally”, “never/almost never”) 

Questions used to obtain teenager reports of 
parent–adolescent relationship quality

Table 1

Source: Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987)

My parents respect my feelings.

My parents accept me as I am.

My parents sense when I’m upset about something.

When I discuss things with my parents, they consider my point of view.

My parents trust my judgement.

I tell my parents about my problems and troubles.

I feel that my parents don’t understand me.

My parents don’t understand what I’m going through these days.
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of reasoning (e.g. when I want my child to do 
something, I explain my reasons for asking), moni-
toring/supervision (e.g. how often do you find out
where he/she is going when he/she goes out with
friends?), harsh discipline (e.g. yelling, scolding,
swearing) and physical punishment (e.g. I use
threats of physical punishment to control my
child). The response categories used to obtain par-
ents’ responses were anchored to the item content
and are shown in Table 2. While the questions asked
of parents and teenagers are not identical, they
cover similar issues and important features of 
relationships.

How did parents and adolescents view their
relationships?
The first issue addressed is the separate perspec-
tives of parents and teenagers about their
relationship. To facilitate the identification of 
positive perceptions, the 5-point ratings for all
items were recoded into two categories. Thus, for
teenagers, the “always/almost always true” and
“often true” ratings were deemed to reflect positive
views, while the remaining three ratings (“some-
times true”, “seldom true” and “almost never 
true”) were interpreted as reflecting less positive
views. Similarly, for parent responses, the two high-
est ratings reflected positive perceptions (e.g.,
“always/almost always” and “often”) while the
remaining three ratings reflected less positive per-
ceptions (e.g., “about half the time”, “occasionally”
and “never/almost never”). 

Teenagers’ views are shown in Figure 1, with the
higher bars displaying the proportion of teenagers
with positive views when they were 13–14 years of
age and the lower bars the proportion with positive
views at 17–18 years. On seven of the eight items,
the great majority of teenagers had positive percep-
tions of their relationship with their parents, with
over 70% feeling their parents trusted their judge-
ment, considered their point of view, sensed when
they were upset, accepted them as a person,
respected their feelings, understood them, and
understood what they were going through. How-
ever, teenagers were less likely to confide in
parents, with only around 50% saying they “almost
always” or “often” talked with parents about trou-
bles or difficulties they were experiencing. 

Interestingly, responses to the set of items tended to
be more positive at 17–18 than at 13–14 years, with
significant across-age differences found on most
items. The two exceptions were: no significant across-
age differences on the item “my parents understand
me”, and the finding that significantly more teenagers
felt parents understood what they were going through
at 13–14 years than at 17–18 years.

Parents’ perceptions are shown in Figure 2, with
the top bars showing parents’ views when their
teenagers were 13–14 years; the middle bars, par-
ents’ views when teenagers were 15–16 years; and
the lowest bars, parents’ views when teenagers were

17–18 years. Consistent with teenager reports,
most parents reported good relationships with 
their teenagers, with more than 70% believing they
got on well with their teenager, enjoyed his/her
company, and praised or rewarded him/her for
doing a good job. 

The percentage of parents who reported they got on
well with their teenager and enjoyed his/her com-
pany was quite similar at all three ages, while
parents more often praised or rewarded their teen
for a good job at the two older ages than at 13–14
years of age. The two items measuring parent–
adolescent communication revealed somewhat 
different trends. While close to 80% of parents

The percentage of 13–14 and 17–18 year old adolescents who
had positive views of their relationship with their parents

Figure 1

The percentage of parents of 13–14, 15–16 and 
17–18 year old adolescents who had positive views of 
their relationship with their adolescents

Figure 2
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to the set of questions shown in Table 1 (for 
adolescents) or Table 2 (for parents). 

Agreement was assessed in two ways. Firstly, intra-
class correlations were computed between the
parent and teenager scores at each time point. The
correlations were .36 at 13–14 years and .28 at
17–18 years, which is in the “fair” range according
to Osoba, Rodrigues, Myles, Zee, and Pater (1998).
However, as parents and teenagers did not complete
identical questions, the extraneous variability
introduced by measurement differences may have
led to an underestimate of the “true” correlation.
The second approach was to divide the distribution
of parent and teenager scores into thirds to form
groups with high-, medium- and low-quality rela-
tionships according to adolescents, and high-,
medium- and low-quality relationships according to
parents. The groups were then cross-tabulated to
determine the proportion who had, or did not have,
similar quality relationships according to both
sources of report. The results are shown in Table 3. 

Trends were similar at both ages. While there was
considerable variability, the most common result
was for parents and adolescents to agree. Thus, the
percentages in the diagonal cells, showing the pro-
portion who agreed, were consistently higher than
those in the non-diagonals, showing the proportion
who disagreed. Agreement tended to be around 50%
for the high and low groups, but was lower for the
medium group (36% at 13–14 years and 40% at
17–18 years). Focusing now on the high and low
groups, the trend was for ratings to be in the adja-
cent category when there was disagreement (e.g., a
high-quality relationship according to one source
and a medium-quality relationship according to the
other). Extreme differences of opinion, in which
one source reported a high-quality relationship and
the other a low-quality relationship, were rare
(between 13% and 21%). Overall, it seemed that
there was moderate agreement between parents
and adolescents, and when there was disagreement,
this was generally minor. 

What personal, family and broader environ-
mental factors were associated with differing
types of parent–adolescent relationships? 
The final issue examined was connections between
parent–child relationships and other aspects of ado-
lescent and family functioning. For ease of
interpretation, the nine groups shown in Table 3
were reduced to six groups at both 13–14 and 17–18
years, as follows: 

reported talking with their teenager on most days
about the teen’s plans for the coming day when
their teenagers were 13–14 and 15–16 years, this
dropped markedly to around 50% at 17–18 years.
Conversely, parents were significantly more likely
to talk with their teenager about problems or trou-
bles the teen was experiencing in late adolescence
than in mid- or early adolescence (almost 80%
reported this occurred “always” or “often” at 17–18
years, compared with between 50% and 60% at 
13–14 and 15–16 years). The differing responses to
these two questions suggest that they tapped differ-
ing types of conversations—day-to-day matters and
activities on one hand, and more serious, deep-
seated concerns on the other. 

In summary, the trends in Figures 1 and 2 suggest
that, as groups, most parents and teenagers held pos-
itive views of their relationships, since 70% or more
endorsed most of the aspects measured. Fewer, but
still around 50%, talked together about problems 
adolescents might be facing. 

Did parents and teenagers agree?
The second issue investigated was the level of agree-
ment for pairs of parents and teenagers. For this
question, the responses of parents and adolescents
from the 13–14 and 17–18 year surveys were 
used. The original five response categories were
included in these analyses. Firstly, to make the
responses of parents and teenagers comparable, 
a composite score was calculated for each respon-
dent by computing the average of his/her responses

Percentage of parents and teenagers who agreed or disagreed about the quality of their relationship

13–14 YEARS 17–18 YEARS

Teenager’s views Teenager’s views
views High Medium Low views High Medium Low
High 56% 31% 13% High 49% 33% 18%
Medium 38% 36% 26% Medium 29% 40% 30% 
Low 20% 30% 51% Low 21% 29% 50%

Table 3

Teenagers who had better-quality 
relationships with their parents tended
to have higher self-esteem, an easier
temperament style, fewer behaviour
problems and greater identity clarity,
and be more socially skilled and 
more optimistic about the future.

Parent’s Parent’s
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high-quality relationship according to both
sources of report (parents and adolescents);

high-quality relationship by one source and
medium quality by the other;

high-quality relationship by one source and low
quality by the other;

medium-quality relationship according to both
sources;

medium-quality relationship by one source and
low quality by the other; and

low-quality relationship according to both
sources.

MANOVA methods were used to compare groups.
The numerous differences found (shown in the
appendix on p. 27) consistently showed that the
high-quality relationship group was progressing the
best, the low-quality relationship group the worst
and the remaining groups (the medium-quality
relationship group and the discrepant groups) were
intermediate between these two groups. The pat-
tern of differences was similar at 13–14 and 17–18
years, and there was great consistency between the
reports of parents and adolescents across the vari-
ous areas of functioning. The group differences are
illustrated in Figures 3 to 7, which for simplicity
show trends at 13–14 years, although these are sim-
ilar to the trends at 17–18 years. 

Many differences were found on adolescents’ per-
sonal characteristics. For example, teenagers who
had better-quality relationships with their parents
tended to have higher self-esteem, an easier tem-
perament style, fewer behaviour problems and
greater identity clarity, and be more socially skilled
and more optimistic about the future. The appendix
also shows that girls tended to have better-quality
relationships with parents than boys. The most
striking differences were on social skills (Figure 3).
The bars in Figure 3 show each group’s average level
of social skills, while the “I” symbol at the top of
each bar indicates the 95% confidence intervals
(CIs). When CIs do not overlap, this indicates that
there are significant differences between the groups
being compared. As an example, looking at teenager
reports in Figure 3, the CI for the high group does
not overlap with the CI for the high–medium group,
indicating that the high group was significantly dif-
ferent from the high–medium group. However, the
CIs for the high–low and medium groups did over-
lap, indicating that these two groups did not
significantly differ. 

Figure 3 shows that adolescents in the high-quality
relationship group tended to have very good social
skills, with the group means being around the 70th
percentile by teenager report (on left) and parent
report (on right). In contrast, the social skills of 
the low group were substantially below the norm,
with the group means being just above the 30th 
percentile according to teenagers and just above
the 20th percentile according to parents. The

remaining groups tended to be in the average 
range, between the 40th and 60th percentiles. 
Figure 4 shows similar group differences on opposi-
tional behaviour/conduct problems, as reported 
by parents and adolescents alike. (For comparabil-
ity, the variables shown in Figures 4 to 7 have 
been standardised to have a mean of 0 and a stan-
dard deviation of 1. Thus, group means below 0
indicate lower than average scores, while group
means greater than 0 indicate higher than average
scores.)

Differences were also found on aspects of family 
life and peer relationships. With regard to family 
life, there were significant group differences 
on parenting practices (use of reasoning, monitor-
ing/supervision, harsh discipline, physical
punishment, inconsistent discipline), quality of the
marital relationship while the teenager was growing
up, and occurrence of a marital break-up during the
child’s lifetime. Figure 5, which displays group differ-
ences on parents’ use of reasoning, illustrates these
trends. However, no differences were found on other
family characteristics, such as parents’ educational

The differing parent–adolescent relationship quality groups:
mean scores and confidence intervals for adolescents’
oppositional behaviour and conduct problems

Figure 4

The differing parent–adolescent relationship 
quality groups: mean scores and confidence intervals 
for adolescents’ social skills 

Figure 3
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have closer peer relationships according to both
teenagers and parents (Figure 6), and were more
likely to participate in organised activities such as
school, sport or community groups. 

Similarly, teenagers with better-quality relation-
ships tended to be progressing better at school, as
illustrated in Figure 7, valued their school experi-
ences more, and experienced fewer school-related
problems. At 17–18 years, they felt more attached
to their local communities (e.g., liked their 
neighbourhood, had contact with neighbours, par-
ticipated in community activities). 

In summary, adolescents who had high-quality 
relationships with parents tended to be doing better
than those with less-positive relationships across
all the areas of life examined: their personal char-
acteristics, family experiences, peer relationships,
school progress and community connectedness. 

Conclusions and implications
The findings of this longitudinal Australian commu-
nity study are in line with other Australian and
international research in showing that most adoles-
cents report good relationships with their parents.
Parent reports, which have been assessed in far
fewer previous studies, reveal a similar picture.
Over 70% of parents and adolescents generally had
positive perceptions, which accords well with the
rates of approximately 75% in other studies (e.g.,
Douvan & Adelson, 1966; Kandel & Lesser, 1972;
Weston, 2000). 

However, on one aspect—communication between
adolescents and parents—rates were lower, with
only about half of both parents and adolescents
reporting that they often talked together about
problems or difficulties the adolescents were expe-
riencing. Other ATP research has shown that a large
majority of teenagers felt they could talk with their
parents about personal concerns (Prior et al.,
2000). Taken together, these findings suggest that a
number of teenagers prefer not to confide in their
parents at this stage of development, perhaps due to
their increasing independence. Interestingly, while
parents and teenagers were more likely to talk
together about problems or difficulties at 17–18
years than earlier, they chatted less often on a daily
basis. One reason for this could be that parents 
and adolescents tend to spend less time together at
this age (Larson, Richards, Moneta, Holmbeck, &
Duckett, 1996).

There was a small but consistent trend for relation-
ships to improve from early/mid-adolescence to late
adolescence, according to teenagers. Again, this
accords with other research (e.g., Larson et al., 1996;
Weston, 2000). The comments of ATP parents as they
reflected on their experiences as parents illustrate
this trend (from Prior et al., 2000): 

My teenager has always been difficult, but at the age of 11, 12,
13 we had a very bad relationship … We have come a long
way and our relationship is very good now.

and occupational status, family size, the family’s
experience of stress in the past 12 months, and the
number of house moves the family had undertaken
during the child’s life. Teenagers who had better-
quality relationships with parents also tended to

The differing parent–adolescent relationship 
quality groups: mean scores and confidence intervals 
for parents’ use of reasoning

Figure 5

The differing parent–adolescent relationship 
quality groups: mean scores and confidence intervals 
for the quality of adolescents’ peer relationships

Figure 6

The differing parent–adolescent relationship 
quality groups: mean scores and confidence intervals 
for adolescents’ experience of school problems

Figure 7
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The changes have reflected his growing independence and my
learning to let him be independent. Closeness, warmth and
conflict are those emotions most tested and stretched in 
growing up.

She wants to make her own decisions … I don’t exercise much
control over her but I’m hanging in there to be someone to
turn to if she needs someone. Rather than exercise control I’m
trying to get her to look at the consequences of her actions.

However, the difficulties that many parents experi-
ence should not be forgotten, as illustrated by the
comments of other ATP parents:

Due to his secretive, stubborn attitude, a barrier to free 
communication is forming, hence our bond is constantly under
pressure … I guess I am just another frustrated parent 
experiencing life through the teenage/adolescent cycle.

He is very independent and wants to assert that constantly—
wanting very little input from us.

As a teenager she has become very determined to do as she
wishes when she wishes, despite what I think is safe. This has
led to a lot of conflict … I am often worried about her 
behaviour.

Individual pairs of parents and teenagers tended 
to have similar perceptions of their relationship, as
shown by the analyses examining rates of agree-
ment. Of course, perfect agreement would not be
expected for a variety of reasons, such as personal-
ity differences and measurement variations. While
rates of exact agreement were moderate, extreme
differences of opinion were rare. However, we 
did not find the increasing rates of agreement
across adolescence found by others (Collins & Lue-
bker, 1994; Seiffge-Krenke, 1999). In general,
adolescents with discrepant reports of their rela-
tionships (i.e. parents and adolescents did not
agree), tended to be progressing a little less well

than adolescents whose relationships were at the
higher level according to both sources of report.
Thus a discrepancy in views reflected, to a certain
extent, less positive progress.

Finally, parent–adolescent relationship quality 
was strongly related to adolescent wellbeing 
over a range of aspects of life. When groups were 
compared, teenagers with the highest-quality 
relationships were found to be progressing better than
all other groups, while those with the poorest-quality
relationships were the most problematic. Thus, ado-
lescents with good relationships were found to be
more adaptable, socially adept and self confident; had
a clearer idea of where they were going in life; and dis-
played fewer problems such as antisocial behaviour or
depression. More girls than boys had good relation-
ships with parents. These findings add to the evidence
base demonstrating connections between relation-
ship quality and adolescent outcomes across differing
countries and ethnic groups (e.g., Wissink, Dekovic, &
Meier, 2006). 

High relationship quality was associated with more
harmonious family relationships and more effective
parenting practices, but not family structural char-
acteristics. High-quality relationships were also
related to closer peer relationships, better school
progress, and a greater sense of community belong-
ing. We cannot unravel the direction of effects with
certainty from these data; in fact, the connections
are likely to be bi-directional and mutually rein-
forcing. For example, it may be easier to maintain
good relationships with adolescents who do not
engage in problem behaviours. On the other hand,
the existence of a high-quality relationship might
inhibit adolescents from engaging in problem
behaviours.

At least two major implications can be taken from
these findings. Firstly, difficult parent–adolescent
relationships are atypical and need to be taken 

High relationship quality was associated with more harmonious 
family relationships and more effective parenting practices, but not
family structural characteristics.
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seriously. They can be a signal that teenagers are
experiencing problems (as indeed parents may be
too, although we did not have data on this). They
can cause pain and hurt to all concerned, as sug-
gested by the comments of ATP parents reported
above. Secondly, community perceptions of the
nature of parent–adolescent relationships seem to
be out of kilter with the consistent research find-
ings. Steinberg (2001) makes the point that “there
has remained a dramatic disjunction between what
is being said in academic circles and what is being
sold to parents through the popular media. Authors
of contemporary advice books aimed at parents of
teenagers continue to portray the adolescent period
as a difficult one” (p. 4).

It is important that researchers and service
providers working in the adolescent field help par-
ents develop a realistic view of parenting over the
teenage years. This requires balancing the fact that
parents need not be unduly apprehensive since ado-
lescence is a positive period for most, with support
for the minority where difficulties occur, the
responsibility for which cannot be laid simply at
the feet of parents. With appropriate education and
support, we can hope that even more Australian
families will experience the teenage years as ones of
growth and fulfilment rather than a time of conflict
and unhappiness. As one of our parents put it:

I’m not perfect, he’s not perfect, we learn together as we go
along; the younger siblings watching carefully the decisions
we make.
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13–14 YEARS 17–18 YEARS

Overall MANOVA: 4.21; p < .0001 Overall MANOVA: 3.71; p < .0001

Aspect of functioning F statistic Aspect of functioning F statistic

Adolescent personal characteristics Adolescent personal characteristics

Social skills (P) 75.24*** Social skills (P) NM

Social skills (A) 49.84*** Social skills (A) NM

Temperamental reactivity (P) 25.19*** Temperamental reactivity (P) 11.51***

Temperamental persistence (P) 27.67*** Temperamental persistence (P) 12.35***

Temperamental sociability/ shyness (P) 7.41*** Temperamental sociability/ shyness (P) 2.97*

Temperamental activity (P) 2.94*  Temperamental activity (P) NM

Depression (A) 26.54*** Depression (A) 18.06***

Anxiety/withdrawal (P) 8.84*** Anxiety/withdrawal (P) 7.12***

Antisocial behaviour (A) 15.18*** Antisocial behaviour (A) 3.26**

Oppositional behaviour (A) 26.01*** Oppositional behaviour (A) 8.61***

Conduct disorder (P) 42.78*** Conduct disorder (P) 17.89***

Socialised aggression (P) 17.42*** Socialised aggression (P) 7.46***

Hyperactivity (A) 25.48*** Hyperactivity (A) 11.10***

Attention problems (P) 23.96*** Attention problems (P) 15.94***

Multi-substance use (A) 8.74*** Multi-substance use (A) n.s.

Male/female gender 5.25*** Male/female gender 2.21*

Self-esteem (A) NM Self-esteem (A) 16.41***

Identity clarity (A) NM Identity clarity (A) 4.39***

Optimism about the future (A) NM Optimism about the future (A) 23.23***

Copes by blaming self (A) NM Copes by blaming self (A) 3.26**

Copes by support seeking (A) NM Copes by support seeking (A) 2.89*

Family environment Family environment

Use of reasoning (P) 60.35*** Use of reasoning (P) NM

Monitoring/supervision (P) 14.64*** Supervision/involvement (P) 18.61***

Harsh discipline (P) 13.24*** Harsh discipline (P) 29.70***

Physical punishment (P) 6.49*** Physical punishment (P) NM

Inconsistent discipline (P) NM Inconsistent discipline (P) 16.96***

Conflict between parent and teenager (P) NM Conflict between parent and teenager (P) 44.77***

Family cohesion (P) NM Family cohesion (P) 26.35***

Quality of marital relationship over child’s life (P) NM Quality of marital relationship over child’s life (P) 2.35*

Intact family over child’s life (P) NM Intact family over child’s life (P) 2.58*

Peer relationships Peer relationships

Attachment to peers (A) 24.26*** Attachment to peers: Trust (A) 4.77***

Friendship quality (A) 8.96*** Attachment to peers: Communication (A) 6.87***

Involvement with peers (P) 12.44*** Attachment to peers: Alienation (A) 8.53***

Participation in peer group activities (P) 7.44*** Participation in peer group activities (P) NM

Antisocial peer friendships (A) 13.81*** Antisocial peer friendships (A) NM

Antisocial peer friendships (P) 12.43*** Antisocial peer friendships (P) NS

School experiences School experiences

School adjustment/ achievement  problems (A) 29.77*** Schooling bonding (A) 12.16***

School adjustment/ achievement problems (P) 21.30*** School adjustment/ achievement problems (P) 14.51***

Community relationships Community relationships

Bonding to community (A) NM Bonding to community (A) 4.05*

Appendix

A = Adolescent report     P = Parent report    NM = Not measured in this wave    NS = No sgnificant differences between the groups
* = p < .05     ** = p < .01     *** = p < .001
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Introduction
The informal care provided by families and friends is vital to the
success and cohesiveness of families and societies. However,
while informal care generates very large social and economic
benefits, there can be substantial costs to carers and their fam-
ilies. The economic costs include direct expenditure associated
with providing care (e.g. home modifications, medical expen-
diture, transport costs) and the loss of income associated with
lower levels of employment, fewer hours worked or the accept-
ance of less-demanding, lower-paid employment.

The negative impact of caring on income can be very 
substantial. In Australia, as in other countries, people who have
significant responsibilities for caring for a person with a disabil-
ity or long-term health problem have lower employment rates
than those without caring responsibilities (Bittman, Hill, &
Thomson, 2007; Jenson & Jacobzone, 2000). This has implica-
tions not only for the carer, but also for government expenditure,
due to higher levels of income support payments being required.

The issue is of particular importance given the growing number
of Australians who have caring responsibilities. The increasing
number of carers is in part a consequence of the structural 
ageing of the population (NATSEM, 2004) and in part a conse-
quence of the shift from institutional care to community care
for adults with a disability (Tolhurst, 2001).

It has been estimated, after taking account of age and gender dif-
ferences, that the employment rate of Australian primary carers

M AT T H E W  G R AY, B E N  E D WA R D S  
a n d  N O R B E R T  Z M I J E W S K I

The impact of caring on the income and labour market participation

of carers can be substantial. In this paper, the authors describe the

labour force status of carers who receive an Australian Government

payment directed to carers, with a particular focus on the degree to

which non-employed carers want to be in paid employment. The

extent to which having caring responsibilities has a causal impact

upon labour force participation, and the job changes that employed

carers have made as a consequence of their caring responsibilities

are also explored, as are the implications of paid work for the income

of carers.

Caring and women’s labour
market participation
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in 2003 was 42.8%, compared with the Australia-wide average of
59.2% (Access Economics, 2005).1 The main reason for the lower
employment rates of carers was a much lower full-time employ-
ment rate (19.2% for carers and 42.0% for the Australia-wide
average), while the part-time employment rates were slightly
higher for carers (22.8%) than the Australian average (17.2%).

In Australia, carers with significant and ongoing caring respon-
sibilities may be provided with financial assistance by the
Commonwealth Government through Carer Payment and
Carer Allowance. Carer Payment is an income support pay-
ment for those who are unable to participate in the workforce
full-time as a result of their caring responsibilities. It is means
tested (through income and asset tests) and eligibility is also
dependent on the level of impairment of the care receiver.
Carer Allowance is a supplementary, non–means tested pay-
ment provided to people who provide daily care and attention
at home to a person who has a disability or severe medical con-
dition, or is frail aged.2

The number of people receiving government payments that
support carers is substantial. In June 2007 there were 116,614
people receiving Carer Payment and 393,263 receiving Carer
Allowance. This represents a 145% increase in Carer Payment
and a 102% increase in Carer Allowance since June 2000
(Department of Family and Community Services [FaCS], 2000;
Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs [FaCSIA], 2007). Associated with this increase in the
number of carers are increases in government expenditure,
with a 283% increase in the cost of Carer Payment and a 223%
increase in the cost of Carer Allowance since June 2000 (FaCS,
2000; FaCSIA, 2007). Because carers who receive Carer Pay-
ment are also eligible for Carer Allowance, in this paper, the
term “Carer Allowance only” is used to refer to carers who only
receive the Carer Allowance.

To date, there has been relatively little Australian research into
the impact of caring responsibilities on the labour force status
of carers. There has been even less research specifically on the
labour force status of carers who receive Carer Payment and/or
Carer Allowance, a group of particular policy interest. Two
recent Australian studies have used longitudinal data to analyse
the impact of caring responsibilities on labour market partici-
pation (Bittman et al., 2007; Lee & Gramotnev, 2007). Bittman
et al. (2007) used data from the first four waves of the House-
hold, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
survey and reported that, compared to the rest of the popula-
tion, working-age carers were significantly more likely to
reduce their hours of work or stop working altogether. In addi-
tion, they reported that even one year of informal care had a
significant financial impact on gross personal income. The pri-
mary focus of Lee and Gramotnev’s (2007) study was to
examine the health effects of caregiving using data from the
middle-aged cohort (aged 45–50 years) of the Australian Lon-
gitudinal Study on Women’s Health. Their analyses used two
waves of survey data, spaced 3 years apart. They found that
women who started caring between the first and second waves
had lower full-time employment rates and were more likely to
be in paid employment than those without caring responsibili-
ties. A similar pattern was found for those who stopped caring
between Waves 1 and 2. Our analysis of the figures presented in
Lee and Gramotnev’s paper suggest that, while there was no 
significant difference in labour market participation for contin-
uing and starting carers between the two waves, there was a
statistically significant difference (p = .09) for those who
stopped providing care to shift from not being in paid work to
being in part- or full-time employment.Pi
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The relatively small sample of employed carers in the
FCPDS means that some caution needs to be exer-
cised when interpreting some of the data presented
in this article. There are significant differences in
patterns of labour force participation between males
and females, so any analysis of labour force status
needs to be conducted separately for males and
females. The relatively small number of male carers
of working age (n = 116) in the sample precludes an
analysis of labour market outcomes according to
payment type for men. The analysis in this article is
therefore restricted to female carers.

This article makes several contributions to the lit-
erature. First, it provides a detailed description of
the labour force status of carers. In particular, the
extent to which non-employed carers want to be in
paid employment is explored. This has important
implications for the design of income support pay-
ments to carers and the extent to which resources
should be expended attempting to help carers find
employment. Second, the extent to which having
caring responsibilities has a causal impact upon
labour force participation is investigated. Third,
information on job changes that employed carers
have made as a consequence of their caring respon-
sibilities is analysed. Finally, the implications of
paid work for the income of carers are examined.
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Possible reasons for the lower 
employment rate of carers
There are a several reasons for expecting significant
caring responsibilities to reduce the likelihood of
being in paid employment and, if employed, working
fewer hours. First, the time taken to provide care
may be incompatible with paid employment. Sec-
ond, the jobs available to the carer may require
particular working hours, or may have insufficient
flexibility to allow the carer to provide care as well as
sustain paid employment.

Although the employment rate of primary carers is
much lower than the Australia-wide average, these
differences cannot necessarily be interpreted as being
a consequence of caring. There are a number of other
possible explanations. First, carers may have, on aver-

age, different human capital
and demographic charac-
teristics than non-carers,
which may explain part or
all of the differences in
employment rates.3 Second,
the decision as to who cares
within a family may be
related to labour market
opportunities, with family
members who have fewer
labour market opportuni-
ties being more likely to
take on the primary carer
role.4 Third, potential carers
who have good labour mar-
ket earnings capacity may
decide to purchase formal
care rather than provide
care themselves in order to
allow their participation in

the labour market. Economic models suggest that
people whose hourly labour market earnings exceed
the hourly costs of formal care will purchase formal
care. Of course, beliefs about what is the right thing to
do, sense of loyalty and the intrinsic rewards of caring
are also very important in decisions as to whether to
provide informal care or purchase formal care (see
Hales, 2007, for a discussion of these issues).

Although there is some Australian evidence on the
labour market outcomes of carers and how they
compare to non-carers, there is relatively little Aus-
tralian research that models the impact of providing
care on the labour market participation of the carer.
In particular, it would appear that relatively little
Australian research has been undertaken that mod-
els the effects of caring responsibilities on labour
force status while taking into account differences in
the characteristics of carers and non-carers and the
potential selection effect of those with more limited
labour market opportunities. Bittman et al. (2007)
and Lee and Gramotnev (2007) have gone some
way towards addressing potential selection effects
by examining the impact of changes in caring
responsibilities on labour market participation.5

There has also been relatively little research into
the types of employment conditions that can best

In this article, we use data from a new large-scale sur-
vey of Australian carers who receive an Australian
Government payment directed to carers (the Families
Caring for a Person with a Disability Survey [FCPDS])
to analyse various aspects of their labour market par-
ticipation. The FCPDS was conducted in late 2006.

Although there is information available on the labour
market outcomes for carers from the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2003 Survey of Disability
and Carers (SDAC) (ABS, 2005), there is relatively
little information available on the labour market 
outcomes and aspirations of carers who specifically
receive Carer Payment or Carer Allowance. Eligibility
conditions for Carer Payment and Carer Allowance
mean that the sample used in the FCPDS survey dif-
fers in some important respects from the general
population of carers in Australia.

Caring status can change
for a number or reasons,
including death of the
person being cared for,
the requirement for 
institutional care, 
partial or full recovery 
of the person requiring
care, and a change of 
primary carer. 
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assist caregivers to combine caring with paid
employment. Exceptions include Glezer and Wol-
cott (2000), Gray and Hughes (2005), and Jenson
and Jacobzone (2000).

Overview of the Families Caring for a 
Person with a Disability Survey
The sample for the FCPDS consisted of 1,002 primary
carers receiving Carer Payment and/or Carer
Allowance in June 2006 who were selected from the
Centrelink administrative database. The survey col-
lected information about how the families cared for a
person with a disability. Questions were asked about
a wide range of topics, including: disabling condition
and caring role, household composition and demo-
graphic characteristics, support networks, family
relationships, mental and physical health, educa-
tional attainment, and financial wellbeing. In
addition, detailed information was collected about
labour market participation and the impact of caring
responsibility on labour market outcomes. 

The interviews were conducted using computer-
assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) in October
and November 2006. Details of the design of the
survey, sampling issues, the conduct of the field-
work, response rates and representativeness of the
sample is provided by Edwards, Higgins, Gray, Zmi-
jewski, and Kingston (2008).

The labour force status of carers
Current labour force status

Table 1 shows the labour force status of female car-
ers of working age, according to the type of
payments they receive: Carer Allowance only or
Carer Payment (including those who also receive
Carer Allowance).

The employment rate of female carers who received
only Carer Allowance was 47.1%. This was made up
of a full-time employment rate of 11.4% and a 
part-time employment rate of 35.7%. For women
receiving Carer Payment, 0.8% were employed 
full-time and 25.2% part-time, giving a total employ-
ment rate of 26.0%.

The unemployment to population rate of those
receiving only Carer Allowance was 6.6%, while for
those receiving Carer Payment it was 4.6%. The
unemployment rate is conventionally defined as the
proportion of those in the labour force (that is
employed or unemployed) who are unemployed.
The unemployment rate for females receiving only
Carer Allowance was 12.3% and was 15.0% for those
receiving Carer Payment.

The proportion of carers who were not in the 
labour force was 46.3% for those receiving only

Given that eligibility for Carer Payment is restricted to carers who
are unable to participate in the workforce full-time as a result of
their caring responsibilities (an eligibility condition that does not
apply to Carer Allowance), when analysing labour market issues
it is essential to conduct the analysis separately for those receiv-
ing Carer Payment and those receiving only Carer Allowance.
Analysis of how labour force status varies according to the level
of impairment of the care receiver has not been undertaken
because whether or not the carer receives Carer Payment is likely
to be correlated with the level of impairment.

The categories of labour force status used are fairly conventional.
Carers are employed full-time (usually work 35 or more hours per
week in all jobs), employed part-time (usually work 1 to 34 hours
per week), unemployed, marginally attached (not employed and
want to work, but are not currently looking for work), and not in the
labour force and do not want to work. Several issues need to be
kept in mind with the labour force status categories. First, the full-
time employment definition of “hours” includes paid and unpaid

overtime. If working hours are irregular, respondents were asked
to average the last 4 weeks. Second, the definition of unemploy-
ment differs from the standard ABS definition in several ways. The
most important difference is that the definition of unemployment
used in this report does not have the requirements that the job
seeker is available to start work. Third, the ABS definition of mar-
ginal attachment includes those who are not employed, are
actively looking for work, want to work but are not available to start
work within 4 weeks (and are hence not classified as being unem-
ployed). In this paper, we include those who are not employed,
want to work, are not actively looking for work and are not avail-
able to start work as being marginally attached. The ABS would not
classify this group as being not in the labour force.

The analysis in this paper is restricted to those of working age,
who are defined as being in the age range 18–64 years. As a con-
sequence, 81 carers aged 64 years or younger who said that they
were not working at the time of the interview because they were
retired were excluded from the analysis in this article.

D a t a  i s s u e s  a n d  d e f i n i t i o n s

Payment type

Carer Carer 
Allowance only Payment

% %

Employment to population rate 47.1 26.0

Full time 11.4 0.8

Part time 35.7 25.2

Unemployment to population rate 6.6 4.6

Not in the labour force to population rate 46.3 69.5

Number of observations 454 131

Notes: The unemployment rate is defined as the number unemployed divided by the number
in the labour force (employed plus unemployed). Excludes those aged 65 years or older.

Source: FCPDS 2006.

Labour force status of female carers, 
by payment type, 2006

Table 1
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Although the age profile of recipients of Carers Pay-
ment and Carer Allowance was older than the
population average, the majority were of working age
and may therefore have been in a position to be in
paid employment, either now or in the future, if their
caring responsibilities changed. According to admin-
istrative data, in June 2006, 12% of carers were aged
18–34 years, 21.9% 35–44 years, 22.1% 45–54 years,
23.6% 55–64 years, and 20.4% 65 years or more.

Overall, the desire to be employed was much higher
for younger than older carers. The proportion 
of carers who were either employed, unemployed or
marginally attached was higher for those aged
18–35 years (82.5%) and 36–50 years (87.8%) than
those aged 51–65 years (63.6%).

Regression analysis of factors associated with want-
ing to work for non-employed carers indicated that
the only statistically significant factor associated
with wanting to work was caring for a child, irre-
spective of whether the child had a disability or
not.7 Carers who cared for a child were 2.2 times
more likely to want to work than carers who did not
have childcare responsibilities. Caring for a child
was strongly associated with the age of the carer.

Carers who were not employed but who wanted to
work were also asked what they saw as their main
barrier to finding employment. Although questions
about what non-working respondents see as the 
barriers to being employed need to be treated 
with caution, they can provide some useful informa-
tion.8 The most common barrier reported by female
carers who received only Carer Allowance was “diffi-
culty in arranging working hours” (23.0%), followed
by “no alternative disability care arrangements avail-
able” (22.4%). The next most common reason given
was that it “would be too disruptive to the person
with the disability” (12.7%). The costs of paying for
care while at work was not commonly cited as a rea-
son (2.4%). The number of female carers receiving
Carer Payment who wanted to be in paid employ-
ment was too small to provide reliable estimates and
therefore results for this group are not reported. It
should be noted, however, that the main barriers to

Carer Allowance and 69.5% for those receiving
Carer Payment.

Table 2 provides information on the extent to which
carers who were not in the labour force reported
that they wanted to work. The proportion of female
carers who were marginally attached (that is, not
employed, wanting to work but not actively looking
for work, and hence not classified as being unem-
ployed) was very high. Almost one-third (30.2%) 
of those receiving Carer Allowance only and 35.1%
of those receiving Carer Payment were marginally
attached to the labour force. These estimated 
rates of marginal attachment are much higher than
the estimates of Bittman et al. (2007). Bittman et
al., using HILDA data, estimated that between 10%
and 15% of carers with intensive caring responsibil-
ity were marginally attached to the labour force.
Possible explanations for the difference include 
differences in the definition of caring,6 and the fact
that Bittman et al.’s results combined estimates for
both male and female carers.

Among carers who were not employed, 69.6% of those
who received only Carer Allowance wanted to work
(unemployed or marginally attached) and 53.6% of
those who received Carer Payment wanted to work.

Overall, the proportion of working age female carers
who did not want to be in paid employment was
quite low, being 16.1% of those who received Carer
Allowance only and 34.4% of those receiving Carer
Payment.

Payment type

Carer Carer 
Allowance only Payment

% %

Currently working 47.1 26.0

Not currently working but has worked 13.2 16.8
since started caring

Not currently working and has not 39.7 57.3
worked since started caring

Number of observations 454 131
Note: Excludes those aged 65 years or older. Percentages may not add up to 100% due 
to rounding.
Source: FCPDS 2006.

Female carers employment status since commencing 
caring, by type of payment, 2006

Table 3

Payment type

Carer Carer 
Allowance only Payment

% %

Total not in the labour force 46.3 69.5

Marginally attached (wanted to work 30.2 35.1
but was not actively looking for work)

Not in the labour force and did not want to work 16.1 34.4

Number of observations 454 131
Note: Excludes those aged 65 years or older.
Source: FCPDS 2006.

Detailed labour force status of female carers not in 
the labour force, by payment type, 2006

Table 2
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employment cited by those receiving Carer Payment
were similar to those receiving Carer Allowance only.

Labour market experience since commencing providing care
The FCPDS collected information on the employ-
ment experience of the carer since they started
providing care.9 Among female carers who received
Carer Allowance only, 39.7% had not worked since
they started caring, 13.2% were not employed at the
time of the interview but had worked since starting
to provide care, and 47.1% were employed at the
time of the interview (Table 3). Overall, 60.3% had
been employed for at least some of the time since
starting to provide care. A higher proportion of
female carers receiving Carer Payment than those
receiving only Carer Allowance had not worked at
all since starting caring (57.3% and 39.7% respec-
tively). The proportion who had been employed for
at least some of the time since starting to provide
care was 42.8%.

Impact of caring on employment
As discussed above, differences in the employment
rates of carers and non-carers cannot be simply
interpreted as the effects of caring on employment
rates. In this section, we use information on
whether there was a change in labour force status at
the time the carer commenced caring. If we see a
sharp decline in employment rates at the time of
commencing caring, or shortly after, this provides
evidence of a causal impact. International and Aus-
tralian research has documented such an effect
(Bittman et al., 2007; Spiess & Schneider, 2002).

Not-employed carers
The FCPDS asked respondents who were not
employed at the time of the interview whether they
were employed just prior to commencing caring
and, if they were employed, whether starting care
was the main reason they gave up work.10

Almost half of the female carers who were not
employed (unemployed and not in the labour force)
at the time of the interview had been employed just
prior to commencing caring (Table 4). Interestingly,

for female carers, there is little difference in the
pre-caring labour force status according to which
payment type they received—45.4% of those receiv-
ing Carer Allowance only and 47.4% of those
receiving Carer Payment were employed just prior
to commencing caring.

For female carers who were not employed at the 
time of the interview but employed just prior to
commencing caring, 83.0% of those receiving only
Carer Allowance at the time of the interview said
that providing care was the main reason they left
their job. A similar proportion (78.3%) of those
receiving Carer Payment at the time of the inter-
view said that providing care was the main reason
they left their job.

Employed carers
Employed carers were asked whether they had con-
sidered leaving their current job to care for the person
with a disability. It appears that the majority had
not—14.2% of females receiving Carer Allowance
only and 26.5% of female carers receiving Carer Pay-
ment reported that they had considered leaving their
current job to care.

Carers who were employed at the time of the inter-
view were asked whether they had ever had to stop
working in order to provide care for the person with
a disability. A substantial number reported that
they had at some time given up work to provide

Payment type

Carer Carer 
Allowance only Payment

% %

Employed just prior to commencing caring 45.4 47.4

Not employed just prior to commencing caring 54.6 52.6

Number of observations 238 97

Notes: Two female carers receiving only Carer Allowance answered “Don’t know” to the
question: “Were you employed just before you began to care for the person with a 
disability?” and are excluded from this table. Excludes those aged 65 years or older.
Source: FCPDS 2006.

Employment history of currently not-employed female carers
since commencing caring, by type of payment, 2006

Table 4

Payment type

Carer Carer 
Allowance only Payment

% %

Had to give up work to provide care 39.3 58.8
for the person with a disability

Changed jobs or working arrangements 72.4 79.4
in order to provide care for the person 
with a disability

Taken periods of leave to provide care 66.7 58.8

Number of observations 214 34

Note: Excludes those aged 65 years or older.
Source: FCPDS 2006.

Changes to employment of employed female carers,
made as a consequence of caring responsibilities, 
by type of payment, 2006

Table 5

The decision as to who
cares within a family
may be related to labour
market opportunities,
with family members
who have fewer labour
market opportunities
being more likely 
to take on the 
primary carer role.
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For those receiving Carer Payment, the not-employed
had an average income of $245 per week. The part-
time employed had an average income of $335.11 The
increase in income from part-time employment for
those receiving Carer Payment was substantially
less than for those receiving Carer Allowance only.
This is probably a consequence of both lower edu-
cation level of the Carer Payment population than
the Carer Allowance population,12 and of the
income testing of Carer Payment, which results in a
reduction in benefits received as the free-area
threshold is crossed.

Conclusion
Carers are one of the groups in society with rela-
tively low employment rates. Despite the relatively
low employment rates, more than half of carers 
who are not in paid employment would like to 
work. Among those receiving Carer Allowance only
who were not employed, 69.6% said they wanted to
work and 53.6% of those receiving Carer Payment
said they wanted to work. Moreover, when carers
who wanted to work were asked what the main bar-
rier was to f inding employment,  the most
commonly cited reasons were difficulty in arrang-
ing working hours and the lack of alternative
disability care arrangements. Overall, 83.9% of
those receiving only Carer Allowance were either
employed or wanted to work and 65.6% of those
receiving Carer Payment were either employed or
wanted to work.

New evidence is presented on the extent to which
the taking on of substantial caring responsibilities
results in a cessation of employment. Almost half of
the carers who were not employed at the time of the
interview were employed just prior to commencing
caring. Of those who had stopped employment after
commencing caring, the majority said that provid-
ing care was the main reason for leaving that job
(83.0% of those receiving Carer Allowance only and
78.3% of those receiving Carer Payment).

For some, caring may not lead to a permanent 
withdrawal from the labour market. Of those
receiving Carer Payment who were employed at the
time of the interview, 58.8% had temporarily given
up work to provide care for the person with a dis-
ability since they started caring. Many carers
receiving Carer Allowance who were employed at
the time of interview had also temporarily given up
paid employment.

Other carers may not need to withdraw totally from
the workforce, but their caring responsibilities
impact upon the number of hours worked, type of job
done and the need to take additional leave. The
majority of employed carers had changed jobs or
their working arrangements in order to provide care
for the person with a disability.

The fact that a large number of not-employed carers
of working age expressed a desire to be in paid
employment suggests that supporting such carers
may be worthwhile and result in higher levels of
social inclusion. Given that carers cited workplace
flexibility as one of the barriers, encouraging

care for the person with a disability. Among those
receiving Carer Allowance only, 39.3% had at some
stage had to give up work (Table 5). Over half
(58.8%) of currently employed women who
received Carer Payment left paid employment at
some stage to provide care. The small number of
currently employed women receiving Carer Pay-
ment means that the results for this group need to
be treated with some caution.

The majority of employed carers reported having
changed jobs or working arrangements in order to
provide care for the person with a disability. About
three-quarters of employed female carers said that
they had changed jobs or working arrangements
(72.4% of those receiving Carer Allowance only and
79.4% of those receiving Carer Payment). Changing
jobs or working arrangements included reducing
hours, adopting flexible hours, quitting a job or tak-
ing up another position that provided shorter or
more flexible hours.

Over half of employed female carers had to take
periods of leave to provide care to the person with a
disability. The percentage of carers that had taken
periods of leave to provide care to the person with a
disability was similar for carers receiving Carer
Allowance only (66.7%) and those receiving Carer
Payment (58.8%).

The relationship between paid 
employment and income
One of the benefits of employment is the additional
income it brings. As would be expected, carers who
are employed have higher incomes than those who
are not employed, and those who are employed full-
time have higher incomes than those who are
employed part-time (Figure 1). In the FCPDS, not-
employed carers receiving only Carer Allowance
had an average gross personal income of $265 per
week. Part- and full-time employed carers receiving
Carer Allowance had average personal incomes of
$431 and $885 per week respectively.
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increased workplace flexibility may provide oppor-
tunities for carers to be involved in the workforce.
Suitable alternative care arrangements, the other
major barrier to employment cited by carers in the
FCPDS, implies that appropriate and routinely
available care arrangements would also help to
facilitate increased employment rates. Maintaining
paid employment and attachment to the workforce
are particularly important, given that many carers,
particularly those of working age, will not remain
carers all their life. Caring status can change for a
number of reasons, including death of the person
being cared for, the requirement for institutional
care, partial or full recovery of the person requiring
care, and a change of primary carer. There is strong
evidence that long periods out of the labour force
can make it difficult to re-enter the labour market.
It is therefore important for their long-term eco-
nomic outcomes that carers who want to work and
whose caring responsibilities do allow participation
in the labour market are assisted in achieving this.

Endnotes
1 Estimates are based on data from the 2003 Survey of

Disability, Ageing and Carers (SDAC) conducted by the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2004).

2 In the period 1 January to 19 March 2008, the single rate
for Carer Payment was $537.70 per fortnight and the 
couple rate was $449.10 per fortnight. Carer Allowance
was $100.60 per fortnight. In addition, an annual payment
of $1,000 was payable for each child cared for under the
age of 16.

3 Lee and Gramotnev (2007) reported that women in poor
health tend to be selected into caregiving.

4 It has been suggested that the foregone earnings costs of
providing care would be minimised if the family member
with the lowest labour market earning potential took on
the primary caring role. The empirical evidence on this
question is mixed. Pavalko and Artis (1997) and Spiess
and Schneider (2002), using longitudinal data from the US
and the European Community respectively, found that the
decision as to who in the family provides care was not
related to pre-care employment status. Dautzenberg et. al.
(2000), using Dutch data, found the reverse result.

5 There are relatively few studies that have used longitudi-
nal data to analyse the effects of caring on labour force
participation. Henz (2004), in a study based on longitudi-
nal data from the United Kingdom, found that providing
informal care is associated with movements out of
employment and a reduction in working hours for those
who remain employed.

6 Bittman et al. (2007) included carers who were not receiv-
ing any government assistance to care. This definition
included anyone who was providing care for an adult, even
if it was for less than 5 hours a week (these carers com-
prised at least 40% of carers for males and females at any
of the four waves).

7 The likelihood that a carer who is not employed would
report wanting to work was modelled using a logistic
regression. The explanatory variables included in the
model were age; educational attainment; number of hours
of caring provided; whether they were caring for a child,
adult of working age or an older adult; whether there was
another adult in the household who was employed; and
whether the carer received Carer Allowance only or Carer
Payment.

8 Responses to this type of question can generate answers
that are heavily influenced by social desirability or what
the interviewee thinks the interviewer wants or expects to
hear.

9 For carers who are providing care to more than one dis-
abled adult or child, the question referred to the person for
whom they had been caring the longest.

10 Of course, it is possible that a carer who was employed at
the time of the interview may have had to withdraw from
the labour force for a period. The FCPDS did ask
employed carers whether they had stopped work at any
stage because of their caring responsibilities and these

data are described in this section under “Employed car-
ers”, in Table 5.

11 A full-time carer is ineligible for Carer Payment as an hour
rule applies (currently, carers may only work up to 25
hours a week to be eligible).

12 In the FCPDS, 15.5% of carers receiving only Carer
Allowance had a tertiary education, compared to only
7.0% of those receiving a Carer Payment. Moreover, 37.2%
of carers receiving Carer Payment had a highest level of
education of Year 10 or less, compared to 21.5% who
received only Carer Allowance.
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Many of these international studies were able to link
developmental delays, behavioural problems and poor
educational outcomes directly to children’s experi-
ences of family homelessness (Buckner & Bassuk,
1999). Even when compared to their housed peers
from low socioeconomic backgrounds, homeless chil-
dren were found to perform worse in measures of
health, social, emotional and behavioural issues (Haus-
man & Hammen, 1993).

It was only in 1992 that the first study into family home-
lessness was completed in Australia (see McCaughey,
1992) and since then there have only been a limited
number of research projects completed on this topic.
However, they do provide some important insights 
into family homelessness and the impact that it has 
on children throughout Australia. For example,
although not talking directly to children, a Victorian
study confirmed that children’s experiences of family
homelessness in Australia seemed very similar to their
European or American counterparts. Efron, Sewell,

Introduction
Over the last decade, families have been widely
acknowledged as being the fastest growing group in the
homeless population in Australia. Today, homeless
families are estimated to make up approximately a
third of Australia’s homeless population (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2006), with
children who accompany a parent or guardian making
up 36% (more than one in three) of all people accessing
the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program
(SAAP) services (AIHW, 2006).

Despite these figures, there has been little research con-
ducted in Australia on family homelessness and even less
that has looked at the experience and effects of home-
lessness from children’s perspectives. Therefore, most of
our knowledge comes from overseas, primarily the USA
and Europe, where trends of family homelessness were
first noted in the early 1980s—well before family home-
lessness was even acknowledged in Australia.

Stuff you’d never 
Children talk about homelessness

and how they’d like to be supported

think of
Children talk about homelessness

and how they’d like to be supported

T I M  M O O R E, M O R AG  M c A R T H U R  a n d  D E B B I E  N O B L E - C A R R
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Horn, and Jewell (1996) highlighted how experiencing
family homelessness has detrimental effects on chil-
dren’s physical, emotional, social and educational
development and were able to find a direct correlation
between the number of housing moves and the negative
effects experienced by children. Other more recent
reports completed in Australia confirm the negative
impacts of family homelessness on children (Australian
Housing and Urban Research Institute [AHURI], 2004;
Bartholomew, 1999; Kolar, 2004; Roberts & Burgess,
2003; Walsh, 2003)

Other studies, including a two-year longitudinal study of
30 families conducted by Hanover Welfare Services, have
found a positive relationship between housing stability
and an improvement in child outcomes such as health,
general behaviour, family relationships, schooling and
levels of social interaction (AHURI, 2004; Kolar, 2004).

Australian studies have also found that, as a conse-
quence of these experiences, parents report that

children are restricted or negatively affected by 
family homelessness in many aspects of their lives,
including their health and wellbeing (Efron et al.,
1996), emotional and behavioural issues (Bartholomew,
1999; Walsh, 2003), levels of social participation 
(St Luke’s Anglicare, 2005), and the impact of home-
lessness on family relationships (Bahro, 1996;
Canberra Fathers and Children Service, McArthur,
Zubrzycki, & Thomson, 2004; McNamara, 2003;
McArthur, Zubrzycki, Rochester, & Thomson, 2006). 
It is also important to recognise the part that other 
family issues, such as family violence, parental alcohol
or other drug use, and parental mental health, may
play in causing and prolonging homelessness and, in
their interplay, compound outcomes for children and
families.

While these projects are building a strong picture of the
effects of homelessness on families (including chil-
dren), until now, children’s voices have been absent
from research.
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parents and key stakeholders were also interviewed
about how children experienced and were affected by
family homelessness. Children’s views and artwork were
analysed and formed the basis of the final report.

Kids should be asked about stuff that’s got to do with them … They
can tell you stuff you’d never think of—’cos you’re not a kid. (Chil-
dren’s Reference Group)

Ethical considerations
The project received ethics approval from the 
university ethics committee and was developed in 
a way that protected participants’ privacy and 
confidentiality, attempted to minimise power imbal-
ances and gave children control over their involvement
in the research activities (for more details, see Moore et
al., 2007). To ensure we had considered the range 
of important issues central to research involving 
children we carried out an extensive review of the lit-
erature. This review provided the basis from which we
built up a range of different tools and methods (see
Noble-Carr, 2007).

The sample
Eighteen children aged 6 to 14 and 7 young people aged
15 to 21 participated in the study.

Children were recruited through homelessness, family
support and youth services, or by others engaged in 
the research project. Eight participants identified as
being of Aboriginal descent, and 14 were male and 11
female. The children and young people had been home-
less while aged 15 years or under and for between 4
months and 10 years, with the average period of home-
lessness being 30 months in duration. Within the
sample, 21 had lived in supported accommodation, 7 in
a motel or hotel, 6 in a caravan and 4 had “lived rough”.
Although a number of the participants had experienced
homelessness by themselves, the study focused prima-
rily on the times that they had been homeless with
their families.

Children and young people in the sample did not iden-
tify as being from a culturally or linguistically diverse
background and therefore did not include migrant or
refugee children. Twenty-five adults (including 5 par-
ents, 8 care and protection workers, 7 SAAP workers
and 5 community-based workers) also participated in
semi-structured interviews.

Key findings
This study and previous research have highlighted that
children’s experiences of homelessness are charac-
terised by negative experiences, such as violence, loss
and grief. Such experiences can have many unintended
negative consequences for their current and future
wellbeing. However, it is important to note that many of
the children and young people in our study demon-
strated and shared positive aspects associated with
their homelessness. These included a strengthening of
family relationships, experiencing new and different

The project
The Institute of Child Protection Studies, based at the
Australian Catholic University in Canberra, was funded
by the ACT Department of Disability, Housing and
Community Services to explore accompanying chil-
dren’s experiences of homelessness. The key question
the research aimed to answer was: what do service sys-
tems need to know about how children perceive and
experience homelessness in order to achieve better
outcomes for homeless families? In this case, the serv-
ices would include supported housing services,
statutory care and protection, schools, and other serv-
ices that have contact with children and their families.

The research aimed to explore and understand the
unique perspectives of children who had accompanied
their parents during periods of homelessness in the
most comprehensive and appropriate way possible. It
was carried out between March 2006 and February
2007.

The project was developed in recognition of the view
proposed by researchers across the globe that to best
understand the unique views and experiences of chil-
dren, time must be spent actively involving them and
engaging them in research about issues that affect their
lives. Rather than eliciting their needs and views
through adult conduits charged with gathering, trans-
lating and then promoting children’s voices, such
commentators argue that researchers must develop
methodologies that enable children to participate
directly in a sensitive, ethical and effective way
(Bessell, 2006; Mason & Urquhart, 2001; Moore, Noble-
Carr, & McArthur, 2007).

Methodology
As stated above, there has been limited attention paid to
exploring accompanying children’s own experiences of
homelessness. To develop this understanding, we took a
qualitative approach to the research project that focused
on how individuals and groups view and understand the
world and construct meaning out of their experiences.
With its emphasis on understanding complex, interre-
lated and/or changing phenomena, qualitative research
seeks to gain deeper knowledge of lived experiences. We
set out to explore the full multidimensional, dynamic
picture of the subject of study—in this case, family
homelessness (see Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Liamput-
tong & Ezzy, 2005). This paper attempts to consider one
aspect of this exploration—how children who have expe-
rienced family homelessness understand and perceive
their experience.

To maximise children’s engagement and to elicit their
views, we used semi-structured interviews, art activities
and group discussions at an activity day. The tools used
were developed and trialled with a children’s reference
group who, along with a stakeholders group, provided cru-
cial guidance to the project, particularly in regard to their
appropriateness and their child-friendliness. To under-
stand the broader context and to triangulate findings,



things and growing as individuals and families through
their experiences.

The children involved in the research provided signifi-
cant insights into the effects of homelessness on their
lives that were both similar and different to previous
research. We would like to focus the remainder of the
paper on what “home and homelessness” means to
children.

What “family homelessness” means to children
Although numerous researchers have attempted to
define what it means to be homeless, there continues to
be debate within academic literature and at social pol-
icy and service system levels about how we should
understand and respond to it (Heintjes, 2005). Missing
from the debate is a discussion about how children
themselves understand homelessness and what impli-
cations these understandings have on how we respond
to family homelessness and homeless children.
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Being connected to family
Children and young people felt that they were “at
home” when they were with, connected to and 
supported by their family. In this study, it was usually
the issues facing parents and the family (such as
domestic violence, parental separation and poverty)
that led children into homelessness. In addition, it was
their parents’ capacity to protect and care for their
children that appeared to mitigate the effects that
homelessness had on their lives.

The children stressed the importance of family and felt
that a house was only a home if it was shared with
other family members and was where they shared pos-
itive experiences together. For example they said:

Home for me is probably the place where I have lived with my sis-
ters and had good times. (Young man, aged 18)

I think it was good because I had comfort. I could sleep better at
night knowing my mum was there. (Boy, aged 10)

Family homelessness has traditionally been understood in

relation to a family’s accommodation. Families are seen as

being “homeless” when they do not have stable or appropriate

housing, and are considered “housed” when they have shelter.

Children in this study saw homelessness quite differently.

Family homelessness has traditionally been under-
stood in relation to a family’s accommodation. Families
are seen as being “homeless” when they do not have
stable or appropriate housing, and are considered
“housed” when they have shelter. Children in this
study saw homelessness quite differently. They felt that
it was determined more by their level of connectedness
to family and community, and the absence of fear,
instability and insecurity, rather than by their housing
status. As such, having a home was more than having a
house and children did not always feel as if they were
homeless, even when they did not have a house of their
own.

As part of the methodology, children were asked to
identify what it meant to be “home”, what makes “a
house a home” and what it meant to be “homeless”.
There were a number of themes that emerged in the
discussion about when the children felt they were at
home. We briefly identify each theme.

It was better when we were living together to me. It was 
better because I liked it more, everyone living together … 
I would like to see my dad all of the time. (Boy, aged 6)

Living with my mum has been when I am happiest … [home] is
more about the people there than the house. (Young man, aged 18)

I think my family is really great. We stick together no matter what.
(Boy, aged 10)

One young person suggested that the reason she felt
safe during periods of homelessness was because she
was with her family and because she trusted that her
mother would keep her safe:

Being homeless and moving a lot didn’t really worry me much,
because my mum moved around when she was younger too, when
she left home. She said “I’ve been through this sort of thing before”,
so I wasn’t worried because she’s been through it before … She
knew what she was doing. (Young woman, aged 15)

Family homelessness has traditionally been understood in

relation to a family’s accommodation. Families are seen as

being “homeless” when they do not have stable or appropriate

housing, and are considered “housed” when they have shelter.

Children in this study saw homelessness quite differently.
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Feeling safe is the most important. You’ve gotta know that things
are gonna be OK for everyone, or you, like, stress out majorly. And its
not just about you, man, you gotta know that the people who are
important to you are OK too; that your mum’s not gonna get bashed
or something. You’re not at home unless you have that. (Young man,
aged 15)

Having space and things of their own
Children and young people in this study stressed the
importance of having special things of their own, includ-
ing toys, photos, artwork and other possessions. Leaving
these things behind when becoming homeless or in mov-
ing from one form of accommodation to another was
quite stressful for children, with many expressing some
grief and loss. The children in this sample, therefore, felt
that they were home when their possessions were
returned to them:

A number of children and young people asserted that
because they were able to “survive” their homeless expe-
rience together, they believed that they could deal with
further challenges and problems that they might face.

I think I appreciate things more now. I think we’ve dealt with a lot
as a family and we got through it and I think I can cope with a lot
more stuff because I know I got through other stuff. (Young
woman, 21 years)

When asked to draw their families, many of the chil-
dren in this project identified their pets as being
members of their families and felt that they were not
“at home” until they had their pets living with them. It
appeared that this was not only about children wanting
to have an animal companion but also because it rep-
resented some stability for children who associated
having pets with staying somewhere permanent:

[In my family, there’s] my five fish, my pet Speedy, my
pet Max, and Flick and, um, I’m sure there’s another
one—no that’s all of them. [Do you have any people in
your family?] Oh yeah—my brother, two sisters and
my mum. (Boy, aged 9)

Having a pet means that you’re going to stay there for a
while ’cos you can’t have pets if it’s only a short-term
thing. Kids know that because they’re pretty smart.
That’s why I always wanted a dog. (Young man, aged 14)

A number of the younger children also felt
that their pets gave them support and were
friends to them when they felt alone. They
valued the fact that they could talk to their
pets about anything and that they cheered
them up when they were sad:

If you have an animal you can talk to the animal and
they will always just listen and not say things like
“you’re ugly” and stuff. (Boy, aged 11)

Many children recalled the sadness they felt
when they had to leave their pets behind,
but were excited about being able to have animals when
their families found somewhere stable to live. “Home”,
for many children, was a place where they could have
pets.

Being and feeling safe

Home is somewhere safe … that’s pretty important. (Boy, aged 11)

Children and young people believed strongly that
homes should be safe places in which they were pro-
tected from violence, from people who hurt or bullied
them and from the fear associated with not knowing
what was happening in their lives. As mentioned, having
family around helped children feel safer during stressful
periods but, ultimately, children felt that homes were
places where they were free from the things that they
feared and from which they needed protection. Many of
the children and young people stressed the importance
of feeling safe and believed that for a place to be a home
they needed to feel secure. Usually this entailed being
protected by parents or not sharing the space with
potentially hostile or aggressive people.

Most of my toys and my stuff that I like and my whole life was packed
in this storage unit … it was all in the storage unit … This is the first
house that I have had all these things back. They were in storage
because for a very long [time], quite a few moves … lots of toys I
liked were in there, stuff that bring back my memories. (Boy, aged 6)

As well as having possessions, most of the younger chil-
dren emphasised the importance of having large spaces
within which to live. They felt that “perfect” homes had
big bedrooms, large living areas, backyards big enough
to have trampolines and to ride bikes, and front yards
and streets in which to play sports. In reality, however,
many commented that having adequate space meant
being able to spread out and to not always be “on top of
each other”:

There’s so much space [in our new house]! The stairs are great, you
can surfboard down them. The first time I went down the board, [I]
got stuck in a hole and I ran into the window … The best thing is
that there’s two toilets. If we’re downstairs then we go to that one.
If we’re upstairs then we go to that one. Except if there’s someone in
it—then we have to go to the other one—real quick! (Girl, aged 7)



[A home is] when you have your own room and you know you’re
there to stay. You’ve got your toys and everything’s yours except if
you’ve got the same room as your brother then some things are
your brother’s. (Boy, aged 6)

Space in supported accommodation (refuges)
Children and young people often complained that their
families did not have enough space when living in sup-
ported accommodation. In most instances, children
shared a single room with the rest of their family (some-
times up to 5 people) and reported that they generally
found this uncomfortable:

We had one room for all of us. Sometimes when it got hot 
we stayed downstairs on the fold-out sofa, but most of the 
time we were in the same room. We stayed in the same room, 
otherwise we wouldn’t’ve been able to get to sleep because 

violence, having to move from one form of unstable
accommodation to another and rotating through the
supported accommodation system often means that
children move regularly and experience considerable
confusion and fear about their futures (Strategic Part-
ners, 1997, p. 10).

The experiences of children and young people in this
study confirmed the findings from the literature. In this
sample, children and young people moved to different
accommodation an average of 5 times each, with 6 
having moved more than 8 times during their lives and
2 reporting moving more than 10 times.

A number of the children in this study saw positives in
their moving, particularly when they relocated to
somewhere where their conditions were better, safer or
more comfortable than before:

You can get a chance of getting a place that you like
better. (Boy, aged 6)

It was kinda good and bad. It was good because my
mum was safe, but we had to leave all that good stuff
behind. We didn’t have anything much when we left.
(Boy, aged 12)

It was fun—having the experience of living every-
where. (Girl, aged 11)

Some of the children in this study, particu-
larly those who were quite young, talked
about their homelessness as being “an
adventure” or as “a holiday”. They said
that they had enjoyed staying in caravan
parks and recalled that it was fun having
pools and playgrounds and living with lots
of other children:

I’d just run around there. They got us some bouncy balls
and we would bounce them … eating chips … and
they had a Coke machine and we had a playground

there … It was pretty good. (Boy, aged 10)

This appeared to be the case for children who were well
supported within their family units and who were not
exposed to or aware of the issues surrounding their
homelessness. Many of these children did not perceive
themselves as being homeless when living in unstable
accommodation with others. This was primarily because
they trusted their parents and felt safe in their charge.
However, almost all of the children and young people val-
ued stability and hoped for some permanency in their
home lives. Ultimately, they wanted their “home” to be
the last place where they were to live, for their home-
lessness to end and for their families to settle down.

We are moving to find some houses that we can actually live in for
until the end of the world. (Girl, aged 8)

Having a sense of ownership and control over their 
environment and their lives

Children asserted that “having a home” was about hav-
ing a sense of permanency, stability and security. Putting
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we’d be too afraid. I think we were there for a few months. 
(Boy, aged 10)

We were all in the same room—in bunks. It was good because I
had the top bunk. It was squishy for mum because she had to sleep
in the same bed with [my sister]. (Girl, aged 12)

One of the most common issues that children raised 
in relation to their time living in supported accommo-
dation was having to share their space with others.
Some of the children recalled times when they had met
new friends and where they felt somehow connected to
other families experiencing similar challenges to them
but, overwhelmingly, children reported that living with
other families was a stressful experience.

It sucked because we weren’t given any space and you were 
always scared of the other kids and parents there. (Young man,
aged 21).

Having a sense of permanence and predictability
Previous studies confirm that homeless children often
experience high levels of mobility. Escaping domestic
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Because we didn’t know if we were staying for one night or for a
week or for months we could never get settled. (Young woman,
aged 21)

Feeling connected to their communities and its opportunities
For a number of children, home was about being con-
nected to their local communities, to feeling like they
“fitted in” and that they had friends and other supports
around them:

The best thing about that place was we were good friends with the
people who lived behind us. We removed part of the fence so that we
could go from one place to the other easily. (Young woman, aged 15)

artwork on the walls, setting up furniture and being able
to unpack personal belongings were all considered nec-
essary if children and young people were to feel at home.
One young woman likened moving home to returning
from a holiday. While away, people lived out of suitcases
and were not able to personalise their surroundings but,
on returning home, were surrounded by their belongings
and felt more secure as a result:

Mainly you’ve sort of, like, settled down, you’ve got everything in
place and you’re, like, comfortable. Like, here is home because we
have all our artwork up, we’ve got our stereo and everything set up
and everything is put away. (Young woman, aged 15)

Children also valued routine and a sense of predictabil-
ity—both of which were difficult to achieve when living
in supported or otherwise unstable accommodation.
They believed that having routine helped them and
their families feel more comfortable:

You didn’t feel safe [at the refuge] because you never knew who was
going to be there and you never knew what was going to happen
next. No one told us what was going on and mum didn’t either, so you
were always ready to just move again. (Young woman, aged 21)

It was harder to get on with dad [when we didn’t have our own
place] because we were not in a good routine and dad was some-
times away from his other kids, [which] would make him sad. (Boy,
aged 12)

One young person felt that he sometimes enjoyed not
having this predictability on the streets but that it also
made him feel uncomfortable, while another felt it kept
her family from being stable:

When you’ve got nowhere to live, you sort of get this good feeling
and this bad feeling. It’s like where am I going to go tonight, what
am I going to eat, and then I can do whatever I want, I can go wher-
ever I want, live wherever I like. (Young man, aged 16)

Many children recalled the sadness they felt when they had to leave their pets behind, but were

excited about being able to have animals when their families found somewhere stable to live. 

To feel connected to their communities, children and
young people also commented that it was important to
be close to their schools, to shopping centres and to
kid-friendly places such as parks. For one young boy,
an ideal house was within a community where “the
shops are close, not walking distance, but close enough
to drive” (Boy, aged 6).

Many shared that the most difficult aspect of moving
was having to leave their schools, their friends and the
local communities, and they felt that if there was a way
for them to remain connected to these people and
places their moving wouldn’t be as traumatic. Workers,
including a child counsellor, believed that this connec-
tion was the greatest need and the most important
therapeutic goal for homeless children.

Discussion and implications
The main aim of this paper was to report from a
research project that explored children’s experiences
of family homelessness and what “homelessness”
meant to them. This fills an important gap in our
knowledge of how children understand and experience
homelessness.

Many children recalled the sadness they felt when they had to leave their pets behind, but were

excited about being able to have animals when their families found somewhere stable to live. 



Although there is an emerging body of work that has
explored family homelessness and its impact on children,
there have been few attempts to talk to children about
these experiences and to understand how these experi-
ences make sense to them. Using a qualitative research
approach, we talked in a number of different ways at a
number of different times to 25 children and young peo-
ple. The wider project aimed to draw out the key
elements of the experience so that the services that sur-
round children can hear from them what they regard as
important.

Although not the focus of this paper, children’s experi-
ences of homelessness were often precipitated and
exacerbated by parental conflict and family violence,
poverty, parental alcohol or other drug misuse, and other
related personal and family issues. Their experiences
were characterised by high levels of family separation;
exposure to violence; poor health outcomes; feelings of
stress, anxiety, loss and grief; social isolation; difficulties
in attending and achieving at school; and making and
keeping friends.

Although problematic, children reported that during peri-
ods of homelessness they felt connected and supported
by their families and that their parents mitigated some of
its negative affects. They believed that, having lived
through difficult times, they and their families had devel-
oped an appreciation for life and a sense that they could
overcome future challenges. Children’s involvement in
research such as this contributes to our knowledge about
how children experience homelessness and their experi-
ence of having a “home”. This knowledge is essential for
services so that they can fully appreciate and respond to
children’s felt and expressed needs.

Although they valued stable accommodation, they gen-
erally felt that having security of relationships with
family members, feeling safe and secure, and being pro-
tected from violent and unsafe situations were more
important. In fact, many felt that they were not “home-
less”—even while living on the streets, in temporary
accommodation or in unsuitable dwellings—because
they felt protected by their parents and families and
trusted them for support.

We believe that these findings have significant implica-
tions for policy and for the way services are provided to
homeless children and their families. To reduce chil-
dren’s levels of anxiety and fear while homeless, we need
to respond not only to their actual needs, but also to
their felt needs—their need to feel safe, the need to be
provided with appropriate information so that things are
more predictable and that fears are alleviated, and their
need for a sense of connectedness to peers and the
broader community—not only while they are homeless
but, just as critically, after they are “housed”. Only then
can children feel as though they are finally “home”.
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COUNSELLING

Reasons for loss of contact
Many reasons have been advanced for the post-
separation conflict that erupts in the form of resi-
dence and/or contact disputes between separated
and divorced parents. The major reason put forward
suggests that ongoing parental hostility within 
the adversarial model of divorce causes an inability
of parents to negotiate contact arrangements
(Hawthorn, 2005; Nichols & Pike, 2002; Smyth,
Caruana, & Ferro, 2004). Failure to resolve grief at
the loss of the partnership has been thought to con-
tribute greatly to that hostility (Freeman & Freeman,
2003). Men are seen as remaining hostile for a longer
time (Campbell & Pike, 2002; Nichols & Pike, 2002;
Smyth, 2005), possibly because they are more often
the partner who is left behind and because of the less
satisfying nature of the role of non-residential parent
that fathers typically take. Fathers also have the bur-
den of the loss of their customary daily contact with
their children (Killeen & Lehmann, 2004) and they
find they have little input into decisions affecting
their children, leaving them feeling marginalised,
even stigmatised (Hawthorn, 2003; Smyth, 2004).

Nevertheless, family problems have been seen as
important too. Family violence has been thought to
lead to post-separation conflict, as separation does
not necessarily resolve the violence (Brown &
Alexander, 2007; Brown, Sheehan, Frederico, &
Hewitt, 2001). The inability of the parents to deal
with the violence, matched by a similar inability of

Maintaining contact post-separation 
and divorce
Many issues arise for families making the transition
to a new post-separation lifestyle, but few services
have been created to support parents and children
with this change. One of the most important issues
is that of children maintaining contact with both
their residential and non-residential parents. Chil-
dren are thought to achieve better when contact
with both parents is maintained (Birnbaum & Alag-
gia, 2006), but just over one-fifth of Australian
children lose contact permanently with their 
non-resident parent post-separation and divorce
(Smyth, 2004), and this loss has become a matter of
increasing concern.

Not all of these parents lose contact willingly. Many
report that obtaining and/or maintaining contact
becomes such an acrimonious process that they have
difficulty achieving it, despite court orders putting
contact arrangements in place. In the United States,
it has been calculated that this group ranges from
some 10% to 25% of all separating families with chil-
dren, an alarmingly large group (Goodman, Bonds,
Sandler, & Braver, 2004). These parents seek to
resolve the problem through repeated use of the serv-
ices of the family law socio-legal system, including
the courts, but find little success. Such problems
have been shown to continue for long periods of time
(Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992).
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Parenting children post-separation and divorce is a relatively new family task, and many parents experience

problems with this challenge. Moreover, they confront these problems at a time when they are also 

struggling with the loss of their former partner and the lifestyle they had established together. One of the first challenges they

encounter is the change they must make from a family form where parents and children live together in the same household to one

where one parent must share living with the children on a turn-and-turn-about basis with the other parent. Usually these arrangements

mean the residential parent has more time with the children than the other non-residential or contact parent.

T H E A  B R O W N

An evaluation of a new 
post-separation and 
divorce parenting program



the service system to do so (Brown & Alexander,
2007), can result in long-term parental conflict over
contact with the children. Many studies of residence
and contact disputes in Australia and overseas have
shown this to be so (Bala & Schuman, 1999; Brown,
Frederico, Hewitt, & Sheehan, 1998; Hume, 1997;
Moloney, Smyth, Weston, Richardson, Qu, & Gray,
2007; Thoennes & Pearson, 1988). While the Family
Court of Australia and the Family Court of Western
Australia have introduced special court programs to
manage the violence of child abuse, they have not yet
introduced programs to deal with domestic violence
(Brown & Alexander, 2007). This is a problem, since
allegations of domestic violence are brought to the
courts with considerable frequency (Brown et al.,
1998; Moloney et al., 2007).

Other problems thought to affect the post-separation
child and parent relationship include one or both par-
ents establishing a new family, one parent living a
long way from the other, one or both parents having
long working hours or work that takes them a long
way from home, and one or both parents having a
drug or alcohol abuse problem or suffering from a
mental illness (Le Bourdais, Juby, & Marcil-Gratton,
2001; Nichols & Pike, 2002; Killeen & Lehmann,
2004; Smyth, 2004; Smyth et al., 2004). The children
themselves may affect the relationship. Some stages
in children’s lives more readily allow for contact
(Freeman & Freeman, 2003) and all children prefer
consultation over contact and do not achieve as well
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when it does not occur (Sheehan et al., 2005). It is
important to note that very few children reject all
contact with one parent (Sheehan et al., 2005).

Development of services to support contact
A small number of services to support contact have
been introduced internationally. The first such
services were the contact centre services that
emerged some twenty years ago. The centres took
different forms in different countries, ranging 
from the informal and volunteer-staffed centres in
France to the formal community service agency
programs in the US, the United Kingdom and 
Australia (Birnbaum & Alaggia, 2006; Renouf,
1999). The new contact centre services provided 
a safe and secure place for the children for
changeover and contact. At the more formal serv-
ices, professional staff also encouraged and
supported the development of a better parent–child
relationship. The services of the centres were 
available for short periods of time, such as three to
six months, as it was hoped that the centres would
move the families to self-managed contact in this
time (Sheehan et al., 2005). However, the short-
term nature of the assistance, the conflict within
the dual role of serving parents and children equally
well, and an absence of further supporting services
soon led to demands for more programs to fully
meet the needs of these families (Birnbaum & Alag-
gia, 2006; Sheehan et al., 2005).
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The Gordoncare Parenting Orders Program
The Gordoncare Parenting Orders Program followed
the model as conceived and implemented earlier
(Hulett, 2004; Hunt & Roberts, 2005). Indeed, it
relied on a mentoring relationship with the Perth
Anglicare Parenting Orders Program, one of the three
original Parenting Orders Programs established in
1999. The program was available to separated or
divorced parents, grandparents, step-parents or
other relevant family members where there were
court orders for contact but where contact had bro-
ken down. Adult family members were referred to
the program by the Family Court of Australia or the
Federal Magistrate’s Court, with the referral becom-
ing a consent-based element of the residence and
contact orders. The program was also available on a
voluntary basis through referral from a solicitor,
another agency or from the family themselves.

The program included several components. The first
was the assessment process for the parents and other
relevant family members, in which the worker sought
information from the family about their past relation-
ship, their past parenting and their residence and
contact experiences. The workers sought agreement
to obtain information from other agencies and to 
conclude a contract of service with each parent and
relevant family member. The core of the program was
participation by all adult family members in a two-
hour educational group meeting once a week over six
weeks. The group tackled a new topic each week,
which took members from their grief at the break-
down of the partnership, to focusing on their children
and leaving the grief behind, and then to learning
didactically and experientially new ways of parenting
post-separation, including the notion of cooperative
or collaborative parenting. The parents’ group com-
prised mothers, fathers and other family members
but, in order to avoid continuing the unresolved con-
flict in each family, no adult attended a group with
any members of their own family. Limiting the group’s
composition to parents and other family members, all
of whom were from different families, meant that the
group members could be assisted to learn new ways of
managing post-separation parenting in a less emo-
tional and adversarial way. The children were given
the opportunity to participate in their own group as
well. Their group ran in the school holidays for six
meetings and covered their family changes and the
impact of the changes on them. They were also
assured that they were still loved and had a place in
the new family arrangements. Parents, children and
other family members were offered individual coun-
selling and/or mediation where relevant. The contact
centre services were also made available to the fami-
lies in the Parenting Orders Program.

The research study design
The evaluation of the Gordoncare Parenting Orders
Program, lead by Professor Thea Brown, used an
outcome program evaluation design (Rubin & Bab-
bie, 1997) that aimed at investigating the extent to

The Parenting Orders Program
A new program extending services around contact
was introduced in Australia in 1999. The program
was the first of its kind to be developed internation-
ally, although a few similar but less well developed
services were emerging in the US at the same time. In
the US, the services grew from the post-separation
and divorce parent education programs, rather than
from contact centre services, as in Australia (Good-
man et al., 2004). All the programs targeted so-called
“high-conflict” couples, who had long and costly his-
tories of contact disputes (Goodman et al., 2004).

Originally, the new program in Australia was
termed the Contact Orders Pilot Program, and it
was funded by the Commonwealth Government in
only three trial locations nationwide. Three differ-
ent community service organisations, each in a
different state, sponsored the new program. It 
comprised the following components: rigorous
assessment of the families, overall case manage-
ment and coordinating functions, parent and family
member educational groups, child educational
groups, therapeutic mediation, and individual
counselling for all family members.

Some three years later, the programs at each of the
three locations were formally reviewed, with
favourable results (Attorney General’s Department,
2003). Consequently, the program was extended by
the Commonwealth Government, which provided
funding for the program in a few more locations in
2004. Subsequently, in 2006, the government
entrenched the program in the family law socio-
legal services by increasing client numbers in
existing program locations and announcing that the
program would be established in twenty more loca-
tions over the next four years. The transformed
program was named the Parenting Orders Program.

Evaluation of the Parenting Orders 
Program in Victoria
The first of the Parenting Orders Programs to be
established in Victoria was introduced by Gordon-
care, a Melbourne child and family welfare agency
founded well over a century ago. In the 1990s, Gor-
doncare had already developed services for
separating parents and their children through sev-
eral contact centres that provided supervised
contact for children post-separation and divorce.
The agency saw the Parenting Orders Program as a
welcome supplement to its contact centres and,
more broadly, as an addition to its range of services
for separating families. From the outset, Gordon-
care wished to evaluate their implementation of the
new program, for they knew there was no evaluative
research about such programs in Australia or over-
seas. Consequently, the agency sought to underpin
their pioneering venture with the acquisition of
research-based knowledge for the further develop-
ment of program policies and professional practice.
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staff’s experiences in the program. The
staff wanted to learn more about the
client group, who they were and what
problems they had, and to assess the
impact of the program’s strong child-focused 
philosophy.

The study was funded for the Gordoncare program
only and so had some limitations. It was not able to
compare programs sponsored by other agencies, or
to assess the achievements of the program by com-
paring clients who used the program with those who
did not. Evaluation of ongoing programs has always
presented challenges to the model of extremely rig-
orous research (Grinnell, 1997). However, it was
possible to ascertain program outcomes by com-
paring clients’ positions before they received the
services of the program with their positions after
the program. And, in view of the paucity of knowl-
edge of Parenting Orders Programs, the study was
seen as offering an opportunity to begin research in
this area and suggest directions, issues and ques-
tions for policy, program and professional practice
development as well as for further research.

Data collection
This study was discussed when the program began
in late 2004, but data collection could not begin
until the program had served enough clients to pro-
vide sufficient numbers for a reliable program
evaluation. By early 2006, the program reported
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which the program’s goal or goals were being met.
The only previous study, that of the three sites for
the Contact Orders Pilot Program (Attorney Gen-
eral’s Department, 2003), had not used a goal or
outcome focus but rather a descriptive or monitor-
ing one that described the program and also
assessed parental satisfaction. However, this study
sought to focus on the achievement of the program’s
goal of overcoming contact problems and to do this
by using the indicators of returns to court over res-
idence and contact disputes, and parents making
changes in contact arrangements themselves, as
well as by looking at family members’ and staff’s
views and experiences in the program.

The choice of design was confirmed by critiques of
the earlier US programs, which had been attacked
for their scanty research and lack of information 
as to program outcomes (Goodman et al., 2004).
Subsequently, the current study acquired
some additional goals that arose from

that it had accepted 234 parents and 187 children
from 127 families into the program, and the research
team decided data collection could begin.

There were four types of data collection. The first
was a survey of all parents and other family mem-
bers who were categorised by the agency as having
taken part in the program, as requiring no further
service from the program, and as having been writ-
ten off as finished cases. The survey was tested for
validity through discussion with the program’s staff
and with a pilot used on five families who were then
excluded from the study. The survey was then
amended slightly. The survey sought to capture 
the family members’ experiences and views of the
program for themselves and their children.

The second data collection was a review of the 
files of one half of the client families. The files of
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only one half of the total client group were reviewed
because of funding limits. The files were reviewed
using an instrument the study developed to exam-
ine all the files. That instrument was tested on the
files of five families who were not to be included 
in the study. The instrument sought to learn 
about the clients’ backgrounds, problems and
achievements.

The third data collection was a review of the data
already collected from the children by the agency
as to their experiences in and satisfaction with the
children’s groups.

The fourth was interviews with all staff working in
the program.

What family members thought 
about the program
Surveys were sent to the 200 family members for
whom current addresses were held. However, some
11 replies were returned as unknown at that address.
A further 18 replies came from family members who
said they were still proceeding through the program
and so these were discarded. This left a total of 171
family members, from whom 83 people replied, a
return rate of slightly under 50%.

Australia’s recent changes in family law can be 

interpreted as a move to a new model of marital 

separation and divorce, a model where the post-

separation and divorce processes are to be 

collaborative rather than adversarial and where 

both parents must accept jointly an ongoing 

responsibility for parenting their children.
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benefit” or “great benefit”, rather than “some ben-
efit”. This finding was similar to that of the Contact
Orders Pilot Program study, although slightly less
than the 57.5% who obtained benefits in that pro-
gram (Attorney General’s Department, 2003), and
similar to the high levels of parental satisfaction
found overseas (Bacon & Mackenzie, 2004; Good-
man et al., 2004).

Factors influencing views of benefits of the program
While client satisfaction is not a measure of a pro-
gram’s goal achievements, it does give information
about some of the factors influencing parent and
grandparent satisfaction and it can provide some ideas
for program designers as to who thought they gained
more or fewer benefits from the program and why.

As can be seen from Table 2, the status of the family
member was an important factor affecting their
views about the benefits of the program for them-
selves. Those reporting most often that there were
benefits to themselves (and also for their children)
were those who were simultaneously residential 
and non-residential parents, followed by residential
parents and then non-residential parents. Of interest
was the fact that those reporting the least benefits for
themselves were grandparents, although those
grandparents who did report benefits reported a high
level of benefits.

Attending all the meetings of the group series also
affected the reporting of benefits, with those who
attended most of the meetings in the program
reporting most benefits. Thus, all of the both resi-
dential and non-residential parents attended all the
groups and all reported benefits. Most residential
parents (87%) attended all of the group meetings 
and most (69%) reported benefits. Fewer non-
residential parents attended all of the educational
group meetings (65%) and fewer (56%) reported 
benefits. However, in contradiction to this trend, all
non-residential grandparents completed the pro-
gram, with only half of them reporting benefits to

Most of the replies to the surveys came quickly,
within one month of posting out, but four arrived too
late to be included in the report to the agency (Brown
& Smale, 2007), but are included in this article. The
additional replies made little difference to the results,
but including them gave the researchers the satisfac-
tion of tabling all available information and also
indicated that their original timeline of data analysis
three months after posting was too limited.

Table 1 shows the distribution of replies from the
various family members and highlights a family
membership type that the research team had not
anticipated meeting.

The replies were almost evenly divided between
non-residential parents and residential parents,
indicating good representation from both groups. In
addition, there were a small proportion of grand-
parents, all of whom were non-residential, and a
group of parents who were both residential and
non-residential. The existence of this latter group
was a surprise, and it was found that they repre-
sented parents who were the residential parent for
some but not all of their own children, as well as
parents who were living with new partners and who
were the residential parent for their own children
and the non-residential parent for their partners’
children. Parents were not asked their gender, only
their residential or non-residential status, but most
of the residential parents would be mothers and the
non-residential parents fathers.

Views about benefits of the program
The vast majority of the respondents thought the
program benefited them and their children or
grandchildren. Table 2 shows the range of views
about benefits to the respondents.

Some 82.5% of all who replied saw benefits for
themselves. Furthermore, most of the respondents
found the program delivered a high level of benefits,
with 52% of total respondents reporting “much 

Residential Non-residential Both residential and Grandparents 
parents parents non-residential parents (non-residential) Total (N = 83)

46% 42% 5% 7% 100%

Distribution of replies between various types of family membersTable 1

Both residential 
Residential Non-residential and non-residential Grandparents 

Benefits parents parents parents (non-residential) Total

No benefit to respondent 6.0% 12.0% 0.0% 3.5% 21.5%

Some benefit to respondent 12.0% 12.0% 2.5% 0.0% 26.5%

Much benefit to respondent 7.0% 6.0% 2.5% 0.0% 21.5%

Great benefit to respondent 21.0% 12.0% 0.0% 3.5% 30.5%

Total 46.0% 42.0% 5.0% 7.0% 100.0%

Range of views about benefits of the program for respondentsTable 2
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themselves, but all reporting considerable benefits
to the grandchildren.

Past contact pattern
Court orders were a requirement for eligibility to the
program and so all the families had contact orders in
place at the start of the program. The review of the
case files showed that the contact problems the fam-
ilies experienced were not those of no contact at all
after separation, but rather contact following separa-
tion that dwindled over the years to less contact and
then no contact at all. Some 25% of the non-residen-
tial parents were having contact at the start of the
program. The problems around contact were most
commonly expressed as the children not wishing to
go, followed by the residential parent not bringing
the child for contact and followed by the contact par-
ent not attending contact as arranged.

Contact problems

However, the problems around contact concealed
more substantial family problems, some of which
were extremely difficult to resolve. For example,
how does a father (non-residential) resolve his son’s
wish to spend more contact time with him on
account of the mother’s deteriorating mental
health, when the mother, terrified of losing the son
who helped ameliorate her mental health problems,
would not discuss the issue? How does a mother
(residential) persuade her former husband that her
deception at the start of the marriage over her past
marital history did not warrant him severing con-
tact with their only child after their separation?

A review of the case files showed many underlying
family problems. The reasons given for partnership
breakdown included domestic violence, drug and
alcohol abuse, gambling, other relationships and, most
commonly, a combination of several of these causes.
Thus, about 55% of fathers and some 9% of mothers
had a history of domestic violence. Some 16% of
fathers and some 3% of mothers had drug abuse prob-
lems and about 25% of fathers had alcohol problems,
whereas no mothers did. Some 39% of fathers said
they had mental health problems, compared with
about 15% of mothers, with fathers being more likely
to be admitted to hospital and to be attending a psy-
chiatrist and on medication than mothers were. Some
10% of fathers had criminal convictions, most often for
violence, but also for drug offences and theft, with the
latter two possibly being related. About 35% of fathers
had had allegations made against them for child abuse,
as did some 10% of mothers and some 9% of other fam-
ily members.

Profiles of the families

This profile of the families, requested by the staff of
the program, suggested that any Parenting Order
Programs based on the notion that these families
are just high-conflict or entrenched-conflict fami-
lies oversimplifies their situation. Instead, they
appear to be separating families with problems—
serious problems that include family violence,

mental ill health and drug and alcohol abuse.
Recent research has acknowledged this reality and
suggested that assistance must take these problems
into account (Birnbaum & Alaggia, 2006). The pro-
file of the client group explains why staff found
difficulties in managing these clients. This picture
of the families confirms the desirability of locating
this program, and others like it, in child and family
welfare agencies, where a range of services can be
offered to these families and where staff have con-
siderable professional expertise, so that they can
gain much needed support.

Families’ efforts to resolve problems
All the families had been extremely active in attempt-
ing to resolve the contact problems before attending
the program. All had sought services from community
service agencies and had received services including
counselling, mediation, post-separation parenting
education and anger management groups. Some had
been referred to child protection.

Contact negotiations post-program
Despite the family’s histories of difficulties over 
contact before they joined the program, many
respondents reported that during or after the pro-
gram they were able to negotiate contact changes.
Some 45% of all family members reported they had
been able to make changes themselves to contact.
All of the both residential and non-residential par-
ents reported that they were able to make changes,
and just under half of the residential parents and
non-residential parents were able to make changes,
but less than one-third of grandparents were able to
make changes. All of those respondents who were
able to make changes saw the program as benefiting
them and their children. As a result of the changes
made, the proportion of non-residential parents
having contact rose from 25% to 48%.

Return to court post-program
The families had a history of repeated returns to
court to settle residence and contact disputes. The
average number of returns to court prior to the 
family entering the program was 10, with one fam-
ily having returned 25 times. Some two-thirds used
the Family Court and one-third the Federal Magis-
trate’s Court. However, after the program, only 3%
of families reported a return to court. This was ver-
ified using the case files and it represented a
considerable reduction. Considering that many
non-residential parents still had no contact after
they finished the program, the very low rate of fam-
ily members reporting returning to court was
surprising. Most of the respondents to the survey
and those reviewed in the case files analysis had
completed the program between six to nine months
prior to completing the survey. This period of time
had left them a real opportunity to consider their
situation after the program and to return to court if
they wished.

The points of view expressed by those few respon-
dents who were returning to court indicated an



MOTHER
CHILD 1

FATHER

GRANDPARENTS

Family Matters  2008  No. 78   Australian Institute of Family Studies 50

No progress with seeing children.

My kids are still suffering and being used.

Another impact of the child-focused approach was
that parents said they learned more about their own
parenting. They saw this as a great benefit. As par-
ents said:

Good progress with both of us … mainly with self … I can
actually change things myself.

Improved my understanding of my children’s needs.

The use of the groups
The program was based around the use of the par-

ents and family member group series. Each parent
and family member group series had information

components about loss
and grief and parenting,
but focused more on
skills than on informa-
tion, and concentrated
most on cooperative
parenting. Skills-based
groups with experien-
tial learning that run
for more than six hours
have been found to be
more effective than
groups running for a
shorter time and those
that use only informa-
tion sharing (Bacon &

McKenzie, 2004). The groups were singled out for
special praise, with comments like:

The groups were really helpful.

Groups helpful gave me alternative ways of communicating
with my ex partner and my children.

One issue raised was that of group members who
did not make as much progress as other parents,
with respondents saying they found this frustrating,
but that they did not like making public comments
about it.

Children’s views
A major disappointment of the evaluation was that
children’s views could not be investigated directly
due to budget constraints. Some might think that
asking the children about their views and their
experiences would not be possible, but the study
showed that this was not so.

The modal age for the first and the second children in
each family was 10 and 12; some 65% of the children
were 8 or above, the age that most agree is suitable
for interviewing. Also, enough children participated
directly in the program to provide a large enough
group for interviewing. Some 33% of the children
attended the children’s group, about 25% attended
individual counselling and some 25% used one of the

unexpected view of the program. They stated that
they saw the program as a support while court pro-
ceedings were still ongoing, but they did not see the
program as an alternative to court. Although the pro-
portion of those returning to court was so small that
no conclusions can be drawn from the make-up of
that group, nevertheless it should be noted that
grandparents were disproportionately represented
among these families, being 33% of this small group.
Another unexpected result was that all of those
respondents who reported returning to court thought
the program had been beneficial, possibly because
they thought the program supported them through
their difficulties.

The impact of the child-focused philosophy
Gordoncare saw the child-focused approach to their
work as vital to its success; they saw it as the under-
pinning of all their strategies for overcoming the
polarisation of the parents in their relationship over
their children. The staff found that holding to this phi-
losophy was difficult at times because parents tended
to present their problems in a way that diverted atten-
tion from the children. Nevertheless, the parents who
reported they had benefited from the program
expressed a common theme in their comments on
the program, that the child-focused philosophy in the
discussions in the groups and in the use of the strategy
of being asked to consider the position of the child was
very helpful. For example, parents said:

We can now focus on the child … we learned the skills to not
let conflict be such a problem.

Learned to put the needs of children first … an amazing
resource.

The comments of those who did not feel any bene-
fits from the program showed that they had not
accepted this approach. They made comments like:

One group whose difficulties

were not much assisted were

grandparents—a small 

but noticeable group. 

They attended the program

without fail, and hoped 

for good outcomes for 

themselves, but achieved

them less often than other

family members.
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agency’s contact centres. Thus, these children could
have commented on the children’s groups, individual
counselling and their participation in contact 
centres. To gain some idea of the children’s views, 
the research team reviewed the agency’s own 
summations of the children’s views of their group
experiences. Of the 58 children who gave an evalua-
tion of their group, 94% gave a favourable review,
with only 6% indicating an unfavourable view.

Conclusions
This study was the first to look in depth at this new
post-separation Parenting Orders Program, which is
designed especially for families with long and troubled
histories of conflict over contact arrangements and
where contact has often ceased. The study showed
that, although these families had many problems—
often problems of considerable severity—the program
was successful. The program assisted families to learn
to negotiate their own arrangements for contact and
to do this without repeating the past pattern of repeat-
edly returning to the courts for these negotiations.
Although the research did not look at the costs of the
program versus the cost of court proceedings, it is
quite obvious the program is far less financially and
socially expensive, both to the individual family mem-
bers and to the government funding the socio-legal
services, than are repeated court proceedings

Australia’s recent changes in family law can be inter-
preted as a move to a new model of marital separation
and divorce, a model where the post-separation and
divorce processes are to be collaborative rather than
adversarial and where both parents must accept
jointly an ongoing responsibility for parenting their
children. The study shows that families with substan-
tial post-separation and divorce family problems can
be accommodated within this model if, but only if,
they are provided with appropriate supporting serv-
ices. One group whose difficulties were not much
assisted were grandparents—a small but noticeable
group. They attended the program without fail, and
hoped for good outcomes for themselves, but
achieved them less often than other family members.
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the eight-month voyage, there were at least four children in
the First Fleet who were themselves convicts—John Hudson,
Elizabeth Hayward, and George and Elizabeth Youngson.1

In October 1783, John Hudson, then aged 9, an orphan and
sometime chimney sweep, was charged with burglary. At
that time, a child under 7 years could not be tried for a
criminal offence, and for children between 7 and 14 years,
there was a presumption of innocence. Beyond that, the
child was treated as an adult. John was tried at the Old Bai-
ley in December, having been in prison with adult male
prisoners during that two-month period, there being no con-
cept of juvenile justice or of segregating youthful offenders.
He was not represented at his trial, legal assistance not being
available except perhaps if a point of law arose.

The jury returned a verdict of guilty of entering and steal-
ing, but not of burglary—a fortunate circumstance because
the latter conviction may have attracted the death penalty.

John was sentenced to seven years transportation. For the
next four years until he was transported in the First Fleet,
he remained as one of an increasing number of prisoners
living in the hulks. The prison population had built up due
to the closure of the American colonies as a transportation
destination, which resulted in years of uncertainty about a
satisfactory alternative.

Transportation
Manning Clark, in his A History of Australia, relates that
“early on a golden summer morning of 13 May [1787] a fleet
of eight ships … together with three storeships, weighed
anchor in Plymouth harbour, and sailed down the channel
for the high seas” (1971, p. 81).

Thus, the First Fleet sailed from England on the journey to
Botany Bay and the establishment of a penal colony in the
newly discovered continent of the south. There were 736
convicts (the first of almost 160,000 transported to Australia
over the next 70 years). A most striking feature is that, aside
from children of the garrison, children who were with their
convict mothers and children born of convict mothers during

Some aspects
of the early 
history of child
protection 
in Australia

Child protection has both a short and a long history. With early roots
in the animal welfare movement of the 19th century, the modern
child protection system has really only developed in the past 30 years.
As an “insider” who played a critical role in shaping and refining key
aspects of the child protection system in Victoria and more broadly in
Australia, Justice Fogarty provides his perspectives on some of its rich
history. In the 1988 Fogarty Review, Justice Fogarty recommended
that the role of the police in investigating notifications of child 
abuse in Victoria should be phased out and the government should
have sole responsibility for receiving reports of suspected child 
abuse. These changes made Victoria consistent with other states 
and territories, where the relevant child/family welfare department
has full responsibility for the statutory child protection service.

J O H N  F. F O G A R T Y  A M



On arrival in Australia, Governor Phillip had the immense
task of conducting a penal colony remote from the rest of
the world. It also meant a confrontation at all levels
between the values of 18th century Europe and those of
Australia’s long-term inhabitants—a clash of values that
resonates down to the present time and which will be
referred to again later.

Shortly after the fleet’s arrival, John Hudson was trans-
ferred to Norfolk Island. This was part of an exploratory
trip under Lieutenant King as it was not yet the notorious
penal settlement it was later to become. But the records
state that in February 1791 John was punished “with 50
lashes for being out of his hut after 9 o’clock”.

The stories of Elizabeth Hayward and George and Elizabeth
Youngson are sketchy and can briefly be related. Elizabeth
Haywood, then aged 13, stole clothing to the value of 7
shillings from her employer. She was sentenced to seven

years transportation and shortly afterwards was placed on
board the First Fleet to await its departure. After arrival, she
was assigned to the household of Reverend Johnson, the
chaplain of the First Fleet. In February 1789, she was sen-
tenced to 30 lashes for “insolence”. She was then aged 14.

Little is known about the Youngson children. George, aged
13, was convicted with his sister, Elizabeth, who was then
14, of burglary, and both were sentenced to death. At the last
minute that was commuted to transportation and they were
among the last arrivals aboard the First Fleet. Shortly after
his arrival, George was among those children removed from
Sydney to Norfolk Island. Otherwise, they seemed to have
merged into the new Australian settlement.

The transportation of children continued in the Second
Fleet, which carried six children convicts between the ages
of 9 and 12. Children continued to be transportees until
very late in that process, finally ending in 1853 in the east-
ern colonies and in 1868 in Western Australia.

Of course, “transportation”—in the more polite sense of the
removal of children from England to the colonies and
states—continued until quite recent times, especially during
the Second World War. Many thousands of children—
described, often incorrectly, as orphans or abandoned—were
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Above: Kennerley Boys Home Tasmania, circa 1880. Picture: Archives Office of Tasmania.



By the 16th century, rapid social and
economic changes had taken place in
English society, leading to greater
poverty, vagrancy and unemployment.
The Poor Relief Act 1601—the poor
laws—imposed on each parish respon-
sibility for the support and employment
of the destitute. Poverty was regarded
as akin to sin and a breeding ground of crime. This scheme
introduced a harsh regime of begrudging support and pro-
tection, often cruelly administered, for the abandoned and
destitute child. This continued until at least the end of the
19th century when more enlightened attitudes began to pre-
vail, but which, as late as the middle of that century, were
still vividly being portrayed by Dickens and others.

In those times, society was not concerned with child 
abuse itself. No concept of the protection of children from
the misuse of parents or guardians existed. Society’s con-
cerns were essentially twofold: the protection of society
and its property against children, who were an increasing
criminal class; and the begrudging need for and cost of
basic support for these children, who were seen as a threat
to orderly society.

was he who determined all aspects of
the child’s life, even though it was
unlikely that he would be involved in
the daily minutiae of his or her life.
Questions of education, basic support,
marriage and employment fell entirely
within his province and were not able
to be challenged by the mother and was

rarely was challenged by the courts.

The parens patriae jurisdiction developed in parallel 
with the common law. It arose from the prerogative power
of the Crown to intervene to protect any person with a 
disability who may have needed its protection. Gradually,
the jurisdiction devolved to the chancellors and courts 
of equity but, at least until the 19th century, it was 
rarely concerned with what today would be described as
child abuse cases. Indeed, it was confined entirely to the
upper and middle classes; that is, it was concerned with
issues of property and its control, especially inheritance,
and the scandals that arose from the actions of fortune
hunters and their speculative marriages to heiresses 
(especially those resorting to marrying in places such as
Gretna Green).
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Society did not contemplate intervening in any way into
the standard of care provided by parents. It essentially
identified these problems as arising in the lower classes,
which had been characterised for centuries as being
brutish and incapable of love and care for their offspring
and having the innate absence of qualities of industry and
religion. These attitudes bred the past and present convic-
tion that child abuse was and is essentially concentrated in
the lower orders of society.

It was not until the 19th century that English society con-
cerned itself with saving children. Even then, in reality,
society was concerned with saving itself from the public
actions of abused or deserted children, and especially the
protection of property.

The story of change over time is a slow, uneven and frus-
trating one. It starts with the assertion of absolute
authority by the father and a denial of the right of the state
to interfere. It ends with a wide range of powers—legisla-
tive, judicial and administrative—to protect children and
advance their welfare, aligned with social, economic and
educational services designed to advance the safety and
wellbeing of families and children.

The courts had little influence in child abuse situations. At
common law, the care and control of at least legitimate 
children was clear-cut. The father’s position was effectively
unchallengeable other than in the most exceptional cases. It

sent to countries such as Australia and Canada through var-
ious charitable organisations that thought that this was the
right course. But it subjected many children to years of
exploitation and abuse. The book Lost Children of the
Empire (Bean & Melville, 1989), the television series of the
same name, and a later television series graphically por-
trayed these abuses of childhood.

It comes as a great shock to think that over the last 200
years the transportation of children became a common
occurrence. A child destitute in London commits a modest
offence against property and is then plunged into an ongo-
ing nightmare of imprisonment, trial, sentence and
transportation. The conditions of the prison system in
England at that time are familiar to us from the reports of
John Howard and the work of Elizabeth Fry. The scene
generally in London that would have been familiar to these
children is portrayed to us through paintings of Hogarth
and later through writings of Dickens.

Towards protection of children
Western Europe was a rather brutish society, with little
attention paid to the infirmities or rights of children. Child
protection as we would understand it, even in its most
basic form, is a relatively recent social concept. Until the
19th century, Western society showed little interest in and
had no particular policies for protecting children from
society generally or from their caregivers.
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It would be difficult to imagine that jurisdiction being used
to protect a young working-class child from serious abuse.
Access to it required literacy and wealth. For present pur-
poses, its significance lies in its longer-term influence over
the adjudication of custody cases and the increasing
emphasis both by the courts and the legislature on the
interests of the child as the paramount consideration.

It is not especially surprising that there was no public outcry
or concern, even by the reform-minded, about the spectacle
of children at such tender years as John Hudson being con-
victed, transported from his native country to the other side
of the world and left in the most primitive circumstances. 

Despite the elegance of the arts, the development of sci-
ences and the revolutionary movements across Europe after
the French Revolution, Western society by the end of that
century was still essentially a brutal one. Public hangings
were common and were spectacles to be enjoyed, there
was a shocking death rate for young children, with many
babies abandoned at birth, and there was an absence of
educational and social welfare structures for any but the
wealthy. Children were put out to work at the earliest age
to make their expected contributions to the support of the
family, but in totally unregulated circumstances. England
only extricated itself from involvement in the slave trade in
1807 and it remains a remarkable circumstance that slav-
ery continued and flourished in the United States for
another 60 years.

by parliamentary process was a luxury, which only the
extremely rich could afford and even the moderately opu-
lent had to forego” (1969, p. 197).

In the two centuries leading up to 1857, there were 250
such private Acts in England (about one per year), of
which nine were granted on the petition of the wife.

In Australia, ecclesiastical courts were not established, and
only one petition to parliament for divorce was lodged in the
colonies. That was on behalf of a wife in New South Wales,
brought forward by W. C. Wentworth. The Act of divorce was
passed, but ultimately it was not given royal assent.

By the end of the 19th century, all the colonies in Australia
had passed divorce legislation and this continued to be the
case until 1961, when divorce was taken over by the Com-
monwealth. However, it would be entirely misconceived to
consider that the passing of divorce legislation either in
England or in Australia had much to do with the rights of
children or even remotely with the question of child abuse.
The divorce courts were granted power to make custody
orders in relation to children, but that power was exercised
in parallel with the ways in which custody cases in non-
divorce situations were dealt with.

However, by the 20th century, legislation in both England
and Australia had moved towards the principle that deci-
sions in relation to custody of children were to be determined
on the basis of the best interests of that child and not from

It was not until the 19th century that English society concerned itself with saving children. Even then,
in reality, society was concerned with saving itself from the public actions of abused or deserted 
children, and especially the protection of property.

The first legislative attempt in England to alter the father’s
virtually absolute rights was the Custody of Infants Act
1839, which empowered courts to make orders giving cus-
tody of a child up to the age of 7 to the mother. In 1873,
this was amended to extend it to a child up to the age of 16.
However, these legislative changes were conservatively
approached by the courts. In Re Agar-Ellis, the English
Court of Appeal said:

This court holds this principle—that when, by birth, a child is subject to
a father, it is for the general interest of families, and for the general
interest of children, and really for the interest of the particular infant,
that the Court should not, except in very extreme cases, interfere with
the discretion of the father, but leave to him the responsibility of exer-
cising that power which nature has given him by the birth of the child.
(Agar-Ellis v. Lascelles, 1883, 24 Ch. D. 317, 334)

In the meantime, namely in 1857, legislation had been
passed in England giving the courts the power to grant 
a divorce. In the centuries leading up to that time, the 
ecclesiastical courts in England had acquired complete
jurisdiction over matrimonial matters although, for relevant
purposes, the jurisdiction was confined to nullity (although
the grounds were expansive) and judicial separation. There
was no provision in canon law for divorce, because this was
regarded as contrary to Christian doctrine. Divorce could
only be obtained by a private Act of Parliament—an expen-
sive and exclusive process. Percy Joske, in his great work,
Matrimonial Causes and Marriage Law and Practice in
Australia and New Zealand, said that “obtaining a divorce

any preconceived position of the superior rights of one par-
ent. The courts slowly adopted these changes.

While allegations of abuse of the child by either party could
form a basis for determining that child’s custody, the 
reality was that there were remarkably few such cases.
The courts were reluctant to deal with them and ill-
equipped to do so. In addition, and in particular in the
earlier years, access to divorce proceedings was confined
to the wealthy. For the average family, issues of custody
were settled in pragmatic ways or sometimes through 
magistrates’ courts on the hearing of maintenance appli-
cations. In that context, the question of abuse of the child
by a party had varying degrees of significance, but only in
an indirect way.

The United States and England
The consideration of child abuse issues and the steps taken
to protect the child from the continuance of that behaviour
have been the subject of a long and painful development.
This development called for specific and, at the time, con-
fronting ideas and legislation that challenged entrenched
social values.

The 19th century saw parallel problems and responses to
this on both sides of the Atlantic. Urbanisation and the
Industrial Revolution meant dramatic movements of the
population to the cities, the extension of slums, the prolif-
eration of factories that attracted cheap child labour, and
extraordinary personal abuses.



could be dealt with without intruding inside the home. This
process was as much influenced by society’s concerns about
abandoned and neglected children and their potential for
crime as it was by a dawning recognition of the individual
rights of children and their entitlement to special protection.

The Industrial Schools legislation of the 1850s and 1860s
were attempts to house vagrant and offending children and
provide them with some education, but were largely
unsuccessful, as was the Elementary Education legislation
of the 1870s. Up to that point, it seemed doubtful that spe-
cific child protection legislation, seen by many as an
invasion of the family, would ever be passed. Lord Shaftes-
bury in 1881 dismissed the possibility of Parliament
intervening in an area “of so private, internal and domes-
tic a character as to be beyond the reach of legislation”.

A seminal factor was the foundation in 1883 of the Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, a development
influenced by the American experience. Similar societies
were formed in other English cities, and ultimately the
National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children
was established, with Queen Victoria as its patron.

The agitation was successful with the passing of the Pre-
vention of Cruelty to and Protection of Children Act in
1889. It created an offence for any person who had the cus-
tody or control of a boy under 14 or a girl under 16 wilfully
mistreating, neglecting or abandoning that child. Upon

The early American colonies inherited the English poor law
tradition. The primary methods of protection for abused or
abandoned children were through apprenticeships to a mas-
ter or placement in a poor house, where children mixed
indiscriminately with adult paupers and the insane. By the
latter part of the 19th century, the number of children in
these institutions had reached alarming levels, but the prob-
lem of what to do with them was not easily solved. Court
intervention was rare.

The reform movement began firstly with the establishment
of refuges to which courts could commit neglected, aban-
doned or vagrant children. The forerunner of the various
child protection societies was the establishment of the
New York Children’s Aid Society in 1853, and similar soci-
eties were soon established in other American cities. But it
was the development of the American Society for the Pre-
vention of Cruelty to Animals and its association with the
dramatic and widely published case in New York of Mary
Ellen Wilson that provided the catalyst for major reform.

Henry Bergh, President of the Animal Protection Society,
was approached to assist in relation to the circumstances
of Mary Ellen. She was a 10-year-old girl who had been
indentured to foster parents who treated her most cruelly.

The generally received history, but one which appears to
be partly apocryphal, is that, there being no laws relating
to cruelty to children, the Animal Society intervened on

Australia was established as a penal colony and the fleets brought with them a number of children as
convicts or as children of convicts. It was not long before abandoned and neglected children 
became a serious problem. 
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Mary Ellen’s behalf, arguing that she was a member of the ani-
mal kingdom and thus entitled to the protection of the
animal protection laws. The reality seems to be that the case
was not brought by the Animal Society; rather it was initiated
by officers of that society in their personal capacities, seeking
redress from the court by way of an analogy with the animal
cruelty provisions. In any event, the outcome was that Mary
Ellen was placed in an orphanage and one of her carers was
imprisoned. In the meantime, the case had become a cause
célèbre, attracting widespread public attention.

One consequence was that the New York Society for Pre-
vention of Cruelty to Children was established in 1874,
and similar societies appeared in other American cities in
the following decades. This in turn gradually led in the
United States, over the decades at the end of the 19th cen-
tury, to child protection legislation and the establishment
of juvenile courts specific to these cases. This first wave of
child protection legislation followed a similar pattern in
Canada from 1893 onwards.

As with the United States, the history in England was slow
and incremental. There could have been little doubt about
the gravity of the situation or the circumstances in which
children were the subject of abuse—both outside the home
and within it—but there was a marked reluctance to inter-
fere with conduct within the home, and in particular with
the position of authority of the father.

Consequently, the reform process directed itself firstly to the
externals, that is, abusive situations outside the home that

conviction, a court could commit the child to the charge of
another person. The Protection Society’s inspectors were
authorised to investigate cases and remove children. At
that time, it was necessary to convict the carer—a prereq-
uisite that has long disappeared from child protection
legislation—although legislation continues to provide for
prosecutions in some circumstances.

Early Australian developments
The history of child protection in Australia followed a
somewhat similar path, except that initially the defining
forces were different. Australia was established as a penal
colony and the fleets brought with them a number of chil-
dren as convicts or as children of convicts. It was not long
before abandoned and neglected children became a serious
problem. The result was that, very early in the colony’s life,
Governor Phillip had to arrange for the boarding out of
those children to approved families, and the establishment
of orphanages.

Female factories were also established as places of confine-
ment and compulsory labour for convict women and their
young children, as an alternative to assignment to free set-
tlers. Apprentice schools and female factories were
established early in the 19th century in Van Diemen’s Land,
but in the harsh environment that prevailed there the out-
comes were uniformly distressing.

The gold rush, in the 1850s in the eastern colonies and
later in the west, had a tremendous social and economic



was the development, albeit unevenly,
of child protection legislation in the
colonies/states, and the establishment
in most states of specialist children’s
courts to adjudicate those matters.

The increasing tendency was to place
children in orphanages, industrial
schools and other largely private and
religious institutions. But this proved
disastrous, as the level of care was shocking even by the
standards of those times—described in a NSW royal com-
mission in 1874 as “a legalised gateway to hell”. Increasing
public agitation led to the gradual demise of these institu-
tions, together with the notorious “baby farms”.

It is a typical irony of child protection that resort to insti-
tutions on a large scale re-emerged in the 1920s and again
in the 1950s with the same cycle of abuse. After many
years, they were closed under the weight of public disgust.

In the convention debates that preceded the establishment
in the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901, the possibility 
of Commonwealth intrusion into child protection was not
discussed and was not envisaged. The powers of the 

The result overall has been that each
state has its own child protection leg-
islation and its own administration
and practice. Although there are many
common features, the reality has been
that, until recent years, the legislation
and practice of the various states (and
the two territories) has varied consid-
erably, both in detail and philosophy.

After the initial drive towards child protection at the end of
the 19th century and into the 20th century, the subject
seemed to go off the public agenda for many decades.
Although government agencies and voluntary organisa-
tions continued their work, particularly directed to
physically abused and neglected children, neither govern-
ments nor the general public evinced great interest in it.

Later developments
This lack of interest was dramatically changed in the early
1960s. The writings of Kempe, Silverman, Steele, Droege-
mueller, and Silver in the US in 1962 dramatically refocused
public and professional attention on child abuse. Their arti-
cles directed attention to the clinical and radiological

impact, and led to a large increase in the number of desti-
tute children.

Although Australia did not experience an Industrial Revolu-
tion in the same sense as America or England, nevertheless
by the latter part of the 19th century there were significant
movements of the population into the cities who were
attracted by the hope of work in factories. However, with
them came the usual abuses of an unregulated system,
including child labour. Slums, with their quota of neglected
and abused children, sprang up. This aspect was worsened
by the circumstance that the last decade of that century was
one of severe economic depression in Australia. This threw
large numbers of wage earners out of employment and, with
the absence of any form of social security, many families
lived in destitution. Consequently, poverty brought about
not by conscious neglect by parents but by economic and
social forces was a dominating factor in the child protection
movement at that time, as individuals and societies sought
to “save” children from those circumstances.

In each of the colonies there was also agitation for laws 
to protect children from cruelty and neglect, and various
child protection societies developed, partly in imitation of
developments in England and the US. For example, the Vic-
torian Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children was
established in 1896 and has continued to operate to the
present time (more recently under the name of the Chil-
dren’s Protection Society). The consequence in Australia

Commonwealth in relation to children were confined essen-
tially to marriage and divorce. It was many years before the
Commonwealth sought to legislate in those areas but, when
it did, its powers in relation to children were confined to chil-
dren of a marriage. Other children remained within state
legislation, creating an unsatisfactory dichotomy. That was
partly removed in 1986, when four of the states referred
their powers in relation to ex-nuptial children to the Com-
monwealth, followed by Queensland in 1992. Western
Australia has not followed that course. That referral of power
specifically did not include child protection. Decisions of the
High Court and the present legislation make it clear that
orders of the Family Court or the Federal Magistrates Court
under the Family Law Act in relation to children are sub-
servient to state child protection orders.

In more recent years, the Family Court has become more
involved in child abuse cases, usually but not exclusively
in cases where allegations of sexual abuse are made in pro-
ceedings relating to children against a background of
separation and divorce. The Commonwealth legislation
has been amended several times to place increasing
emphasis upon the court’s duties in relation to issues of
abuse, and the court has developed detailed principles and
procedural responses for these cases. But the result is not
satisfactory in that there is potential for the same issue to
be agitated in both the state and federal courts, with dif-
ferent procedures, approaches and possible outcomes.
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Society. The involvement of the Victorian gov-
ernment was confined to the placement of
children, who became the subject of orders of
the Children’s Court; nor did it then introduce
mandatory reporting. However, by the mid
1980s, this system in Victoria had become
untenable and the Children’s Protection Society
ceased its involvement in investigations. By the
late 1980s, Victoria had established a state-
based, professional child protection system and,
in 1993, introduced limited mandatory reporting. However,
all states and territories continue to experience considerable
difficulty in coping with an ever-increasing workload.

The gradual intervention by the Commonwealth into areas
of social welfare began to have its effect by reducing the
level to which poverty caused child abuse and neglect.
These developments commenced in the 1940s with child
endowment, and later reforms (after a referendum to give
the necessary power to the Commonwealth) included wid-
ows’ pensions (gradually extending to single parents),
unemployment and sickness benefits, health care (leading
to Medicare), the child support scheme, and Common-
wealth involvement in various family support schemes.

The current emphasis upon family support at
almost any cost has its critics. It runs the risk
that, although lip service is given to the fun-
damental principle of the interests of the
child as being paramount, the reality may be
that the emphasis is upon the interests of the
parents to the detriment of the child.

Aboriginal children
The tragic history of the Aboriginal people and especially
their children since European settlement continues as a
major issue in Australia, and more especially again in
recent times. Much has been written and spoken about it
and it is not possible to summarise those issues in this
short general article.

White settlement as it gradually extended across the Aus-
tralian landscape had a profound impact upon the ancient
inheritance of the Aborigines. Their land, beliefs and mode
of living were pushed aside. Dispossession, alcohol and
hopelessness replaced their previously settled ways.

The issues surrounding children, especially part-Aboriginal
children, were acute. Their care degenerated, and attempts to

But other developments have counter-balanced these posi-
tives, making child protection even more complex. These
include the widening of the concept of child abuse, extend-
ing mandatory reporting and managing greater public and
media interest. The influence of drugs on both parents and
children has been dramatic, as has been the much more fre-
quent reporting in recent times of child sexual abuse.

At the same time, there was a significant worldwide switch
in the ideology of child protection, from one that focused
upon the protection and, if necessary, removal of the child
from dysfunctional circumstances, to one that placed
emphasis upon supporting the family and maintaining the
child within that family. There was recognition that removal
of children from their homes to foster care or institutions
was not necessarily successful. The tenacity with which
children continued to attach themselves even to an abusive
family, and increasing dissatisfaction with the quality of care
in institutions gave rise to serious reconsideration.

This was worsened by a continuing crisis in out-of-home
care. There has been a significant drop in the number of fos-
ter carers, especially those willing to care for “difficult”
children, and this has in turn led to multiple placements for
children. It raises acutely the question that if children are
removed from their home, where do they go? Is abuse by the
system any better than home abuse? Of course, that largely
depends on the nature and risks of the abuse from which the
child is being protected.

manifestations of serious and repeated injury to children,
indicative of abuse by parents and other caretakers and
child abuse generally. Dr Kempe coined the phrase “the bat-
tered child syndrome”.

This phrase was widely taken up in the media. It led to dra-
matic—almost overnight—changes in approaches to child
protection in America. Within a few years the American
states had introduced far-reaching legislation and, in par-
ticular, established mandatory reporting, at least in
relation to groups more closely associated with children.

Similar work was being done in Australia. In 1965, Werfel
and Maxwell (1965) reported their investigations into child
maltreatment cases. In 1966, Dr Bialestock (1966) pub-
lished work about neglected babies and the “failure to
thrive”, and the work of Drs John and Bob Birrell (1968) in
relation to serious physical and emotional abuse largely
coincided with the work of Dr Kempe.

This led to considerable public and media agitation in 
Australia, and the redefining of child abuse as a serious social
issue that required greater government response than had
been the case up to that time. With the exception of Victoria,
the other states moved down the path of a government-based,
professional child protection approach, and the majority of
them introduced some level of mandatory reporting.

In Victoria, the child protection investigations continued to
be the province of the police and the Children’s Protection
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“save” them for a “useful life” often ended in tragedy, exem-
plified in the era of the “Stolen Generations” in the 19th and
20th centuries. The basic facts at the present time paint a
stark, almost hopeless, picture—the extraordinary differ-
ences between white and Aboriginal or part-Aboriginal
children in areas of general and specific health, housing, mor-
bidity, life expectancy, education and employment tell their
own story.

In earlier times, child protection intervention was heavy-
handed and in many cases unsuccessful. In recent times,
intervention in the Northern Territory has been sporadic
at best, while in the southern states, protective action
seems disproportionately high.

The recent report Little Children are Sacred, by Wild and
Anderson (2007), paints an extraordinary picture of wide-
spread abuse of young children in Aboriginal communities in
the Northern Territory. The result of that has been interven-
tion by the Commonwealth on a scale not previously seen or
envisaged. However, whether this initiative will be more suc-
cessful than previous initiatives remains an open question.

International developments
Domestic developments in Australia need to be seen
against the background of increased international action
aimed at creating benchmark standards for the protection
of children.

international instrument for the purposes of the Human
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Act 1986. This
is because the Australian government has not taken the
steps necessary to implement the convention (a legislative
step).

Whilst there are some clauses in the convention that the
Commonwealth Government may not wish to enact as part
of Australian domestic law, it seems unfortunate that there
is not at least a partial implementation of it. That would
enable the establishment of at least basic uniform princi-
ples and benchmarks for child protection legislation and
practice in Australia.

Australia has also ratified or implemented a number of
human rights treaties containing provisions relating to
children, such as the Hague Convention on the Civil
Aspects of International Child Abduction, the UN Declara-
tion on the Social and Legal Principles Relating to the
Protection and Welfare of Children, the UN Convention
against Discrimination in Education, and the International
Labour Organisation convention concerning minimum
ages for employment.

Endnote
1 Transportation of convicts to Australia has been the subject of many

writings. The stories of these four children are described in detail in
Orphans of History: The Forgotten Children of the First Fleet (Holden,
1999). Robert Hughes, in his 1988 work, The Fatal Shore, suggested
that there were five convict children in the First Fleet.

The Second World War created incredible family suffering and in its aftermath left many thousands of
children homeless and destitute. A response to this was the establishment in 1946 of the United
Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund.

In 1920, through the Red Cross, the Save the Children
International Union was created to seek financial support
for the relief of children, which proved to be very success-
ful. In 1923, the Union drafted the first declaration on the
rights of the child (commonly known as the Declaration of
Geneva), which was adopted by the League of Nations in
1924. It was directed towards the development of interna-
tional norms concerning the global protection of children.

The Second World War created incredible family suffering
and in its aftermath left many thousands of children home-
less and destitute. A response to this was the establishment
in 1946 of the United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund (UNICEF). This was followed in 1948 by
the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, which empha-
sised fundamental rights and freedoms and drew attention
to the circumstance that childhood was “entitled to special
care and assistance”.

The need for a United Nations document specific to the
needs of children was apparent and led ultimately to the
Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1959. After much
debate and negotiation, this in turn led to the Convention of
the Rights of the Child in 1990. This central document
spells out in detail fundamental rights of children. Although
Australia was one of the countries actively involved in the
negotiations leading to it, and one of the countries which
immediately ratified it (an executive step), the reality is
that the convention has had no direct impact on Australian
domestic law other than the circumstance that it is an
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amilies are the fundamental unit of
society. While their broad func-
tions—childrearing, care, protection,
sustenance, socialisation, nurturance, affection
and intimacy—are perennial, family size and

form have shown considerable historical change. To what
extent are these sorts of changes affecting family function-
ing? Families are embedded in the wider contexts of
neighbourhood, community and society, and these are also
subject to change. Do these changes, which themselves
partly arise from family trends, alter the social and emo-
tional character of family relationships? In combination
with wider social changes, do they alter the social and 
emotional development of children? What implications do
such changes have for the relationship between children
and their siblings, and with their extended families? Similar
questions can be asked of the changes beyond the family—

Are family changes, social trends and unanticipated policy
consequences making children’s lives more challenging?

O P I N I O N

for example, in the extent and nature of 
relationships between children and their neigh-
bours and members of their communities. What

are the impacts of changes in the interactions of children
with their teachers, clergy and coaches, among others, that
flow from reductions in the willingness of males to enter pro-
fessions or to join groups involving frequent contact with
children and young people? Are there unanticipated conse-
quences for children more generally of social policies that
appropriately protect the vulnerable and disadvantaged?
Finally, are there longer-term impacts of family and wider
societal trends that, on the one hand, may result in greater
isolation, lowered empathy and reduced social cohesion
and, on the other, unacceptable risks of abuse and neglect
that too many children face in dysfunctional families? These
are key considerations as Australia frames policy agendas
for its children and families.

FF A L A N  H AY E S 1



Family changes
The demographic changes affecting families that have
occurred over the last century are dramatic. Exami-
nation of some of these trends provides insight into a
range of issues that currently confront Australia.

The changes in the fertility rate represent one of the
most dramatic of trends.2 The rate declined in the
early part of the century, especially during the Great
Depression, reaching 2.11 in 1934 (down from 3.12 in
1921). But the rate then increased, with the post-
World War II “Baby Boom” leading to a fertility rate
that peaked at 3.55 in 1961. From this period until
2001, the rate declined almost exclusively, reaching
1.73 in 2001, although it has increased since then (to
1.81 in 2006) (ABS 2006a). Nevertheless, the overall
trend in the 20th century and beyond has been one of
decline.

In parallel with the changes in fertility, life expectancy
has increased considerably over the century, owing
much to reductions in infant mortality and improve-
ments in public health. For example, men could
expect to live 14.4 years at age 60 at the turn of the
20th century; nowadays, men at the same age would
look forward to another 22.2 years of life ahead (ABS,
2006b). There is now a marked bulge in the distribu-
tion of the population by age, as the Baby Boomer
generation gets older.

At the same time, and in a related way, key aspects of
relationships are undergoing significant change. Mar-
riage is increasingly being delayed. For example, age at
first marriage rose from 21 years in the early 1970s to
28 years in 2005 for women, and from 23 years to 30
years for men during the same period (ABS, 1980,
2006c). An increased rate of marriage breakdown is
another contemporary reality. The Australian Bureau
of Statistics estimates that 46% of marriages will end in
divorce, based on past nuptial events; and 32%, based
on current levels of nuptial events. In 2005 alone,
divorce affected the lives of 49,400 children aged under
18 years (ABS, 2006c) (approximately 1% of children).

Family forms now show greater diversity than in ear-
lier times, reflecting the complex social and economic
changes that have occurred over the last century. For
about a quarter of children aged under 18 (27%), life will
have been lived, at least for part of their childhood, in a
family apart from one of their parents (de Vaus & Gray,
2003). Currently, one in five children live in single-parent
families. For those children today who live in a couple fam-
ily, one in ten will have a relationship with a father, or to a
lesser extent, a mother, who is not their biological parent
(ABS, 2004). Many children have only one sibling or,
increasingly, none.

Social trends
The place of children is not uniformly advantageous across
our communities. In a recent volume, Keating and Hertz-
man (1999) highlighted “modernity’s paradox”:
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A puzzling paradox confronts observers of modern society. We are wit-
nesses to a dramatic expansion of market-based economies whose
capacity for wealth generation is awesome in comparison to both the
distant and the recent past. At the same time there is a growing percep-
tion of substantial threats to the health and well being of today’s
children. (p. 1)

Australia, regrettably, reflects this paradox. There is accu-
mulating evidence that the threats to Australian children’s
development, health and wellbeing are increasing, with
signs of growing disadvantage, social exclusion and vulner-
ability in some communities. About half of the children
who are disadvantaged live in single-parent families, pre-
dominantly headed by their mother.

The trends in population and disadvantage are interre-
lated. Birth rates differ considerably by social class. For the
least advantaged Australians the birth rates may be double
those of the more affluent (ABS, 2008). However, the aver-
age interval between generations for the more affluent is
almost double that for the least affluent (approximately 29
years versus 16 years).

Theodore Dalrymple (1999), the nom de plume of Anthony
Daniels, a British medical practitioner, related an interest-
ing anecdote:

A 26-year-old woman has just become a grandmother. She gave birth at
14, her daughter was 12. On the present trend, she will be a great-great-
grandmother by the age of 60.

I saw similarly aged grandmothers on a recent visit to the
Kimberleys.

These demographic changes highlight the difference in the
proportions of families with young children living in disad-
vantage or affluence, and mirror the data from elsewhere
in the Western world. Not only is there the link to birth
rates, but disadvantage also influences the rates of infant
mortality and morbidity (the occurrence of health and
developmental problems). The numerous risk factors that
lead to problems in childhood tend to be, though not exclu-
sively, related to social class.

The interplay of child, family and community factors is also
seen in the areas of abuse and neglect, school failure, and
criminality, among others (Hayes, 2007). These areas of
social concern reflect similar sets of risk factors related to
disadvantage, limited parental education, family problems,
unemployment and lack of connectedness to community.
The impacts on the development, health and wellbeing of
children in disadvantaged communities are widespread.

A considerable body of evidence is accumulating on a phe-
nomenon called the “social gradient”. The term refers to
the increase or decrease in some aspect of development,
health or wellbeing in direct relation to social status. As
social status increases, outcomes across the range of areas
of development, health and wellbeing are higher. These
are, of course, population measures, and there will be vari-
ation in outcomes with any social status group. The
message is clear, however, that social status, including
one’s relative poverty, are powerful indicators of outcomes
both within a development period and across life.
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were, on average, 40% more likely to display such prob-
lems, as opposed to those living in well-functioning
families. They were also significantly more likely to show
physical aggression and emotionally abusive behaviour.
The effects were particularly marked during adolescence.

Given that as many as a third of marriages will end in
divorce, and that, in 2005, 1% of children aged 0–17 years
had parents who were divorced, the extent of disturbance
of family relationships in Australia is quite marked. The
rapidity of the increase in sole-parent families with
dependent children is clearly demonstrated. In 1986, these
families accounted for 15% of families with dependent chil-
dren; by 2004, the figure was 20% (ABS, 1997, 2007).

Unanticipated policy consequences?
We live in an era where there is considerable and justifiable
focus on child abuse. Within families, concern over child
sexual abuse has to some extent altered the nature of rela-
tionships and the behaviour of fathers and male members of
extended families particularly. Mirroring the reduction in
social trust (Winter, 2000), there is a sense in which families
have also been touched by what at times can be an overly
fearful focus on child abuse. Beyond the family, the changes
have been even more marked, with increasing anxiety sur-
rounding children’s interactions with their teachers, clergy
and coaches, among others. Vinson (2002), in the report of
the Inquiry into the Provision of Public Education in NSW,
noted that teachers reported a disproportionate fear of being
the subject of complaints about their behaviour.

The fear of accusations of sexual abuse may be one driver
among a number for the decline in the proportion of males
entering teaching. The report of the Commonwealth Com-
mittee for the Review of Teaching and Teacher Education
(2003) showed that the percentage of male teachers
reduced from 48% of the teaching workforce in 1963 to 35%
in 1999. The proportions of females to males varies accord-
ing to school level. If one looks at primary schools, in 1982
the ratio of female teachers to males was 2.4:1; by 2006,
this had increased to 4.0:1. For the secondary sector, the
equivalent figures were 0.8:1 in 1982 and 1.3:1 in 2006. Of
teachers under 30 years of age, 80% are female.

In no way do I wish to minimise the significance of the
harm that flows from child abuse. In 2006–07, there were
309,517 notifications and 58,567 substantiated cases of
child abuse in Australia, involving 32,585 children (Aus-
tralian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2007). This is an
alarming situation, and notifications probably underesti-
mate the actual incidence and prevalence. As recent
events indicate, Indigenous children are among those most
at risk. But, to put it into perspective, it represents 0.7% of
the child population aged 0–16. While there can be no
room for complacency about a situation such as this in a
nation with the advancement and wealth that we possess,
the unanticipated negative effects on the rest of the popu-
lation also cannot be ignored.

For both girls and boys, especially those growing up in
sole-parent families, the lack of male role models is of con-
cern. Some, such as Drexler (2005), have argued that the

Poverty and family types are also interrelated, with single-
parent families being more likely to be in the bottom
quintiles of income, again placing children in these fami-
lies at increased risk of a range of developmental problems
(Francesconi, Jenkins, & Seidler, 2005; Lipman, Boyle,
Dooley, & Offord, 2002; Simons, Lin, Gordon, Conger, &
Lorenz, 1999). The patterns are complex, however, with
many individuals protected if their family is well-function-
ing and community supports are available.

Irrespective of “social address”, however, separation and
divorce increase the risk of behavioural and relational
problems in children. Although the data show that behav-
iour problems are present prior to separation, boys are
particularly at risk around the time that their fathers leave
the household on separation or divorce (Carlson, 2006).
The effects of separation and divorce are clearly long-term,
as reflected in the consistent findings of increased rela-
tionship and marriage problems and higher risk of
separation and divorce for adults who have themselves
during their childhood experienced the breakdown of their
parents’ relationship (Amato, 1996; Teachman, 2004; Wol-
cott & Hughes, 1999).

The complex, and at times rapid, succession of relation-
ships experienced by many children clearly contributes to
their risk of abuse, later behavioural adjustment problems
and relationship difficulties. In 2003, 1.1 million Aus-
tralian children aged under 18 years had a natural parent
living elsewhere, which represented 23% of children of the
same age (ABS, 2004).

Of children aged 0–17 years, 20% were living in sole-parent
families, and 8% were living in either step- or blended fam-
ilies (ABS, 2004). Thus, about three in ten children were
involved in sole-parent, step- or blended families. Behav-
ioural problems may be more common among children
living in such circumstances. In turn, behaviour and
adjustment problems also have long-term effects, leading
to increased marital and relational problems for the chil-
dren from families where their parents have separated or
divorced. These effects have been consistently demon-
strated over numerous studies (see Teachman, 2004).

The extent of perturbation of relationships is clear in the
data on second and subsequent marriages. Second mar-
riages are at higher risk of breakdown, with 54% of women
who re-marry divorcing again. The figures for men are
even higher, with 65% subsequently divorcing. Of re-mar-
riages, 37% will dissolve after 10 years. The pattern these
data sketch are of many children who are living in circum-
stances that make the formation of stable relationships
and the skills to sustain them problematic.

The key variable seems to be, however, family functioning.
Type of family seems less important than the extent to
which the family functions well in providing models of
social and behavioural adjustment. Using data from
Canada’s National Longitudinal Survey of Children and
Youth, both Racine and Boyle (2002) and Lipman et al.
(2002) found that behavioural and social adjustment prob-
lems were related to family functioning and became more
pronounced over time. Children in dysfunctional families



impact of growing up in a family without men may not be
negative. However, the impacts on boys of wider neigh-
bourhood and social contexts that provide decreasing
opportunities for interaction with male role models need to
be considered. As Edwards (2005) showed, neighbourhood
effects on boys are detectable early in life, especially in
areas of social development.

Schools and other neighbourhood and community agen-
cies that influence children’s development currently
attract fewer men to work with children, particularly with
boys, than in preceding decades. The consequences for
the development of appropriate behavioural and relational
capacity is an area requiring rigorous research. Taken with
the reduced opportunities that smaller family size and
more diverse family forms may bring, these are issues that
must be discussed.
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Just as the effects of relational disturbance are consider-
able, so too are the protective benefits of stable, family
relationships. In the area of criminology, the work of
Sampson and Laub (2005) underscores the potential for
close relationships to alter negative pathways and main-
tain positive ones. They cited evidence from the world of
work, with its regularities and routines, and close personal
relationships as being two systems that change the path-
ways for juvenile offenders.

Clearly, appreciating the impacts of family changes and
social trends must underpin Australia’s approach to sup-
porting families and promoting the development, health
and wellbeing of their children. Policy approaches also
need to be sensitive to the unanticipated consequences of
well-intentioned initiatives in areas such as child protec-
tion that can make children’s lives more challenging.

Endnotes
1 I would like to acknowledge Lixia Qu, Ruth Weston, Daryl Higgins,

Leah Bromfield, Matthew Gray and Nancy Virgona for their contri-
butions to the preparation of this article.

2 Total fertility rate here refers to the number of children a woman
would have during her lifetime if she experienced age-specific fertil-
ity rates in that year at each age of her reproductive life.
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the development, health and wellbeing of their children. 
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G R O W I N G  U P  I N  AU S T R A L I A U P D AT E

Data user training
The Growing Up in Australia data managers, Sebastian Misson and
Mark Sipthorp, have now conducted two successful user-training
days, one in Melbourne in December 2007 and one in Canberra in
February 2008. About 30 people attended each session.

The focus of the training is to assist users of the data—those con-
sidering becoming users and those who are interested in learning
more about the data—to gain confidence in understanding and
navigating the datasets. The training covers a range of topics
designed to give an overview of the conduct of the study, its
datasets and supporting documentation.

The next user training is planned for 8 July, the day before the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies conference. Further information
can be found at www.aifs.gov.au/growingup/datauser.html. We will
hold training at other times if there is significant demand. Please
contact Mark.Sipthorp@aifs.gov.au to be placed on a waiting list.

Wave 3 data collection update
The first phase of Wave 3 data collection for Growing Up in Aus-
tralia was completed in 2007. Over 400 families were interviewed
in August–October 2007. The second phase will commence in
2008, with most families to be interviewed during April to October.

From Wave 3 on, the cross-sequential design of the study will be
able to be exploited, as the younger cohort will be the same age as
the older cohort was in Wave 1. For the first time, comparisons
between the cohorts will be able to be made.

Wave 3 data collection involves a computer-assisted interview
with the parent who knows the child best and this parent also fills
in a self-complete form while the interviewer is in the home. Two
24-hour time-use diaries about how the study child spends their
day are left behind, as is a self-complete questionnaire for the
other resident parent. If the child has a parent living elsewhere
and the resident parent agrees to provide contact details, then the
other parent is invited to take part in the study by completing a
telephone interview.

The younger group of children, now aged 4–5 years, will complete
the Who Am I? and the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test activi-
ties. The older children will again complete the Matrix Reasoning
and Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test. Children in both cohorts
are weighed and height and girth measurements are taken. Ques-
tionnaires are also being sent to teachers or carers.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) is conducting the field-
work for Wave 3 and ABS interviewers are already telling us how
much they are enjoying meeting all the families and participating
in the study.

A R AC Y  N E W  I N V E S T I G ATO R S  N E T WO R K

Drs Jenny Baxter and Ben Edwards have been successful in gaining places in the
ARACY New Investigators Network (NIN). The overall purpose of the New Investi-
gators Network is to build the capacity of early career researchers to make best use
of complex longitudinal data; work across disciplines; and transfer knowledge on
child and youth health, development and wellbeing into policy and practice. A
group of senior researchers who are leaders in their field will work with, mentor and
support NIN participants to achieve individual and program goals. They include
Professors Fiona Stanley, Ann Sanson, Steve Zubrick, Collette Tayler, Frank Oberk-
laid and Melissa Wake.

The aims of the ARACY New Investigators Network are to:

establish and support a multidisciplinary network of early-career researchers in
child and youth health, development and wellbeing;
enhance participants’ vision, understanding and expertise in multidisciplinary
research that “makes a difference”, by impacting on policy and practice;
establish a mentor program to assist NIN participants to build their careers,
conduct valuable research, and affect policy and practice in child and youth
health, development and wellbeing; and
build the capacity of NIN participants to exploit LSAC and other longitudinal data
and to build interdisciplinary partnerships.

The first meeting workshop for the NIN was held at the University of Melbourne on
12–13 February 2008.

S E PA R AT E D  FA M I L I E S

Dr Jodie Lodge met and spoke with the
members and observers of the Family Law
Council on 14 February 2008 during their
Melbourne meeting. Dr Lodge provided an
overview of the Separated Families Project
design and how this is contributing to the
Institute’s evaluation of the family law
reforms. The Council chairperson will now
report to the Attorney-General on the
issues discussed.

On 4 March 2008, representatives from
the Attorney-General’s Department and
from the Child Support Policy Branch of
FaHCSIA attended the Institute  to partici-
pate in a consultation workshop with
researchers from the Separated Families
Project. Facilitated by Dr Jodie Lodge, the
workshop provided an opportunity for
important discussions and contributions
in the design phase of the instruments
and survey measures for the Longitudinal
Study of Separated Parents.



FA M I L I E S  T H R O U G H  L I F E : 
1 0 T H  AU S T R A L I A N  I N S T I T U T E  O F  FA M I LY  S T U D I E S  CO N F E R E N C E

Maryland, USA. Professor Cherlin has published widely on the
sociology of families and public policy, and is an eminent
scholar on many aspects of family life and relationships, and
issues such as the wellbeing of parents and children in low-
income families and the changing nature of marriage and family
life over the past century.
Ruth Weston—General Manager (Research) at the Australian
Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, Australia. For more
than 25 years, Ruth has been conducting research extensively
at the Australian Institute of Family Studies on family transi-
tions and wellbeing in Australia. This has included couple and
family formation, fertility decision-making, parent-adolescent
relationships, and relationship breakdown.

Call for papers
The call for papers has closed and a large number of high-quality
abstracts have been submitted.

Important dates
Registration is open
Early bird registrations have closed

For more information about the conference, visit the conference
website at: www.aifsconference08.com
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On 23 January 2008, Dr Leah Bromfield presented a paper titled Trends in Child Protec-
tion Services: A National Snapshot at the forum for the NSW Special Inquiry into Child 
Protection, hosted in Sydney by the Association of Childrens Welfare Agencies (ACWA),
in partnership with NSW Family Services (NSW FamS) and the NSW Council of Social
Services (NCOSS). The forum focused on issues such as out-of-home care, oversight
bodies, interagency cooperation, workplace development, mandatory reporting, child
protection and early intervention. There was a strong emphasis on the importance of
using a community development approach to Indigenous child protection.

Dr Bromfield was one of a panel of three presenters who gave brief presentations at the
opening of the forum to provide context and spark discussion for the remainder of the
day regarding reforms. The other members of the panel were Associate Professor Judy
Cashmore, who discussed the NSW context, and Bill Pritchard (Aboriginal Child, Family
and Community Care State Secretariat [AbSec]), who discussed issues specific to 
Aboriginal children and their families.

For more information about the forum and copies of many of the papers presented, visit:
www.acwa.asn.au/find_this_news_item2.php?recid=402

ACWA’s submission to the Inquiry is also available for download from: www.acwa.
asn.au/Downloads/Publications/ACWA_submission_130208.pdf

T R E N D S  I N  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N  S E R V I C E S  F O R U M

l. to r.: A forum participant with Associate Professor
Judy Cashmore and Christine Flynn, ACWA

l. to r.: Christine Flynn, ACWA, Sue Richards, NSW
FamS, and Alison Peters, NCOSS, at the forum

The 10th Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference, Families
Through Life, will be held in Melbourne on 9–11 July 2008. This
national event offers a forum for extensive debate surrounding a
wide range of family issues that are of key relevance to national and
international researchers, policy makers and practitioners, provid-
ing an opportunity for delegates to discuss recent family research,
contribute to ongoing debates and explore key policy implications

The conference will revolve around five major themes:

Family Relationships;
Children, Youth and Patterns of Care;
Families and Work;
Families and Community Life; and
Violence and Protection Issues.

These are the themes around which the Institute’s current work is
organised. They are closely related to national policy priorities and
areas of particular research interest. Within the framework of these
broad themes, there are sub-themes covering an extensive range of
topics related to families that allow a broader scope for discussion.

Keynote speakers
We have secured eminent keynote speakers who will no doubt
arouse interest and inspire debate within their areas of expertise:

Peter Whiteford—Principal Administrator, Social Policy Divi-
sion, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), Paris. Peter is an expert in welfare reform, and other
aspects of social policy, particularly ways of supporting the 
balance between work and family life.
Andrew Cherlin—Professor of Sociology and Public Policy,
Department of Sociology, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore,



I N S T I T U T E  S E M I N A R S

In 2008, the Australian Institute of Family Studies is continuing its series of public seminars presenting
contemporary research on national and international issues related to the family.

direct influence and through a number of family factors, such
as parenting and parental mental health. He also considered
the possibility that a family’s neighbourhood selection could
be a “hidden” factor in children’s outcomes. To conclude, Dr
Edwards discussed opportunities for intervention, including
guiding the flow of mobility to particular areas for particular
families, universal public health strategies and interventions
through children’s schools.

Children’s voices in research: Some 
reflections on the ethics and outcomes of
participatory research with children
Seminar held at the Institute on 15 November 2007

Reported by Ren Adams

Gillian Calvert, NSW Commissioner for Children and Young
People, and Trish Malins, Research Manager, NSW Com-
mission for Children and Young People, co-presented the
last Institute seminar for 2007. The Commission is an inde-
pendent body reporting directly to the NSW Parliament and
aims to make NSW a better place for children and young
people. Under Ms Calvert’s leadership, the Commission acts
as a bridge between children and government, business and
local communities so that children have a voice in decisions
that affect them.

The presentation surrounded the broad theme of children’s
participation in research. The presentation was divided into
two parts. Ms Calvert led by providing an overview of the
recent large-scale qualitative research project conducted by
the NSW Commission for Children and Young People with the
Social Justice and Social Change Research Centre, University
of Western Sydney. In scoping the study, it was determined
that a focus on development and behaviour tends to skew the
measure of wellbeing for children. Ms Calvert explained that
the research took this into account by considering how chil-
dren and young people themselves define wellbeing, the
factors that contribute to their sense of wellbeing, and factors
that children identify as affecting their wellbeing. Underpinning

Contemporary Motherhood: The Impact
of Children on Adult Time
Seminar held at the Institute on 27 September 2007

Dr Lyn Craig is an Australian Research Council Post-
doctoral Fellow at the Social Policy Research Centre,
University of New South Wales. Her research interests
include the gendered time impacts of children,
work–family balance, the division of domestic labour
and comparative family policy. In this seminar, Dr Craig
discussed her research on the impact of parenthood on
household time use. It is this research that underscores
her new book, Contemporary Motherhood: The Impact
of Children on Adult Time (Ashgate, 2007). Using large-
scale quantitative time-use data, she provided a unique
picture of how parenthood affects daily life within house-
holds, and how people’s paid and unpaid workload is
affected by parenthood. Dr Craig compared how parents
divide their time between caring for children, housework,
paid work and leisure in Australia and other nations. Follow-
ing a careful analysis of the data and an astute conceptual
synthesis of the issues at hand, she provided an insightful
and comprehensive account of the time demands of parent-
hood and outlined the “big picture” of the costs and benefits
of children in modern society.

Does it take a village? Investigations of
neighbourhood influences on young 
children’s development in Australia
Seminar held at the Institute on 25 October 2007

Dr Ben Edwards is a Research Fellow at the Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies. Since joining the Institute in 2004, his
research has focused on how neighbourhoods and commu-
nities influence children and their families. In this seminar,
he discussed findings based on his recent research into
neighbourhood influences on Australian children’s develop-
ment, which has drawn from the Growing Up in Australia:
The Longitudinal Study of Australia Children (LSAC) dataset.

While international research suggests that the neighbour-
hoods in which children live influence their development, Dr
Edwards highlighted the fact that limited research has been
conducted on this issue in Australia. In the context of increas-
ing levels of neighbourhood inequality in Australia, he argued
that such research is vital for understanding these influences.
Using the LSAC Outcome Indices (summary measures of
children’s wellbeing across physical, social/emotional and
learning domains) and the Socio-Economic Indices of Advan-
tage/Disadvantage (SEIFA), Dr Edwards determined that
neighbourhood advantage/disadvantage was significantly
associated with the social/emotional and learning domains of
children’s wellbeing. He then presented findings suggesting
that neighbourhood social processes are a key mediating
influence of neighbourhood socioeconomic status, both as a
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Dr Lyn Craig with Professor Alan Hayes (left) and Dr Matthew Gray
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was a member of the Ferns Inquiry, which investigated 
sexual abuse by Catholic priests in the diocese of Ferns,
County Wexford. Dr Buckley has also been involved in the
development of child protection procedures for voluntary
and statutory agencies.

In this seminar, Dr Buckley discussed a recent project, 
conducted in collaboration with the University of Sheffield,
to develop an assessment tool for use with vulnerable 
children and families. The development of the Framework
for the Assessment of Vulnerable Children and their Families
consisted of a three-year phased action research project,
comprising consultation, preparation of materials, piloting
and evaluation of draft materials, final revision and publica-
tion. The project was completed in December 2004, and a
report was published by the Children’s Research Centre in
2006. The Framework is currently being piloted in five 
local health areas in Ireland. During the seminar, Dr Buckley
considered the qualitative aspects of engagement, analysis
and reflectiveness that were considered central in the 
development of the Framework. She also reviewed current
research on the use of frameworks and discussed some of
her experiences and personal reflections in relation to
research and practice with children and families.

themes that emerged from interviews with children were 
presented and included: security, a lack of which resulted in
children living in a risk-averse manner; a positive sense of
self; and agency, having control in everyday life. Other impor-
tant factors emerging from the research were presented and
Ms Calvert emphasised the importance of assisting children
to reach their potential in participatory research.

Trish Malins continued the presentation with a focus on child-
friendly research. Since the late 1980s there has been a steady
increase in participatory research with children and young
people. Underpinning this development, Ms Malins pointed
out, has been the belief that participating in research will ben-
efit children and young people. She argued that this type of
research requires approaches that may not always lead 
to particularly positive experiences for children and young
people, or to identifiable benefits. Considerations for child-
friendly research were presented and the general and specific
benefits of child-friendly research outlined. In closing, Ms
Malins highlighted that child participatory research can bene-
fit both children and researchers and that children are our best
source of advice on how better to conduct this research.

Engagement, analysis and reflectiveness:
Developing a Framework for the Assessment
of Vulnerable Children and their Families
Seminar held at the Institute on 14 February 2008

On 14 February, Dr Helen Buckley, Senior Lecturer in the
School of Social Work and Social Policy, Trinity College
Dublin, joined staff and guests of the Australian Institute 
of Family Studies to discuss the development of the Frame-
work for the Assessment of Vulnerable Children and their
Families. Dr Buckley has a wealth of experience in the child
and family welfare sector—she coordinates the Postgradu-
ate Diploma in Child Protection and Welfare at Trinity College
Dublin and is also a Senior Research Fellow in the Children’s
Research Centre. In addition, Dr Buckley provides a consul-
tancy service to the Office of the Minister for Children and
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Gillian Calvert (left) and Trish Malins Dr Ben Edwards

In 2008, the Australian Institute of Family Studies will continue 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.

Seminar coordinators for 2008 are Institute researchers Siobhan
O’Halloran, Ren Adams, Chelsea Cornell, Antonia Quadara and
Prue Holzer.

Seminar presentations are usually held on the third Thursday of
each month, at 11:30 a.m., and run from one to one-and-a-half
hours. They are held in the Seminar Room at the Institute, Level
20, 485 La Trobe Street, Melbourne VIC 3000.

People wishing to attend a particular seminar should email the
Australian Institute of Family Studies: aifs-seminars@aifs.gov.au

To be notified about forthcoming seminars or the availability 
of presentations or papers, subscribe to aifs-alert: www.aifs.
gov.au/institute/lists/aifs-alert.html

The full text of seminar papers and information relating to them
are available at: www.aifs.gov.au/institute/seminars/seminars.html

Recently, the Institute began to make audio recordings of the 
seminars in order to enable Institute seminars to reach a national
and international audience. Seminar recordings can be accessed 
via the Institute website: www.aifs.gov.au/institute/seminars/
seminars.html

Forthcoming seminars

For details on forthcoming seminars, please refer to the Institute
website: www.aifs.gov.au
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The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Library. They are

available from the Institute’s

Library via the Inter Library

Loan system, or for purchase

from good bookshops. 

Prices are given as and 

when supplied.

R O S L Y N  I R O N S

B O O K  N O T E S

Men in relationships. (2006). 
Victoria Hilkevitch Beford and
Barbara Formaniak Turner 
(Eds.). New York: Springer.

This book is an interdisciplinary
study of men’s interpersonal 
relationships. Sections are 
allocated to the different rela-
tionships men have with their
spouses, brothers and friends,
and their adult children. Ameri-
can experts in areas such as
psychology (clinical and social),
masculinities, communication
and gender studies contributed
to the book. The focus is on 
middle to old age and the book
aims to link psychology and
men’s studies. The book’s goal 
is to contextualise men’s 
relationships within historical,
cultural and demographic
change. Most examples are
American, with some reference
to international cases. This
resource is intended for tertiary
students, but would also be 
ideal for those interested in 
masculinities.

Australian youth: Social and 
cultural issues. (2007). Pan Nilan,
Roberta Julian and John Germov.
French’s Forest: Pearson 
Education Australia.

Young people in contemporary
Australia are facing different
challenges to past generations.
This book explores youth as a
constructed category in the
broader context of historical and
cultural specificity. It examines
how young people negotiate
issues, including culture and race,
class and community, spirituality
and religion, crime, work, 
education, sexuality, and health.
The authors sympathetically
present the experience of young
people but also offer differing
arguments to allow for a compre-
hensive understanding of the
issues. This text is intended for
university students in sociology,
social work, social welfare, social
psychology and secondary
teaching. It should also be 
welcomed by those working
with youth who need to 
understand the issues they face.

Mom’s house, dad’s house for kids.
(2006). Isolina Ricci. New York:
Fireside.

This practical guide is the 
children’s version of the classic
work, Mom’s House, Dad’s House.
It is written especially for children
ten and older to read alone or with
their parent/s or grandparent/s.
The book provides useful tips on
how children can deal with their
parents’ separation, divorce,
moving homes or staying in more
than one home, stepfamilies,
family mediation and family law
courts. It also includes examples
of children’s experiences and tips
on how to deal with difficult 
situations, such as parent’s 
dating, family fighting and
domestic violence, and dealing
with stepsiblings, as well as 
general hints on coping with
change. The text speaks directly
to children in language that they
can understand. This resource
would be helpful for people
working directly with children
from separated families. It is also a
valuable addition to our general
understanding of how children
experience divorce or separation.

Family separation: A guide for
teens. (2007). Canberra: Child 
Support Agency. 
Also available from:
http://www.youth.csa.gov.au

This practical guide is the most
recent in a series of booklets
published by the Australian 
Government Child Support

Working with children and people
who sexually abuse. (2007). 
Martin C. Calder (Ed.). Lyme Regis:
Russell House.

This book focuses on research,
policy and practice dealing with

young people who sexually abuse.
Topics covered include: diversity
among those who exhibit 
sexually abusive behaviour;
assessment, treatment and
supervision of sexually abusive
adolescents; personality 
disorders; rehabilitation, learning
disabilities and special needs; risk
assessment; attachment theory
and its role in understanding
young people who abuse; 
sexual abuse through new 
technologies; restorative justice;
and recidivism. This resource 
will be helpful to those requiring
up-to-date information on 
working with young sex 
offenders and those interested 
in new theories and practice in
this field. The material has a US
bias, but would have practical
application for Australian 
purposes.
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Beyond the death of a child: Social 
impacts and economic costs of the death 
of a child. (2007).
Jon Stebbins and Trevor Batrouney. Canterbury: The Compassionate
Friends. Price $40.00. Further information available from:
http://www.compassionatefriendsvictoria.org.au

Living with mental illness: Attitudes,
experiences and challenges. (2007).
Sydney: Wesley Mission. Price:
Gratis. Further information 
available from: http://www.wes
leymis-
sion.org.au/news/research/ment
al_health/default.asp

A new approach to mental illness,
requiring community-wide
responses, is urgently needed if
progress is going to be made
towards establishing a more 
tolerant society. This new title
from the Wesley Mission aims to
raise awareness and debunk
myths about mental illness in the
community. It documents some
of the current attitudes towards
depression, anxiety, schizophrenia
and bipolar disorder uncovered
through telephone surveys, focus
group research, questionnaires
and case study interviews. The
experiences of living with a 
mental illness are explored
through case studies and survey
statistics. This title would be 
valuable to practitioners in the
field, community organisations
dealing with mental illness, and
policy writers and researchers.

Roslyn Irons is a Masters of
Applied Science (Library and
Information Management) 
student at Charles Sturt 
University. She undertook her
professional placement at 
the Institute’s Library in 
September/October 2007.

This publication fills a gap 
in literature on child death.
The bereavement process
following the death of 
a child is unique and 
devastating. This report 
uses experiential knowledge
practices to contribute to
scholarly and clinical studies
on bereavement. It is based
on interview studies of 
people in self-help groups
affiliated with the Compas-
sionate Friends. The report
explores the aftermath of a

child’s death and its effects
on financial, physical and
psychological health. The
combination of statistics,
case studies, a literature
review and direct quotes
from grieving families, 
illustrates the various 
experiences of post-death
life. This title will be interest-
ing to those working with
bereaved parents/families,
social workers and 
psychologists, and to 
parents themselves.

Agency. It is a bright, eye-catching
publication designed to help
teenagers navigate difficulties
surrounding parental divorce. It
explores a range of responses and
feelings that they might experi-
ence. It also discusses their rights,
family law courts, parental 
conflict, living in two households,
money, self-respect, communica-
tion, self-care, study, time
management and personal
safety. The guide is written in a
direct style appealing to teenagers
and includes contact details for
agencies that can provide further
assistance. It may also prove 
useful for psychologists, teachers,
social workers and counsellors
working with young people.

Growing up with risk. (2007).
Betsy Thom, Rosemary Sales 
and Jenny J. Pearce (Eds.). 
Bristol: Policy Press.

Risk has always been a part of life,
but recently there has been a
move towards a “culture of 
caution”.  This book takes a critical
look at how the policies, dis-
courses and perspectives of risk
management and assessment
impact on children and young
people. Each chapter presents a
specific policy case study to
explore themes of risk-taking.
These include: new technologies,
drugs, disabilities, sexual behav-
iour, alcohol and parenting. The
child’s voice is often omitted
from policies on risk-taking and
their perceptions filtered through
an adult gaze. Children are often
conceptualised as a threat, 
victims or investments, and this
title aims to disrupt these cate-
gories by looking beyond moral
panics to a balanced view on
children and risk-taking. It will
interest students, policy makers,
researchers and practitioners.

with people who had been 
out of an abusive relationship 
for at least one year. It will be 
useful for people working with
domestic violence survivors, 
and those contributing to 
government policy and research
in the area.

Battle scars: Long-term effects of
prior domestic violence. (2007).
Ilsa Evans. Clayton, Vic.: Centre 
for Women’s Studies and Gender
Research, Monash University.

This report presents the 
long-term effects of domestic

violence on health, justice, 
financial security, child support,
parenting, and the community. 
It offers an innovative perspec-
tive on post-recovery life,
acknowledging that the notion
of recovery is problematic and
domestic violence survivors
carry their experiences through-
out their life. It also advises on
current government policies and 
programs, arguing that they 
continue to impact negatively 
on women after domestic 
violence has ceased. The report 
is based on findings from an 
Australian study from 2003–2004
of questionnaires and interviews
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The Institute promotes the identification and 

understanding of factors affecting marital and family

stability in Australia by:

researching and evaluating the social, legal and 

economic wellbeing of all Australian families;

informing government and the policy making 

process about Institute findings;
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promoting improved support for families, including

measures which prevent family disruption and

enhance marital and family stability.

The objectives of the Institute are essentially practical

ones, concerned primarily with learning about real 

situations through research on Australian families.

Level 20,  485 La Trobe Street 
Melbourne  VIC 3000  Australia

Phone (03) 9214 7888  Fax (03) 9214 7839
www.aifs.gov.au P

rin
t 

P
os

t A
pp

ro
ve

d 
34

91
81

/0
00

24

FamilyMatters
Australian Institute of Family Studies 2008  Issue No. 78




