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A L A N  H A Y E S
Director’s report

The global financial crisis makes these particularly
uncertain times, and its ramifications and impacts on
the economy are both extensive and difficult to fore-
see. Such a climate of uncertainty places extra
stresses on many, while galvanising the resilience of
others. Given the likely challenges that many will
therefore face over the coming years, the working title
of our next three-year Research Plan, “Sustaining
Families”, has added poignancy.The work completed
under the Institute’s current Research Plan places us
in a good position to contribute evidence that informs
policy decisions in these challenging times.

Research news
The Institute has published research on a range of
issues since the last edition of Family Matters, includ-
ing in the areas of family relationships and mental
illness, social inclusion, sexual assault and adults with
a disability, return to work after childbearing and
child protection. We continue to explore these topics
and more in accordance with our Research Plan.

Development of next Research Plan 2009–12
The current Research Plan, Families Through Life:
Diversity, Change and Context, covered the period
from 2006 to 2008. Historically, the plan has been
based on the calendar year. However, the next
Research Plan will be aligned with the financial year
reporting cycle of the Institute’s Annual Report and
so will be for the period 1 July 2009 to 30 June 2012.

In order to ensure that the Institute’s research con-
tinues to be meet the needs of all stakeholders, the
development of the next Research Plan will involve
an extensive program of consultations, including
with: Australian government agencies, state/terri-
tory government departments, local governments,
the education sector, professionals in the family
services sector, community organisations and non-
government organisations. Consultations will be

undertaken in a number of states and territories
(with some taking place in regional centres).

New insights into school readiness

Recent analyses of data from Growing up in Aus-
tralia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (LSAC) cast new light on some of the chal-
lenges confronting families and their young
children. They indicate, for example, that while
social class differences are not evident in early
infancy, by the time a child is 6 or 7 years old, their
parents’ social position will start to influence their
own achievements. Neighbourhood social status
has broad effects on children’s development prior to
school entry, especially for boys, in terms of their
social and emotional development.

Work completed for the Smith Family, a major not-
for-profit organisation, clearly shows the extent to
which the financial position of families powerfully
influences their children’s readiness for school. Col-
lectively, these new results further demonstrate the
value of longitudinal studies such as LSAC. The
report, Home-to-School Transitions for Financially
Disadvantaged Children, was published by the
Smith Family in November 2008.

Conferences and seminars

AIFS Conference 2008

The 10th Australian Institute of Family Studies Con-
ference, Families Through Life, was held 9–11 July at
the Melbourne Exhibition Centre. A capacity audi-
ence of nearly 500 delegates attended the event,
which was sponsored by the ANZ Bank and supported
by the Australian Government departments of Prime
Minister and Cabinet; Attorney-General’s; Families,
Housing, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs; and Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations.

Yvonne Paulke has worked at the Institute in a variety of
capacities since mid-2007 but has recently been
appointed Executive Manager (Accountability and
Reporting). Before joining the Institute, Yvonne was an
organisational management and leadership consultant
for 12 years. In this role, she worked on a wide range of
projects both large and small in both government and
non-government organisations throughout Australia and
overseas. Yvonne’s background is primarily in education,
having worked with the Victorian Department of Educa-
tion as a teacher, a school leader, a curriculum and

leadership consultant and policy developer. She has also
been a lecturer and course developer in the field of 
education.

Yvonne has completed a range of postgraduate studies in
education, law and languages. She has travelled exten-
sively and lived in Japan for 3 years, where she worked in
a voluntary capacity supporting international postgradu-
ate study for women through an extensive scholarship
program.

Yvonne is a valuable addition to the team, ensuring
that the Institute meets its legislative and reporting
obligations, developing associated procedures and
managing its contracts.

Yvonne Paulke



OECD; Elizabeth Broderick, Sex Discrimination
Commissioner and Commissioner responsible for Age
Discrimination; Susie Babani, Group Managing 
Director, Human Resources, ANZ Bank; and Sharan
Burrow, Australian Council of Trade Unions.

Feedback on the conference was very positive and I
thank all staff of the Institute who contributed so
massively to ensuring its success. It has set a very
high bar for our next event to be held in 2010!

Dorothy Scott seminar

On 11 September, I was delighted to host an AIFS
seminar by Professor Dorothy Scott, Foundation
Chair in Child Protection and the Director of the
Australian Centre for Child Protection at the Uni-
versity of South Australia. The seminar, Think
Child, Think Family, Think Community: Building
the Capacity of Adult Services to Respond to the
Needs of Vulnerable Children, was held during
NAPCAN’s National Child Protection Week 2008.
This was a major event in the AIFS Seminar Series
calendar and was held at the State Library of Victo-
ria Conference Centre Theatrette in order to
accommodate the large audience who attended.
Professor Scott discussed some of the major chal-
lenges in protecting children from abuse and
neglect and advocated for a coordinated response in
building the capacity of adult-focused services. A
focus on such services as mental health, alcohol
and drug treatment services, disability, family vio-

lence, corrections,
homelessness and
resettlement serv-
ices will, according
to Professor Scott,
e n a b l e  g r e a t e r
awareness and bet-
ter responses to the
needs of vulnerable
children in the fam-
ilies they serve. A
version of Professor
Scott’s seminar will
be published in the
next issue of Family
Matters.
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Following the welcome to country by Aunty Doreen
Garvey-Wandin, Senior Elder of the Wurundjeri Peo-
ple of the Kulin Nations, the conference was 
officially opened by the Member for Jagajaga 
and Minister for Families, Housing, Community Serv-
ices and Indigenous Affairs, the Hon. Jenny Macklin.

The Chief Justice of the Family Court of Australia,
the Hon. Diana Bryant, chaired the first keynote
presentation by Professor Andrew Cherlin, Profes-
sor of Sociology and Public Policy, Department of
Sociology, Johns Hopkins University, Maryland,
USA. The address compared and contrasted rela-
tionship trends in the US and Australia. I was
honoured to chair the second keynote address,
which was presented by Ruth Weston, PSM, Gen-
eral Manager (Research) at the Institute, and
explored demographic and social trends affecting
Australian families. The Reverend the Hon. Profes-
sor Brian Howe, AO, Centre for Public Policy,
Department of Political Science, University of Mel-
bourne, chaired the third keynote address by
Professor Peter Whiteford, Social Policy Research
Centre, University of New South Wales, and previ-
ously with the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD). The
address explored social policy approaches across
the OECD. The three keynote addresses were very
well received and stimulated considerable discus-
sion among delegates.

Two panel sessions were a feature of the conference.
The Social Inclusion Panel was chaired by Richard
Aedy, host of the ABC Radio National program Life
Matters. Panel members included: Rhonda Parker,
Office of Aged Care Quality and Compliance, Depart-
ment of Health and Ageing; Chief Federal Magistrate
John Pascoe, AO, Federal Magistrates Court of Aus-
tralia; Muriel Bamblett, AM, Secretariat of National
Aboriginal and Islander Child Care (SNAICC); Tony
Nicholson, Brotherhood of St Laurence; and Serena
Wilson, Social Policy Division, Department of the
Prime Minister and Cabinet.

The Institute’s Deputy Director (Research), Dr
Matthew Gray, chaired the second panel on Work and
Family. The panelists included Dr Willem Adema,

Professor Peter Whiteford (left) and Reverend the 
Hon. Professor Brian Howe

(l. to r.): Dr Matthew Gray, Professor Alan Hayes, the Hon. Diana Bryant, Professor Andrew 
Cherlin and Dianne Gibson

Ruth Weston



Media coverage
Interest in the work of the Institute continues to grow,
with nearly 2,000 mentions across radio, television,
print and Internet media in 2007–08. The total esti-
mated audience reach of this coverage was more than
52.4 million. Although the greatest coverage for the
Institute was on radio, where there were 1,096 men-
tions, press had the highest circulation, with a total
estimated audience of more than 32.3 million. The
research topics that received coverage included work
and family, mothers’ return to work following child-
bearing, maternity leave, carers of people with a
disability, fertility and family policy, child abuse and
neglect, family formation and dissolution, and
changes in children’s wellbeing over the last 20 years.
In addition to the mentions in press, radio and 
television, there were 926 items on the Internet 
mentioning Institute research during 2007–08.

The Institute’s conference also generated consider-
able media coverage. Over the three days of the
conference, 9–11 July 2008, there were 37 articles
in the print press about the Institute’s research.
Print and electronic media coverage focused on the
Institute’s research on the effects of the drought on
farming and other rural families.

While we are very pleased with the number of men-
tions in external media sources, we are equally
delighted by the number of people who are using
the Institute’s websites to retrieve information and
download documents. In 2007–08, there were
nearly 10 million hits on the Institute’s six websites
(an increase of 6% from the previous year) and 3.4
million web pages and documents were downloaded
(an increase of 11%).

Official opening of the Institute’s premises
Wednesday, 10 September 2008, marked a major
milestone for the Institute with the official opening of
the new premises by the Hon. Jenny Macklin, Minis-
ter for Housing, Families, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs; and the Hon. Anthony Byrne, 
Parliamentary Secretary to the Prime Minister.

The function took place during NAPCAN’s National
Child Protection Week 2008 and Minister Macklin
launched a fact sheet addressing the theme of the
week: Child Protection in Australia: Children See.

Children Do. Make Your Influence Positive. Com-
piled by Prue Holzer from the National Child
Protection Clearinghouse, the fact sheet provides
background material on child abuse trends in 
Australia.

Director’s activities
Farewell to the foundation Chief Commissioner, 
New Zealand Families Commission
On 5–7 August, I travelled to New Zealand at the
invitation of then Prime Minister, the Right Hon.
Helen Clark, to attend the function she hosted to
farewell Dr Rajen Prasad, the Chief Commissioner
of their Families Commission. Held in the Banquet
Hall at Parliament House, Wellington, the event was
attended by the Governor-General, the Hon. Anand
Satyanand; Lady Susan Satyanand; the Hon. Ruth
Dyson, Minister for Social Development and
Employment; and the Hon. Peter Dunne, Minister
of Revenue; as well as a very large number of invited
guests. I was honoured to speak, presenting the
opening greeting in Maori, emphasising the value of
the links between the commission and the Institute
and highlighting the key role that Dr Prasad played
in establishing the relationship.

Soon after I started my time as Director, Dr Prasad
contacted me and suggested a visit the Institute. That
visit took place around the time of our biennial con-
ference, in early 2005. His enthusiasm was electric
and his vision inspiring. From that initial contact, the
links between our organisations have grown ever
stronger. We now relate on a number of levels and
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Professor Alan Hayes (left) and the Hon. Jenny Macklin at the opening of the Institute
Standing: Dr Rajen Prasad; seated (l. to r.): The Hon. Peter Dunne, 
Professor Alan Hayes, then Prime Minister Helen Clark

The Hon. Jenny Macklin and the Hon. Anthony Byrne speaking at the
opening of the Institute



The Institute would like to take
this opportunity to thank Zoë
Morrison, who finished in July
as coordinator of one of our
clearinghouses, the Australian
Centre for the Study of Sexual
Assault (ACSSA). Zoë has
moved to a new position as Sen-
ior Manager of the Research and Policy Unit at the
Brotherhood of St Laurence. In her new role at the
Brotherhood, we are delighted that Zoë will be able to
continue to contribute to the ongoing work of the
Institute as a member of the Reference Group for
ACSSA. There, she joins an eminent group of experts
on policy, research and service provision in relation
to sexual assault prevention and responses who will
guide the work of the Institute as we continue to
develop the work of ACSSA. Zoë has been a valued
leader within the Institute, and on behalf of the Insti-
tute, I wish Zoë well with her exciting new role at the
Brotherhood.

Farewell to Dr Zoë Morrison

reciprocally exchange our publications and other
resources. Our staff increasingly move between our
organisations in both directions across the Tasman.
On behalf of the Institute, I wish Dr Prasad and his
family well in the next stage of life’s journey, with its
new challenges, achievements and satisfactions.

Sir Harold Wyndham Memorial Lecture
I was honoured to present the 2008 Wyndham Lec-
ture, following an invitation from the NSW Institute
for Educational Research, on 17 October. My address,
titled Divided Nation? Why Educational Opportu-
nity is an Engine of Social Inclusion, argued that
modern Australia is a nation that was founded on a
great social divide between the convicts and the free.
Yet within a generation, as Robert Hughes observed in
The Fatal Shore, the children of the convicts had
moved into most walks of life and generally become
law-abiding, contributing citizens. In this sense, we
have been an inclusive society, with progress through
merit and opportunity—or social mobility—the very
foundation of the nation. True, our achievements
have not always matched this aspiration, but the suc-
cess of the “lucky country” has not been a matter of
chance. For our size, Australians achieve impres-
sively in so many fields.

There are signs, however, that this ability to get
ahead is getting even harder for some. There are
portents contained in recent comparisons of educa-
tion around the world that show Australia’s prized
ability to see people get ahead based on their own
merit may be changing. The divide is opening up in
equal access to education, particularly when com-
bined with other widening gaps in health and
wellbeing within Indigenous Australia.

Intervention in children’s lives at preschool can bet-
ter equip children through an approach that
connects them into the community, works on 
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family conflict and improves parenting skills. How-
ever, early childhood interventions alone don’t
provide inoculation from social exclusion. The
gains in early life have to be sustained through edu-
cational and social supports beyond the early years,
as there are many points at which lives can be
changed, for better or worse.

Concluding thoughts
It is never too early nor too late to effect change. The
most powerful forces for positive change for disen-
gaged young people are re-engaging in education,
gaining vocational skills, living in stable family rela-
tionships and having support for mental health and
substance abuse problems. It is those social policies
and institutions underpinning a child-friendly society
that will be crucial in ensuring that investments, be
they early or later in life, are sustained.

While we can look to the policy approaches of other
countries as Australia develops its own social inclu-
sion agenda, we need Australian solutions to our
problems.

Lifelong learning from early childhood to adulthood
and access to employment are engines of opportu-
nity for overcoming social exclusion. To be socially
inclusive, fair and open, societies need to support
families, value their diversity and provide accessi-
ble, high-quality educational and employment
opportunities for all. Failure to do this weakens
societies and, ultimately, results in divided nations
that squander their diversity of talent and ability.

After all, these are aspirations that are true to 
Australia’s cultural heritage.

Dr Angela Tidmarsh joined the
Institute in late June 2008 as
General Manager (External
R e l a t i o n s  a n d  H u m a n
Resources). Angela brings a
decade of experience in the
Australian Government to her
ro le ,  which involves  the
recruitment and development of our people, com-
munications and relationship management and the
reporting of our performance to government.

Having occupied a range of policy positions in the
federal communications and arts portfolio in Can-
berra, Angela shifted to Melbourne in 2004 and
migrated to strategic corporate roles, including
statutory reporting, knowledge management and
cultural development. With her own doctorate
under her belt, Angela is well placed to bridge the
dual research and policy drivers that underpin the
Institute’s core business.

Dr Angela Tidmarsh



omemaking (including childrearing) and bread-
winning are the two main responsibilities of
parents. Families have always had to cope with
these competing needs, ever since human
beings became hunter-gatherers. The difficul-
ties in balancing these opposing demands did

not emerge as an important social issue until an unprece-
dented number of women entered the labour force during
the last few decades of the 20th century.

The Harvester judgement of 1907, which led to the introduc-
tion of the family (or living) wage in Australia (and soon
spread to other countries), reinforced the separate roles that
each parent was expected to play within the family by defin-
ing the father as the main breadwinner and the mother as the
homemaker. This judgement established the minimum rates
that employers were legally obliged to pay a male worker so
that he could support his wife and children. The rates did not
apply to women because it was assumed that they would rely
on their husband or father for financial support. Women’s pay
was therefore considerably less than that of men.

The approach was consistent with the prevailing idea that
women were only fit for routine and monotonous work and
for the role of homemaker (Sawer, 2001). The fact that
marriage restricted or prevented women’s advancement in
a number of careers (e.g., in the Commonwealth Public
Service)1 further reinforced the notion that a woman’s
place was in the home.

A groundswell of discontent surfaced in the 1960s, with
commentators such as Friedan (1963) and Greer (1970)
highlighting the inequalities of a system that confined
women to a life of homemaking. Increasing numbers of
women, including mothers with children, entered the
labour force and the principle of equal pay for work of
equal value was established in 1972. However, this did not
mean that women automatically received the same pay as
their male counterparts. Indeed, women in 2004 still
earned 8% less than their male counterparts and this gap
was slightly wider than a decade ago (6% in 1994) (Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2005). Today, women
comprise 45% of all employed persons in Australia, com-
pared with around 23% in 1954 (ABS, 1998, 2008).

Figure 1 shows the dramatic change in the labour force
participation of women since 1966. The rate has increased
substantially across all age groups except for the youngest
and oldest groups (15–19 and 65 + years). For example, the
labour force participation rate of women aged 25–34 years
increased from 36% in 1966 to 74% in 2008. Figure 1 also
depicts the changes in labour force participation among
men of different ages. Rates for men have generally
declined across all age groups (although there is a small
recent increase in the rate for men aged 60–64 years from
1990 to 2008). Thus, the gap in labour force participation
between men and women is closing.

The increasing workforce participation of women has been
accompanied by delays in childbearing and increases in life
expectancy.2 For instance, the median age of new mothers

increased from 26.5 years in 1979 to 31 years in 2007. As a
result, a growing number of mothers in paid work are also
having to provide or organise care for their elderly parents
while supporting their older children staying at home. This is
an issue that will become increasingly prevalent with the
ageing of the population (Feldman & Seedsman, 2005).

Such striking social changes call for adjustments on many
fronts, including adjustments within families, workplaces
and the community. Moen and Yu (2000) maintained that
families have always developed strategies and made adapta-
tions in attempts to deal with the challenges they face.
However, changing social contexts mean that any “new blue-
print for living” tends to lag behind social changes. In other
words, “discordant” customs and practices inevitably persist
for some time after major social changes have occurred.

The multifaceted transitions needed to facilitate the move
of mothers (the traditional homemakers) into breadwin-
ning and their delays in childbearing have certainly been
protracted. As a result, mothers combining the roles of
homemaking and breadwinning (and possibly caring for an
elderly parent) have a greatly increased overall load.

Particularly noteworthy is the slowness of fathers to take
on a commensurate share of homemaking responsibilities
(Baxter, Hewitt, & Western, 2005; de Vaus, 2004;
Hochschild, 1989), although there is some evidence sug-
gesting that change is happening. In addition, women are
doing less “family work” by outsourcing some of the
domestic chores (Bittman, Meagher, & Matheson, 1998).

“Discordant” customs and practices outside the family have
also undergone considerable erosion. In 1990, for instance,
Australia ratified International Labour Organization Con-
vention 156, thereby committing to the development of
policies to remove discrimination in the workplace against
workers with family responsibilities. Since this period, work-
places have become more “family-friendly”. For example,
the proportion of female employees who are entitled to paid
maternity leave has increased from 43% in 2002 to 53% in
2007, and the proportion of male employees who are eligible
for paid paternity leave has risen from 38% to 50% during this
period (Productivity Commission, 2008).

The Australian Government also provides financial assis-
tance to families for child care. Public expenditure on family
assistance, including child care, has increased substantially
over the last two decades (Gray, Qu, & Weston, 2008), and
the introduction of some form of paid maternity/parental
scheme has been hotly debated. Gradually, social pressure to
introduce such a scheme has gained momentum, and the
Productivity Commission (2008) recently released a report
on this issue. The report recommended a taxpayer-funded
18-week period of paid parental leave (with payment set at
the adult minimum wage), along with an additional two
weeks of paid paternity leave. Although the outcomes of
these recommendations remain uncertain, Prime Minister
Kevin Rudd has indicated his support for a national paid
parental scheme, and the Opposition Leader, the Hon. 
Malcolm Turnbull, has expressed his support for the 
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Whiteford (pp. 9–16) adopt an international perspective in
their analysis of Australia’s policies directed towards helping
people to achieve a good work–family balance. Their article
represents part of a review of family-friendly policies that has
been undertaken by the Organization for Economic Co-oper-
ation and Development (OECD) since 2002.

To meet the challenges of reconciling the competing
demands from work and family, some couples defer having
children or have fewer children than they may otherwise
have preferred, while others cope by having one parent (typ-
ically the mother) reduce his or her work hours or give up
work to look after the children. Of course, a combination of
such options may be adopted. Adema and Whiteford point
out that strategies aimed at reducing family size will affect a
nation’s total fertility rate, while cutting down or cutting out
paid work increases the risk of children and families living in
poverty. They conclude that Australia is doing better than
the OECD average on a number of indicators, such as gov-
ernment spending on family by tax and benefits, the overall
employment rate for women, the gender wage gap, and the
total fertility rate. However, they point out that Australia is
one of only two countries that lack a national system of paid
parental leave in OECD countries (the US is the other coun-
try) and falls behind many other OECD countries in relation
to the employment rate of sole parents.

As noted above, the costs and benefits of any universal paid
parental leave system in Australia has received a great deal of
public attention. One of the potential benefits focused upon
is that some mothers would be able to breastfeed their child
for a longer period. The paper by Baxter in this edition (pp.
17–26) provides timely research evidence of the impacts of
employment on breastfeeding a newborn child. Using data
from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC),
Baxter examines the relationship between returning to work
within three months after the birth of a child and the initia-
tion of breastfeeding, and assesses the extent to which the
timing of return to work and certain job characteristics affect
the age at which the child is weaned. While the timing of
return to work has an effect on whether mothers continue
breastfeeding, the analysis highlights the importance of hav-
ing access to part-time work and flexible work hours, which
help women continue breastfeeding their newborn children.

The difficulties in achieving good work–family balance are
not only faced by parents of dependent children. With the
ageing of the population and increasing labour force par-
ticipation of women, an increasing number of people face
the competing demands of paid work and caring for elderly
parents (and possibly dependent children). The article by
Hill, Thomson, Bittman, and Griffiths focuses on this issue.
Using data from the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, these authors
examine relationships between job characteristics and the
retention of paid work among those who are carers of eld-
erly parents or adults with a disability. The research
highlights the fact that family-friendly workplaces are not
just for parents with young children but are also important
to help those with other caring responsibilities.

Protecting and promoting children’s wellbeing
Adema and Whiteford in this edition maintain that having a
good work–life balance for parents is important to children’s
wellbeing. Three articles in this edition discuss factors affect-
ing children’s wellbeing from different perspectives.

An increase in mothers’ workforce participation is one of
several striking social changes that emerged during the latter
part of the 20th century. Others concern the forming and dis-
solving of relationships (see Weston & Qu, 2007). Professor
Cherlin in this edition (pp. 33–36) draws our attention to the
increasing experience of serial live-in partnerships and the

introduction of measures to help families achieve a better
“work–life” balance (Nader & Harrison, 2008).

Work and family life has been an ongoing theme in the
research agenda of the Institute since the early 1980s. In
1984, the Institute conducted landmark research, the Mater-
nity Leave Study, which investigated for the first time in
Australia the experiences of employees and employers
regarding the use of maternity leave (Glezer, 1988). The
commitment of the Institute to this important research area
is reflected in its many relevant publications. The number of
published articles, reports and conference papers provided
by the Institute increased from 24 in the 1980s to 72 in the
1990s (Whithear, 2001)—a number that has shown no signs
of abating in more recent years. Three articles on work and
family issues appear in the present edition of Family Matters
and the next edition will also focus on issues of balancing
work and family.

Other issues covered in this edition concern the protection
and promotion of children’s wellbeing, including an exam-
ination of the negative impacts of multiple partnerships on
children’s developmental outcomes, the enhancement of
service systems for protecting children and strategies for
engaging fathers in child and family services. One of the
feature articles in this edition provides a historical per-
spective on the social security system in Australia and
highlights the comprehensive and wide-ranging financial
assistance that is provided to today’s individuals and fami-
lies with children.

Supporting families
Herscovitch and Stanton (pp. 51–60) point out that the Aus-
tralian Government’s provision of direct support to families
was initiated a century ago with the passing of the Invalid
and Old-aged Pension Act 1908. Today, the government’s
support to families is broad and complex in order to meet the
different needs of families (e.g., the Baby Bonus for parents
with a newborn child and the child care rebate for working
families) as well as the needs of individuals who may not live
with immediate family members. Herscovitch and Stanton’s
overview of the history of Australia’s social security system in
Australia provides insight into its development, strengths and
weaknesses. The paper also discusses the principles that
underpinned the system, which still very much apply today.

While Herscovitch and Stanton examine the Australian sys-
tem of social security in a historical perspective, Adema and
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Sources: ABS (2007a, 2008)



implications of this trend for children. Cherlin shows that the
incidence of multiple partnerships in Australia is lower than
that apparent in the US but higher than that apparent in sev-
eral other Western countries. He maintains that the
experience of multiple family transitions (beginning with the
separation of parents, who then enter new, unstable rela-
tionships) could be more harmful to children than living 
with sole parents. Cherlin emphasises the importance of hav-
ing policies directed towards supporting sole parents
financially so that they do not feel the need to enter new 
relationships prematurely simply to achieve financial secu-
rity—relationships that may turn out to be unstable and
unsuitable for the children.

It is worth noting that Cherlin attributes the lower incidence
of multiple partnerships among Australian women with low
education, compared with American women with low edu-
cation, to the generous financial support provided by the
Australian Government to sole parents. On the other hand,
Adema and Whiteford argue that, while the Australian Gov-
ernment provides adequate financial support to sole parents,
the provision of work incentives for sole parents and quality
child care is also important to help sole parents avoid long-
term dependency on income support.

As Bronfenbrenner (1979) has pointed out, children’s devel-
opment is not only affected by their experiences in their
families, but also by their experiences in other social settings,
and by the relationships between these settings, including
schools, neighbourhoods and broader communities. Recog-
nising the importance of family and community to protecting
and promoting children’s wellbeing, the Australian Govern-
ment initiated the Stronger Families and Communities
Strategy in 2004. The Engaging Fathers Study is a part of the
strategy’s national evaluation. The article by Berlyn, Wise
and Soriano in this edition (pp. 37–42) discusses some of the
issues emerging from this study. While fathers used to be
seen primarily as breadwinners for their family, it has
become increasingly recognised that fathers’ constructive
involvement in their children’s lives can have a profound
positive impact on children’s development (see Amato,
2000). Based on discussions with service providers, Berlyn et
al. examine the benefits of involving fathers in child and fam-
ily services, and identify good practices in as well as barriers
to engaging fathers in child and family services. This paper is
particularly useful for practitioners working with children
and families.

The article by Higgins and Katz in this edition (pp. 43–50)
provides an excellent discussion of problems in the current
child protection system and of key issues involved in improv-
ing it. The authors describe some international child
protection systems and practices, including those in the US
and the UK, and stress the importance of adopting holistic
approaches to child protection in order to reduce the likeli-
hood of children entering the child protection system in the
first place. These approaches include the coordination and
integration of various services, the enhancement of commu-
nity capacity to protect children, and the provision of
support for families at risk of poor parenting, child abuse or
neglect. Such approaches would enable the efficient use of
resources to address the needs of children who have experi-
enced abuse or neglect and of their families. The article calls
for changes to the system’s functions and culture, alongside
the maintenance of a clear vision of the system’s fundamen-
tal goal of protecting and enhancing children’s wellbeing.

Concluding remarks
This edition of Family Matters presents papers with a focus
on issues of balancing work and family, as well as papers on
protecting and promoting children’s wellbeing. While the
papers cover a range of different issues and adopt a variety of
perspectives, all the discussions highlight important impacts

that government policies have on individuals, children, par-
ents or families. The papers in this edition also demonstrate
the importance of research in government policy develop-
ment. We hope that it contributes to ongoing policy debates
and developments on work–family balance and on protecting
and promoting children’s wellbeing.

Endnotes
1 Until 1966, married women could not hold a permanent position in

the Commonwealth Public Service.
2 Such delays are a function of many factors, including increased partici-

pation in tertiary education, delays in couple formation and marriage,
increases in the proportion of cohabiting relationships that end in sepa-
ration rather than marriage, and declines in partnering (see Weston,
Qu, Parker, & Alexander, 2004). Life expectancy at birth has increased
from 68.3 years in 1971 to 78.7 years in 2005 for men and from 74.8
years to 83.5 years respectively for women (ABS, 1997, 2007b).
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earnership” in couple families has become the
norm. The rise in dual earnership and sole-parent
households means that finding an optimal balance
between work and family commitments has
become an issue for almost all parents.

Some parents are fortunate and wealthy enough to
be able to choose the work–family balance of their
liking. These parents have the number of children
they desire and, while some choose to work full-
time (or part-time) and pay for formal child care for
their children, others prefer to provide full-time
personal care to their children, no matter what
their career opportunities are.

The majority of people, however, face barriers to
achieving a good work–life balance. Some people
postpone having children, or do not have as many
as they may have intended, or have no children at
all. Some parents have the number of children they
desire, but by providing personal care for their chil-
dren, they sacrifice their careers.

There are also parents at home who would like to be
in paid work, or who are working part-time but wish
to work for more hours, but cannot as they do not
have sufficient access to affordable child and out-
of-school-hours care. On the other hand, some
working parents would prefer to reduce their hours
at work in order to provide the care they would like
to give to their children but cannot afford to take a
pay cut, or perhaps their employer is unwilling to
offer them a part-time job. One way or another, as
long as there are people facing constraints in their
work–family choices, there can be both too few
babies and too little employment.

Since 2002, the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) has released a series of five
reports in the Babies and Bosses series
on family-friendly policies in OECD

countries. The first of these covered Australia, Den-
mark and the Netherlands, with reports on Austria,
Japan and Ireland in 2003, New Zealand, Portugal
and Switzerland in 2004, and Canada, Finland,
Sweden and the United Kingdom in 2005. A final
synthesis report was released in 2007 that extended
the analysis to include indicators for all OECD
countries, where possible. The report examined
cross-national differences in work and family out-
comes in terms of tax/benefit policies, parental
leave arrangements, child care, out-of-school-hours
care, and supportive work practices, such as part-
time work and flexible working hours. This article
summarises the main conclusions of this synthesis
report, and also highlights how Australia compares
with other OECD countries in terms of family poli-
cies and their outcomes.

Issues for families
Over the last 40 years, gender roles, female employ-
ment and family life have all changed significantly.
The so-called “male breadwinner model” was per-
ceived to be dominant and involved a clear
allocation of responsibilities and time within house-
holds: men spent their time at work earning family
income, while women spent their time at home 
caring for the children. However, with greater
investment in education, female aspirations and
female labour market behaviour have changed 
so that, in the majority of OECD countries, “dual
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Whether or not parents are in paid work is a key
determinant of the poverty risk of families and chil-
dren. On average across the OECD, children in
households without an adult in paid work are three
times more likely to grow up in poverty than chil-
dren in households with one earner, who in turn are
three times more likely to grow up in poverty than
children of dual-earner couples (Whiteford &
Adema, 2007). The ability of parents to find a 
good work–life balance is thus a critical issue for
child wellbeing, as both poverty and a lack of per-
sonal attention can harm child development. A
good work–family balance also reduces parental
stress, and thus benefits both parent–child and 
parent–parent relationships.

Why do policy makers care?
OECD governments all want to enhance the wellbe-
ing of parents and children, and thus they all aim to
give parents more choice in finding their preferred
work and family outcomes. Family support policies
therefore aim to reduce barriers to both parenting
(e.g., through cash transfers and time-related sup-
port) and employment (e.g., through formal child
care support).

The common rhetoric of enhancing family and
child wellbeing masks the large differences individ-
ual countries can put on underlying policy
objectives. For example:

Declining fertility rates have very significant
implications for the shape of future societies and
concerns about low fertility rates are increas-
ingly widespread. In view of their persistently
low birth rates, it is no surprise that family policy
development in Japan and Korea is largely driven
by fertility concerns. By contrast, British and
Dutch policy makers, for example, rarely discuss
the issue, as it is widely regarded to be a private
family matter and not a public policy concern.

In many OECD countries, mobilising female and
maternal labour supply is seen as key to main-
taining economic growth and ensuring the
financial sustainability of social protection sys-
tems. The European Union (EU) has an explicit
aim to ensure that, by 2010, 60% of women will
be in paid employment. While some non-EU
countries also have similar objectives, others
emphasise parental choice or have no explicit
goals in this regard.

Growing up in poverty can harm child develop-
ment, and reducing child poverty has become an
explicit policy objective in many but not all
OECD countries. Increasing financial support to
families can provide some immediate relief, but
in the longer term, increasing maternal employ-
ment is often a more effective way of raising
family incomes and reducing poverty risks. This

concern has motivated UK policy reform, partic-
ularly since 1997, which has increased the value
of child benefits as well as in-work benefits and
child care support. Nearly all OECD countries
support the contention that work should be
financially rewarding for parents—”work should
pay”—but, unlike the United Kingdom, many do
not provide sufficient support for this to be
achieved.

Child development concerns also help shape
child care policy. For example, in the Nordic
countries and New Zealand, child care policy
stresses the pedagogic role of participation in
preschool arrangements. By contrast, labour
supply concerns have largely shaped child care
policy in the Netherlands.

Mothers spend fewer hours in paid work when
they have young children, while fathers some-
times increase hours worked. Interruptions to
the working career of mothers contribute to the
persistence of gender pay gaps and “glass ceil-
ings”. Nevertheless, gender equity objectives are
often secondary considerations in family support
policies in most OECD countries, with the

exception of Nordic countries and Portugal.
Policy reform in Iceland appears to have
been most successful in encouraging fathers
to take parental leave and to care for their
children (see below).

In general, the different underlying policy
objectives need not conflict with one another. A case
in point are policies that promote the provision of
child care because of labour supply, fertility, gender
equity and child development concerns and in order
to reduce benefit dependency and poverty risks
among adults and children in sole-parent families.

In the Australian context, the mix of concerns has
been rather different from that in Europe or in
Asian OECD countries. In the new millennium, the
total fertility rate (TFR) has trended upwards,
reaching 1.81 babies per woman in 2005,

1
while

maternal employment (often part-time) has also
grown significantly, with 63% of mothers with chil-
dren aged less than 15 years being employed in
March 2008, up from 54% ten years earlier. Public
spending on families in the form of cash benefits
and services for families has also increased signifi-
cantly, and at 2.7% of GDP in 2005 is half a
percentage point (or about 20%) above the OECD
average. Australia now has one of the highest levels
of spending on families in the OECD. Economic
conditions, combined with an increase in govern-
ment support, have enhanced families’ choices
about work–life balance, which is likely to have
contributed to the increase in employment rates.
Nevertheless, the reconciliation of work and family
life in Australia remains a major issue in public
debate, as illustrated by recent employment legisla-
tion and the government decision to have the
Productivity Commission examine how to improve
support to parents with newborn children and look
at the economic and social costs and benefits of
paid maternity, paternity and parental leave.
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Mothers spend fewer hours in paid work when 
they have young children, while fathers sometimes
increase hours worked.



and Asian OECD countries. Policy and labour mar-
ket characteristics may be very different in Nordic
countries and English-speaking countries such as
Australia, New Zealand, the UK and the US. How-
ever, all these countries have relatively high female
employment rates, as well as fertility rates that are
not too far below replacement level (TFR = 2.1).

There are significant cross-national differences in
employment across the OECD (Figure 1 and 
Table 1). In 2006, female employment rates were
highest in Iceland, at over 80%, and were over 70%
in Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, well
above the OECD average of 57%. At the same time,
female employment rates were below 50% in
Greece, Italy, Mexico, Poland and Turkey. The
intensity of female labour market participation also
differed, with part-time employment being very
common in Australia, Germany, Japan, Switzerland
and the United Kingdom, and nowhere more so
than in the Netherlands, where 60% of employed
women worked on a part-time basis. On the other
hand, part-time employment was rare in the Czech
Republic, Hungary and the Slovak Republic, and
concerned less than 15% of employed women in
Finland, Greece, Korea and Portugal.

Employment rates among sole parents (usually sole
mothers) were over 80% in Denmark, Greece, Ice-
land, Luxembourg, Japan, Spain, Switzerland and
Sweden, and below 60% in Australia, Ireland, the
Netherlands, New Zealand and the United Kingdom
(see Table 1).

Access to child care arrangements is crucial for par-
ents with very young children, especially mothers,
as this allows parents to engage in paid employ-
ment. On average across the OECD, three-quarters
of 3–5 year olds participated in kindergarten, child
care or other early education, but only one-quarter
of the 0–3 year olds were enrolled in some form of
formal child care. Given their comprehensive sup-
port, it is no surprise that, at around 40% or above,

Key work and family outcomes
Looking at changes over the last few decades in
work–family outcomes, two key trends emerge: (a)
female employment has risen, and (b) fertility rates
have fallen. However, with changing female aspira-
tions, the relationship between employment and
fertility has also changed (Figure 1). As indicated by
the trend lines, in 1980 higher rates of female
employment were associated with lower fertility,
but by 2005 the countries with the highest female
employment rates were also among the OECD
countries with the highest birth rates, a major turn-
around compared with 1980.

This shift in the relationship between female employ-
ment and birth rates suggests that countries differ in
the extent to which individuals can effectively recon-
cile earning and caring. In many OECD countries,
difficulties with reconciling work and family life may
contribute to parents having fewer children than they
may have desired (along with other factors such as
delays in partnership formation and first births, as
well as other financial influences).

At the individual level, this means there is an
increasing number of women (and men) who
remain childless. In many countries, this is related
to levels of educational attainment, earnings capac-
ity, and opportunities to combine work and care. In
Switzerland, for example, on average, 15–20% of
women remain childless around age 40, but this fig-
ure rises to 40% for women with tertiary education.
By contrast, in Sweden, with its longstanding policy
emphasis on giving parents the opportunity to
maintain employment relationships, at age 40, only
15% of the women born in 1961 remained childless,
with childlessness being only slightly higher at
around 20% for women with a university degree.

Looking across OECD countries, birth rates, work
and parenthood seem to be particularly difficult to
combine in many southern and central European
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Total fertility rates (TFR) and female employment rates in OECD countries, 1980 and 2005Figure 1
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Total fertility Employment– Employment– Child care Child poverty Gender 
rate population population enrolment pay 

ratio ratio (aged 0–3 gap
years)

2005 Women, 2006 Sole parents,  2004 or Around 2000 2004
2005 or latest year

latest year

OECD average 1.63 56.8% 70.6% 22.9% 12% 18.5% 
(intervals) (+/–0.16) (+/–5.73) (+/–7.09) (+/–8.21) (+/–3.19) (+/–4.07)

Australia + + – A A +

Austria – + A – A A

Belgium A A – + + +

Canada A + A A A A

Czech Republic – A – – + A

Denmark + + + + + +

Finland + + A + + A

France + A A A + +

Germany – A – – A –

Greece – – + – A +

Hungary – A na – A +

Iceland + + + + na na

Ireland + A – A – A

Italy – – + – – na

Japan – A + A A –

Korea – A na A na –

Luxembourg A A + – na na

Mexico + – na – – na

Netherlands A + – A A A

New Zealand + + – + A +

Norway + + A + + na

Poland – – na – A +

Portugal – A + A – A

Slovak Republic – A na A na na

Spain – A + A – A

Sweden A + + + + A

Switzerland – + + na + A

Turkey + – na na – na

United Kingdom + + – A – A

United States + + A + – A

Notes: + = better than the OECD average; A = around the OECD average; – = worse than the OECD average; na = data not available. Countries are 
categorised in “better” or “worse” groups if they are half a standard deviation above or below the OECD average. The OECD report, Babies and Bosses: 
A Synthesis of Findings Across OECD Countries, includes detailed information on data sources, definitions and reference years.

Key work and family outcomes across countries, compared to the OECD averageTable 1

enrolment rates are high in Finland, Norway and
Sweden. Enrolment rates are even higher in Den-
mark and Iceland, where periods of paid leave are
relatively short. Because of the relatively low cost of
services, enrolment rates for children under 3 years
in the United States (often in private centres) were
similar to those in Finland. At below 10% in 2004,
participation in child care by very young children
was lowest in Austria, the Czech Republic, Italy,
Greece, Germany, Mexico and Poland.

Countries such as the Nordic countries have very
low child poverty rates when they combine effec-

tive distribution of resources through the tax/bene-
fit system with high levels of parental employment
(Whiteford & Adema, 2007). Children in dual-
earner families are least likely to be in poverty,
while the most disadvantaged families with children
are those without an adult in paid employment, par-
ticularly lone parents.

Across the OECD, gender pay gaps are consider-
able: on average, at median full-time earnings,
women are paid about one-sixth less than men.
Gender pay differences are below 15% in a relatively
large group of countries (Table 1), while the gaps are



paid parental leave, fiscal support and family serv-
ices, including child care and out-of-school-hours
[OSH] care): France, Denmark, Luxembourg, Swe-
den, United Kingdom, Norway, Austria, Finland,
Iceland, Germany, Australia, Ireland, Belgium and
Hungary (Figure 2). However, spending large sums is
no guarantee of good work–family outcomes; smart
spending also involves devoting considerable
resources to supporting child care, preschool and
OSH care, as, for example, occurs in the Nordic coun-
tries and France.

The composition of public social spending in Aus-
tralia differs markedly from other countries: overall
public spending on family cash benefits was, after
Luxembourg and Austria, the third highest in the
OECD in 2005, but spending on services and tax
breaks for families were among the lowest in the
OECD, as was spending on maternity and parental
leave. Some of the high spending on cash benefits
reflects differences in the classification and organisa-
tion of payments. Australia is among a relatively small
number of countries that separately identifies spend-
ing on sole parents as being part of family payments,
whereas in all other OECD countries except for Ire-
land, New Zealand and the UK such spending would
be classified as social assistance. Compared to other
OECD countries, Australia combines a high level of
public spending on families and a very progressive
benefit structure (Whiteford & Adema, 2007).

largest in Japan and Korea, where female earnings
are on average one-third less than male earnings. In
these latter circumstances, it is no surprise that
women who wish to pursue a career often decide
not to leave their regular employment (and have no
children), while potential “mother returners” will
stay at home if family income allows it.

Looking across a broad range of indicators on fertil-
ity, female and sole-parent employment, child care
participation, child poverty and gender pay dispari-
ties, Denmark and Iceland appear to be the countries
with the best overall work–family outcomes,
while indicators for Finland, France, Norway
and Sweden are also generally good. English-
speaking countries generally also do well on
work and family outcomes, but have high
rates of child poverty, mainly because fewer
lone parents work in these countries. On the
other hand, Germany, Korea and the Slovak
Republic do not out-perform the OECD average on
any of the indicators.

Overall, Australia performs well on a range of crite-
ria, including its fertility rate and the overall
employment rate for women and gender wage gaps,
but is around the OECD average for child poverty
and for enrolment in child care, and has very low
employment rates for lone parents

Family support policies
Tax/benefit support
The largest source of support for families with chil-
dren has been public spending on primary and
secondary education, which in the majority of OECD
countries ranges from 3% to 4% of GDP. In 2005, the
following countries (in descending order) spent 2.5%
of GDP or more on family benefits (child allowances,
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Compared to other OECD countries, Australia 
combines a high level of public spending on 
families and a very progressive benefit structure. 



Because not all OECD countries are prepared to
accept the high public spending and tax levels of the
Nordic countries (in Denmark and Sweden the tax-
to-GDP ratio is around 50%), many countries adopt
other strategies, such as targeting supports to low-
income and sole-parent households, and/or
accepting that there will be gaps in support at some
point(s) in a child’s life (for example, between the
expiry of parental leave and the start of child care).
Targeting benefits towards low-income families also
means that when the earnings of such families
increase, public support is withdrawn at a rapid
rate, making the parents involved think twice about
entering work or increasing working hours. Hence,
many women with low-paid partners and families
receiving welfare payments face weak financial
incentives to work. In order to raise work incen-
tives, low effective tax rates on paid work are
desirable, and tax/benefit systems should be so
designed that they give both parents in couple fam-
ilies equally strong financial incentives to work.

Helping sole parents back to work
Public policy has a significant effect on the labour
market behaviour of sole parents. Low levels of pub-
lic benefits in some countries (e.g., in southern
Europe) effectively force sole parents to work for a
living, often while relying on informal networks for
care support. At the other extreme, the compre-
hensive formal care support system in Nordic
countries enables all parents to work, regardless of
their marital and/or partnership status.

However, when adequate benefits are provided
without a clear signal to clients that they are
expected to work and/or they are without adequate
employment supports (including child care), sole-
parent employment rates are low and poverty risks
high. This is the case in Australia, Ireland, New
Zealand and the United Kingdom. All of these coun-
tries (except Australia, which changed its practices
recently) do not require parents on income support
to look for work when children are of preschool or
primary school age.

But, it is not in the interests of sole parents and
their children to become dependent on benefits for
many years. There is a need for earlier and more
active support interventions to facilitate sole par-
ents on income support to find employment. The
countries with the best outcomes for sole parents
combine a system of employment and good-quality
child care supports with activity requirements for
all unemployed persons. With public investment in
employment and child care supports, a system of
mutual obligation is needed, including the threat of
moderate benefit sanctions if benefit recipients do
not take active steps to find work or improve their
employability, the direction recently adopted in
Australia. Thus far, Australia’s system of family

assistance has proven to be relatively effective at
reducing child poverty. The recent change in policy
towards sole parents should reduce the relatively
high level of family joblessness, which in the past
has kept Australia’s child poverty rates well above
the best-performing Nordic countries.

Parental leave entitlements
Finding an appropriate balance in parental leave
policy is difficult, as this is one of the few areas
where underlying objectives can clash. For exam-
ple, from a narrow labour market perspective, the
optimal period of parental leave seems to be around
four to six months, and the use of longer leave peri-
ods by mothers can permanently damage their
employment and earnings profile. In many OECD
countries, the parental leave period is about one
year, and in some countries home care leave is
available until children are 3 years old.

At the same time, available evidence also suggests
that child development suffers when an infant does
not get full-time personal care for the first 6–12
months of his/her life (Baum, 2003; Ruhm, 2004).
Cognitive development of a child benefits from
using good-quality formal care from age 2–3, with
the evidence being ambiguous regarding the inter-
mediary period. If both parents were to take their
individual leave entitlements consecutively where
these were available (or take leave simultaneously
on a part-time basis), this would go some way
towards covering this period.

Mothers predominantly take parental leave,
but policy in many European countries tries
to stimulate fathers to spend more time with
their children by legislating periods of paid
parental leave exclusively for their use.
There has been some success, as many
fathers have used these short (2–4 weeks)

periods of paid leave. However, taking such short
periods of leave does not reflect a fundamental
behavioural change on the part of fathers. Paternal
attitudes are not the only issue, as mothers fre-
quently are reluctant to give up leave in favour of
their partner.

Iceland seems to have made the most progress in
encouraging fathers to spend more time with their
children. Since their reforms of 2001, each parent
has the right to a non-transferable three-month
paid leave period, with another three-month period
of paid leave to be shared between partners. In
2000, the share of parental leave days used by
fathers was only 3.3%, but since reform, this has
gone up to around 35%. In other OECD countries,
the debate about individualisation of paid parental
leave entitlements and a more equal sharing of care
responsibilities has yet to start in earnest.

Australia is one of two OECD countries without a
national system of paid parental leave (the other is
the USA). A complicating factor is that Australia
does not operate an insurance-based social protec-
tion system, while in most other OECD countries
maternity and parental leave are financed through
social insurance contributions. Having said this,
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support interventions to facilitate sole parents 
on income support to find employment.



eligible employees, with benefits subject to normal
taxation. Typically, a family where the mother takes
at least 18 weeks’ leave and the partner 2 weeks’
paternity leave would receive a gross benefit of
$11,854, or nearly 2.4 times as high as the Baby
Bonus, suggesting that if the government adopts
this approach, Australia would pay benefits some-
what higher than those in New Zealand.

Child care and out-of-school hours care
The absence of affordable, good-quality formal child
and out-of-school-hours care can be a major barrier
to being in paid work and/or working more hours. In
Nordic countries, subsidies to parents using quality
child care centres are generally so high that one is
almost “a thief of one’s own wallet” if one does not
use public child care facilities and engage in paid
work. In other countries, the story is rather differ-
ent. Parental fees are often high, and formal child
care support may not be universally accessible for
(working) parents. In Ireland and the United King-
dom, the costs of child care can be so high that for
many second earners in couple families work does
not pay in the short-term. This also applies to sole-
parent families in the Canadian province of
Ontario, Ireland, France, and the city of Zürich in
Switzerland.

The Babies and Bosses reviews advocated the use of
a mixture of financing tools for child care:

Direct supply-side subsidies should be made
towards capital investment, providers in
deprived and/or scarcely populated areas and/or
concerning the provision of services to children
with special needs. In addition, as in Australia
and the Netherlands, the private sector can be
used to provide child care if the incentives are
right.

Demand-side funding to parents (e.g., sub-
sidised vouchers to pay for child care) can help
achieve a relatively high coverage of the popula-
tion. This approach also gives parents more
choice in terms of provider and type of service.
Budgetary costs can be controlled through
income-testing and targeting of public supports
on those families who need it most. Finally, fee
support for child care can also be linked to work-
ing hours, to make sure that parents who work
most receive the most support.

Public funding of (private) providers should be
strictly tied to compliance with pre-set quality stan-
dards. Such quality standards should not merely
cover health and safety aspects, rules on the num-
ber of certified staff among personnel and
staff-to-child ratios, but should also include child
developmental goals and the involvement of par-
ents in the supervision of the child care facilities.

Work and care issues do not stop when children
enter primary school, as school hours do not match
working hours. In theory, the cost of providing out-
of-school-hours care is much lower than for child
care; child-to-staff ratios for this older age group
are relatively high and no new capital investment is
necessary as existing school buildings could be

New Zealand—a country with similar social secu-
rity arrangements to Australia—introduced a paid
parental leave scheme in 2002, illustrating that this
is not an insurmountable barrier. On the other
hand, Australia pays a Baby Bonus to all mothers
(although this will become income-tested from Jan-
uary 2009). Despite the very significant increase in
the level of the Baby Bonus over recent years—with
spending rising in real terms from around A$260
million in 2000 to in excess of A$1.2 billion in
2008—the effective level of benefit provided
remains very low compared to other OECD coun-
tries. For example, from July 2008 when the
payment per baby rose to A$5,000 paid over six
months, this was equivalent to a payment of 
around A$192 per week, or around 37% of the 2007 
minimum wage. Many other countries provide
replacement rates of 100% of individual wages (up
to ceilings and only to eligible parents), and Canada
and New Zealand—which otherwise provide the
lowest replacement rate of 55% and 50% respec-
tively—provide maximum payments that are
roughly 1.5 to 2 times the level of the Australian
Baby Bonus.

The Productivity Commission Draft Report on Paid
Parental Leave, released on 29 September 2008,
proposes the introduction of a taxpayer-funded paid
parental leave scheme that would provide paid post-
natal leave for a total of 18 weeks that can be shared
by eligible parents, with an additional two weeks of
paternity leave reserved for the father (or same-sex
partner). The draft report proposes that payments
be provided at the level of the adult minimum wage
(currently $543.78) for each week of leave for most
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Concluding remarks
If parents have to choose between earning money and
looking after their children, the result is that there will
be too few babies and too little employment. Policy
makers cannot ignore this as an issue—in almost
every OECD country the government is concerned
about fertility rates, gender equity, female employ-
ment rates, child poverty and/or child development.
Governments are spending more money than before
to help families reconcile work and family life. Aus-
tralia scores well in family spending, has a
redistributive tax/benefit system, but its focus is
largely on cash transfers rather than child and out-of-
school-hours care. Policies aimed at sole parents have
moved towards promoting self-sufficiency and reduc-
ing the risk of long-term welfare dependency and
child poverty. Nevertheless, there remain gaps in sup-
port, as illustrated by the absence of paid maternity
leave, although the Baby Bonus fills that gap to a cer-
tain extent. The debate on paid leave is ongoing.
Whatever the specific outcome, it is important that
new policies be coordinated with formal child care
policies. All too often, these two key planks of family
policy in OECD countries are not well integrated and
indeed are sometimes in conflict, which leads to a
waste of money and leaves the pursuit of a coherent
family policy across the early life course a distant
dream.

Endnote
1 The extent to which recent increases in the TFR represent

an increase or a stabilisation in fertility rates is unclear. For
discussions, see McDonald (2005) and Hugo (2007).
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used. This is what happens in Denmark and Swe-
den, the only countries with comprehensive
out-of-school-hours care systems. Policy makers in
other OECD countries should prioritise the devel-
opment of out-of-school-hours care and be more
forceful in overcoming the traditional reluctance
among educational authorities to allow schools to
be used for this purpose (OECD, 2007).

Family-friendly workplaces
Family-friendly workplace supports allow a better
reconciliation of work and family life, include part-
time work, flexible working hours, days off to care
for sick children, employer-provided parental leave
and/or child care support, teleworking or school-
term working.

Potentially, there is a “business case” for the provi-
sion of family-friendly workplace supports, as this
can motivate current staff, reduce staff turnover,
help attract new staff, reduce workplace stress and
generally enhance worker satisfaction and produc-
tivity. However, hard-nosed statistical evidence that
providing family-friendly measures will improve the
profitability of companies introducing such meas-
ures is scarce (Bloom & van Reenen, 2006). Access
to workplace supports is unequal and varies across
employment sectors and occupations.

Governments are generally reluctant to intervene
in the workplace for fear of increasing labour costs,
and in the belief that this is an area best left to
employers and employees to negotiate freely. How-
ever, there may be externalities that matter to
government, but which employers and unions do
not account for when they bargain. For example,
the decline in birth rates and demographic trends
are unlikely to be considered when negotiating
workplace outcomes, therefore governments may
wish to intervene to ensure that parents have suffi-
cient time to spend at work and with their children.

Some governments have, indeed, legislated that
employees be entitled to flexible workplace practices.
For example, in the Netherlands, employees of enter-
prises with 10 workers or more can change their
working hours for any reason, unless the courts
uphold employer objections. In Sweden, working par-
ents are entitled to reduce working hours until their
youngest child enters primary school.

Policies in the UK have granted parents with chil-
dren under age 6 the right to request flexible
working hours (which includes reduced working
hours). The “right-to-ask” approach is a middle
way, which emphasises employer and employee
involvement, is flexible enough to focus on meas-
ures that suit the workplace and the worker, and
extends access to many low- income workers whose
bargaining position is relatively weak. A similar
approach has been adopted in Australia, albeit with
effect from January 2010. The new National
Employment Standards issued in June 2008 pro-
vide for the right of an employee who is a parent or
has a responsibility for the care of a child under
school age to request a change in working arrange-
ments to assist the employee to care for the child.
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he importance of breastfeeding to the
wellbeing of infants and mothers is well
established (Fifty-Fourth World Health
Assembly, 2001). However, women often
discontinue breastfeeding in the first few

months after birth. While in Australia around nine
in ten mothers initiate breastfeeding, at 6 months
the breastfeeding rate drops to around half and at
12 months it is just over a quarter (Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies [AIFS], 2008). This is well
below National Health and Medical Research Coun-
cil (NHMRC) recommendations that women should
breastfeed for the child’s first year if they and the
child desire to do so (NHMRC, 2003).

One concern is that a mother’s ability to continue
breastfeeding may be compromised if she returns to

Breastfeeding, 
employment 
and leave
An analysis of mothers in
Growing Up in Australia

work soon after the birth. Certainly there is evidence
that maternal employment reduces breastfeeding
rates, including from recent Australian analyses of
data from Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudi-
nal Study of Australian Children (LSAC)1 (Cooklin,
Donath, & Amir, 2008). The authors demonstrated
that breastfeeding rates at 6 months after birth were
lower for mothers who had returned to part-time or
full-time work. In an environment in which parental
leave is not universally available, and in which access
to a breastfeeding-friendly workplace is not guaran-
teed, it is important that this relationship between
employment and breastfeeding be understood. This
would help in identifying the factors that can lead to
a more successful outcome for those who wish to con-
tinue to breastfeed and also wish or need to return to
work during the first year after a birth.

This paper considers the relationship between
breastfeeding and maternal employment, incorpo-
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by age of infant

Figure 1

Source: AIFS, (2008) and Baxter (2008)

rating hours of work as well as other job character-
istics. Further, as being able to use parental leave is
one way in which women can delay their return to
work and breastfeed for longer, breastfeeding rates
of women who are on leave are compared to those
who have returned to work, and also to those who
are not working but not on leave from a job. Finally,
the child care arrangements of families are taken
into account to examine whether breastfeeding
rates are higher in families using parental care only,
even if the mother is working.

As in the analysis by Cooklin et al. (2008), this
paper uses LSAC data. Specifically, Wave 1 (2004)
data for the infant cohort were used to compare
breastfeeding rates according to the age of the
infant (between 4 and 12 months), maternal hours
of work and other job characteristics, whether on
leave from employment, child care use and other
family characteristics. An advantage of this
approach is that breastfeeding status is captured at
the same time, which should improve the ability to
find associations between these characteristics and
breastfeeding rates. Further, it enables the exami-
nation of breastfeeding rates at different ages of
children. The paper also explores the likelihood of
mothers ever having breastfed.

Background
Prior research on breastfeeding, from Australia’s
2001 National Health Survey (NHS), found that 87%
of mothers with infants aged up to 3 years had initi-
ated breastfeeding, 48% were still breastfeeding at 6
months and 23% were still breastfeeding at 12
months (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS],
2001). These figures are similar to those derived
from LSAC, although breastfeeding rates in LSAC
are higher. Figure 1 shows that, according to LSAC,
breastfeeding rates declined from 92% at birth, to
83% one month after the birth, to 77% at 2 months
and to 73% at 3 months. Steady declines follow this,
for example, with 56% of women breastfeeding at 6
months and 30% at 12 months after the birth.

Figure 1 also shows that mothers’ return to work
after having a child is at a much slower rate than the
decline in breastfeeding. For example, by 1 month
after the birth, 2% of mothers had returned to work,

and by 3 months after, 11% had returned. Higher
proportions had returned by 6 months (21%) and by
12 months (42%). This suggests that returning to
work is not the main reason for ceasing breastfeed-
ing in the early weeks after the birth. The LSAC
data are consistent with the NHS, in which only 6%
of mothers of infants aged up to 3 years said that
they stopped breastfeeding in the first year because
they resumed work. More common reasons for
these mothers were: “not producing any milk or
inadequate amount of milk” (40%) and “other prob-
lems with breastfeeding (e.g., cracked nipples)”
(17%) (ABS, 2001).

Despite the evidence that factors other than
employment are likely to be important in explain-
ing the duration of breastfeeding, there is also
considerable evidence that the timing of return to
work has an association with the age to which
infants are breastfed; that is, women breastfeed for
longer when they have a longer absence from
employment (Fein & Roe, 1998; Hawkins, Griffiths,
Dezateux, & Law, 2007; Visness & Kennedy, 1997).
Nevertheless, it is important to note that a return to
work does not always result in cessation of breast-
feeding. Many women manage to combine work
with breastfeeding (AIFS, 2008; Lindberg, 1996;
Roe, Whittington, Fein, & Teisl, 1999).

When mothers first return to work after having a
child, they often return to part-time rather than
full-time employment. Further, women may take up
self-employment or make use of flexible work
hours. For example, using the LSAC infant cohort
data, Baxter and Gray (2006) found that, of
employed mothers with infants aged 3–19 months,
43% worked 1–15 hours per week, 37% worked
16–34 hours and 20% worked 35 hours or more;
27% were self-employed; and 44% had access to 
flexible working hours.

Part-time work tends to have a lower impact on
breastfeeding rates than full-time work (Cooklin et
al., 2008; Hawkins, Griffiths, & Dezateux, 2007;
Lindberg, 1996), and differences in breastfeeding
rates between those who are not employed and
those working part-time are not always evident
(Fein & Roe, 1998). Lindberg (1996) noted that the
differences in breastfeeding between full-time and
part-time workers represented a number of factors.
There is a physiological element, in that part-time
workers have more time in the day available to
breastfeed, so their supply of breast milk is more
easily maintained. Also, working part-time suggests
making a choice to work reduced hours in order to
balance work and maternal roles, so part-time
workers may have different attitudes towards the
benefits of breastfeeding than full-time workers.

Regardless of hours, working in more flexible jobs
may pose fewer difficulties for sustaining breastfeed-
ing. In analyses of breastfeeding in the UK, Hawkins,
Griffiths, and Dezateux (2007) compared breastfeed-
ing rates at 4 months using job characteristics at 9
months after the birth. They found that among
employed women breastfeeding rates were higher for
those who had flexible work options such as part-
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A return to work does not always result in 
cessation of breastfeeding. Many women 
manage to combine work with breastfeeding.
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breastfeeding while also working. Breastfeeding and
work are most likely to conflict when infants are
younger, as breastfeeding is required at greater fre-
quencies throughout the day (Lindberg, 1996; Roe
et al., 1999). In fact, such a conflict may be evident
in a lower breastfeeding initiation rate among those
who return to work (or expect to return) soon after
the birth (Fein & Roe, 1998; Lindberg, 1996; Roe et
al., 1999). However, others have found that it is only
returning to work very early or certain types of
employment that are associated with lower breast-
feeding initiation rates (Hawkins, Griffiths, &
Dezateux, 2007; Visness & Kennedy, 1997).

Other factors related to breastfeeding initiation
and/or duration are birth order, nature of delivery,
education, age, relationship status and smoking in
pregnancy (Fein & Roe, 1998; Kimbro, 2006; Lind-
berg, 1996). Almost always, these effects have the
same impact on breastfeeding initiation and dura-
tion, such that if a factor was related to lower initial
rates of breastfeeding, it was likely to be associated
with shorter durations too. An exception is birth
order, for which initiation rates are higher but dura-
tion lower among women having their first child
(Kimbro, 2006).

time work, job sharing, flexible work hours or school-
term contracts. In addition, this same study showed
that self-employment was also associated with a
higher likelihood of breastfeeding at 4 months. US
studies have also found breastfeeding duration varies
with occupation, which may be related to differences
in the flexibility of work environments (Kimbro,
2006; Visness & Kennedy, 1997).

In Australian families with infants, even when the
mother is employed, parents can often manage
their paid work arrangements without the use of
non-parental child care. Baxter, Gray, Alexander,
Strazdins, and Bittman (2007) reported that 19% of
employed single-mother families managed with
only parental child care, and 35% of dual-employed
couple families managed with only parental child
care. This was largely achieved by either sharing
the child care between parents, or by the mother
doing her paid work around or while caring for 
children. It is conceivable that using only parental
child care would be associated with a higher 
breastfeeding rate, in part because this child care
arrangement may have been specifically selected to
allow continuation of breastfeeding.2

New mothers who are not working include those on
leave from employment as well as those who left
work around the time of the birth and those not
employed during pregnancy. In terms of breastfeed-
ing, it should make no difference which of these
arrangements applies, as it should be the absence
from employment that matters. This paper explores
this issue by comparing breastfeeding rates within
these different groups of not-employed mothers,
which is of particular relevance to the current
debate on paid maternity leave in Australia (Pro-
ductivity Commission, 2008). Currently, paid
maternity leave is not universally available and one
argument for a universal paid maternity leave
scheme is that it would enable more women to
breastfeed for longer. International evidence on this
issue is difficult to disentangle, as use of leave after
a birth is confounded with information on the tim-
ing of return to work. For example, Fein and Roe
(1998) found that women who used maternity leave
had shorter breastfeeding durations than those who
did not, after controlling for work status at 
3 months, but this may be because women using
maternity leave were more likely to return to work
in the 12 months after the birth than those not
using maternity leave. Visness and Kennedy (1997)
found that a longer period of maternity leave was
associated with a longer duration of breastfeeding,
although it is not clear whether it was maternity
leave rather than time out of employment that was
important. Hawkins, Griffiths, and Dezateax (2007)
found that breastfeeding rates in the UK were
higher among those who had more than the statu-
tory maternity pay compared to those who had just
the statutory maternity pay (but this study did not
take into account maternal education).

Once infants are older and other milk or food sub-
stitutes have been introduced, breastfeeding times
may be altered to fit around work times, and there-
fore it may be easier to manage to continue
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4–6 7–8 9–10 11–12 
months months months months Total

%

Number of hours worked

1–14 hours 46 43 34 35 39

15–34 hours 36 39 43 47 42

35 hours or more 18 18 22 18 20

Flexible work hours 43 47 48 43 46

Self-employed 38 32 25 26 29

Higher status occupation 42 45 46 51 46

Parental child care only 52 37 32 29 35

Job characteristics and child care use, by age of child,
employed mothers of infants aged 4–12 months

Table 1
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Mothers’ work and leave, by age of infantFigure 2

The study and measures
Growing Up in Australia is a national, longitudinal
study of two cohorts of children. At Wave 1, in 2004,
the infant cohort of children was aged 3–19 months
(N = 5,107). For this analysis, to maintain a more
homogeneous sample, the age range was limited to
4–12 months (N = 4,665). The Wave 1 LSAC sample
was selected to be broadly representative of the
Australian population, but due to survey non-
response had some bias toward more educated and
couple-parent families (AIFS, 2005). The survey
contains extensive information about the “study
child”—the child that is the focus of the LSAC
study—their family and their environment. 

In this survey, mothers were asked whether they
had ever breastfed and whether they were still
breastfeeding at the time of the survey. This breast-
feeding information is the main focus of this paper.
More detailed information on the timing of cessa-
tion of breastfeeding, and the introduction of other

drink and food were also collected, but not used in
this analysis. Age of the child was an important vari-
able in considering variations in breastfeeding
rates. Within this sample, 931 infants were aged
4–6 months, 1,402 were aged 7–8 months, 1,415
were aged 9–10 months and 917 were aged 11–12
months.

Details were collected on mothers’ employment
characteristics at the time of the survey. For those
who were not back in paid employment, it could be
derived whether women were on leave or not
employed. Over the sample, 35% of mothers were in
paid employment, 12% were on leave (1% paid
parental, 9% unpaid parental, 2% other leave) and
54% were not employed and not on leave. As shown
in Figure 2, these percentages varied by age of child,
with an increasing percentage of mothers working
and a declining percentage of mothers on leave for
children within the older age groups.

For those mothers who had returned to work, infor-
mation on hours of work, self-employment,
flexibility of working hours (ability to change start
and finish times without requiring approval) and
occupation group (higher status occupations of
managers, professionals and associate professionals
versus other occupations) were used to describe the
nature of employment. A more detailed occupation
grouping did not result in any clearer associations.
Whether parents used non-parental child care or
not was also incorporated. Some of the employment
details were missing, so the multivariate analyses
were based on smaller samples than the total of
LSAC infants aged 4–12 months.

Of employed mothers, across all children’s age
groups, 39% worked 1–14 hours per week, 42%
worked 15–34 hours and 20% worked 35 hours or
more. Of those in employment, 29% were self-
employed, 46% worked flexible hours and 46%
worked in higher status occupations. Of families
with an employed mother, 35% used parental child
care only (Table 1). Some variations were evident
by the age of the child, with mothers of younger
infants more likely to be working shorter hours, be
self-employed and be using parental child care only.

All mothers were also asked when they first
returned to work and whether the return was to
full-time work (defined as 30 or more hours per
week), part-time work or casual hours. This infor-
mation was used to determine whether mothers
who returned to work in the first 3 months after the
birth were less likely to initiate breastfeeding than
were those who did not. Based on these reports,
10% of women returned to work within 3 months—
2% to full-time work and 8% to part-time or casual
work.

To disentangle which factors are associated with a
higher rate of breastfeeding, it is useful to apply
multivariate techniques, that is, techniques that
allow relationships between two variables (for
example, employment and breastfeeding) to be
examined, while also taking account of other char-
acteristics (such as education). To do this, logistic
regression was used to analyse the likelihood of
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Work characteristics Work and other characteristics Percentage of all mothers

%

Baseline predicted percentagea 91 92

Marginal effectsb

Mother’s work status

(Did not return in first 3 months) Reference Reference 90

Returned to work in first 3 months

Full-time work 0 0 2

Part-time/casual work 0 –1 8

Other characteristics

Single mother –6 *** 11

Mother has bachelor degree or higher 5 *** 29

Infant is first child 5 *** 41

Mother aged < 25 years –3 * 14

Mother smoked in pregnancy –2 15

Caesarean birth –2 * 30

Number of observations 4,660 4,659

Notes: ª The baseline figure is the predicted proportion of mothers breastfeeding, calculated at the mean of all variables in the model. 
b Marginal effects are the predicted change in the proportion of mothers breastfeeding for those with the relevant characteristic—a negative
value indicates this characteristic reduced breastfeeding rates. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .1

Mothers of infants aged 4–12 months, multivariate analysis of breastfeeding initiationTable 2

was 13% lower than those who were not working
and not on leave. The marginal effect of 9% in this
column for women who were not working but were
on leave indicates that these women had a 9%
higher predicted percentage of still breastfeeding
compared to those not working and not on leave.

The overall predicted percentage of mothers breast-
feeding is also provided for comparison, calculated
at the mean of variables in the models.

For each characteristic analysed, the tables also
show the percentage of mothers in the sample (in
the final column), to help identify those factors
likely to have a greater impact on the overall breast-
feeding rates.

Findings

Breastfeeding initiation
The analysis first examined whether employment
soon after the birth explains variations in breast-
feeding initiation rates. As shown in Table 2, the
breastfeeding initiation rates did not vary according
to whether mothers returned to full-time or part-
time/casual work in the 3 months after the birth.
This is evident in the “Work characteristics” col-
umn, which is based on a model that just includes
return-to-work details. Even after taking into
account variations due to other characteristics, as
presented in the “Work and other characteristics”
column, no relationship with return to employment
was evident. In this model, the return-to-work
details were included, along with the range of other
maternal and family characteristics.

mothers having initiated breastfeeding and to still
be breastfeeding at the time of the survey. Different
models were estimated, firstly to explore relation-
ships between breastfeeding and work and leave,
and then to explore whether associations changed
with the introduction of various background 
variables. For the analyses of mothers still breast-
feeding, additional models were used to incorporate
more details on job characteristics and child care,
and were estimated just for those mothers who
were back at work at the time of the survey.

To enable easy interpretation of the results, instead
of presenting regression coefficients, marginal
effects have been presented (see Tables 2 and 3).3

The marginal effect is the increase or decrease in
the predicted percentage of breastfeeding for people
with that characteristic, as opposed to not having
that characteristic. For example, the marginal
effect of –6% for “single mother” in the “Work and
other characteristics” column of Table 2 indicates
that the predicted percentage of mothers initiating
breastfeeding is 6 percentage points lower for single
mothers compared to other (couple) mothers. For
categorical variables, such as age of child and work
hours, the marginal effect is the difference between
the predicted value for that category and the refer-
ence category. For example, looking at the “Work
and leave” column in Table 3 (on p. 23), the refer-
ence category for the leave and working hours
information is the group of mothers who were not
employed and not on leave. Compared to these
mothers, those who worked 35 hours or more per
week had a marginal effect of –13%, meaning the
predicted percentage of those still breastfeeding
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women who were on leave, rather than at work or
not employed, had the highest breastfeeding rates.
Breastfeeding rates were virtually the same for
mothers at work and mothers who were not at work
and not on leave. From 11 months, there was little
difference between those on leave and those not
employed. In these months, mothers back at work
had the lowest breastfeeding rates.

Looking more closely at those who have returned to
work (Figure 4), there are considerable differences
in breastfeeding rates according to the hours
worked. Before 9 months, breastfeeding rates
decreased with more hours of work. From 9 to 12
months, working 1–14 hours, as opposed to longer,
was associated with higher breastfeeding rates, but
working full-time hours, as opposed to 15–34 hours,
was not associated with lower breastfeeding rates.

It is important to recognise that these relationships
between work or leave and breastfeeding may be
due to the effects of intervening variables. For
example, mothers with a higher level of education
may be more likely to have access to jobs that offer
parental leave and be more likely to breastfeed, so
associations between leave and breastfeeding may
actually be due to the effects of education on both of
these. So here multivariate analyses were used to
determine whether relationships between work or
leave and breastfeeding still held after factors such
as maternal education were taken into account. To
undertake these analyses, all infants aged 4–12
months were included, and the analyses included
controls for the age of the child.

The first estimation used just the work and leave
variables, along with controls for age of child. The
results (Table 3) confirm that, before taking into

Breastfeeding initiation rates did vary with other
factors. Mothers with a bachelor degree or higher or
who had their first child were more likely than
other mothers to initiate breastfeeding. For each of
these groups the breastfeeding initiation rate was (a
predicted) 5% higher than for those who did not
have this characteristic. Single mothers had lower
breastfeeding initiation rates (6% lower than part-
nered mothers), as did those who smoked in
pregnancy (2% lower) or who had a caesarean birth
(2% lower).

Continuing breastfeeding
Further analyses explore the relationships between
employment and breastfeeding. Figure 3 shows
breastfeeding rates by age of child and by maternal
work and leave status. This “work and leave status”
characteristic differentiates the not-working
women according to whether they are on leave from
a job (on leave) or have no job at all (not employed).
Those classified as “employed at work” are
employed women who usually work one or more
hours per week. Up until 10 months after the birth,

4–6 7–8 9–10 11–12
Age of child (months)

Employed at work
Other leave

Not employed

0

20

40

60

80

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 s

til
l b

re
as

tfe
ed

in
g

Percentage of mothers still breastfeeding, by age of
infant and work status

Figure 3

4–6 7–8 9–10 11–12
Age of child (months)

< 15 hours
15–34 hours

35 or more hours

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 s

til
l b

re
as

tfe
ed

in
g

0

20

40

60

Percentage of employed mothers still breastfeeding, by
age of infant and hours worked

Figure 4

Women working 15–34 hours and 35 hours 
or more had considerably lower breastfeeding
rates than not-employed mothers.
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account other factors, mothers on leave or working
1–14 hours had the highest breastfeeding rates—
respectively, a predicted 9% and 5% more were
breastfeeding compared to those who were not
employed. The marginal effects then show that
women working 15–34 hours or 35 hours or more
had lower breastfeeding rates (11% and 13% respec-
tively) than not-employed women.

Once background variables were taken into
account, however, there were no significant differ-
ences in breastfeeding rates according to whether
mothers were on leave, otherwise not employed, or
working fewer than 15 hours. The effect of working
longer hours remained important—women work-
ing 15–34 hours and 35 hours or more had
considerably lower breastfeeding rates than not-
employed mothers, with marginal effects of 15% and
17% respectively.

Higher maternal education was associated with
higher rates of breastfeeding—mothers with a bach-
elor degree or higher had breastfeeding rates 18%
higher than those without a bachelor degree. Also,
younger mothers were less likely to be breastfeed-
ing—mothers aged under 25 had breastfeeding
rates 14% lower than those aged 25 or more. Despite
there being a higher initial breastfeeding rate for
first-time mothers, first-time mothers were less
likely to still be breastfeeding children aged 4–12
months, so it follows that these mothers were more
likely than other mothers to stop breastfeeding in
the first 3 months.

The analyses were expanded to consider whether
other job characteristics and child care use
explained variations in breastfeeding rates among
the employed mothers. A new model for employed
mothers included the same characteristics as
above, but additional indicators were introduced:
whether (or not) self-employed, whether (or not)
worked flexible hours; and whether worked in a
higher status occupation (versus lower status job).
This model was then expanded further by incorpo-
rating the indicator of whether mothers used only
parental child care (Table 4).

Of these job characteristics, the strongest relation-
ship with breastfeeding was for working flexible
hours—those with flexible hours had breastfeeding
rates 10% higher than those without flexible hours.
There was also some indication that self-employed
mothers were more likely to still be breastfeeding (a
marginal effect of 7%). Status of occupation did not
have significant associations with the likelihood of
mothers still breastfeeding.

Using only parental child care had a positive associ-
ation with breastfeeding, evidenced by a predicted
rate of breastfeeding 10% higher than those using
other forms of child care. With the inclusion of
child care in the model, mothers’ self-employment
was no longer significant. A high proportion (56%)
of self-employed mothers used parental child care
only, so the association between self-employment
and breastfeeding and between parental child care
and breastfeeding are likely to be related.

Work and leave Work and leave plus Percentage of all mothers
other characteristics

%

Baseline predicted percentagea 42 42

Marginal effectsb

Mother’s work and leave status

(Not employed) Reference Reference 54

On leave 9 ** 3 12

Working 1–14 hours 5 * 1 13

Working 15–34 hours –11 *** –15 *** 14

Working 35 hours or more –13 *** –17 *** 7

Maternal and family characteristics

Mother has bachelor degree or higher 18 *** 29

Infant is first child –5 ** 41

Mother aged < 25 –14 *** 14

Child age

(4–6 months) Reference Reference 19

7–8 months –9 *** –10 *** 30

9–10 months –17 *** –18 *** 30

11–12 months –26 *** –27 *** 20

Number of observations 4,267 4,267
Notes: a The baseline figure is the predicted proportion of mothers breastfeeding, calculated at the mean of all variables in the model. 

b Marginal effects are the predicted change in the proportion of mothers breastfeeding for those with the relevant characteristic—a negative
value indicates this characteristic reduces breastfeeding rates. Analysis includes only those who initiated breastfeeding.*** p < .001, ** p < .01,
* p < .1

Mothers of infants aged 4–12 months, multivariate analyses of whether still breastfeedingTable 3



Job characteristics Job characteristics Percentage of 
and child care working mothers

%

Baseline predicted percentagea 32 31

Marginal effectsb

Mother’s working hours

(1–14 hours) Reference Reference 38

15–34 hours –15 *** –13 *** 42

35 hours or more –14 *** –12 *** 20

Mother’s job characteristics

Self-employed 7 * 5 29

Flexible hours 11 *** 11 *** 46

Higher status occupations 2 3 35

Uses parental child care only 10 *** 35

Number of observations 1,668 1,668
Notes: a The baseline figure is the predicted proportion of mothers breastfeeding, calculated at the mean of all variables in the model. 

b Marginal effects are the predicted change in the proportion of women breastfeeding for those with the relevant characteristic—a negative value
indicates this characteristic reduces breastfeeding rates. Model also included variables listed in Table 3. Analysis includes only those who 
initiated breastfeeding.*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .1

Working mothers of infants age 4–12 months, multivariate analysis of whether still breastfeedingTable 4

Discussion
Exploring these relationships between maternal
employment and breastfeeding provides useful
information, in the Australian context, on the
degree to which breastfeeding is curtailed by
women’s return to work after the birth of a child.

The subject of maternal employment and breastfeed-
ing has been raised in recent discussions of the merits
of a paid parental leave system (Productivity Com-
mission, 2008). The paper found that women on leave
from employment had higher breastfeeding rates
than those not employed and not on leave. However,
this was related to the fact that women on leave had 
a higher representation of women with other 
characteristics related to higher breastfeeding rates—
notably, they were more highly educated and older.
Once such characteristics were taken into account,
there were no significant differences between these
groups of women not back at work. To the extent to
which more widespread access to parental leave
would allow women to remain at home longer, this
would certainly allow them to breastfeed for a more
extended period. 

Regardless of parental leave availability, there will be
some women who need or wish to return to work in
the infant’s first year, and for these women it is impor-
tant that the workplace accommodates their need to
breastfeed. Here, the results indicated that having
access to flexible work hours is an important factor in
explaining higher breastfeeding rates. Clearly, shorter
work hours also provide opportunities for breastfeed-
ing. As such, ensuring part-time and flexible work is
accessible to women across different occupations and
industries is an important aspect of considering the
work–family balance of mothers with infants. Many
employed women do continue breastfeeding, and
these workplace factors are no doubt important in
explaining how this is possible.

Internationally, several countries have addressed
breastfeeding issues by adopting breastfeeding
breaks for working mothers. In the US, a small num-
ber of states have laws that provide mandates for
workplace support of breastfeeding, although there
is considerable variation in what these laws require
of employers (Vance, 2005). Employed mothers in
several European countries—including Portugal,
Italy and Spain—also have access to breastfeeding
breaks (Fine-Davis, Fagnani, Giovannini, Højgaard,
& Clarke, 2004; Hegewisch & Gornick, 2008).
(Many European countries do not provide for
breastfeeding breaks, because more generous
parental leave entitlements mean there are high
proportions of mothers at home when they are still
breastfeeding.)

Within the Australian workplace, it is up to individ-
uals to negotiate access to breastfeeding breaks or
facilities, although employers are encouraged to
provide a “breastfeeding-friendly” workplace, both
in the context of not allowing discrimination
against breastfeeding mothers and as a measure to
encourage mothers to return to work. A breastfeed-
ing-friendly workplace is one in which women have
access to a suitable place to breastfeed or express
milk, are given adequate breaks to do so and can
talk to their employer about their breastfeeding
needs. A benefit to employers of creating such an
environment is that it is a way of retaining staff and
reducing absenteeism.

Workplaces are not the only places of support; sup-
port for breastfeeding can also come from within
the family and from friends. Also, organisations
such as the Australian Breastfeeding Association
provide support to women through access to infor-
mation and counsellors who can advise mothers on
how work and breastfeeding can be combined.
While not the subject of this paper, it is likely that
support from a range of places is important to those
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Having access to flexible work hours is 
an important factor in explaining higher 
breastfeeding rates
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it is important to address how maternal employ-
ment affects breastfeeding, so too it is important to
seek to reduce those effects that lead to lower
breastfeeding among, for example, those with lower
education and those with first-born children, who
start out with high initial breastfeeding rates but
have high rates of cessation in the early weeks or
months.

A further question is whether the effects presented
in either Table 3 or Table 4 are stronger (or weaker)
among children of particular ages, say, among the
younger infants. This is pertinent, as international
studies find that conflict between work and breast-
feeding is most likely when infants are younger, as
this is when breastfeeding needs are greater
(Hawkins, Griffiths, & Dezateux, 2007; Roe et al.,
1999). This was explored in this paper by estimat-
ing the above models separately for the different
age groups. No particular patterns were evident.
However, this particular approach is perhaps not
the best way to test for such effects; for example, it
is more relevant to analyse breastfeeding and
return to work as a dynamic process (that is, by
examining month-by-month changes in employ-
ment and breastfeeding status). Research by
Lindberg (1996) and Kimbro (2006) found that
return-to-work associations with breastfeeding are
greatest around the time of return to work, as
women wean in preparation (perhaps because the
return to work was timed for when breastfeeding
was planned to end, or because a need to return to
work required a cessation of breastfeeding), or
cease breastfeeding because of the conflict between
employment and breastfeeding. After returning to
work, if still breastfeeding, the mother’ employment
status is less likely to have an impact on breast-
feeding rates, as mothers are likely to have
developed strategies to maintain the balance of
work and breastfeeding requirements. Such an
analysis of breastfeeding and employment is possi-
ble with the LSAC data, but is not within the scope
of this paper.

Finally, it is important to recognise that these 
findings do not say that leave or employment char-
acteristics cause certain breastfeeding behaviour.
Women may have selected their breastfeeding pat-
terns to fit in with their work arrangements or,
alternatively, the breastfeeding patterns may have
taken precedence, and they may have selected their
work arrangements to ensure breastfeeding could
continue as desired. For other women, for whom
breastfeeding was not initiated or stopped early on,
or for women who never intended to return to work
in the year or so after the birth, the conflict between
breastfeeding and work may never have existed.

Conclusion
The large-scale, nationally representative study,
LSAC, has provided a valuable opportunity to
explore further the relationship between employ-
ment and breastfeeding.  The existence of
breastfeeding information, collected at the same
time as current job status, child care and various
other family characteristics, enables a more 

women attempting to sustain breastfeeding, espe-
cially if they also need to manage their roles as
workers.

The expectation that work is likely to conflict with
breastfeeding is based on the premise that paid
employment requires mother and child to be apart
through some form of non-maternal child care. This
paper has shown that, for many families with an
infant, paid work is managed without the use of
informal or formal child care, and in these families,
the rate of breastfeeding is significantly higher. This
is clearly a useful strategy for those who have this as
an option.

The results of the present analyses also confirm the
findings of several other studies—that maternal
employment is just one of a number of factors
explaining variations in breastfeeding rates. Just as
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thorough examination of these relationships than is
often possible. Clearly, breastfeeding rates vary
with a range of characteristics, some of which are
related to the nature of maternal employment.

There are several ways in which these findings are
relevant to policy. In the area of parental leave, it is
relevant that breastfeeding continues to be placed
as an issue of concern for those women who return
to work sooner than they would like, and who find
it difficult to combine work with breastfeeding. On
the workplace side, it is important that opportuni-
ties be explored for continuing to encourage
breastfeeding-friendly workplaces. Shorter work
hours and flexible work hours are particularly
related to higher breastfeeding rates. Finally, some
women continue breastfeeding while in paid
employment by managing with only parental child
care. While this may not be something that policy
can encourage, it is important that appropriate
workplace supports allow this type of arrangement
and, in part, this may be about providing opportu-
nities for women to undertake highly flexible work
while they are still breastfeeding, or at least while
children are young, so that they have this option.

Endnotes

1 Growing Up in Australia was initiated and funded by the
Australian Government Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs and is managed
in partnership with the Australian Institute of Family
Studies. Data are being collected over 7 years from two
cohorts every 2 years. The B (infant) cohort of 5,107 chil-
dren aged 3–19 months in 2003–04 will be followed until
they reach 6–7 years of age, and the K (child) cohort com-
prising 4,983 children aged 4–5 years in 2003–04 will be fol-
lowed until they reach 10–11 years of age. Study informants
include the child (when of an appropriate age) and their
parents, carers and teachers and come from urban and rural
areas of all states and territories of Australia. The collection
for Wave 1 was conducted throughout 2004. The survey
contains extensive information about the children, their
family and their environment. For a detailed description of
the design of LSAC, see Soloff, Lawrence, and Johnstone
(2005).

2 Also, informal (predominantly grandparent) care is widely
used by parents with young children, and may provide dif-
ferent opportunities for breastfeeding than formal child care
arrangements. However, among those using formal child
care will be some with access to workplace-provided child
care, and for these women breastfeeding may be more easily
managed. One UK study found that UK children cared for in
informal care settings were less likely to be still breastfed
than children cared for by parents or in formal care settings
(Hawkins, Griffiths, & Dezateux, 2007). They also found
that employed women were more likely to have breastfed to
at least 4 months after the birth if their employer offered
family-friendly child care arrangements. In this paper, dif-
ferences have not been presented for breastfeeding accord-
ing to formal versus informal care, mainly because
employer-provided formal care could not be identified and,
also, testing of different breastfeeding rates for formal versus
informal care revealed no significant differences. This may
be explored further in future work.

3 The effect of changes in the explanatory variables on the
probability of mothers breastfeeding varies with the value of
all the explanatory variables in the model, and hence esti-
mated regression coefficients are difficult to interpret. The
effects of the explanatory variables can be intuitively illus-
trated using these “marginal effects”. The full regression
results are available from the author.
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be exposed to this risk. Heitmeuller and Inglis (2004) used
the British Household Panel Survey to track respondents
between 1991 and 2002 and found that 44% of the working-
age population had caring responsibilities at any one point in
time, while 1% provided informal care for all eleven years.
Other projections using this survey suggest that nearly every-
one will be a carer at some point in their lives, and that more
than 56% of women and 40% of men will be involved in pro-
viding informal care for more than 20 hours per week by age
65 (Hirst, 2002).

Studies in Australia and overseas indicate that the decision to
leave work or remain in paid employment depends on a vari-
ety of circumstances (Arksey, Kemp, Glendinning,
Kotchetkovic, & Tozer, 2005; Gray et al., 2008; Henz, 2004,
2006; Hutton & Hirst, 2000; Pavalko & Henderson, 2006;
Scharlach, Sobel, & Roberts, 1991). The most obvious of
these is intensity of care. In situations where there is one pri-
mary carer and the care recipient has severe or profound
limitations on their capacity to conduct core daily activities
of living—such as mobility, communication and personal
care—the need for assistance will be great and the associated
carer responsibility intense. Where the care recipient has
milder difficulties or where the responsibilities of care can be
shared, then the caring role will be correspondingly lighter.

Households vary in their ability to offer support, resources
or commitments to someone trying to balance their
employment with newly acquired caring responsibilities.
Much has been written about a “sandwich generation” of
parents with young children who suddenly find they also
need to look after an ailing relative in the elder generation.
In some circumstances, both spouses could have separate
caring responsibilities or a spouse could provide additional
support to the main carer and share the care responsibili-
ties. One quantitative study of employees in the US found
that social supports were a key factor in lowering the prob-
ability of the carer feeling that they need to leave work in
order to continue caring (Scharlach et al., 1991).

Greater household wealth and having a spouse who is
employed can lead to having either a greater capacity to pur-
chase caring services or a buffer against reduced income
from employment. The level of employee earnings is, in turn,
affected by a combination of years of education and experi-
ence in the workforce and may also be associated with the
capacity to reduce hours of work. Employees who commence
care are more likely than the rest of the population to reduce
their hours of work or withdraw from the labour force alto-
gether. Thomson et al. (in press) found that roughly a third of

The likelihood of employees becoming carers
In an era in which policies aim to increase labour force
participation in the context of an ageing population, an
important question is how many employees will experi-
ence the competing demands of paid work and informal
care responsibilities? Until recently, the only way of
answering this question in Australia was to ask how many
people were informal carers and employed at a single point
in time, using cross-sectional data. According to the 2003
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Survey of Disability,
Ageing and Carers (SDAC), at a single point in time, about
13% of employees combine informal caring and employ-
ment (Thomson, Hill, Griffiths, & Bittman, in press).
However, using the narrower category of primary carer—
that is, the person who provides the most informal
assistance to a care recipient, as distinct from any informal
assistance—the answer is a much lower figure of 2%.1 The
proportion of primary carers in this situation is important,
because being a primary carer is one of the requirements
that gives informal carers a claim on some state support for
their caring. In other words, the primary caring role makes
them eligible for Carer Payment (a tightly targeted pen-
sion) or Carer Allowance (financial assistance).2 Many of
these carers are also employed; a study by Gray, Edwards,
and Zmijewski (2008) found that almost a quarter of Carer
Payment recipients and half of Carer Allowance recipients
in their sample were employed.

However, there is a better way of thinking about the likeli-
hood of people finding themselves combining employment
with significant caring responsibilities. The alternative
approach is to think of the risk of caring responsibilities aris-
ing during an individual’s working life. This is the way we
think when we say that one in every three marriages will end
in divorce. At any single point in time, the rate of divorce is
very low; 1.3% of married persons were divorced in 2001, the
most recent year in which this rate was calculated (ABS,
2007). This longitudinal way of thinking allows us to estimate
the risk of combining employment with the responsibility of
caring for a frail older person or a person with a disability.
Using data from Waves 2 to 4 of the Household Income and
Labour Dynamics Australia (HILDA) survey,3 we estimate
that between 240,000 and 320,000 or 3–4% of Australian
employees become carers each year. This figure is similar to
that of Pavalko and Henderson (2006), using longitudinal
data in the United States (US), who found that around 6% of
female employees became carers in any two-year period. It
also accords with research in the United Kingdom (UK),
which suggests that a large percentage of the workforce will
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women working full-time when they began caring were no
longer working full-time in a subsequent year. About one-
quarter of women who were working part-time and who
commenced caring responsibilities also left employment in a
subsequent year. In addition, once carers leave employment
they may have difficulties returning to paid work. Gray et al.
(2008) found that barriers to gaining employment for carers
who were not employed included difficulties in arranging
work hours and a lack of alternative care arrangements.
Workplace arrangements such as family leave have been
shown to support new carers to remain in employment (Pal-
valko & Henderson, 2006).

Strangely, while the literature on combining work with the
care of healthy young children is profuse, the literature on
those who juggle employment and care for adults or chil-
dren with a disability is relatively sparse. There are some
celebrated analyses of the penalty in earnings associated
with motherhood; however, there is no parallel stream of
research on earnings forgone as a result of being responsi-
ble for the care of adults or children with disabilities. Yet
income security for carers is an increasingly important
policy issue, as is planning for a self-funded retirement.
The long-term effects of juggling work and care on rela-
tionships, social participation and health also should not
be underestimated. Using information from the HILDA
survey, our study, Negotiating Caring and Employment
(Thomson et al., in press), attempted to address this
deficit. This article focuses on a component of the study
that examined those job characteristics which act as facil-
itators of and barriers to carers’ employment.

Data on the dynamics of caring and employment
The HILDA survey is a nationally representative panel survey
that started in 2001. Nearly 10,000 workforce-aged respon-
dents provided information in each of the first four waves of
data collection (2001–04). There was no specific question
identifying carers in the HILDA data until 2005. Neverthe-
less, it is possible to identify carers in the HILDA data by
using a mixture of responses to questions in the personal
interview and data gathered by the self-completion ques-
tionnaire (Watson & Wooden, 2002). The self-completion
questionnaire asked respondents about how much time they
spent caring for an adult. We classified carers by the intensity
of caring responsibilities, indicated by the time they spent
caring. Those caring more than 20 hours per week were clas-
sified as having an “intensive” burden of care, those spending
5–20 hours per week on caring were classified as having
“medium” caring responsibilities, and those devoting less
than 5 hours per week to this task were placed in the cate-
gory of having “lighter” caring duties. In addition, anyone
who indicated in their personal interview that they: (a)
received Carer Allowance or Carer Payment (which both
have stringent eligibility criteria), (b) were working part-time
instead of full-time because they had to care for another
adult, or (c) their main activity since last working was caring
for an ill or disabled person, were classified as having “inten-
sive” caring responsibilities.4 Based on this method of
identification, an estimated 595 of those employed (with no
caring responsibilities) in Wave 1 became carers in Waves 2,
3 or 4. Around 10% (63) of those who became carers left the
workforce. Of the “new carers”, 63% had light caring respon-
sibilities (less than five hours per week), 23% cared for 5–20
hours, and 14% cared for more than 20 hours per week
(unweighted percentages).

Job characteristics in the HILDA data
This article is devoted to discovering those characteristics of
employment that might reduce the likelihood of workers
leaving work once they become carers. We describe the
results of multivariate analyses, which allow us to study the
influence of employment characteristics independently from
the control variables: intensity of care; household supports,

resources and commitments; and demographic differences
known to affect participation in employment (see Table A1).

A range of variables drawn from the HILDA data was used to
identify different aspects of work: mode of employment,
occupation, workplace arrangements, subjective job charac-
teristics, and satisfaction with aspects of their job. Mode of
employment covers whether the individual was self-
employed or worked part-time before caring, was in a casual
rather than permanent job, worked in the private sector, had
an irregular schedule, or worked some hours from home. In
addition, under this heading, we investigated whether union
membership, being in a supervisory position, and the size of
the workplace made a difference. Occupations vary in the
amount of autonomy and flexibility an employee has with
respect to the competing demands of work and care and this
factor was also considered in the analysis.

Previous research has revealed wide differences in access to
carer-friendly provisions—notably, carers’ leave, flexible
start and finish times, permanent part-time work, or home-
based work (Bittman, Hoffman, & Thompson, 2004; Gray &
Tudball, 2002). Access to these arrangements may be impor-
tant in enabling carers to continue their employment;
however, previous research has also indicated that employ-
ees’ knowledge of workplace arrangements is poor, their
implementation is frequently haphazard and the take-up of
relevant provisions is often low (Bittman et al., 2004; Gray &
Tudball, 2002). So carers’ perceptions of what is possible in
their workplace may be more important predictors of
whether they remain employed at the onset of caring respon-
sibilities than having access to formal provisions.

In the HILDA survey, respondents were asked to rate on a
scale of 1 to 7 various aspects of their job. From these
answers it was possible to identify employees reporting (a)
high stress in their job, (b) low levels of job security, (c) doing
routine work, (d) having lower levels of autonomy in their
job, and (e) that their workplace was not family-friendly.

A further dimension is employees’ ratings of the satisfaction
they gain from work, which may affect a carer’s decision to
leave or continue in work. HILDA respondents were asked to
indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 how satisfied they were with
their pay, job security, the work itself, the hours worked and
the ability to balance work and non-work commitments.

Barriers and facilitators: Job characteristics
The study used probit regression models to estimate the
effect of factors in the work situation associated with employ-
ees leaving work in the first year they report taking on care
responsibilities. The models controlled for demographic
characteristics and household constraints and resources that
may be associated with labour force participation, as well as
the intensity of care provided. Individuals employed in
Waves 1, 2 and 3 of the HILDA survey (time t – 1) who
reported they commenced caring in the subsequent wave
(time t) were identified and pooled to create the sample of
595 “new carers”. Only the first transition into care for each
respondent was selected, so no individual appears more than
once in the sample of new carers. The dependent variable in
the multivariate analyses was 1 if the new carer was not in
employment in time t, and zero otherwise. The findings are
based on a series of models that were run with all control
variables, and a single job characteristic entered into each
model. The results for the model with only control charac-
teristics and for the models with controls plus each job
characteristic are reported in Table A1 in the Appendix. The
controls were: intensity of care, presence and age of children,
whether unpartnered, if partner was a carer, spouse’s earn-
ings, whether an outright home owner, sex, age, whether
from non-English speaking background, and whether the
new carer has a disability or long-term health condition.
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casual employees. Precarious employees are least likely to
be protected by union membership when bargaining for
special treatment.

Similarly, the finding that individuals with more responsibil-
ity for supervising other employees are less likely to leave
employment may indicate that their position of responsibil-
ity in the workplace gives them a greater capacity to adapt
their work practices to attend to care responsibilities. Larger
sized firms, it stands to reason, are more likely to have
employees who could cover for other employees and be able
to accommodate employees’ requests for flexibility. It
appears that “labourers and related workers” (which
includes employees such as cleaners, factory workers, prod-
uct packagers and labourers in the mining, construction and
agricultural industries) were the occupational group most
likely to leave employment at the onset of care. Individuals
with base case characteristics and in this occupational group
increased their probability of leaving by 19 percentage points
compared to all other occupational groups. (The effect for
intensive carers was 28 percentage points.)

Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, many of the modes of
employment characteristics were not significantly associated
with leaving employment, including: being self-employed,
working some hours from home, working irregular sched-
ules, and whether working in the private or public sector.

Workplace arrangements
Table 1 reports the proportion of employees who became
carers in Waves 2–4 and all Wave 1 employees who
reported that they definitely had access to each workplace
arrangement in their current job. The proportion of new
carers who had access to each of these presumably carer-
friendly workplace arrangements was almost identical to
the proportion found among all employees. Among
employees who became carers, the most common arrange-
ment available (for over 50% of this group) was the ability
to use permanent part-time work in their current job. This
may indicate that a higher proportion of these employees
were already part-time employees. The least common
carer-friendly workplace arrangement was the ability to
work from home, a provision that was available to less than
20% of both new carers and all employees. Employees who
became carers were marginally less likely than all employ-
ees to have access to flexible start and finish times.1

It is important to know whether any one specific workplace
arrangement or combination of arrangements enables a
carer to continue in employment. Figure 1 illustrates the
proportion of new carers and all employees who had access
to various combinations of workplace arrangements. In this
diagram, the least carer-friendly working condition was
where employees had no access to any of these workplace
arrangements, while the most carer-friendly circumstances

Results
The baseline predicted probability of a new carer leaving
the labour force was 8%. This probability referred to a indi-
vidual with the average characteristics of the new carer
sample: a woman, aged 45 years, of English-speaking back-
ground, without a disability, caring for less than 5 hours
per week, not an outright home owner, and in a couple,
whose partner was not a carer, and whose partner was
earning around $32,000 a year.

Model 1 in Table A1 shows that a number of demographic,
care and household characteristics were associated with
new carers leaving employment. These included intensity
of care, presence of children, a spouse who was a carer, and
the level of the spouse’s earnings. As expected, the analy-
sis showed that more demanding care responsibilities and
having preschool age children were independently associ-
ated with leaving employment at the onset of informal
care. Caring for more than 20 hours per week increased
the predicted probability of leaving employment for the
base case from 8% to 26%. Having a child under 5 years, as
well as caring for more than 20 hours per week, further
increased this probability to 50%. Higher levels of partner
earnings were associated with a greater probability of leav-
ing employment, although with a smaller effect. Having a
spouse who was also a carer lowered the probability of
leaving employment by 5 percentage points. A female lone
parent aged 45 with a child under 5 and base case charac-
teristics had a 51% probability of leaving paid work at the
onset of care.

Personal factors that were also somewhat inconsistently
associated with a higher probability of leaving paid work in
the additional models estimated were: being female, the
employee having a disability themselves, being older, and
coming from a culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)
background.

Mode of employment
The lower section of Table A1 reports the results for each
job characteristic based on the additional models 
estimated with all control factors and single job character-
istics. Among the mode of employment factors in the
analysis, being in casual employment, working part-time
prior to caring, having no supervisory responsibilities, not
belonging to a union and working for a smaller firm (less
than 100 employees) were all associated with a higher risk
of leaving employment. For the base case scenario
described above, working in a casual rather than perma-
nent job increased the probability of leaving paid work by
12%. If the new carer was caring for 5–20 hours per week,
the effect of casual employment was a 17% increase in the
probability of leaving, and if caring for more than 20 hours
per week (intensive carer) the effect of being a casual
employee was a 22% increase. Working part-time instead of
full-time increased the likelihood of an intensive carer
leaving paid work by 22%, and not being in a supervisory
position increased the predicted probability of leaving
employment for intensive carers by 18%. Intensive carers
who were not union members had an 11% increase in the
probability of leaving employment compared with union
members, and if they were working in a smaller firm (less
than 100 employees) the effect was a 10% increase.

The finding that casual employees are more likely to leave
employment may indicate that employees in these jobs
are less able to negotiate changes in their employment
conditions that facilitate caring. There is a strong associa-
tion between casual employment and part-time work: 84%
of the casual workers were employed part-time. Full-time
work was strongly associated with permanent employment
(only 5% were casuals), while part-time work was more
likely to be precarious, with 43% of part-timers working as
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All Wave 1
New carers able to employees able to

Workplace use arrangement use arrangement
arrangement in current job (%) in current job (%)

Carer’s leave 48 48

Permanent 54 48
part-time work

Home-based work 17 19

Flexible start and 42 46
finish times

No.of observations 595 8,364

Source: HILDA Version 4.1

Access to workplace arrangements by new carers
and all Wave 1 employees

Table 1



were where employees could access all four. Once again, the
distribution of the number of arrangements is very similar for
employees who become carers and all employees. The high-
est proportion, around a quarter of the employees who
became carers and all employees, did not have access to any
of these carer-friendly provisions. In contrast, less than 10%
had access to all four provisions. Almost half of employees
(48%), regardless of carer status, reported that they were
unable to use any, or at best, only one carer-friendly arrange-
ment in the workplace. Just over a quarter of employees
(26–27%) had access to three or more carer-friendly provi-
sions. In summary, the distribution of carer-friendly
arrangements is heavily skewed towards the low end of
access to these provisions, with the vast majority of the
employees reporting access to two or fewer workplace provi-
sions. In addition, employees who became carers had similar
levels of access to these arrangements as all employees.

The multivariate analysis was designed to discover if
access to these workplace arrangements might help
employees who have become carers to remain in employ-
ment. Table 2 shows that employees with access to any
arrangements were less likely to leave employment than
those with no access. The analysis suggests that the criti-
cal factor is having some access to any arrangement rather
than none, because, among employees who became carers,
having a greater number of provisions was not associated
with a greater likelihood of remaining employed, holding
other factors constant. 

Employees’ ratings of their job characteristics
A consistent finding in the analysis was that individuals who
perceived their jobs to be insecure had a higher probability
of leaving employment once they undertook informal car-
ing. The relationship between perceived low job security
and the decision to leave employment was one of the
strongest associations found in this study. For a new carer
with base case characteristics (caring for less than 5 hours
per week), reporting low job security increased the proba-
bility of leaving employment by 14 percentage points. The
effect for intensive carers was 26 percentage points. Two
interpretations of this finding about low job security spring
to mind. First, those who believe their employment is pre-
carious may feel less able to request work conditions
compatible with their caring responsibilities. Thus, even if
carers have formal access to workplace arrangements, they
may lack “effective access” due to the workplace culture or
an individual supervisor who is not supportive of employees
taking up such arrangements. Alternatively, those rating
their continuing employment prospects as poor may be
resigned to the eventual loss of their job and view the new
care responsibilities as a reason to bring forward the cessa-
tion of their employment. In-depth studies may be able to
determine which of these competing interpretations is the
most salient. But for the moment, it is worth noting that 

carers feeling secure in their current job was a powerful pre-
dictor of them maintaining employment despite an
increased responsibility for care.

The propensity to leave the workforce when faced with an
increased responsibility for care is not restricted to those
with casual jobs. Correlation analysis revealed that casual
employment and low ratings of job security were not sig-
nificantly related. This indicates that some permanent
employees also rated their jobs as insecure and their short-
term prospects of remaining in their current job as low.

A related finding was that employees who reported that
they lacked autonomy in their jobs were more likely to
leave employment at the onset of care. This aspect of job
design seems to have more influence over the decision to
remain in or to leave employment than having a routine
job, stress or even the perceived level of family-friendliness
of the carer’s workplace, since these subjective job char-
acteristics were not found to have a significant association
with leaving employment at the onset of care.

Job satisfaction
The findings about the salience of perceived job security
were reinforced by the analysis of job satisfaction. Among the
five satisfaction measures outlined earlier, higher ratings of
satisfaction with job security and satisfaction with pay were
significantly associated with a lower probability of leaving
work. This mirrored the other findings reported above, sug-
gesting that a sense of insecurity in employment was a
significant factor in inducing new carers to leave their jobs.
The other four measures of job satisfaction—satisfaction
with hours, the work itself, and the flexibility to balance work
and non-work commitments—were not significantly associ-
ated with leaving work once commencing care.
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Employees with access to a combination of 
carer-friendly workplace arrangements

Figure 1

Number of workplace Probit coefficient Predicted probability of 
arrangements estimate Standard error p-value leaving employment

Caring < 5 hours Caring > 20 hours 
per week per week

Reference group: no access .16 .40

One –0.62 0.23 < .01 .06 .19

Two –0.61 0.21 < .01 .06 .19

Three –0.47 0.22 < .05 .07 .23

Four –0.43 0.28 .12 .08 .25

Notes: Predicted probabilities refer to the base case scenario outlined in the main text, with levels of caring as indicated.

The effect of having access to workplace arrangements on leaving employmentTable 2



4 Around 13% of women and 9% of men reported care responsibilities
in Wave 1 of HILDA, which accords with the ABS estimate (using the
SDAC) that 12.5% of the adult population are carers (ABS, 2003),
although HILDA-based estimates exclude some carers of children
with a disability. About 3–4% of women and 2% of men reported
intensive care responsibilities (cared for more than 20 hours per
week) in the HILDA survey. These figures correspond with the ABS
estimate that 2.4% of the adult population are primary carers (pro-
vide the main assistance to a person who needs help with self-care,
communication or mobility). Due to differences in survey methods
for HILDA (Waves 1–4) and the ABS SDAC, the carer populations
identified in these surveys are likely to be different.
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Conclusion
The difficulties of reconciling the care of young children and
employment have attracted substantial attention throughout
the developed world. However, the difficulties of reconciling
work with caring for frail older people, those with long-term
illness or those with a disability have only recently become a
topic of investigation and included in policy debates. Yet, the
newly available data from longitudinal studies show that,
over the course of a working life, the risk of employees
acquiring substantial caring responsibilities is high (probably
close to 1 in 2). Becoming a carer is often an unplanned life
event. It is more likely to occur once a career is well-estab-
lished but nevertheless, when it happens, it significantly
lowers workforce participation, especially for women.

A variety of characteristics of the mode of employment
increases the probability of employees leaving employment
in response to the onset of new caring responsibilities. These
are: being a casual rather than a permanent employee, work-
ing part-time, having no supervisory responsibilities, not
belonging to a union, and working for a smaller firm (less
than 100 employees).

Lack of access to any carer-friendly workplace arrangements
also predicts that employees are likely to leave their jobs
when they become carers. In contrast, access to at least one
workplace arrangement (special leave for caring, permanent
part-time work, flexible start and finish times, or home-based
work) improves the odds of staying in employment. Among
these workplace arrangements, access to permanent part-
time work most significantly increases the odds of remaining
in employment for new carers. Having access to special leave
for caring plays a less influential role in helping employees
combine care and employment.

Employees’ perceptions of poor job security reveal a per-
sistent and powerful tendency to increase the risk of
leaving the workforce. Lack of autonomy in the workplace
also significantly predicts that new carers will leave the
workplace. In these circumstances, it is no surprise to find
that higher satisfaction with job security and, to a lesser
extent, satisfaction with pay also improves the prospects of
new carers remaining in employment.

Perhaps the most important thing this analysis demon-
strates is the power of longitudinal analysis. Understanding
the changing prevalence of caring and its effects will
increase greatly as the successive waves of data accumu-
late and improvements are made to the instruments. Given
the projected effects of structural ageing and the financial
difficulties of funding retirement and health care for baby
boomers, these kinds of studies will provide vital, policy-
relevant information.

Endnotes
1 A “carer” is defined in the ABS Survey of Disability, Ageing and

Carers as “a person of any age who provides any informal assistance,
in terms of help or supervision, to persons with disabilities or long-
term conditions, or persons who are older (i.e. aged 60 or over). The
assistance has to be ongoing, or likely to be ongoing, for at least six
months” (ABS, 2003, p. 71).

2 Carer Payment is an income- and asset-tested pension with a single
rate of $546.80 a fortnight. Carer Allowance is an income top-up
payment of $100.60 a fortnight, which is not income-tested. The
requirements for Carer Payment are very stringent and only 116,614
people received this payment as at June 2007, compared with
393,263 recipients of Carer Allowance at the same time (Edwards,
Higgins, Gray, Zmijewski, & Kingston, 2008).

3 This paper uses unit record data from the Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey. The HILDA Project was
initiated and is funded by the Australian Government Department of
Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
(FaHCSIA) and is managed by the Melbourne Institute of Applied
Economic and Social Research (MIAESR). The findings and views
reported in this paper, however, are those of the authors and should not
be attributed to either FaHCSIA or the MIAESR.
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Average 
Variable Coefficient Standard error Significance marginal effect
Intercept –2.542 0.487 ***

Model 1 (controls only)
Care responsibilities, family support and resources, demographics

Caring for 5–20 hours per week 0.270 0.179
Caring for > 20 hours per week 0.737 0.192 *** 0.12
Has child aged under 5 years 0.644 0.256 ** 0.10
One child aged 5–14 years –0.246 0.237
Two children aged 5–14 years –0.058 0.219
Has child aged 15–20 years –0.150 0.189
Does not have a partner 0.619 0.311 ** 0.10
Spouse is a carer –0.478 0.236 ** –0.08
Log of spouse’s earnings 0.057 0.028 ** 0.009
Home-owner –0.011 0.181
Male –0.236 0.162
Age 0.012 0.008
Born in non–English speaking country 0.363 0.230
Has disability 0.331 0.173 * 0.05

Model 1 plus individual variables
Mode of employment

Self-employed 0.397 0.218 * –0.10
Previously worked part-time 0.743 0.168 *** 0.11
Casual 0.671 0.171 *** 0.10
Private sector 0.022 0.160
Works irregular schedule 0.246 0.186
Works some hours from home –0.261 0.178
Is union member –0.352 0.174 ** –0.06
Supervises other employees –0.659 0.170 *** –0.10
Workplace has 20–99 employees –0.200 0.172
Workplace has > 99 employees –0.405 0.200 ** –0.07

Occupation
Labourers and related workers 0.807 0.239 *** 0.13

Workplace arrangements in current job
Able to use special leave for caring for family members –0.269 0.152 * –0.04
Able to use permanent part-time work –0.487 0.157 *** –0.08
Able to use home-based work –0.086 0.197
Able to use flexible start and finish times –0.095 0.151

Subjective job characteristics
Reports high stress in job –0.039 0.197
Reports low job security 0.725 0.170 *** 0.11
Is in more routine work 0.169 0.163
Has low level of autonomy in job 0.364 0.152 ** 0.05
Workplace is not family-friendly –0.003 0.225

Satisfaction levels
Total satisfaction with pay –0.060 0.027 ** –0.01
Satisfied with job security –0.164 0.031 *** –0.02
Satisfied with work itself 0.021 0.035
Satisfied with hours worked 0.016 0.030
Satisfied with flexibility to balance work and –0.020 0.027
non-work commitments
Sample size 595

Notes: *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .1. Models estimated in SAS version 9.2 using proc probit and proc qlim to estimate average marginal effects. Coefficients in this table
for job characteristics are based on models estimated using all controls plus that individual variable. Full results for each model are available from the authors on request.

Leaving paid employment among new carers, probit modelsTable A1

Appendix
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half century ago, most people in Western
nations, including Australians and Amer-
icans, had one lifetime partner: their
spouses. The daring or the bohemian
may have lived with someone without

marrying, but most people married a husband or
wife without cohabiting first; and they tended to
stay married. A generation later, the risk of divorce
had increased greatly and living with a partner out-
side of marriage was becoming respectable. Still, it
was common to have just one partner during one’s
lifetime. But by the 1990s and early 2000s that had
changed. As cohabitation became the way a major-
ity of people began a first partnership, and as rates
of separation and divorce remained high, it became
increasingly uncommon to go through adulthood
with just one partner.

Multiple partnerships
In the United States, for instance, a first union that
is begun outside of marriage, as a majority now are,
has a high risk of ending in a break-up, whether or
not the couple marries while they are still together.
Consider American women who begin their first
union by cohabiting with a man. Forty-nine per
cent of these unions, according to the 1995 National
Survey of Family Growth, were predicted to end in
disruption within five years, and 69% were pre-
dicted to end in disruption within 15 years. In
addition, first marriages, whether preceded by
cohabitation or not, have a substantial probability
of ending in a break-up in the United States: 43%
end in separation or divorce within 15 years (Bram-
lett & Mosher, 2002). It is probably the case that
only a minority of young adults in the United States
will go through life with just one live-in partner.

Moreover, it is becoming common—although not
yet the experience of the majority—to have a series
of live-in partners during adulthood. This trend is a
consequence of increases in the flow into, and the
flow out of, cohabiting and marital partnerships.
Rates of cohabitation are far higher than in the past,
and marriage rates remain relatively high in the
United States. To be sure, marriage is no longer
nearly universal—as it was a half-century ago when
perhaps 95% of all adults married—but marriage
has not faded away. In fact, more than eight in ten
American women will marry, according to esti-
mates from the 1995 National Survey of Family
Growth (Andersson & Philipov, 2002), and they
tend to marry at younger ages than do women 
in many other Western countries. In addition,
according to Andersson and Philipov, rates of re-
partnering are high: more than half of American
women who end a union (either cohabiting or mar-
ital) enter another one within four years.

As for outflows, rates of union disruption are very
high in the United States—so high, in fact, that a
child living with married parents in the United
States has a higher probability of experiencing a
parental separation than does a child living with
cohabiting parents in Sweden (Heuveline, Timber-
lake, & Furstenberg, 2003). Figures 1 and 2 show
the percentages of marriages and cohabiting unions
that end in a disruption within five years in several
Western nations. Data from most of the nations
come from the Fertility and Family Surveys, a set of
comparable surveys carried out between 1989 and
1997. The American data source was the 1995
National Survey of Family Growth. The percentages
are life-table estimates that were calculated 
by Andersson and Philipov (2002). Australia, 
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Figure 2

unfortunately, did not participate in the Fertility and Family Sur-
veys program; the figures for Australia have been included from a
compilation of family statistics by the Australian Institute of Fam-
ily Studies (de Vaus, 2004). The Australian figures are not
precisely comparable to the figures for the other nations, but
they should be reasonably close. Similarly, close estimates have
been provided from other sources for Canada and Great Britain.1

Figure 1 shows that no nation had a risk of divorce that was even
remotely as high as the United States, where nearly one-fourth of
all marriages were predicted to end in separation or divorce within
five years. Australia’s risk of separation and divorce—9% within
five years—was comparable to that of several other countries,
such as Canada, Britain and Norway. Figure 2 shows that with
regard to the disruption of cohabiting unions the United States
once again had the highest risk—more than half were predicted to
end within five years. Here, Australia had a relatively high risk by
Western standards—four in ten would end within five years, the
third highest proportion of any country in the chart. The relatively
high risk for Australia suggests that its cohabiting unions are
mainly short-term phenomena, as in the United States. In con-
trast, cohabiting unions tend to last longer in some European
countries, where they are more often long-term substitutes for
marriage. Other statistics from the Australian Institute of Family

Studies 2004 compilation suggest that marriage
remains widespread in Australia. Seventy-seven per
cent of women were predicted to marry by age 40
(de Vaus, 2004), a higher figure than in France,
Britain or the former West Germany (Andersson &
Philipov, 2002). Overall, Australia seems to have
flows into and out of cohabitation and marriage that
are lower than in the United States, but are never-
theless substantial by Western standards.

In fact, what is emerging today is that a noticeable
minority of individuals will enter and leave several
partnerships during their lifetimes. We can com-
pare Australia and the United States in this regard
through a tabulation by Lixia Qu of the Australian
Institute of Family Studies from the 2001 House-
hold, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey and a tabulation I compiled from
the 2002 National Survey of Family Growth. These
data, which are presented in Figure 3, show the 
percentage of women aged 35 to 44 who have expe-
rienced three or more partnerships. For instance, a
woman might have married, divorced, cohabited
with a second man, ended that relationship and
married a third man. Bear in mind that as this
cohort of women ages further, the percentage is
likely to increase. Fourteen per cent of American
women had experienced this many relationships,
which is probably the highest level in the West.
Eleven per cent of Australian women had experi-
enced this many relationships, which, while lower
than the American figure, is still substantial. 
Moreover, among women with some university edu-
cation, the Australian percentages are equal to or
greater than the American percentages. It is only
among women without any university education
that Americans have substantially higher propor-
tions who have experienced multiple partnerships.
Australian women, one may conclude, have a rela-
tively high proportion of multiple partnerships by
Western standards.

The phenomenon of multiple partnerships may mat-
ter for family policy because of its potential effects on
children. When I began to do research on divorce and
remarriage in the 1970s, I thought that a lone par-
ent’s remarriage would improve the wellbeing of the
children who were involved. Yet, much research has
subsequently shown that children in step-families
fare no better, on average, than do children in lone-
parent families (Ganong & Coleman, 2004). More
generally, a number of studies now suggest that the
greater the number of family living arrangements
children experience, the lower, on average, their
wellbeing seems to be. These studies come from the
United States (Osborne & McLanahan, 2007; Sun &
Yuanzhang, 2008; Wu & Martinson, 1993), the
United Kingdom (Cockett & Tripp, 1994) and New
Zealand (Woodward, Fergusson, & Horwood, 2001).
For instance, the latter article reports on a longitudi-
nal study of over 1,000 children in Christchurch,
New Zealand, who were followed from birth to age 20.
The authors reported that the more changes in
parental living arrangements—parents’ separations,
divorces, deaths or remarriages—that girls experi-
enced by age 13, the more likely they were to have
become pregnant by age 20.
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experiences of three or more partnerships, is suggestive of substan-
tial numbers; but these women could have been disproportionately
childless. In addition, we do know that the percentage of Australian
children who experience the dissolution of their parents’ partner-
ship by age 15 (23%) (de Vaus, 2004) is smaller than the comparable
figure (40%) in America (Andersson & Philipov, 2002). Still, the sit-
uation in Australia appears to have been moving in the direction we
now see in the United States. Australian children may experience
fewer transitions, on average, than American children, but a non-
negligible proportion must already be experiencing two or three.

How should we react to this phenomenon?
When I talk to American audiences, I stress the need to support
stable care arrangements for children, regardless of the number of
parents and step-parents in the home. Currently, American fam-
ily policy is strongly weighted towards supporting marriage. To be
sure, support for marriage should be a major part of any nation’s
family policies. A well-functioning stable marriage is likely to pro-
vide the best environment for children. But in contemporary
society, many children are likely to spend time in lone-parent
families. The Fertility and Family Survey data suggest that 50% of
American children will spend some time in a lone-parent family
while growing up (Andersson & Philipov, 2002). For these chil-
dren, a stable lone-parent family environment may be superior to
an environment in which a lone parent brings a partner into the
household only to see him/her leave soon afterward. I suggest that
family policies, in addition to supporting marriage, should also
support lone-parent families so that they can remain stable until
such time as the parent finds a partner who will be good for them
and their children in the long-run.

Especially among low-income lone parents in the United States,
the hardships of limited incomes—such as overdue bills and the
cost of out-of-home child care—may lead some parents to start
cohabiting relationships sooner than they otherwise might. I am
not suggesting that lone parents make decisions about relation-
ships primarily for economic reasons; but the promise of support
could make a difference in some cases. And in these cases, a par-
ent could bring a partner into the household whose presence
would be only temporary.

Could the need for this type of partnership be lessened? Consider
a child support payment experiment conducted in the state of
Wisconsin. A randomly selected group of lone mothers receiving
public assistance was allowed to keep all of the child support pay-
ments they received from absent fathers. (The other lone parents
in the study had their payments effectively taxed by the state

This intriguing evidence in the research literature
suggests that the greater the number of transitions
to which children must adjust, the worse off they
appear to be with regard to outcomes such as
behaviour problems and teenage childbearing. It
may be that some of the new partners moving into
the home require children to readjust from what
had been a stable, well-functioning lone-parent
family system. Or it may be that some new partners
do not invest in the step-children’s wellbeing and
take the attention of parents away from their chil-
dren and towards the new relationship.

To be sure, not all children manifest these prob-
lems. In fact, the majority of children who
experience multiple transitions do not show an 
elevated level of difficulties. But the risk of experi-
encing problems seems to rise with the number of
transitions.

Is there a cause and effect relationship?
We cannot be sure. Perhaps some other character-
istics, such as a predisposition to depression, leads
some parents to have difficulty achieving stable
relationships and to pass along their depressive ten-
dencies to their children, and a researcher might
mistake this for a causal relationship between tran-
sitions and children’s difficulties. But it appears
likely that at least some of the relationship is causal.
Fomby and Cherlin (2007) investigated this rela-
tionship in an American two-generational survey.
The mothers of the children studied had themselves
been interviewed as adolescents. So when their
children’s experience of transitions was studied, it
was possible to control statistically for their moth-
ers’ experience of family transitions a generation
earlier and for their mothers’ own reports as ado-
lescents of delinquent behaviour, early sexual
behaviour, and so forth. Even after these adjust-
ments, it was found that the more family transitions
the children experienced, the more delinquent
behaviour they reported and the more behaviour
problems their mothers reported observing.

There are no figures available on the number 
of children in Australia who experience multiple
partnerships. Figure 3, which shows women’s 
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(1997). For the percentage of cohabiting relationships that
disrupt within five years (Figure 2), the British data are from
Kiernan (2002), and the Canadian data for predominantly
French-speaking Quebec and predominantly English-speak-
ing Ontario are from LaPierre-Adamcyk, Le Bourdais, and
Marcil-Gratton (1999).
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government.) When the study began, no one was
thinking about family relationships. But a few years
later, social scientists analysing the data found that
mothers who had been able to keep more of the
child support payments had been less likely to start
cohabiting relationships—although they had not
been less likely to marry (Cancian & Meyer, 2006).
The increased source of income may have allowed
some lone mothers to avoid the sort of short-term
cohabiting relationships that might not have had
much potential for benefiting their children and
might not have lasted very long. The mothers may
have been able to take their time finding suitable
long-term partners to marry.

This is only one study, of course. It is relevant to
American social policy because it suggests that sup-
port for lone parents could be provided in a way that
increases stability but does not discourage marriage,
which would be important to American policy makers
who have been reluctant to increase support for lone
parents for fear of creating disincentives to marry.
Australian policy makers, in my observation, also
support marriage but are not as concerned about the
possible disincentives inherent in assisting lone par-
ents. In fact, Australia already does a better job of
supporting stability in the lives of lone parents than
does the United States. Its social provisions for lone
parents are more generous than in the United States
and not time-limited or, for the most part, conditional
on paid work (Whiteford, 2001). These more gener-
ous policies could be one reason that Australian
women without higher education, as Figure 3 demon-
strates, are less likely to have multiple partnerships
than are comparable United States women.

Conclusion

It may be worthwhile for policy makers in both Aus-
tralia and the United States to take notice of the
emerging phenomenon of multiple partnerships. It
was originally enabled by the increase in divorce
during the second half of the 20th century. But
despite the ready availability of unilateral divorce,
few people have more than two marriages. What
has really propelled the growth in the proportion of
people who have three or more partnerships is the
great rise in cohabitation, which began in the last
quarter of the 20th century and continues today.
The bar for starting a cohabiting relationship—the
extent to which a relationship must be satisfactory
in all regards and likely to last indefinitely—is lower
than the bar for marriage. Many individuals will live
with a partner whom they will not necessarily
marry. In fact, they may not be considering mar-
riage at all when they form a partnership. While
many of these partnerships may prove satisfactory
to the adults concerned, the speed with which some
adults proceed from partnership to dissolution to
repartnering may not be optimal for any children
involved.

Endnotes
1 For the percentage of marriages that end in separation or

divorce within five years (Figure 1), the British data are
from Haskey (1999), Figure 5 (the figure is for divorces
only), and the Canadian data are from Statistics Canada
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esearch has consistently indicated that
positive father involvement in childrear-
ing can lead to good child outcomes
across socio-emotional, behavioural and
cognitive/educational domains (Lamb &

Tamis-LeMonda, 2004). While the mechanisms for
the effects on children of involved fathering still
require some unravelling, involved fatherhood is also
thought to have positive benefits on the co-parental
relationship and on family cohesion and resilience
(e.g., Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb
2004). Additionally, there is a growing body of evi-
dence to suggest that involved parenting can benefit
fathers themselves from a psychological growth per-
spective (Bradford and Hawkins, 2006; Palkovitz,
2002).

While fathers do exercise considerable self-determi-
nation in terms of the extent to which they involve
themselves in their children’s upbringing (Cook,
Jones, Dick, & Singh, 2005), men’s commitment to
involved parenting is thought to be significantly mod-
erated by how others—including partners, extended
family, child and family services, community mem-
bers and work colleagues—provide support and
encouragement (Henley & Pasley, 2005).

In the context of formal supports, fathers are much
less likely than mothers to be in contact with child
and family services. This article discusses issues
relating to how child and family services can better

support men in their parenting. Of particular inter-
est are the challenges services face when trying to
engage with fathers, and useful strategies for facili-
tating fathers’ involvement with services. How
fathers and service providers experience and
understand the participation of men in child and
family services is also considered.

Fathers and child and family services
Although only a handful of formal evaluations have
been conducted, the available evidence suggests
that contact with child and family services can be
beneficial for increasing fathers’ parenting skills,
confidence and involvement (e.g., Doherty, Erick-
son, & LaRossa, 2006; Fletcher, Silberberg, &
Baxter, 2001; Lloyd, O’Brien & Lewis, 2003; Magill-
Evans, Harrison, Benzies, Gierl, & Kimak, 2007;
UnitingCare Burnside, 2003).

However, engaging with fathers can be a challenging
task for many services (e.g., Lloyd et al., 2003;
Raikes, Summers, & Roggman, 2005). Some com-
mentators (Fletcher, 2003; McAllister, Wilson, &
Burton, 2004) argue that the female-orientated
service culture of child and family services actively
excludes and alienates fathers. Other factors that
have been raised include: differences in men’s and
women’s help-seeking preferences and behaviours
(Russell et al., 1999), men’s lack of awareness about
the existence of services, the negative attitudes of
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Generally, fathers
wanted services to be
enjoyable, fun and
social. Fathers wanted
professionals to
acknowledge the 
positive things they
were doing.

service workers and men’s work commitments 
(see Fletcher et al., 2001, for a comprehensive
overview of the barriers affecting men’s participa-
tion in family and parenting services).

The Engaging Fathers study
There is an apparent need for child and family serv-
ices to innovate in order to increase men’s
participation. The Engaging Fathers study was one of
three themed studies undertaken as part of the
National Evaluation of the Stronger Families and
Communities Strategy (SFCS) 2004–08. It was
designed to evaluate the efforts of SFCS-funded serv-
ices to engage with fathers in order to contribute to
the development of models of good practice.

The choice of father engagement as a topic for the-
matic analysis was in response to awareness that,
despite best intentions, father engagement in child
and family services can be difficult. It was antici-
pated that improvements in engaging fathers could
be brought about by sharing good practices with
other child and family services. The central aim of
the project was to provide an account of how
fathers and service providers experience fathers’
engagement with services and the barriers that
affect their participation, and to identify effective
strategies for facilitating this engagement.

Method and participants
The study was conducted over two phases. Phase one
involved a survey of selected SFCS services that was
designed to gather information about the types of
services with which fathers were involved, rates of
participation and strategies for facilitating father par-
ticipation.The survey instrument and sample were
constructed to include services that were targeted
specifically to fathers as well as general services in
which fathers may or may not have been participat-
ing. Findings from Phase one indicated that fathers
were involved in fairly low numbers in a diverse range
of activities within the SFCS. While many services
reported that they were successfully employing a
number strategies to facilitate father engagement,

others reported encountering significant difficulties
in attempting to attract fathers to try their services
and program activities. Phase two of the study was in-
depth fieldwork with a purposive sample of services
identified from survey responses. This article focuses
on findings from the qualitative fieldwork.

Eight services were included in the fieldwork. They
were located in urban, rural, regional and remote
locations across New South Wales, South Australia,
Victoria, Tasmania and Queensland. The services
targeted a diverse client base, including culturally
and linguistically diverse (CALD) fathers, fathers of
children with disabilities, new fathers, young
fathers, fathers in economically marginalised com-
munities, and fathers seeking support to stop their
violent behaviour. Service objectives ranged across
building parenting skills, family relationships and
local support networks to supporting the transition
to parenting, and teaching about health and nutri-
tion and behaviour change.

For the purposes of the study, service managers and
facilitators recruited fathers involved with their
service and arranged for them to attend a focus
group facilitated by the researchers at the service
site. Thirty-two fathers participated in seven focus
groups. The eighth service was unable to coordinate
a focus group and two fathers from this service took
part in one-to-one phone interviews. Seventeen
professionals participated in in-depth interviews:
seven managers (two male) took part in phone
interviews, one male manager/facilitator partici-
pated in a face-to-face interview, and nine
facilitators/project workers (three male) partici-
pated in a mixture of telephone, face-to-face and
group interviews.

The fathers studied ranged in age from 20–62 years
(M = 35 years) and had between 1–5 children 
(M = 2) each. Just over half of the sample (56%, 
n = 19) was married, while 23% (n = 8) reported
that they were in de facto relationships. Almost
three-quarters of the fathers (73%, n = 25) were in
full-time, part-time or casual employment. Less
than half of the fathers (41%, n = 14) had completed
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efits and reduced likelihood of child abuse and
teenage offending. Fathers spoke about how it was
good for children to feel that their dad was there for
them. For several men, the need to be different
from their own fathers was a strong motivation to
be involved:

My mum and dad split up when I was 12 and he was pretty
abusive and a drunk, so I just over the years tried not to do
what he did. Sometimes I fail, but I try. Try not to make those
mistakes. I always try and make sure I’ve got time for the girls
and stuff … we find ways of spending time together. 
Even doing the dishes. (Father, nutrition and healthy living 
program—parents)

Barriers to successful engagement of fathers

As anticipated from the literature highlighting the
barriers to father engagement (Fletcher et al.,
2001), the number of fathers participating in the
services that took part in the study was generally
low. Most service providers felt they experienced
significant barriers connecting with fathers. Gen-
der-stereotyped attitudes and values emerged as a
salient barrier to engaging fathers, and service
providers often felt that they came up against
entrenched beliefs and perceptions relating to 
gender roles held by both men and women:

I found in working with these groups is that it’s kind of okay for
mums to be out and about during the day with their children.
That’s a legitimate activity for a female. But often dads, espe-
cially if they’re unemployed or whatever, don’t like to be
visible. It’s like you’re on show to the world. Especially in situa-
tions like the neighbourhood house or whatever, where there’s
heaps of women … “Here I am at the neighbourhood house
when all the other men are off working”. (Project facilitator,
nutrition and healthy living program—parents)

Men were understood to be particularly reluctant to
seek professional support. Both professionals and
fathers made associations between seeking help
and perceiving a sense of personal failure or fearing
to appear a “whinger”.

[Australian] men don’t want to be whingers … you talk about
something, everyone thinks you’re a whinger. You don’t want
to be a whinger and you don’t want to be weak and you don’t
want to be emotional. (Project facilitator, transition to parent-
hood program—fathers)

I thought it was gay, to be honest with you. I thought it was 
not on—a bunch of blokes getting together and having a
whinge … it is just girlish. You see men who do cry and you
are just like no, “not right”. Yes, I guess, for me personally, I
would not go to a men’s group because I would have to go
there and be the centre of attention and talk. And a part of 
the stigma of being in a poofy man’s group. (Father, family 
violence programs—fathers)

In contrast, some fathers felt that many men would
be generally interested in accessing services but
lacked information about what was available. These
men felt that the services needed more publicity
and that information about services was not reach-
ing those who were not proactively seeking help:

either a university or a TAFE qualification, while
one quarter (26%, n = 9) stated that they had com-
pleted their education to a year 9 level or below. To
gain a sense of the fathers’ cultural and ethnic iden-
tities, they were asked if they spoke any languages
other than English at home. Just less than half
(44%, n = 15) reported that they spoke another 
language at home. Only one participant identified
himself as being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander descent.

Analysis of findings
All interviews and focus groups were digitally
recorded and transcribed. The coding of transcripts
and analysis of content was undertaken by two
researchers and led to the emergence of a number
of themes that were then organised around five key
themes: perceptions of fatherhood and fathering;
barriers to successful engagement of fathers; effec-
tive strategies for recruiting fathers; good practice
in program implementation; and benefits of father
involvement in services. Where quotes are used to
illustrate findings, the type of service or program
with which interviewees were associated, and its
targeted client group, has been included.

Perceptions of fatherhood and fathering
The views of fathers and professionals supported
the idea that an ideal of involved fathers has
emerged in Australia (Russell et al., 1999). All par-
ticipants felt that fathers should be actively
involved in childrearing and family life. Fathers also
felt that the roles of men and women in society had
changed and that this was a rationale both for
fathers attending services and being more involved
with their children:

Back then, they thought women should stay in the home and
cook food. Well, that’s just rubbish. They’ve got just as much
rights as we do. They come out into the workforce and stuff like
that, why can’t we go into what they were doing [i.e., attend
family services]. (Father, nutrition and healthy living pro-
gram—parents)

Not enough fathers get involved with their kids. [They] go
back to the old viewpoint: me man, me tough, me go out and
do work, that’s it … [Children] need to see their fathers be a
part of their lives, rather than sit back, go out and earn a living
and do nothing else. (Father, nutrition and healthy living 
program—fathers)

The following comment was typical of service
providers’ views:

The traditional roles of men working and earning the bread
and coming home and having minimal contact with chil-
dren—life’s changed. It’s very different these days. I think men
want to engage. Parenting is very different now to even when
I grew up. Fathers do engage much more. (Service manager,
parenting education program—parents)

Both fathers and professionals had a well-developed
sense of how father involvement benefits children.
Unsurprisingly, professionals were more theoreti-
cally grounded, citing issues such as academic
achievement, financial security, psychological ben-
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Because just getting the information that these sorts of things
are out there isn’t that widely available. Unless you know
where to look, a lot of the time you’d really miss them. So those
that are in the know take advantage of them [programs and
activities], but there are still a lot of people that don’t know
that all this stuff is out there. (Father, nutrition and healthy liv-
ing program—parents)

Aspects of the culture of child and family services
were also perceived to be a barrier. Professionals
noted that services were set up in ways that were
comfortable for women but often uncomfortable,
unappealing or uninteresting for men. It was also
noted that many services are not “father-friendly”,
in the sense that men don’t see images of them-
selves at services, can’t pick up information that is
inclusive or targeted to them, and don’t see male
staff or other male service users.

Other barriers that were identified by participants
included the difficulty that working fathers have in
attending services that operate during business
hours, and the availability of private and public
transport in some areas. For providers working with
CALD groups, cultural appropriateness and lan-
guage barriers were issues. One facilitator
commented that when information was delivered in
their own language it was easy for his CALD clients
to understand concepts, but that programs deliv-
ered in English were much harder for his clients to
understand and take in.

Effective strategies for recruiting fathers
Service managers and facilitators generally had a
good to extensive knowledge about different strate-
gies for engaging fathers. A number of providers
mentioned the importance of tapping into existing
networks to reach men. Some services were linking
with other community and faith groups, govern-
ment organisations such as Centrelink, workplaces,
or children services like kindergartens. Other pro-
grams were contacting fathers through other
activities in their organisation, for instance by first
running a mixed group for mums and dads and then
offering a separate group just for dads.

In line with the views of providers, many fathers
reported that they found out about services through
contact with another community-based agency:

I was down at [service] … and the lady over the counter said,
“Oh, there’s also the father’s course, do you want to join in on
that too?” So I read the brochure and it sounded really good.
(Father, transition to parenthood—fathers)

However, word-of-mouth from the participants
themselves emerged as one of the most effective
recruitment vehicles:

I guess the things that appealed to me was more about 
hearing it from other dads. (Father, transition to parent-
hood—fathers)

For fathers, the recommendation of a service from
another man was an extremely effective way of
facilitating participation. Several service providers
also noted this, mentioning that once they had one
or two dads coming along, it was easier to get more

participants because the dads then knew they
would not be the only man in the room.

Some professionals spoke about the importance of
using innovative marketing to attract fathers. In
particular, it was perceived to be necessary to
advertise “in the places where men go”. Some serv-
ices were advertising in what they perceived to be
“male spaces”, such as workplaces, pubs and hard-
ware stores. Another service was having some
success adopting a collaborative approach with
local workplaces:

When we did the [activity], we actually sent a letter to all busi-
nesses within [local area] and asked them whether they would
consider allowing fathers to start a little bit later or make up
some time, or have an RDO. (Service manager/facilitator, tran-
sition to parenthood and supporting children’s development
programs—fathers)

Service providers were also aware of how the mar-
keting and branding of programs can impact on
father engagement. The title of programs was felt to
be important and some service providers were using
words like “tools” and “building” to appeal to men,
and avoiding words like “support”.

Men were perceived by professionals to be highly out-
come-focused. By clearly and concretely highlighting
the benefits that men will get out of a program, serv-
ices felt they were better able attract fathers:

When we put out the fliers, we make it very clear exactly what
the workshop will be on and what we hope people will gain by
coming to the workshop. So the dads have some sense that it’s
not a nebulous thing, they’re not just coming along to get 
support. We don’t use the word “support”, but they’re going 
to actually learn strategies on A, B, C, D. (Service manager, 
parenting education programs—parents).

Good practice in program implementation
Fathers and professionals indicated that a number of
factors are important to sustaining the engagement of
fathers. The ability to build relationships and trust
with dads was found to be highly valued both by pro-
fessionals and fathers. In particular, it was important
for many of the men that they were able to relate to
the facilitator, in the sense of sharing similar life expe-
riences with them, whether this was from coming
from the same community, being a father themselves
or having personal experience of issues of anger and
domestic violence. This made fathers feel more com-
fortable in sharing their own experiences and it gave
them respect for the facilitator.

We all have problems, including the facilitator. It is the honesty
and the willingness to open up, and they have been through the
same stuff. They are just as human … Our [human services]
worker had never had a kid—she was 23. No kids. I have got five.
So the experiences; they are willing to share themselves. That is
what stopped me. (Father, family violence programs—fathers)

Many professionals emphasised the importance of
relationship-building over appearing as an expert,
and talked about how it is more important to facili-
tate sessions so that fathers learn incidentally and
from each other. Adopting the expert stance was
viewed as alienating and ineffective:
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Both fathers and professionals had a 
well-developed sense of how father 
involvement benefits children. 

service sites that are orientated towards women and
children, and enjoy activities such as playing in the
park or having barbecues. The importance of male-
friendly environments was also stressed by fathers:

We do a lot of great stuff working alongside with the mum’s
group at times, but they also need their space and we need our
space … a space where we can have a bit more macho stuff
there, because a lot of the males don’t come into the centre
and they’re scared to come in. (Father participant, nutrition
and healthy living program—fathers)

The need to be flexible and adaptable was challenging
for some workers. A wide range of worker attributes
were identified as being important when engaging
with fathers; some related to general case manage-
ment and family work skills, whereas others were
more specific, such as being a father themselves,
actually liking men, and having understanding and
empathy with their issues.

To help overcome male preconceptions of services
catering mainly to the needs of women, some serv-
ices have made very conscious moves to create
spaces where men feel comfortable:

Pictures of dads and their children hanging on the wall.
Colours that are neutral. Colours that are not going, for exam-
ple, pastels and things like that have a particular gender feel.
So we try to go for neutral, neutral colours, actual pictures of
dads. (Service manager, transition to parenthood program—
fathers)

Although some of the fathers enjoyed participating
in mixed sessions, there was a strong view in the
sample that male-specific programs were important
for engaging with fathers. This was felt to be impor-
tant because professionals perceived that men and
women deal with issues differently and need serv-
ices that are targeted. It was also important because
men were felt to be less willing to talk about some
issues in the presence of their partner and more
willing to talk to another man or group of men.

The [activity] is a prime example of where men feel at ease.
They can talk about anything over there that they can’t talk
about to their doctors or their wives or anything, but over there
they’ll yap on about all their aches and worries. (Father, transi-
tion to parenthood and supporting children’s development
programs—fathers)

Benefits of father involvement in services
Service managers, facilitators and fathers were in
total agreement that father participation in child
and family services can produce positive outcomes
for fathers in terms of improvements in their knowl-
edge, skills and confidence. There were also
perceived benefits in regard to the couple relation-
ship, the father–child relationship and in relation to
child wellbeing.

Fathers and providers spoke about how dads gained
in skills, knowledge and confidence through their
participation in service activities. Increased confi-
dence was not only gained through professional
facilitation, but through fathers being given oppor-
tunities to share their parenting knowledge with
and learn from others:

It’s no good an expert going in because the message just won’t
get there. It’s about developing that relationship so there’s not
some bigwig standing up in front of the dads sprouting some-
thing they’re totally disinterested in because they don’t know
this person, they don’t trust this person, they don’t have a rela-
tionship with this person. (Project facilitator, nutrition and
healthy living program—parents)

It was also important to adopt a strengths-based
approach. Fathers did not want to attend a service to
hear about negative things like depression, or to be
told that they weren’t going about things the right
way or should be doing more. Generally, fathers
wanted services to be enjoyable, fun and social.
Fathers wanted professionals to acknowledge the pos-
itive things they were doing and that they were, as
one facilitator said, “the experts in their lives”.

Several project facilitators indicated that men have
definite preferences in terms of interaction styles.
The concept of men preferring to learn “side-by-
side” was particularly striking:

What often works really well with men is to have conversa-
tions alongside them rather than face-to-face. The fathers in 
a focus project that we ran … we included a lot of barbecues. 
So the men were cooking while they were talking. They 
were doing things with their children while they were talking.
(Project facilitator, parenting education programs—parents)

By providing an activity, professionals found they
could encourage peer learning. Fathers were also
perceived to dislike sitting around and talking with-
out an activity or objective and, conversely, being
restricted by highly structured program formats.
What men appeared to enjoy was being task-orien-
tated in a participatory and flexible environment:

The first session, I turned up and said, “Right, we’re going to do
an hour of lecture, then we’re going to cook”. By the end of that
first session, they said to me, “Sit down, we don’t want this. This
is crap. We just want to cook”. From then on, I realised that as
soon as we got there we would start cooking straight away.
Within that cooking experience was when we started to raise
some questions around healthy eating and lifestyle stuff. I’d
raise the question, for example, “So what do you guys think
about watching television and physical activity?” That would
start them all talking. (Project facilitator, nutrition and healthy
living program—fathers)

There was also a strong sense among professionals
that men prefer programs to be delivered outside of
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I think it also helps you open up and ask another father or
something like that. Well, I was, like [asking another father]: I
was looking after my son and this happened, you know. Got
any suggestions? I think it helps a lot with it. (Father, nutrition
and healthy living program—fathers)

Fathers also spoke about how building skills and
knowledge had improved their interactions with
their children:

It’s heaps better at home. It’s not so rough. Because … now I
understand more. And, like, I can communicate with them
[children]. I can get them to do things without yelling. (Father,
service for children with disabilities)

Program participation could also have the desired
flow-on effect of increasing paternal involvement
with children generally. Fathers commented that
their relationships with their children were growing
stronger: they were doing more activities with their
kids and taking more of an active interest in what
was going on at school. Fathers also commented
that participation in programs had effects on their
relationship and some commented that they were
arguing less with their partner.

Having access to and building a support network was
also an important benefit for fathers. Being part of a
group helped to normalise parenting challenges and
helped fathers work through particular issues. The
fathers had built friendships and looked forward to
meetings to vent their frustrations and have a laugh.

Professionals saw children benefiting from spending
time with their fathers and perceiving that their
dads were there to help them. Children also bene-
fited from fathers gaining the skills to interact with
them in better and more appropriate ways:

But also major spin-off of benefits for the children, because dad
is suddenly doing things appropriately with me, communicating
properly with me, playing with me, helping me with my
tantrums. You know what I mean? The father’s parenting skills
have improved. So yes. Major benefits to the children long-term.
(Project Facilitator, parenting education programs—parents)

Conclusion
By their nature, services that were most successful
at engaging with fathers were specifically tailored to
men and exclusive to fathers. More broadly, fathers
and professionals tended to share the view that pos-
itive father engagement is most likely in situations
where the facilitator is male and a father himself, is
liked and trusted, and creates dialogue by sharing
personal experiences. Fathers tended to be alien-
ated by “experts” and a highly structured program
format and preferred informal peer discussions and
“hands-on” program activities.

A number of useful strategies for facilitating father
engagement were identified. These included net-
working with other services and programs,
word-of-mouth promotion, and using innovative
approaches to marketing, branding and advertising.
Adopting a flexible and strengths-based approach to
program delivery, and making service sites more
“male-friendly” was also important.

The professionals who participated in the study
demonstrated a well-developed understanding of the
benefits of father involvement, were keen to engage
with fathers, and were often enthusiastic and pas-
sionate about working with men. Contact with
services and programs was a positive and valued expe-
rience for those fathers who participated in the
research in terms of: knowledge and skill develop-
ment, relationships with children and partners,
connecting with other fathers and the community
more broadly, and resolving personal issues.
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while others are much more focused on risk assessment
(such as the Structured Decision Making [SDM] system).
These tools have been developed with the aim of better
identifying those children who are at risk of being abused
(or re-abused) and/or ascertaining the services that will
best address the risk (D’Andrade, Austin, & Benton, 2008).

There is also an emerging evidence base for intensive ther-
apeutic interventions such as Intensive Foster Care
Treatment and Multisystemic Therapy, which have been
developed to help abused and neglected children recover
from their experiences (Barber & Delfabbro, 2004).

Despite the increase in preventive services, improvements in
knowledge about better “filtering” of cases into the child pro-
tection system and improvements in our understanding of
which interventions are effective, there has been growing
recognition that the basic approach to statutory child pro-
tection services in Australia is itself flawed (Scott, 2006).

Problems in Australia’s statutory child 
protection system
As outlined by a number of researchers, practitioners and
commentators (e.g., Bromfield & Higgins, 2005; Bromfield
& Holzer, 2008a, 2008b; Cashmore, Scott, & Calvert, 2008;
O’Donnell, Scott, & Stanley, 2008), there are many challenges
facing child protection systems:

There have been increasing numbers of notifications in
most jurisdictions, which places great strain on the sys-
tem’s ability to effectively assess and process them.

Introduction
During the past decade there has been a shift, internationally,
in child protection policy and practice towards greater recog-
nition of the importance of preventive, family-focused
support (see Lonne, Parton, Thomson, & Harries, 2009).
This change reflects ongoing efforts to re-conceptualise child
protection practice within a broader child welfare orienta-
tion. In Australia, the United States (US) and the United
Kingdom (UK), policies and programs that focus on the wel-
fare needs of families at an earlier stage of intervention have
been introduced. Preventive and early intervention initia-
tives target vulnerable children and families, and aim to
reduce the need for statutory social services intervention
and, consequently, child welfare costs. Secondary support
programs such as Sure Start (UK), Healthy Families (US), the
Stronger Families and Communities Strategy and Brighter
Futures (Australia) have been created partly in response to a
vast body of literature that affirms the value of early inter-
vention (see, for example, Brookes-Gunn, Berlin, & Fuligni,
2000; Keating & Hertzman, 2000; McCain & Mustard, 2002).
Research shows that early intervention can be effective, and
that efforts to reduce known risk factors and strengthen pro-
tective factors can achieve desirable preventive effects for
children and families (Stern, 2002).

Another strand of research has been concerned with devel-
oping and improving the child protection system itself. In
particular, a range of assessment tools have been devel-
oped—some of them are more broadly focused on need
(such as the UK Framework for the Assessment of Children
in Need and Their Families (Department of Health, 1999)
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There are relatively few substantiations compared to
the number of notifications, resulting in an inefficient
use of resources and large numbers of families being
unnecessarily drawn into the child protection system.

Resources are being devoted almost entirely to investi-
gation and assessment, with a concomitant lack of
resources for prevention and treatment.

Families in the statutory child protection system (i.e.,
families where child abuse or neglect has been substan-
tiated) and families where there is no substantiation 
but high levels of need receive few or no services to
address their needs.

Higher numbers of children in out-of-home care are dis-
playing increasing levels of behavioural and emotional
difficulties, with fewer resources available to meet their
needs. In particular, there is an increasing difficulty in
recruiting and retaining foster carers.

There is low morale among practitioners, leading to high
levels of staff turnover and significant gaps in services.

There are inadequate mechanisms for interagency and
multidisciplinary work, leading to fragmentation, lack of
planning and poor communication.

There is a lack of trust in the statutory child protection
service by clients, the general public, politicians and
the media, leading to regular criticism of these services,
constant restructures and a risk-averse culture that fur-
ther undermine their ability to engage in positive work
with families.

Planning and development is being driven by public
inquiries, most often arising out of media attention on
specific severe incidents, such as child deaths or discovery
of a paedophile ring, rather than responding to the real
needs of the bulk of vulnerable children. Even some of the
inquiries have begun to recognise that child protection
systems are too focused on investigation rather than pre-
vention (e.g., the Little Children are Sacred report,
Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the Protection of
Aboriginal Children from Sexual Abuse, 2007).

Timeframes and processes for the investigation of sex-
ual abuse allegations are not consistent with data about
the way in which children make disclosures of sexual
abuse (e.g., Alaggia & Kirsenbaum, 2005), which may
explain in part the decreasing proportion of all reports
to statutory child protection services in Australia that
relate to sexual abuse. People may choose not to notify
when they believe the result will be counterproductive,
and child protection workers may instead record the
harm type as “emotional abuse” rather than the more
difficult to prove “sexual abuse”. This creates problems
for intersecting systems, such as the Family Court and
criminal courts, who rely on child protection or joint
police investigations (see Higgins, 2007).

Many families have been subject to multiple notifica-
tions, sometimes for several different types of child
maltreatment (chronic maltreatment). Authorities now
recognise the cumulative harm from ongoing exposure
to lower levels of abuse or neglect, even if a single event
does not satisfy the criteria for statutory intervention
(Bromfield, Gillingham, & Higgins, 2007).

Children themselves have little input into decision mak-
ing about their involvement in the system.

Substantiation of child protection cases
A report by the South Australian Department for Families
and Communities (Hirte, Rogers, & Wilson, 2008)
describes the results of a longitudinal statistical analysis of
their database, in which they looked at contact with the
South Australian child protection system in a cohort of
children born in 1991. Of the 19,622 live births in 1991,
4,410 (22.5%) had been the subject of at least one child
protection notification up to January 2007 (with 13,813
notifications in total having been made regarding these
children). But in turn, the concern was substantiated for
only 24.9% of these children (or 5.6% of the total birth
cohort, i.e., 1,097 children). Other jurisdictions have
reported similar figures. For example, in his “Director-
General’s message” in the Annual Report 2006/07 for the
NSW Department of Community Services (2007), Dr Shep-
herd stated: “The statistical probability is now that one in
every five children in NSW will be reported to DoCS at
some point before they turn 18 years of age” (p. 9).

High levels of statutory child protection activity might be
justifiable if it could be demonstrated that children actu-
ally benefited from their contact with the system. Although
many children are rescued from dangerous circumstances,
unfortunately there is increasing evidence that involve-
ment in the statutory system can have significant adverse
effects on children and families.

The process of investigating allegations of child abuse can
be extremely traumatic for children and families, espe-
cially if—as is commonly the case—it does not lead to
sustained intervention or support for families and chil-
dren. Currently, less than 1 in 5 notifications (18.9%) to
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framework. These programs have some value, and there is
an increasing body of research showing that some well-
designed and implemented programs can reduce the
likelihood of abuse for those families who receive their
services (Holzer, Higgins, Bromfield, Richardson, & Hig-
gins, 2006). However, even the most successful early
intervention programs can only have a very limited impact
on the child protection system as a whole. Research from
the UK suggests that significant structural and cultural
change is needed; an emerging finding indicates that 
social workers cannot make significant changes to their
practice—that is, move from a forensically focused, inves-
tigative-driven “child protection” orientation to a “family
support” orientation—without greater clarity in proce-
dural guidance, significant training and support (Spratt,
2001). Cooper, Hetherington, and Katz (2003) identified
three principles that should underpin such cultural
changes: trust, professional authority and negotiation.

The implications of these findings and of anticipated radi-
cal changes for managers and practitioners in Australia
are very significant. But how would it be possible to create
a system that (a) incorporates a broad, whole-of-popula-
tion child welfare perspective, (b) is economically
efficient, and (c) can make a real and lasting impact on the
wellbeing of vulnerable children and families?

Any change to the current systems in Australia requires an
analysis of:

policy and practice within the child protection and
statutory intervention field, particularly knowledge of
key drivers and trends in the area of child protection,
policy, practice and statistics in each jurisdiction;

the political and social context of systems to prevent
child abuse and neglect, including child welfare 
legislation and policy, especially in relation to child pro-
tection; and

the existing research base in relation to child protec-
tion, early intervention and broader child and family
welfare systems, particularly family law, mental health,
drug and alcohol, homelessness, and other service sec-
tors that are part of the broader network of protecting
children and preventing child abuse and neglect.

Holistic approaches to child protection and 
child wellbeing
It is important not just to look at the child protection sys-
tems in each state and territory in Australia, but also at the
wider range of services and supports that form or can be
drawn into a holistic approach to the prevention of child
abuse and neglect that integrates primary, secondary and
tertiary prevention. As outlined in Holzer et al. (2006):

primary or universal interventions are strategies to
reduce risk factors for maltreatment that are targeted at
whole communities;

secondary interventions target families who are “at
risk” for child maltreatment; and

tertiary interventions seek to reduce the long-term
implications of maltreatment that has occurred, and 
prevent recurrence.

Some of the broader social policy contexts around child-
hood include:

child protection departments across Australia are sub-
stantiated (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
[AIHW], 2007), with the gap between notifications and
substantiations growing each year (in 1999, 23.1% were
substantiated, dropping to 18.9% in 2006). The majority of
these “unsubstantiated” cases are not malicious referrals,
but relate to families with support needs that do not meet
child protection criteria. This gap demonstrates the need
for new ways of responding to community and professional
concerns about children’s safety and wellbeing and the
need for better supports for families at risk of poor parent-
ing, child abuse or neglect. This is particularly evident in
Indigenous communities, with a six-fold over-representation
of Indigenous children in the statutory child protection
system (AIHW, 2007).

Out-of-home care outcomes
There is also increasing evidence that children in out-of-
home care are often at risk of poor outcomes, and
sometimes subject to further abuse. This has undermined
confidence in the removal of children from birth families
as being a successful protective intervention. The Aus-
tralian experience—particularly the Stolen Generations,
but also the experiences of children transported from the
UK and the many enquiries into institutional abuse, the
most recent being the Children in State Care Commission
of Inquiry by Ted Mullighan, which examined allegations of
child sexual abuse in South Australia (Mullighan, 2008)—
should make us even more sensitive to the difficulties of
out-of-home care as a substitute for family care. However,
the alternative to removal—that is, intensive, evidence-
based interventions with families over long periods—is
seldom offered to families in the statutory child protection
system, let alone those families at high risk who are seek-
ing help but are not yet involved in the statutory system
(see Lonne et al., 2008).

Changing the child protection system
An important insight from the research evidence is that
effective protection of children must rely on interagency
cooperation at all levels. This involves not only multidisci-
plinary teams “on the ground”, but also joint planning and
decision making at the local level between different 
government stakeholders, such as community services,
and health and education departments. It is also crucial
that government departments at both the Commonwealth 
and state/territory levels collaborate to provide a range 
of programs. Increasingly, policy makers are turning
towards a whole-of-population “public health” response 
to child protection, as opposed to a narrowly focused 
system concerned with investigation and assessment.
However, responses also need to be based on community-
identified needs, using community engagement models 
to ensure cultural appropriateness and engagement as 
well (e.g., see Lonne et al., 2008; O’Donnell et al., 2008;
Scott, 2005).

Although there are now many policy makers, researchers
and practitioners who are convinced that a public health
model should be implemented, there is still considerable
debate as to what the model should consist of, and also
how Australia should move from the current system to the
new one.

Current practice in Australia is to develop early interven-
tion programs within an overarching child protection
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public health (including mental health, disability,
maternal and child health services, etc.);

housing and homelessness (including refugee resettle-
ment services);

education;

domestic violence, juvenile sex offenders, crime 
prevention and justice system responses;

drug and alcohol and other adult-focused services;

Indigenous health and social services;

child care and early childhood services;

employment and income security; and

family law and family relationships services.

These wider social issues and broader service systems
intersect with the protection of children and prevention of
harm. For example, overcrowding can be a major stressor
for families, and for some this can lead to parents feeling
hopeless and frustrated. This in turn can lead to abusive or
neglectful behaviour towards their children. Without
addressing the housing issue, it is unlikely that any work
on parenting or family relationships will be successful.
Similarly, the connection between child abuse and sub-
stance misuse is well known, but many services for adult
substance abusers are not child-friendly and therefore par-
ents who misuse substances are dissuaded from accessing
them. If drug and alcohol services were able to offer dis-
crete services for parents, many child protection issues
could be prevented (Dawe, Harnett, & Frye, 2008).

The challenge for these services is that child protection is
not their “core business”, and often the families who are at
risk of involvement in the statutory child protection 
system are not high priorities for their services. Only by
working together in a multidisciplinary way can these 
services really come together to protect children.

In May 2008, the Australian Government Department of
Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs (FaHCSIA) circulated a discussion paper for con-
sultation, Australia’s Children: Safe and Well—A National
Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children (FaHC-
SIA, 2008). As well as documenting the nature of the
current problems in child protection systems, it identifies
six key themes that could form part of a national frame-
work:

a stronger prevention focus;

better collaboration between services;

improved responses for children in care and young 
people leaving care;

improved responses to Indigenous children;

attraction and retention of the right workforce; and

improved child protection systems.

This is a welcome development and offers the opportunity
for Australia to become the pioneer for new ways of pro-
tecting children and supporting vulnerable families. The
discussion paper is particularly to be commended because
of the holistic approach it envisages, linking prevention
and early intervention with improved systems for child
protection and to improvements in the workforce. Never-

theless, the risk still exists that the high level of coordina-
tion that is needed for the different initiatives may not
eventuate. Such coordination is difficult, as it requires sig-
nificant funding, cooperation and agreement across the
levels of government, as well as with local communities
and service delivery organisations. The title of the discus-
sion paper, Australia’s Children: Safe and Well, also points
to the need to look beyond the narrow issues of child pro-
tection, but to the broader issues of children’s wellbeing.

One of the central planks of policy reform is a solid
research base with which to identify and understand cur-
rent problems and to examine possible solutions. As part of
its role in being a central hub for research and information
on child protection issues, the National Child Protection
Clearinghouse at the Australian Institute of Family Studies
has been undertaking a range of projects focusing on
national issues, including comparing the various systems,
identifying commonalities in approaches, and examining
issues regarding the comparability of data (e.g., Bromfield
& Higgins, 2005; Bromfield & Holzer, 2008a). The clear-
inghouse also holds a range of audits identifying the
breadth of research and programs in the area that can be
drawn on to improve services and systems, including:

an Australian audit of child abuse and prevention 
programs (Tomison & Poole, 2000);

an audit of child protection research (Higgins, Adams,
Bromfield, Richardson, & Aldana, 2005);

an audit of out-of-home care research (Cashmore &
Ainsworth, 2004); and

a systematic review of key findings from the out-of-
home care research audit (Bromfield & Osborn, 2007).

Many of the key issues that emerge from these audits and
analyses have been summarised by Cashmore, Higgins,
Bromfield, and Scott (2006), and developed further in the
Issues Paper published by the National Child Protection
Clearinghouse, in which a framework for a child protection
research agenda was put forward (Bromfield & Arney,
2008).

It is important to also look backwards and see where we
have come from. In particular, one of the most formative
documents in Australian child abuse prevention history is
a strategy put out by the then National Child Protection
Council, titled Preventing Child Abuse: A National Strategy
(Calvert, 1993).

Recognising that the protection of children is not only a
statutory activity of state/territory governments, but part of
the responsibility of the broader Australian community, it is
important to consider ways of enhancing the ability of com-
munities to keep children safe and well. This is of particular
importance in Indigenous communities, not only because of
the over-representation of Indigenous children in statutory
child protection activity, but because of the potential for
community-owned and community-led initiatives to support
the health, wellbeing and safety of Indigenous children in 
culturally safe ways (see Higgins, 2005).

In recent years, there has been a number of child protec-
tion inquiries in jurisdictions in Australia and overseas.
Reports from these inquiries are important because, as
well as exposing mistakes, they also influence policy
reform and the organisation of services. Howitt (1992)
even argued that child protection systems have followed an
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there is growing international interest in the comparative
analysis of child welfare systems and services (see, for
example, Cameron & Freymond, 2006; Gilbert, 1997; Het-
herington, 1998; McDonald, Harris, & Wintersteen, 2003).
Such comparisons are made easier by what Spratt and
Devaney (2008) argued is a “common conceptual language
of social work”—a discourse that relates to identifying and
meeting the needs of children and families. Spratt and
Devaney maintained that this commonality of language
enables comparative analysis—a goal considered espe-
cially important given that globalising tendencies in the
field of economic and social policy are currently challeng-
ing services to meet the needs of families with multiple
problems who require long-term help.

It is timely that in its discussion paper, FaHCSIA (2008)
called for an examination of prevention and early inter-
vention services and how these can integrate with tertiary
intervention services to reduce the vulnerability of chil-
dren. However, acknowledging that there needs to be more
service integration and more prevention is not enough. It
is vital to conduct research in order to understand why
services are currently so fragmented and why so few serv-
ices are devoted to prevention and early intervention.

Fundamental to bringing about change in the area of chil-
dren’s safety and wellbeing is developing an understanding
of the current organisational and systemic issues in child
protection systems in Australia, including:

organisational cultures, climates and values;

the social contexts of organisations;

methods and practices involved in bringing about
change;

the effects/problems of partial change (e.g., new policy,
resources and staff); and

issues in implementing policy and procedural changes
to practice frameworks and organisational cultures (i.e.,
changing staff mindsets/mental models).

The emergent literature that uses systems theory and
models of systems change to transform human services
delivery highlights the complexity of bringing about
change (Emshoff et al., 2007). In particular, the more
recent theorising indicates that it is important not only to
understand the interactions between the different parts of
the system and the underlying root causes for the way in
which the system behaves (i.e., to understand why it is
that the system functions in the way it does, not just to
identify how it should change), but to recognise the
organic rather than mechanistic nature of complex sys-
tems (e.g., Ford, 2007; Foster-Fishman, Nowell, & Yang,
2007). This latter point is particularly important because
policy makers often assume that system change funda-
mentally involves the technical process of implementing
the reorganisation of structures, processes and resources.
This is, in part, because these are the components of the

evolutionary progression along a path constructed and
reconstructed from inquiry report recommendations.
These reports highlight the reactive nature of policy devel-
opment, system design and service provision. Some, such
as the Northern Territory’s Little Children are Sacred
report (Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the Pro-
tection of Aboriginal Children from Sexual Abuse, 2007),
paint a stark picture of how far we still have to go in the
process of reforming our supports for families, our efforts
to prevent abuse, the statutory processes for intervention,
and the supports and responses for victims. Some have
argued that controversies over the statutory response to
sexual abuse in particular—such as in Cleveland in the
UK—have failed to deliver better outcomes for victims,
and that when compared with estimates of the prevalence
of sexual abuse, we are still only uncovering the tip of the
iceberg through our current systems (Bacon, 2008).

Conceptualising systems for protecting 
children
There have been growing calls for the use of a public health
model as a lens with which to critique the various systems,
and to provide an opportunity for identifying gaps and oppor-
tunities for integration. (For a discussion of the application of
a public health approach to child maltreatment prevention
programs, see Holzer et al., 2006; Scott, 2006.)

As well as considering child protection in its narrowest
sense (i.e., systems that respond to allegations of child
abuse and neglect) as the core of the system, such statu-
tory responses need to be considered within the context of
broader systems to support vulnerable children and fami-
lies. This includes programs and systems that are
child-focused, family-focused and community-focused
(Holzer et al., 2006). In turn, these systems need to be con-
sidered in the context of the cultural and economic
constraints of the communities in which they operate.

Australia—along with most other English-speaking devel-
oped countries—has learned from others’ experiences
when developing its child protection systems. However,
comparison and integrated critiques across service sectors
and state/territory jurisdictional boundaries is inherently
difficult. Similarly, international literature reviews pose
special difficulties when drawing lessons for the Australian
context. Countries vary in terms of their social structures,
their legislative base, institutional infrastructure, and lin-
guistic and cultural profile. In addition, the organisation of
child protection services and welfare orientations vary
within and across countries. Despite these differences,
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makers towards increasingly risk-averse and bureaucra-
tised processes. This development is caused by a number
of factors. Perhaps the most important of these drivers is
the consistently negative media attention directed towards
child protection and community service departments,
either for being over-zealous or for not intervening in seri-
ous cases (the so-called “damned if they do, and damned if
they don’t” syndrome). This attention from the media
often leads to the appointment of commissions of inquiry
that, in the past, have tended to recommend ever tighter
regulation and more highly bureaucratic responses to child
abuse. Unfortunately, the fact that the systems that have
developed have been based largely on examinations of
unusual and severe cases has had a distorting effect on
both the structure and the culture of the system.

The complexity of these issues is illustrated by the example
of one of the key structural components of the current child
protection system in most English-speaking countries—
mandatory reporting. Although every state and territory in
Australia (as well as the US and Canada) has some form of
mandatory reporting, the specifics of who is mandated to
report, what is reported, how the reporting takes place and
the consequences of reporting differ between states and ter-
ritories (Higgins, Bromfield, & Richardson, 2007). Many
current commentators believe that mandatory reporting,
although historically a valid policy, has lost its usefulness to
the child protection system and has become counterproduc-
tive (Lonne et al., 2008). Melton (2005), for example, pointed
out that the policy was developed when it was believed that
child abuse was very rare. Now that it is recognised that child
maltreatment is a common phenomenon, mandatory report-
ing is no longer serving its purpose because it merely
inundates the statutory child protection system with inap-
propriate referrals. Melton argued further that the mandatory
reporting rules in most states in the US simply differentiate
between “abuse” and “non-abuse”, and take no cognisance of
children’s wider needs or their views. On the other hand,
Mathews and Bross (2008) argued strongly that mandatory
reporting is necessary and is justified on practical, ethical
and cost-effectiveness grounds. They acknowledged that a
large number of children are not helped by the current sys-
tem, but argued that this is because of inappropriate
procedures, poor practice and inadequate resources to cope
with the children who are reported, rather than the reporting
itself. This debate highlights the complex combination of
policies, structures, processes, laws, resources and behav-
iours that make up the current system, and the challenges to
any attempt to improve or reformulate it. Changing only one
aspect of the system (e.g., modifying or repealing the manda-
tory reporting laws) will only have a marginal impact on the
system as a whole.

One of the difficulties with the child protection system is
that it covers such a wide range of behaviours and situa-
tions; much wider than any public health program. While
still being holistic, the system must also be able to deal
with (and help to prevent) a diverse range of situations,
including young babies who are being neglected by their
parents, teenagers being sexually abused by sports
coaches, parents suffering from acute stress due to job loss,
families in chronic poverty and chaos, and so on. This
makes it very difficult to develop reliable prevention,
assessment and intervention methodologies for the whole
spectrum of child abuse and neglect, let alone a compre-
hensive and holistic system of child welfare and family
support.

system that are easiest for bureaucrats to change; funda-
mental cultural change is much more complex, long-term
and subjective.

Currently, Australia faces a number of opportunities for
organisational culture change within its eight state-based
statutory child protection services. One such cultural issue
relates to the beliefs and practices in statutory child 
protection services that are preoccupied with risk man-
agement, even where it is identified that such a focus
precludes practitioners from engaging with families. For
example, critiques of Western child protection practice,
emerging largely from UK social work researchers, have
used the “risk society” discourse as an explanatory frame-
work for the pre-occupation with “risk” (Cooper et al.,
2003; Kemshall, 2002; Parton, 2006; Spratt, 2001), and
sociological labour market theory to critique what has
been termed the “bureaucratisation” of social work (Howe,
1992). These critiques suggest that a focus on risk man-
agement is a defence mechanism and that child protection
practice has become a superficial response that is more
about throughput and “checklists” than understanding or
responding to the complex needs of families.

The shift towards a risk management approach has prima-
rily been attributed to organisational restructuring along
principles of economic rationalism (Howe, 1992) and man-
agement responses that have seen individual caseworkers
as scapegoats for systemic failures (Munro, 1999). How-
ever, there is research suggesting that restructuring alone
will not turn the tide, as risk management has become a
key tenet of practice (Spratt, 2001; Lonne et al., 2008);
thus, cultural change is needed within statutory services to
bring the focus back to the strengths and needs of families
(Bromfield & Holzer, 2008b).

Spratt’s (2001) research suggests that a change in cognitive
framing—at the micro level of the social worker—is
required for an authentic and enacted shift in practice.
However, comprehensive change will have to be under-
taken on a number of different levels, including:

legal changes (e.g., to state laws describing the grounds
for intervention and which govern the nature of the
statutory response);

structural changes to state and Commonwealth child
welfare/community services and other human services
departments, and to the relationships between govern-
ment and NGOs;

policy changes (e.g., thresholds and mechanisms for
reporting, data sharing protocols, etc.);

practice guidance; and

workforce development, including changes to training,
recruitment and retention.

Although it is now well recognised that any new system
needs to be underpinned by a significant cultural change,
the processes by which this can occur will be complex and
challenging. Most people who enter the “helping” profes-
sions do so in order to support and assist children and
families; they are not motivated by a desire to undertake
risk assessments and investigations. Thus, a move to a
more supportive and less forensic culture within child pro-
tection systems should resonate with the ethos of those
working in the system. However, the basic drivers of the
system tend to push practitioners, managers and policy
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In addition to cultural, structural and process changes,
there needs to be a significant injection of resources into
services for children and families at all levels of need. With-
out this investment it is unlikely that structural or even
cultural changes will have much effect. Of course, some
savings will ultimately be made by diverting resources
from protection to prevention, but this may take some
time, and these shifts of resources are unlikely to fully
fund the range of programs needed to significantly raise
the wellbeing of children and families. Another important
element to fundamental change is that it will need to be
driven by strong political support. Because of the media
attention being given to child protection, it is vital that
large-scale reforms to the system have the full support not
only of professionals and policy makers, but politicians
across jurisdictions must also be committed to the change.
Without political drive and leadership, it will be nearly
impossible to make significant changes to the operation of
the system. Politicians must expect and prepare for the
media to blame them and their reforms for any unfortu-
nate child deaths or other serious incidents that occur
while reforms are underway.

Ultimately all these changes need to lead to a different type
of engagement between front line caseworkers and the
children and families who come into contact with the child

protection/child welfare systems. Therefore, systems
change strategies for identifying and changing cognitive
frameworks are needed, including discourse processes
(such as critical reflection, examination, discussion) that
engage staff in ongoing opportunities to recognise and
change their mindsets.

Conclusion
While there is need for and significant benefits to be gained
from such systems change, it is important to recognise the
potential disruption that structural change can bring to
organisations, and the costs of fundamental change (e.g.,
losing valuable expertise and human capital). Many of the
child protection systems around the world have been sub-
ject to significant structural changes, causing much pain
and disruption without necessarily achieving significant
improvements in services. Thus, we agree with Lonne et al.
(2008) that the process of change needs to be incremental
rather than revolutionary, and that it should involve con-
sultation and deliberation along the way but should not
lose focus from the ultimate goal.

It is therefore important that those involved in changing the
child protection system in Australia should have a clear
vision of what the future system should be like, but equally
that they should learn the lessons from other countries about
the issues to do with the process of change, in particular the
barriers and facilitating factors for systemic cultural change.
It is equally important that politicians—and ultimately the
public—are committed to these changes.

References
Alaggia, R., & Kirsenbaum, S. (2005). Speaking the unspeakable:

Exploring the impact of family dynamics on child sexual abuse dis-
closures. Families in Society, 86(2), 227–233.

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2007). Child protection
Australia. Canberra: Author.

Bacon, H. (2008). Cleveland 20 years on: What have we learned about
intervening in child sexual abuse? Child Abuse Review, 17, 215–229.

Barber, J. G., & Delfabbro, P. H. (2004). Children in foster care.
London: Taylor & Francis.

Bromfield, L. M., & Arney, F. (2008). Developing a road map for
research: Identifying the priorities for a national child protection
research agenda (Child Abuse Prevention Issues No. 28).
Melbourne: National Child Protection Clearinghouse. Retrieved 
30 October 2008, from http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/issues/
issues28/issues28.html

Bromfield, L. M., Gillingham, P., & Higgins, D. J. (2007). Cumulative
harm and chronic child maltreatment. Developing Practice, 19,
34–42.

Bromfield, L. M., & Higgins, D. J. (2005). National comparison of child
protection systems (Child Abuse Prevention Issues No. 22).
Melbourne: National Child Protection Clearinghouse. Retrieved 30
October 2008, from http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/issues/
issues22/issues22.html

Bromfield, L. M., & Holzer, P. J. (2008a). A national approach for child
protection: Project report. Melbourne: National Child Protection
Clearinghouse. Retrieved 30 October 2008, from http://www.aifs.
gov.au/nch/pubs/reports/cdsmac/cdsmac.pdf

Bromfield, L. M., & Holzer, P. J. (2008b). Australian Institute of Family
Studies submission to the Special Commission of Inquiry into
Child Protection Services in NSW. Retrieved 30 October 2008, 
from http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/submissions/nswchildprotect/
inquiry.pdf

Currently, Australia faces a number of opportunities for
organisational culture change within its eight state-based
statutory child protection services.



Bromfield, L. M., & Osborn, A. (2007). “Getting the big picture”: A syn-
opsis and critique of Australian out-of-home care research (Child
Abuse Prevention Issues No. 26). Melbourne: National Child
Protection Clearinghouse. Retrieved 30 October 2008, from
http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/issues/issues26/issues26.html

Brooks-Gunn, J., Berlin, L. J., & Fuligni, A. S. (2000). Early childhood
intervention programs: What about the family? In J. P. Shonkoff & S.
J. Meisels (Eds.), Handbook of early childhood intervention (2nd
ed., pp. 549–588). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Calvert, G. (1993). Preventing child abuse: A national strategy.
Canberra: National Child Protection Council.

Cameron, G., & Freymond, N. (Eds.). (2006). Towards positive sys-
tems of child and family welfare: International comparisons of
child protection, family service, and community caring systems.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Cashmore, J. A., & Ainsworth, F. (2004). Audit of Australian out-of-
home care research. Sydney: Association of Childrens Welfare
Agencies. Retrieved 21 October 2008, from http://www.acwa.asn.au/
cafwaa/ResearchAudit2004.pdf

Cashmore, J. A., Higgins, D. J., Bromfield, L. M., & Scott, D. A. (2006).
Recent Australian child protection and out-of-home care research:
What’s been done and what needs to be done? Children Australia,
31(2), 4–11.

Cashmore, J., Scott, D., & Calvert, G. (2008). Think child, think fam-
ily, think community: From a child protection system, to a system
for protecting children (Joint Submission to the Special
Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW).
Sydney: NSW Commission for Children and Young People. Retrieved
30 October 2008, from http://www.kids.nsw.gov.au/uploads/docu
ments/childprotectionservices_joint_submission.pdf

Cooper, A., Hetherington, R., & Katz, I. (2003). The risk factor:
Reforming the child protection system. London: Demos.

D’Andrade, A. D., Austin, M., & Benton, A. (2008). Risk and safety
assessment in child welfare. Journal of Evidence-Based Social
Work, 5(1), 31–56.

Dawe, S., Harnett, P. H., & Frye, S. (2008). Improving outcomes for
children living in families with parental substance misuse: What
we know and what should we do (Child Abuse Prevention Issues
No. 29). Melbourne: National Child Protection Clearinghouse.
Retrieved 31 October 2008, from http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/
issues/issues29/issues29.html

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs. (2008). Australia’s children: Safe and well. A national
framework for protecting Australia’s children: A discussion paper
for consultation. Canberra: Author.

Department of Health. (1999). Framework for the assessment of chil-
dren in need and their families. London: The Stationary Office.

Emshoff, J. G, Darnell, A. J., Darnell, D. A., Erickson, S. W., Schneider,
S., & Hudgins, R. (2007). Systems change as an outcome and a
process in the work of community collaboratives for health.
American Journal of Community Psychology, 39, 255–267.

Ford, J. K. (2007). Building capability throughout a change effort:
Leading the transformation of a police agency to community polic-
ing. American Journal of Community Psychology, 39, 321–334.

Foster-Fishman, P., Nowell, B., & Yang, H. (2007). Putting the system
back into systems change: A framework for understanding and
changing organizational and community systems. American
Journal of Community Psychology, 39(3), 197–215.

Gilbert, N. (Ed.). (1997). Combating child abuse: International per-
spectives and trends. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hetherington, R. (1998). Issues in European child protection research.
European Journal of Social Work, 1(1), 71–82.

Higgins, D. J. (Ed.). (2005). Indigenous community development proj-
ects: Early learnings research report. Vol. 2. Melbourne: Telstra
Foundation. Retrieved 30 October 2008, from http://www.aifs.gov.
au/nch/pubs/reports/telstra2/telstra2.html

Higgins, D. J. (2007). Cooperation and coordination: An evaluation of
the Family Court of Australia’s Magellan case-management model.
Canberra: Family Court of Australia. Retrieved 30 October 2008,
from http://www.aifs.gov.au/institute/pubs/magellan/index.html

Higgins, D. J., Adams, R. M., Bromfield, L. M., Richardson, N., & Aldana,
M. (2005). National audit of Australian child protection research
1995–2004. Adelaide: Australian Centre for Child Protection,
Unversity of South Australia.

Higgins, D. J., Bromfield, L. M., & Richardson, N. (2007). Mandatory
reporting of child abuse (Resource Sheet No. 3). Melbourne:
National Child Protection Clearinghouse. Retrieved 30 October
2008, from http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/sheets/rs3/rs3.html

Hirte, C., Rogers, N., & Wilson, R. (2008). Contact with the South
Australian child protection system: A statistical analysis of longitu-
dinal child protection data. Adelaide: Department for Families and
Communities. Retrieved 30 October 2008, from http://www.
familiesandcommunities.sa.gov.au/DesktopModules/SAHT_DNN2_D
ocuments/DownloadFile.aspx?url_getfileid=2664 

Holzer, P. J., Higgins, J., Bromfield, L. M., Richardson, N., & Higgins, 
D. J. (2006). The effectiveness of parent education and home visit-
ing child maltreatment prevention programs (Child Abuse
Prevention Issues No. 24). Melbourne: National Child Protection
Clearinghouse. Retrieved 30 October 2008, from http://www.aifs.gov.
au/nch/pubs/issues/issues24/issues24.html

Howe, D. (1992). Child abuse and the bureaucratisation of social work.
The Sociological Review, 40, 491–508.

Howitt, D. (1992). Child abuse errors: When good intentions go
wrong. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester, Wheatsheaf.

Keating, D., & Hertzman, C. (2000). Developmental health and the
wealth of nations: Social, biological, and educational dynamics.
New York: Guildford Press.

Kemshall, H. (2002). Risk, social policy and welfare. Buckingham:
Open University Press.

Lonne, B., Parton, N., Thomson, J., & Harries, M. (2008). Reforming
child protection. London: Routledge.

Mathews, B., & Bross, D. C. (2008). Mandated reporting is still a policy
with reason: Empirical evidence and philosophical grounds. Child
Abuse & Neglect, 32(5), 511–516.

McCain, M. N., & Mustard, F. (2002). The Early Years Study three years
later: From early child development to human development.
Toronto: The Founders Network.

McDonald, C., Harris, J., & Wintersteen, R. (2003). Contingent on con-
text? Social work and the state in Australia, Britain and the USA.
British Journal of Social Work, 33, 191–208.

Melton, G. B. (2005). Mandated reporting: A policy without reason.
Child Abuse & Neglect, 29(1), 9–18.

Mullighan, T. (2008). Children in State Care Commission of Inquiry:
Allegations of sexual abuse and death from criminal conduct.
Adelaide: Children in State Care Commission of Inquiry.

Munro, E. (1999). Common errors of reasoning in child protection.
Child Abuse & Neglect, 28, 745–758.

Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal
Children from Sexual Abuse. (2007). Ampe Akelyernemane Meke
Mekarle: “Little Children are Sacred”. Report of the Northern Territory
Board of Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal Children from
Sexual Abuse. Darwin: Northern Territory Government.

NSW Department of Community Services. (2007). Annual Report
2006/07. Ashfield, NSW: Author. Available at: http://www.
community.nsw.gov.au/DOCSwr/_assets/annual_report07/documents/
annual_report06_07.pdf

O’Donnell, M., Scott, D., Stanley, F. (2008). Child abuse and neglect: Is
it time for a public health approach? Australian and New Zealand
Journal Public Health, 32(4), 325–330.

Parton, N. (2006). Safeguarding childhood: Early intervention and
surveillance in a late modern society. Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave.

Scott, D. (2005). Inter-organisational collaboration in family-centred
practice: A framework for analysis and action. Australian Social
Work, 58(2), 132–141.

Scott, D. (2006). Towards a public health model of child protection in
Australia. Communities, Children and Families Australia, 1(1),
9–16.

Spratt, T. (2001). The influence of child protection orientation on child
welfare practice. British Journal of Social Work, 31, 933–954.

Spratt, T., & Devaney, J. (2008). Identifying families with multiple
problems: Perspectives of practitioners and managers in three
nations. British Journal of Social Work. Retrieved 30 October 2008,
from http://bjsw.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/full/bcm151

Stern, G. (2002). Early intervention and prevention: The evidence base
underpinning family and community policy. Stronger Families
Learning Exchange Bulletin, 1, 5.

Tomison, A., & Poole, L. (2000). Preventing child abuse and neglect:
Findings from an Australian audit of prevention programs.
Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies. Retrieved 31
October 2008, from http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/reports/
audit2001/auditreport.html

Dr Daryl Higgins is a General Manager (Research), Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies, and Professor Ilan Katz is Director of the
Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales.

50 Family Matters  2008  No. 80   Australian Institute of Family Studies 



History 
of social 
security in 
Australia

History 
of social 
security in 
Australia
This law must be regarded as a social experiment, the success
or otherwise of which has yet to be shown by experience. Its
social and economic effects, both near and remote, are prob-
lematical, and it is not probable that they will be revealed
even partially for several years to come (Knibbs, 1910, p. 85,
commenting on the Invalid and Old-age Pensions Act 1908)

the exception of provisions for Commonwealth
employees) are generally administered by state
and territory governments;

health benefits, an area of major expenditure
and policy interest;

veterans’ pensions, which for many people
wholly or partly replace what would otherwise be
payable via social security; and

retirement benefits paid by superannuation funds,
which (as with veterans’ pensions) wholly or partly
displace social security for many people.

They also exclude “tax expenditures”—the very large
amounts of revenue that the Commonwealth loses
through the generous concessions it allows in the tax
system for purposes related to social security.

A framework for analysis
Here are four propositions to consider about the Aus-
tralian model of social security and its evolution:

It differs markedly from the international norm.

It has proven to be remarkably resilient since its
inception a century ago.

Arrangements akin to social insurance (the usual
model elsewhere) have, as a result, developed in
the private sector, usually under the direction 
of legislation and with financial support from
government.

The scope of “social security”
Australia’s national system of social security reached
its centenary in June 2008.1 One hundred years
before then, the Parliament of the newly created
Commonwealth of Australia2 enacted legislation
establishing an “old-age” pension to take effect the
following year. The pension replaced similar provi-
sions that had been implemented in three states.

The social security system has grown since then to
be integral to the welfare of Australian individuals
and families. It is timely to reflect on how the sys-
tem has come to be as it is now.

These days, of course, social security is wide-ranging
and complex. It directly affects a large majority of
Australians at any given time and nearly every Aus-
tralian at some point in his or her life. It has
substantial impacts on the economy; expenditure on
what is conventionally regarded as social security in
Australia (a narrow definition by international stan-
dards) represents something like six per cent of gross
domestic product and accounts for between one-fifth
and one-quarter of the Commonwealth’s budget (the
exact figure depending on the definition of Common-
wealth expenditure).

These expenditure figures do not tell the full story.
Among other things, they exclude:

employment injury benefits, which are known
in Australia as workers’ compensation and (with
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Maximising economic and social participation is
and always has been a cornerstone of Australia’s
system.

Why did the Australian system begin as it did and
why has it retained its broad structure in the face of
so much environmental change? Perhaps the fol-
lowing may form part of the explanation:

The Commonwealth system of pensions was basi-
cally taken from the state systems it replaced,
which had quickly won broad acceptance.

An entitlement to social security was viewed as a
right based on need rather than as something to
be “bought” by paying a financial contribution.

Australia saw itself (and was regarded in some
other countries) as something of a social labora-
tory at the time social security began, and the idea
of being different might have had its own appeal.

In Australia, the protections that social insur-
ance provides have been embedded to some
extent in other systems (particularly minimum
wages,3 paid sick leave, employment injury 
benefits and—especially in more recent times—
superannuation).

If the system works, why disturb the fundamentals?

The basic structure and philosophy of social secu-
rity may still be very much as they were at the start,
but change within that framework has been exten-
sive. One way of looking at how the system has
evolved over the years is through the prism of five
“Es”: equity, effectiveness, employment, efficiency
and economy. They explain a great deal about why
the system has retained much of its original 
character, and—implicitly or explicitly—are the
criteria that policy makers consider in developing
proposals for change.

Equity has two dimensions: the horizontal and the
vertical. The horizontal is about the equal treatment
of people in like circumstances; in practice, it usually

means recognising the impact of dependants on peo-
ple’s financial capacity at all levels of income or assets.
The vertical is about more generous treatment of peo-
ple with fewer resources of their own. It is the
philosophical base for progressive taxation, the idea
that social security benefits should be “adequate” (in
other words, enough to meet the minimum needs of
people who rely on them), and the very existence of a
system of social security.

Effectiveness is about whether a program works
well, whether or not it achieves its purpose. The
most carefully targeted and finely crafted initiative
will serve no purpose if its intended beneficiaries do
not use it. Simplicity is thus very important in
social security design, and “take-up”—the ratio of
eligible people receiving benefits to the eligible pop-
ulation—is an important marker of success (but,
like adequacy, is very hard to measure).

Employment issues are fundamental to social 
security. The system is built around the notion that
people who can work should do so unless there are
good reasons (such as age or caring responsibili-
ties) for society to relieve them of that obligation.
People who can work but are unable to find jobs are
normally expected to continue looking for work or
to undertake activities that will improve their
chances of finding employment. The system is also
part of a wider structure that presumes a strong
commitment by government to high levels of
employment and includes social protections pro-
vided outside the social security system (such as
minimum wages and paid sick leave).

Decisions about the shape of social security are also
influenced by how they might affect work incen-
tives, even among those with no obligation to work.
It is often assumed that a more liberal system of
social security inhibits work effort, but economic
theory is at best ambiguous on this point and deci-
sions made over the years often seem to be at odds
with the conventional wisdom (or are driven by
other imperatives).

Efficiency has three distinct elements: eco-
nomic, administrative and “target”:4

An economically efficient measure pro-
tects incentives to save and invest (and, as
noted above, to work). Its macroeconomic
impact is also neutral or even positive.

An administratively efficient measure
delivers benefits to the intended person on
time.

A “target” efficient measure maximises the 
proportion of expenditure that reduces the
prevalence, incidence and depth of poverty.

Economy is about costs, both program and
administrative. Program costs are usually by
far the larger component, but administrative
costs often assume much more importance in
policy decision making than their relative
size might suggest.
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above. Queensland followed suit in 1907. The other
three states—possibly in the expectation that the
Commonwealth would soon exercise its constitu-
tional power to legislate for age and “invalid”
pensions—made no moves to do so.

Sure enough, the Commonwealth began to pay age
pensions in 1909 (having enacted legislation in
June 1908).

6
Their design followed that of the state

schemes they replaced and set the scene for the
next 100 years (and probably well beyond):

They were funded from general revenue, not
employer or employee contributions.

The rate payable had no link to a person’s past
earnings.

A means test applied.

The Commonwealth began to pay an invalid pen-
sion for people with disabilities in the following
year. Its design followed that of the age pension.

Maternity allowance was introduced in 1912. It was
a fixed amount payable to a mother on the birth of
each child. It was funded from general revenue and
there was no means test.

When the Commonwealth moved more broadly
into payments for families 30 years later, the same
pattern was followed. Only in the last 20 years have
means tests—usually less stringent than for other
social security programs—become the norm for
family payments.

Between the World Wars
The next quarter of a century produced no major
changes at the national level. The onset of the Great
Depression in the early 1930s led to some tighten-
ing of pension provisions and the introduction of a
means test on the maternity allowance. Both sets of
measures were reversed when economic conditions
improved.

There were significant developments at the state
level:

Queensland introduced (1923) a scheme of
unemployment insurance, funded by employer
and employee contributions, with a subsidy from
the Government. Since then, nothing like this
has existed in other states or at the Common-
wealth level, and it did not last in Queensland
(being superseded in 1945 by a national scheme
of unemployment and sickness benefits).

In New South Wales (1926), a widows’ pension
was established, with a structure broadly similar
to the Commonwealth pensions (fixed-rate,
means-tested and funded from general revenue).

In 1927, New South Wales introduced a scheme
known as child endowment—fixed-rate family
allowances paid from general revenue. The pay-
roll tax initially imposed on employers offset the
cost but was not linked to eligibility.

There is a sixth “E”: (political) expediency. It may
not always be polite to say so, but any government
is naturally alert to the wider political implications
of its policy decisions; it cannot deliver on its over-
all agenda if it loses office.

The “Es” are interdependent and often at odds with
one another. Policy decisions about social security
almost invariably involve difficult choices between
them.

In the beginning
During the 19th century, there was nothing in any of
the Australian colonies that would be recognised
today as social security. Charitable relief provided by
benevolent societies, sometimes with financial help
from the authorities, was the dominant mode of sup-
port for people unable to provide for themselves.

During the last quarter of that century, and espe-
cially during the economic depression of the 1890s,
voices for a more organised approach to the relief of
hardship began to make themselves heard. The rise
of the trade unions and the Labor Party during this
period added to the movement for reform.

The aged were a particular focus of concern. 
In 1900, New South Wales and Victoria

5
followed

the lead of Denmark (1891) and New Zealand
(1898) by enacting legislation to introduce non-
contributory age pensions for those aged 65 and
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In 1928, New South Wales introduced employ-
ment injury benefits.

Employment injury benefits, known in Australia as
workers’ compensation, were (and still are) struc-
tured along insurance lines. They are funded by
mandatory employer contributions paid to insur-
ers. Benefits are earnings-related and free of means
test. After its introduction in New South Wales, this
model spread to other states and territories, and it
has survived attempts to create a national scheme
in its place.

The Commonwealth made two forays into the arena
of social insurance between the two World Wars,
but in each case it retreated:

In 1923, the Commonwealth established a com-
mission of inquiry into national insurance. The
inquiry reported progressively over the next four
years in favour of such a scheme, but the legisla-
tion giving effect to the recommendations was
abandoned in the face of opposition from employ-
ers and a lukewarm response from unions.

In 1938, the Commonwealth proposed new legis-
lation for a scheme of national insurance (which
would also have included medical benefits). 
The legislation was passed by Parliament, but 
the government shelved it indefinitely soon
afterward, partly because of responses from
interest groups and partly because of the loom-
ing prospect of international conflict.

The 1940s
Against this background, the impact of the Second
World War might have been expected to limit the
scope for extending social security. In fact the
reverse occurred.

The same phenomenon manifested itself elsewhere,
notably in the United Kingdom. The difference was
that the United Kingdom planned for the introduc-
tion of a comprehensive scheme of national
insurance to commence after the war was over. Aus-
tralia, by contrast, began to introduce new benefits
during the war. Perhaps the Australian model of
benefits financed from general revenue made it eas-
ier to do so.

A Commonwealth Parliamentary Joint Committee
on Social Security

7
—a cross-party committee com-

prising members of both houses of Parliament—was
formed in 1941. It reported progressively over the
next five years and the Commonwealth’s initiatives
of the 1940s reflected many of the committee’s rec-
ommendations, although they did not follow them
to the letter. It is perhaps not surprising, in light of
previous experience, that the committee did not
favour moving to an insurance-based system.
Shaver (1987) has emphasised the significance of
this period in Australia’s history and has stated that
“Australia entered World War II with only a frag-
mentary welfare provision: by the end of the war it
had constructed a ‘welfare state’” (p. 411).

Changes during this period were extensive. They
included the introduction of:

child endowment (replacing the New South
Wales scheme) in 1941;

a widows’ pension (also replacing the New South
Wales scheme) in 1942;

a wife’s allowance (1943);

additional allowances for the children of pen-
sioners in 1943; and

unemployment, sickness and “special” benefits
in 1945.

At the same time, the governance of the social secu-
rity system was consolidated. A new Department of
Social Services began operation in 1941 (previ-
ously, the Treasury had administered the system).

8

After the war, in 1947, the various items of legisla-
tion were brought together into a single Social
Services Act.

Child endowment was a family allowance paid at a
fixed rate with no means test. Funding was from
general revenue; a payroll tax was imposed on
employers to help in financing the scheme, but the
proceeds were paid into general revenue. The first
child was initially excluded from the scheme, but
brought into it in 1950.

The widows’ pension followed the general struc-
ture of other Commonwealth pensions—it was
financed from general revenue and means-tested.
The definition of a “widow” went well beyond a
woman whose husband had died; it included several
categories of women who, through no “fault” of
their own, had lost the support of their partner.

The wife’s allowance was a means-tested payment
for:

the wives of age pensioners who were perma-
nently incapacitated for work; and 

the wives of invalid pensioners.

It was later extended to encompass the wives of age
pensioners who were not permanently incapacitated.

Allowances for pensioners’ children were essen-
tially extensions to the pension rate. They were
initially restricted to one child but later extended to
other children. Similar payments became available
from 1945 for the children of unemployment, sick-
ness and special beneficiaries.

Unemployment and sickness benefits were like
pensions in that they were fixed-rate, paid from
general revenue and means-tested. The rates were
lower than those for pensions and the means test
was generally more restrictive. Tight conditions
applied to unemployment benefits in respect of
availability for and willingness to work. Participa-
tion in strike action precluded eligibility for
unemployment benefits. The introduction of unem-
ployment and sickness benefits was part of a
broader strategy to restore and maintain full

54 Family Matters  2008  No. 80   Australian Institute of Family Studies 



free medical and hospital treatment for pensioners
(1951);

additional support (then called “supplementary
assistance”) for pensioners paying rent (1958),
later to become a program for a much larger
group of people on low incomes;

a higher “single” rate of pension (1963) to reflect
the diseconomies of living alone; and

a major liberalisation of the means test on pen-
sions (1969).10

Changes in the health system were also important.
Medical, hospital and pharmaceutical benefit
schemes finally settled into place after major polit-
ical controversies surrounding their introduction in
the 1940s. In general terms, the post-1950 arrange-
ments provided for Commonwealth subsidies to
private funds offering medical and hospital insur-
ance. The Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme
provided free prescriptions for life-saving drugs; it
was later extended to a wider range of medications
but subjected to co-payments.

The 1970s and 1980s
By the start of the 1970s, there was a growing con-
stituency for change. Key elements of the social
security system were coming into question, in 
particular:

whether it was adequately dealing with poverty;

its effects on incentives to work and save; and

its exclusion of some groups at risk of hardship.

Moreover, at the start of the period, the economy 
was relatively strong and a general air of optimism
prevailed about the scope for innovation and

improvement. Even the economic
recessions of the 1970s and 1980s
had only limited impact on the
appetite for change, although in some
instances they contributed to revers-
ing its direction.

It is impractical to list here all the
initiatives of the period. Significant
ones included:

a substantial easing of the means
test on pensions, and the intro
duction of a wife’s pension in

employment, and was accompanied by the estab-
lishment of the Commonwealth Employment
Service to assist job-seekers.

“Special” benefits were introduced to provide for
people who had no other entitlement and, for 
good reason, were unable to provide for themselves
and had little or no other means of support. It was,
and still is, a tightly means-tested form of social
assistance.

Three other developments are worth recording
from this period:

uniform income tax in 1942—the states “tem-
porarily” ceded their income tax powers to the
Commonwealth as a wartime measure, never to
regain them;

the introduction in 1945 of the Social Services
Contribution, which was in fact no more than an
extra tax on income and was merged with
income tax five years later; and

the passage of a referendum in 1946 that
widened and clarified the Commonwealth’s
power to legislate in respect of social security.9

By the end of the decade, Australia had a compre-
hensive system of social security, supported by robust
financial and constitutional powers that were to
enable further expansion in the years to come.

The 1950s and 1960s
After the activity of the 1940s, it is perhaps not sur-
prising that the next two decades were more about
consolidation than innovation. Many changes did
occur, but for the most part they were incremental
rather than fundamental. Four are particularly
worth mentioning:
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place of the less generous wife’s allowance
(1972);

the abolition of the means test on age pensions
for people aged 75 and over (1973)11 and 70 to 74
(1975), subsequently reversed in two steps
(1978 and 1983);

the introduction of a pension-type payment for
lone parents not receiving a widow’s pension
(1973 for lone mothers, 1977 for lone fathers);

the removal of the assets component of the 
pensions means test (1976), followed by its
restoration in a very different form (1985);

the creation of a new allowance for the parents of
children with disabilities (1974);

the integration of child tax rebates and child
endowment into a single system of family
allowances, paid from general revenue without 
a means test to the principal carer, thus giving
low-income parents access to the equivalent of
the rebates (1976);

the abolition of maternity allowance (1978), the
purchasing power of which had deteriorated for
many years prior to this;

the introduction of automatic increases in pen-
sions and most other benefits to compensate for
price increases (1977);

a mobility allowance (1983) to defray the costs
faced by people with disabilities in getting to
work or vocational training;

a new income supplement for low-income work-
ing families with children that effectively gave
them access to the equivalent of additional pay-
ments made for the children of pensioners and
beneficiaries (1983), later broadened and
extended (1988) by the establishment of family
payment benchmarks (linked to the Hawke gov-
ernment’s commitment on child poverty);

imposition of a means test on family allowances
(1988);

introduction of a pension for carers of a spouse
with disabilities (1984), progressively broadened
in later years;

phased abolition of the widows’ pension for those
without children in their care (1987);

the start of the Jobs, Education and Training
(JET) scheme for lone parents (1989); and

implementation of the Child Support Scheme,
which provided for the administrative assess-
ment and collection of non-resident parents’
liabilities for the support of their children (1988
and 1989) and the creation of a new agency to
run the scheme.

All this was taking place against the background 
of broader developments. Six of these are worth
particular mention:

the Henderson Commission of Inquiry into
Poverty (1972 to 1976)—its findings were not
formally adopted, but they influenced policy
decisions in the years that followed;

the demise of proposals (the Woodhouse
scheme) for a national scheme of insurance
against injury, accident and disease (1975)—the
new scheme would have been a major departure
from the Australian model of social security, and
would have superseded the state and territory
schemes of workers’ compensation and third-
party road accident insurance;

the rejection of proposals (the Hancock scheme)
for national superannuation (1976), followed in
the 1980s and beyond by the rise of private
superannuation as an instrument of retirement
incomes policy—the Government legislated to
compel contributions by employers to superan-
nuation for their employees, and provided
substantial tax concessions for both employers
and employees;

the advent of a national scheme of universal
health insurance (1975), its partial dismantling
in the years immediately following, and its
restoration in almost its original form (1984);

two major recessions and general restructuring
of the economy; and

the Cass Social Security Review in the second
half of the 1980s.
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Commonwealth Employment Service was replaced
from 1997 with the Job Network, comprising Com-
monwealth-subsidised private and non-profit
providers of services for job seekers.

The economic tide had begun to turn by the mid-
1990s, but the number of people who were
receiving social security payments continued to
climb. By the end of the decade, the Common-
wealth had begun to express particular concern
about the numbers of lone parents and people with
disabilities receiving pension-type payments. “Wel-
fare reform” became a central focus, and in 1999
the Commonwealth established the McClure Refer-
ence Group to consider the issue. The reference
group reported in 2000.

The 21st century

The Commonwealth responded late in 2000 to the
McClure Reference Group’s report, indicating that
it was disposed towards introducing a series of
cross-portfolio initiatives. A period of consultation
followed. A package called Australians Working
Together was announced in the 2001–02 Budget for
phased introduction over the next four years. The
centrepiece of the package, at least in terms of cost,
was a “working credit” (which took effect in 2002)
to ease the impact of means tests on working-age
people in the early stages of returning to employ-
ment after an extended period of reliance on
income support. The package also provided for
additional supports and services to parents, people
with disabilities, the mature-aged, and other 
people who had been out of work for an extended
period.

In its 2005–06 Budget, the Commonwealth
announced a set of changes collectively called Wel-
fare to Work. They took effect from July 2006. Their
main impact was on lone parents with school-age
children and on people with disabilities who have
part-time work capacity. The measures:

reduced the maximum rates of social security
entitlement;

tightened the means test (aligning it with that for
unemployed people generally); and

imposed an obligation on recipients to work part-
time or to look for part-time work.

The package of measures also included training,
assistance with the costs of child care, and some
other forms of support.

Another major theme of the new century has been
tax reform. The ANTS (A New Tax System) package,
introduced in mid-2000, included sweeping meas-
ures to compensate recipients of social security
payments for the price effects of the new goods and
services tax (GST). The measures included:

a supplement to pension rates;

easing the means test on pensions; and

The 1990s
The Cass Social Security Review (established in
1986) had refocused attention on the need to
encourage and facilitate economic and social par-
ticipation among people who were receiving social
security payments, particularly people with disabil-
ities, lone parents and the unemployed. It had also
argued that, in light of broader changes in the role
of women, the social security system should treat
people more as individuals and that the scope for
dependency-based additional payments should be
narrowed. The JET scheme for lone parents (1989)
had been one response by the Commonwealth to
the review’s findings.

Further changes followed in the 1990s, not only as
a result of the review but also in response to
changes taking place in the broader society and
economy (including another recession). Here is a
sample of the more important changes of the 1990s:

the Disability Reform Package (1991), with its
emphasis on the centrality of work in the defini-
tion of eligibility for the disability support
pension (which replaced the invalid pension), its
financial incentives for employers to hire people
with disabilities, and its active approach to
assessing work readiness and finding work
opportunities;

the integration of payments for children into a
single system (1993);12

the phased introduction of a higher age pension
age for women (1994);

the introduction of partly individualised means
testing for certain couples (1995);

the phased abolition of the wife’s pension (1994);

legislation tying the standard rate of pension 
to 25% of “male total average weekly earnings”
(1997);

expanded support for carers of adults and chil-
dren with disabilities (1996 to 1999);

the split of responsibility for policy and service
delivery between the Department of Social Secu-
rity (DSS) and a newly created agency called
Centrelink (1997); and

the absorption of DSS into a new Department of
Family and Community Services (1998), with
responsibility for a range of programs going
beyond social security.13

In the background was an economy continuing to
undergo rapid change. The recession of the early
1990s saw unemployment peak at more than 11%
and the number of working-age people receiving
social security payments rise dramatically. The
Working Nation initiative of the mid-1990s, in
which the Commonwealth assumed something of a
role of “employer of last resort”, was one response
to the crisis; it was quickly abandoned as ineffectual
and too costly after a change of government. The
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the removal of family payments from the Social
Security Act and replacing them with a new and
more generous Family Tax Benefit (FTB) scheme
in separate legislation.

FTB rates and conditions have been greatly
improved since 2000. The maximum rates of FTB
now appear to exceed average spending by low-
income parents on their children.

The Commonwealth has also reintroduced mater-
nity payments (free of means test) in recent years,
initially in the form of a partially earnings-related
Baby Bonus and more recently in the form of a
fixed-rate lump sum (free of means test). These
payments are substantially more than anything that
had existed in previous years.

Retirement incomes policy has retained a strong
focus. Specific measures have focused on improving
tax concessions for superannuation, most notably in
the 2006–07 Budget, which from July 2007 removed
personal income tax from most superannuation pen-
sions and all lump sums received by people 60 and
over. There have also been improvements to the age
pension, including an easing of the assets component
of the means test from September 2007. For aged 
people with no entitlement to a pension, several
allowances to assist them with everyday costs have
been introduced. They are means-tested but on a very
generous basis; in particular, the value of an appli-
cant’s assets is not taken into account.

Child support has been another focus of attention.
In 2005, the government accepted a task force’s rec-
ommendations designed to align child support more
closely with contemporary attitudes. Perhaps the
most interesting initiative is to routinely take into
account the incomes of and the care provided by
both parents when determining the liability of one
to the other. In effect, both parents are now equally
responsible for the support of their children. The
recommendations are being progressively imple-
mented.

The last decade has seen a move away from an inte-
grated social security system. Service delivery
remains largely centralised, but policy responsibil-
ity is now spread between:

the Treasury—its roles in relation to retirement
incomes and taxation vitally affect superannua-

58 Family Matters  2008  No. 80   Australian Institute of Family Studies 

Over the last 100 years much has changed in 
the social security system, but there are strong 

elements of continuity as well—particularly 
the prevalence of means tests, the use of 
funding from general revenue, and the 

strong emphasis on participation.

tion, the age pension, family benefits and mater-
nity payments;

what is now the Department of Families, Hous-
ing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
(FaHCSIA)—the age and disability support pen-
sions fall within the portfolio and, with Treasury,
FaHCSIA looks after the Family Tax Benefit and
maternity payments; and

what has recently become the Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Rela-
tions (DEEWR)—payments for many people of
working age fall within the DEEWR portfolio.

In addition, the Department of Human Services has
been created to help manage and coordinate the
work of Centrelink and a number of other agencies
responsible for delivering Commonwealth pay-
ments and services.

Conclusion
This article has provided a broad overview of how
social security has developed in Australia over the
last 100 years or so. Much has changed in that time,
but there are strong elements of continuity as
well—particularly the prevalence of means tests,
the use of funding from general revenue, and the
strong emphasis on participation.

In terms of the five “Es”, Australia’s model of social
security has attractions. In particular, its emphasis
on means testing gives it high marks for target effi-
ciency and some aspects of vertical equity. Take-up
is high, in that benefits reach most of those people
for whom they are intended, and the system’s
administration is efficient and economical.

On one aspect of vertical equity, that of adequacy,
the system does not score so well. In particular,
rates of benefits for the single unemployed (includ-
ing people who, because of disability, have only
part-time work capacity) are low and are declining
in relative terms.

It can also be argued that the system does not
deliver horizontal equity to families at higher levels
of income. It is clear that successive governments
have made policy choices that put other objectives
ahead of horizontal equity for the relatively well-
to-do.



that the superannuation system will have to be
revisited; by any standard it is expensive to main-
tain, its benefits are heavily skewed to people on
high incomes, and its impact on pensions expendi-
ture is limited. As the population ages, questions
about the sustainability of the current design of
superannuation will become more pressing.

How will the social security system as a whole look
in 100 years from now? Given that the social and
economic impact of climate and technological
change is so unpredictable, forecasting the shape of
social security is at best hazardous. Sometimes,
however, “the more things change, the more they
remain the same”. Perhaps the essential elements
of social security will remain intact. In the last 100
years they have survived two World Wars, the Great
Depression, numerous recessions, technological
transformation and enormous changes in social val-
ues. Perhaps observers looking back to now from
the vantage point of 2108 will be just as struck by
the elements of continuity in social security as we
are looking back to 1908.

Endnotes
1 The definitive history of social security in Australia (up to

1978) is provided in Kewley (1969, 1973, 1980).
2 The “Commonwealth of Australia” is a federation of six

states and two territories. In this paper, the term
“Commonwealth” refers to the Federal Government.

3 The Harvester Judgement in 1907 established the concept of
a “living wage” for wage earners in Australia and this provided
a foundation on which to build a social security system.

4 Some commentators suggest that “churning”—the extent
to which the same people pay taxes on the one hand while
receiving benefits on the other—is another measure of
(in)efficiency.

5 In 1901, these colonies joined the other four colonies to
become states in the Commonwealth of Australia.  The
NSW scheme has been described by T. H. Kewley (1946) as
“the first of the modern ‘income-security’ services” and
“almost a copy of the scheme already in force in New
Zealand” (pp. 121–122).

6 Invalid and Old-age Pensions Act 1908 (No. 17 of 1908).
7 See, Joint Committee on Social Security (1941, 1942a,

1942b, 1942c, 1942d, 1943, 1944, 1945, 1946), Shaver
(1987) and Watts (1987).

8 The Department of Social Services was actually established
in April 1939, but it did not function as a separate organisa-
tion until April 1941, when the administration of the
Invalid and Old-age Pensions Act and the Maternity
Allowances Act was taken over from the Department of the
Treasury (Director General of Social Services, 1942, p. 2).

9 This followed a successful challenge to the High Court on
the constitutionality of pharmaceutical benefits legislation
in 1945. The successful 1946 referendum empowered the
Commonwealth Parliament to make laws with respect to
“the provision  of maternity allowances, widows’ pensions,
child endowment, unemployment, pharmaceutical, sick-
ness, and hospital benefits, medical and dental services
(but not so as to authorize any form of civil conscription),
benefits to students and family allowances” (s51,
Constitution Alteration (Social Services) Act 1946).

10 A proposal to abolish the means test on age pensions had
been part of the Labor Party’s election platform in 1954,
but the Liberal–Country Party Coalition Government,
which opposed the initiative, was returned to office. This
did not stop abolition of the means test on age and invalid
pensions for the blind.

11 It is interesting that both the Labor Party and the
Liberal–Country Party Coalition committed to the abolition
of the means test for age pensions and the establishment of a
universal age pension in the lead up to the 1972 election.

It is possible that the emphasis on means testing in
the Australian model compromises employment
goals because benefits are withdrawn as personal
earnings increase. Much the same point can be
made in relation to economic efficiency because of
the impact of personal income and assets on net
gains from saving and investing. There is little hard
evidence to support a clear case one way or the
other and economic theory is no sure guide on this
point, but it is a fact that Australia’s rate of house-
hold savings continues to be low despite the rapid
growth of superannuation.

Two other points are worth making. One is that the
Australian model needs to be viewed in its wider con-
text. The other is that, as regards retirement benefits,
social insurance has taken a firm foothold, outside
social security but under the umbrella of government.

On the first point, substantial elements of social
insurance are embedded in areas that are not nor-
mally viewed as being part of the social security
system. To take one example, most employees are
entitled to earnings-related sick leave and the Com-
monwealth makes payments only if an employee has
exhausted his or her entitlements (or these entitle-
ments are so low that the relevant means test does not
preclude eligibility for a pension or allowance). To
take another, the state and territory systems of
employment injury benefits—or, to use the local ter-
minology, workers’ compensation—are contributory
schemes with earnings-related elements (and the
same is true of the Commonwealth system for its
employees). Finally, Australia has a system of univer-
sal health insurance; it is funded from general
revenue, but is supplemented by private health insur-
ance that is strongly encouraged and heavily
subsidised by tax penalties and concessions.

On the second point, national superannuation was
decisively rejected in 1976. A few years later, how-
ever, it began to emerge in a new form. Broadly,
retirement benefits are provided by employer-spon-
sored or private superannuation schemes and
funded by employers through compulsory contri-
butions and (to a lesser extent) by employees and
the self-employed through voluntary contributions.
The Commonwealth also provides very substantial
tax concessions, which have been greatly enhanced
by measures announced in the 2006–07 Budget and
implemented in July 2007; so much so that for
many well-to-do people the value of these tax bene-
fits far exceeds what they would receive even if the
means test on age pension were abolished. Against
this background, it is hardly surprising that the
superannuation industry has grown rapidly in the
last two decades.

Be that as it may, the age pension is almost certain
to retain its central role in social protection for the
foreseeable future. The liberality of the means test
is such that the majority of the aged will be entitled
to at least a part-rate age pension for many decades
to come—their superannuation will not be enough
to disqualify them. It is even possible, in any case,
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12 This was subsequently restructured on several occasions
and replaced in 2000 by Family Tax Benefits (see the sec-
tion titled “The 21st century”).

13 Centrelink remained in charge of delivering cash benefits.
The Department of Family and Community Services has
both contracted and, more recently, expanded since its
creation. It is now the Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.
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In an historic move, the

Australian Government has

acted to create a more

inclusive family law system

for separating couples by

removing distinctions 

relating to marital status

and sexual preference. And

as the courts determine the

scope and operation of the

2006 shared parenting 

provisions on a case-by-case

basis, the announcement 

of an inquiry into the 

structure of the federal

family courts may signal 

yet more changes ahead.

F A M I L Y  L A W  U P D A T E

A family law system for all?
On 25 June 2008, legislation was introduced into the Common-
wealth Parliament to bring separating de facto couples, including
same-sex couples, under the umbrella of federal law relating to
financial disputes following family breakdown (Attorney-General,
2008). The Family Law Amendment (De Facto Financial Matters
and Other measures) Bill 2008 moves on a 2002 agreement by the
states and territories to refer their powers1 to the Commonwealth
in this area of law. This means that all separating families in par-
ticipating jurisdictions (i.e., all states and territories except South

Australia and Western Australia) who are unable to agree on arrangements for their
children and/or the division of property have the same recourse as married couples to
federal law and the services and expertise of federal family courts to help them resolve
all family issues in dispute. At the time of writing, the Bill had been passed by the
House of Representatives and assented to by the Senate.

Currently, de facto couples are subject to the same (Commonwealth) laws as married
couples in relation to disputes about children, but in relation to financial matters only
have recourse to a confusingly varied array of state laws and state courts for adjudi-
cation. The primary significance of the reforms is that they will for the first time allow
both de facto couples without children and same-sex couples access to the federal
family courts (i.e., the Family Court of Australia and the Federal Magistrates Court)
and remove inconsistencies in the application of the substantive law based on mari-
tal status. This includes enabling non-married separating couples to apply for
superannuation funds to be divided, a power the federal courts have had in relation to
married couples since 2002. The amendments will allow non-married separated cou-
ples to have all matters heard in the one forum2—one that is both less formal and less
costly than the state courts. In addition, separating de facto couples involved in fam-
ily law litigation will also be afforded the same protection of their privacy as married
couples under federal laws that prohibit publication of identifying information.

The provisions in the Bill afford the court significant discretion in determining
whether a particular relationship, which has a geographical link with a participating
jurisdiction, is a “de facto relationship” for the purposes of the legislation. Factors that
can be taken into account include cohabitation on a genuine domestic basis for at
least two years, that the couple have had a child together and/or have made contribu-
tions to the relationship in circumstances where serious injustice would be caused if
an order were not made. Registration of a relationship under state or territory law is
also a relevant threshold consideration. Parties must make their application within
two years of the breakdown of the relationship.

The reforms will remove differences between the state and federal legislative regimes,
which can result in considerably different outcomes for the less financially secure
partner. In exercising their jurisdiction under the Family Law Act 1975, when deter-
mining an equitable post-separation property distribution, the federal courts have
always been able to take into account the future needs of the parties to a marriage.
This power is of particular relevance in families where the care of children affects the
earning capacity of one party. However, when determining the property interests of
unmarried parties, the jurisdictional patchwork of state law, as at early 2007,3 meant
that courts in NSW, Victoria, the Northern Territory and South Australia could only
take into account contributions made to property, while legislation in the ACT,
Queensland and Tasmania allowed for future needs to be part of the equation. Simi-
larly, in all states and territories except Victoria, South Australia and Queensland,
state courts had the power to order spousal maintenance for de facto couples.

As reported in previous Family Law Updates, the original referral of power made by
the states covered both heterosexual and homosexual couples. However, at the time,
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the then Howard government declined to act on the aspect
of referral relating to same-sex couples; federal legislation
drafted to implement the referrals in relation only to 
heterosexual couples did not survive the 2007 federal elec-
tion. Just prior to the introduction of the current reforms,
the former Chief Justice of the Family Court, the Hon.
Alistair Nicholson joined in calling for a more uniform and
inclusive system (Schubert, 2008).

The passage of this legislation will mean that federal family
law will catch up with Western Australia, which opted out of
the federal system and since 2003 has had uniform laws
relating to property and children’s issues applying to married,
heterosexual and same-sex de facto couples.4 Apart from
Western Australia, at the time of writing, South Australia
remains the only other non-participating jurisdiction.

Emerging case law
This update continues to track the judicial interpretation
of the amendments to the provisions in the Family Law
Act 1975 relating to the resolution of disputes over 
children’s issues, seen below through the prism of reloca-
tion-type cases.  The summary of  the latter two
(unreported) cases is drawn from the insightful summary
by Federal Magistrate Altobelli (2007).

Sampson & Hartnett (No 10) [2007] FamCA 1365
In this appeal from a decision by Justice Moore, the full
court of the Family Court examined both whether the
court has the power to make orders that have the effect of
requiring or preventing interstate relocation and the cir-
cumstances in which this should occur. It also provides
some authority for the proposal that Division 12A of the
Family Law Act 1975 (the provisions relating to less adver-
sarial trials and the more active role played by judicial
officers in the case management of parenting matters
before the court) gives the court greater scope to make
orders that go outside the parties’ proposals.

The two children of the marriage (both under school age)
were living primarily with the mother in Geelong after she
had moved there from Sydney following the separation
some three years previously. The father was living in Syd-
ney with his son from an earlier relationship and was
seeing the children periodically in Geelong. Neither party
was seeking an equal shared parenting arrangement; the
mother sought to continue the role as the primary care-
giver and the father sought to have the children live
primarily with him in Sydney unless or until the mother
were to move back to Sydney, in which case he would
agree to equal shared care.

Notwithstanding that neither parent offered to relocate,
nor sought to compel the other party to do so, the effect of
the order made was that by February 2009 (when the chil-
dren were to start school), there would be in place a shared
parenting arrangement in Sydney. While the orders did
not directly mandate the mother’s relocation to Sydney,
they would be unworkable if she chose not to do so.

On appeal, the majority of the full court found that there
were gaps in the findings necessary to support the orders—
namely, the trial judge made no finding as to whether, if the
children were ordered to live in Sydney, the mother would
choose to relocate, nor to whether, if she chose not to relo-
cate, the children would be best living with the father.

In this case, the issue to be determined was not so much a
question of whether the court had the power to effectively,
though indirectly, restrict the movement of a parent
(which it does) but whether the trial judge applied the rel-
evant legal principles to the facts. The orders made by the
trial judge were seen to be “at the extreme end of the dis-
cretionary range” (para. 83, p. 22) and therefore required
a strong evidentiary basis for them.

The court held that, even before the enactment of the
Family Law (Shared Parental Responsibility) Act 2006,
the court was not restricted to making orders in accor-
dance with the proposals of the parties, and to see itself so
confined would inhibit its ability to ensure that the best
interests of the child remained the paramount considera-
tion (para. 89, p. 103). Their Honours went on to state
further that the introduction of less adversarial trial
processes reinforces the view that the court has the ability
to fashion orders outside the proposals of the parties. The
appeal was allowed and the matter was remitted back to
the trial judge for hearing.

M & S (2006) FAM CA1408
In this 2006 decision, Justice Dessau allowed a mother to
relocate to the United Kingdom with her 8-year-old daugh-
ter for three years. Altobelli (2007) notes that, while this
case sheds some light on the intersection between reloca-
tion law and the new parenting provisions introduced by
the Family Law (Shared Parental Responsibility) Act
2006, it may have limited application as a precedent due to
the particular facts of the case. The mother was not pro-
posing a permanent move, the child had expressed a desire
to move with the mother and the father was only seeing the
child for two weekends a term and half the school holidays
under the pre-existing arrangement. The fact that the
amount of time the child would be able to spend with her
father following the move would result in little change to
the status quo meant that the new s65DAA of the Family
Law Act 1975 (requiring the court to consider making an
order for equal time or substantial and significant time
with each parent) did not apply. Justice Dessau nonethe-
less examined the provisions relating to the presumption
for shared parental responsibility and held:

The legislature has not specifically prohibited the
relocation of a child away from one parent. It has not
introduced a specific presumption against it, nor an
onus of proof on the moving party. Nor has it sug-
gested that just because the relationship between a
child and a parent will inevitably be affected by a
move away, that in itself should preclude the court
from permitting the relocation. (Para. 38)

Goodwin & Stevens (2007) FAM CA 102
Another judgment from Justice Kay, sitting as the full court
of the Family Court of Australia, involved an appeal from a
decision of a Federal Magistrate denying the relocation
with their mother of two children, aged 11 and 7, from
country Victoria to Brisbane. The father was seeing the
children every third weekend and during the school holi-
days and relocation would decrease his contact to one long
weekend each term. The mother offered to set aside a sum
of $60,000, proceeds from the sale of her new partner’s
house, to cover airfares for the children and their father. In
his reasons for judgment, the Federal Magistrate both
expressed doubts about the genuineness of the mother’s
offer and noted that the use of the money in this way would
place too great a financial burden on the new family.
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Phase 3 of child support reforms come into effect
The third and most significant component of reforms to
the Child Support Scheme came into effect on 1 July 2008.
As reported in a previous Family Law Update, these provi-
sions include:

the introduction of a new formula that is more closely
tied to the costs of children (providing for higher child
support for older children), treats the incomes and liv-
ing costs of both parents more equally, factors in the
cost of contact, and equalises the position of children
from first and second unions as far as possible;

the exclusion from child support calculations of extra
income earned by non-resident parents who take on
overtime and second jobs in the first three years follow-
ing separation, to help them re-establish themselves;

increased flexibility for parents to capitalise their child
support, for example, to transfer ownership of the fam-
ily home to the resident parent in lieu of periodic
payments; and

the recognition of the obligation to provide for unsup-
ported step-children in the calculation of child support
(Department of Families, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs [FaCSIA], 2006a, 2006b, 2006c,
2007; Department of Families, Housing, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs [FaHCSIA], 2008a,
2008b).

Child Support Agency (CSA) customers began receiving
their new child support assessments from March 2008. 
A website set up by the agency provides information 
relating to the changes and can be found at www.csa.gov.
au/schemereforms/introduction.aspx

The implementation of these changes runs in tandem with
new enforcement measures announced on 23 June 2008.

On appeal, Justice Kay found that the children already had a
meaningful relationship with their father, and that as long as
they were able to spend adequate time with him on a regular
basis, the relationship could be maintained. Notwithstanding
that there were no submissions made as to what would con-
stitute a meaningful relationship on the facts, Justice Kay did
not hesitate in finding that the level of contact proposed
amounted to a meaningful relationship. He stated at para-
graph 36 that, “even if the move results in a diminution of the
quality of the relationship, what the legislation aspires to
promote is a meaningful relationship, not an optimal rela-
tionship” (emphasis added by author).

To address the Federal Magistrate’s concerns about the
financial arrangements, the mother was ordered on appeal
to place $20,000 in a trust account to be used solely for
travel purposes.

The Federal Magistrate was held to have erred in two
respects: firstly, in concluding that the continuance of the
existing level of contact was more significant to the welfare
of the children than “allowing their primary caregiver to
get on with her life as she chose and to endeavour to max-
imise the opportunities for the children to be adequately
supported” (para. 44); and secondly, in not taking a more
proactive role in devising workable alternatives.

This case provides an indication of the possibility for a
new, more active judicial role in looking beyond the pro-
posals of the parties in order to arrive at more realistic or
appropriate arrangements (Altobelli, 2007, p.9) while at
the same time suggesting parameters to their obligation
under the new provisions in promoting the child’s mean-
ingful relationship with both parents.

Inquiry into the structure of the family courts: 
A sign of changes to come?
The Federal Attorney-General, Robert McClelland, has
announced the establishment of an inquiry into the structure
of the federal family courts and the Family Court of Western
Australia. Consultant Des Semple was asked to report by
May 2008 on how best to “integrate” the federal family law
system and also to review the funding arrangements for the
Family Court of Australia and the Federal Magistrates Court.
The widening of the original brief to include the Family Court
of Western Australia has delayed the release of the report,
which was not available at the time of writing.

The announcement of the review received bipartisan sup-
port. It has also been welcomed by the Chief Justice of the
Family Court of Australia, Diana Bryant, who said at the 13th
National Family Law Conference in Adelaide in April that,
“unless the Government were to indicate that it was intend-
ing to provide significant additional funds to the courts,
unlikely in the current environment, a review of how the
Courts can operate more efficiently and make savings to free
up resources is timely and essential” (CCH, 2008b).

The Federal Magistrates Courts family jurisdiction was estab-
lished in 1999. The expansion of that jurisdiction since then
is such that in the 2006–07 financial year, 67.2% of all appli-
cations for final orders were filed in the Federal Magistrates
Court, and 32.8% in the Family Court (Federal Magistrates
Court, 2007, p. 33), yet their funding in 2007 was only 40% of
what the Family Court received (Drummond, 2008b).

Developments on this issue will be monitored in future
updates.
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These include: the trialling of covert optical surveillance of
CSA clients who are suspected of committing offences
under the Act; a requirement that both parents lodge tax
returns; an arrangement with the Insolvency Trustee Serv-
ice of Australia (ITSA) to seize and sell assets of parties
defaulting on a court order for payment of child support;
and the inclusion of income foregone under salary sacri-
ficing schemes in child support calculations.

Postscript: A report on the population-level impact of the
new assessment formula, prepared by FaHCSIA, was
released on 7 August 2008 (FaHCSIA, 2008c). 

Victorian Legal Aid family law funding
Increased demand for grants of aid in family law matters 
in Victoria, combined with Victoria Legal Aid (VLA)
exceeding its budget for trials in other areas of federal 
law, has led to what some commentators have described 
as a crisis in the funding of family law matters in that 
state (CCH, 2008a). The financial pressures faced by VLA
led to an announcement in February 2008 of restrictions
on legal aid grants in family law matters. The main areas
affected include the representation of children’s interests
via the appointment of Independent Children’s Lawyers
(ICLs) and the funding of family reports—both potentially
pivotal in assisting the resolution of matters in difficult
cases.

The Law Institute of Victoria and the Victorian Bar joined
the Victorian Government in calling for increased funding
for legal aid in Victoria (Law Institute of Victoria, 2008).

The recent Federal Magistrates Court’s decision of Lancet
v Lancet [2008] FMCAfam 525, provides a snapshot of the
implications of legal aid cuts such as these for the courts
and the families who appear before them. In that case,
Federal Magistrate Reithmuller found that an order for the
appointment of an ICL was appropriate, given the very
serious allegations of violence in the case. These included
a situation in which the father broke into the mother’s
home at 1 am armed with an axe and threatened to kill her,
an incident that occurred while the children were present
in the house. Notwithstanding the making of the order for
the appointment of an ICL, legal aid funding for that pur-
pose was declined, and the parties were found not to be in
a position to cover the costs privately.

In the Federal Magistrate’s view, the inability to have the
children’s interests represented in a case such as this com-
promised the court’s ability to provide a fair trial for the
children and, as such, ran the risk of bringing the adminis-
tration of justice into disrepute. However, while confirming
the power of the court to order the appointment of an ICL,
Federal Magistrate Reithmuller stressed that the court had
no power over VLA as to whom, or to what extent, a grant
of aid is made. The Federal Magistrate found it “remark-
able” to discover that VLA makes an indiscriminate
allocation of funding for 40 ICLs at the beginning of each
month on a first-in/first-served basis.

He rejected the submission by the parties for the court to
“remake” an order for the appointment of an ICL at the
beginning of the month, and thereafter until funding is
secured. He also declined to stay proceedings until an ICL
is appointed, but ordered that the parties, and not the
court, should pursue the matter with VLA until all avenues
have been exhausted.

Endnotes
1 Territories cannot refer their powers, but the passage of the

Commonwealth legislation will apply in the ACT and the NT by
virtue of s122 of the Constitution.

2 From 1998 to 1999, de facto parties with children’s matters before
the Family Court were able, by virtue of cross-vesting provisions, to
have disputes over property also determined by that court.
However, this practice ceased in 1999 when the High Court case of
Wakim; ex parte McNally (1999) HCA 27 found the cross-vesting
provisions to be unconstitutional.

3 The CCH De Facto Relationships Commentary (2007) indicates
that there has been a gradual shift towards greater consistency
between state laws since 2002.

4 Note, however, that the Family Court of Western Australia does not
have the power to split the superannuation interests of separating
de facto couples in the way that the federal family courts do in the
case of separating married couples. Western Australia made a lim-
ited referral of power to the Commonwealth relating to the superan-
nuation entitlements of de factos in 2006. The current
Commonwealth Bill does not activate this referral, as a full and
unconditional referral is required. Western Australia is currently in
discussion with the Commonwealth in relation to this power.
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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

The third round of interviews for Growing Up in Australia: The Lon-
gitudinal Study of Australian Children have been underway for most
of 2008. While interviewers have been busy “in the field”, Institute
researchers have been busy publicising the results of the study at
various conferences and have also been forging links with other
related studies.
Several conference papers have been presented recently that use
LSAC data. Dr Jennifer Baxter presented a paper jointly prepared
with Dr Matthew Gray titled Parents Who Don’t Use Childcare: 
Who Provides the Care in Working Couple Families with Infants?
at the 17th conference of the International Association for Femi-
nist Economics in Torino, Italy (see report above). On 30 October, 
Dr Matthew Gray made a presentation to the Australian General
Practice Network Forum: Early Years Longitudinal Study: What’s
the Data Saying? and Professor Alan Hayes made an address to 
the 2008 Sir Harold Wyndham Lecture on 17 October, titled
Divided Nation? Why Educational Opportunity is an Engine of
Social Inclusion.
Linda Bencic, the study’s design manager, presented a paper on
How Important is Marriage to Australians’ Health, Wealth and 
Happiness? at the Australian Population Association Conference
in July, and at the Institute’s own conference later that month.

Sebastian Misson, the study’s data manager, also presented a
paper at the AIFS conference on Determining the Effects of 
Housing Costs on the Well-Being of Australian Families. In total,
14 papers using data from the study were presented at the 
Institute’s conference.
While overseas on leave in July, the study’s project manager,
Carol Soloff, made visits to the UK Centre for Longitudinal Stud-
ies (CLS), which conducts the Millenium Cohort Study (a birth
cohort study that started in 2000), and the Growing Up in Scot-
land (GUS) team, who are conducting a two-cohort study like
Growing Up in Australia that started in 2005. Ms Soloff also met
with Professor Nick Buck, from the Institute for Social and Eco-
nomic Research at the University of Essex, who manages the new
UK Household Longitudinal Study, which is subsuming the longer
standing British Household Panel Study.
Ms Soloff also made a presentation on Growing Up in Australia
as part of a concurrent session symposium, along with members of
the Growing Up in Australia Consortium Advisory Group, Associate
Professor Donna Berthelsen and Dr Linda Harrison, at the Early
Childhood Australia conference in Canberra in October. Over 1,100
delegates attended this conference, and the session on the study
was very well received.

I N S T I T U T E  A C T I V I T I E S
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CO N F E R E N C E  R E P O RT

International Association for Feminist Economics conference

In June 2008, Dr Jennifer Baxter attended the 17th conference of
the International Association of Feminist Economics (IAFFE) in
Torino, Italy. The range of topics covered at the conference was
vast, and included numerous papers of interest to AIFS. For
example, key topics included women’s involvement in the labour
market, elder care concerns (a significant issue for European
countries) and child care. Addressing the latter theme, Dr Baxter
presented a paper co-authored with Dr Matthew Gray titled Par-
ents Who Don’t Use Childcare: Who Provides the Care in
Working Couple Families with Infants? The conference was a ter-
rific opportunity to meet researchers from around the world and
discuss common interests, and to showcase the work of AIFS,
and the potential of the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children.

Jennifer Baxter (left) with other conference attendees 
at the IAFFE conference dinner

S O C I A L  P O L I C Y  A S S O C I AT I O N  CO N F E R E N C E

While overseas, Dr Jennifer Baxter also attended the UK Social Pol-
icy Association conference, “Challenging Boundaries”, in Edinburgh.
Interestingly, there was some overlap in themes covered by this
and the IAFFE conferences, although approached from different
perspectives. Women’s employment was again covered, including

a keynote presentation by Ann Orloff titled Feminism for a Post-
Maternalist Era: The Gender Equality Project in Europe and
America. Other papers addressed topics related to work and 
family, including grandparent care of children, welfare to work,
retirement and employment opportunities for older workers.

L I F E  AT  3

The Institute is pleased to be associated with the Life at series,
produced by Film Australia (now Screen Australia) in associa-
tion with Heiress Films, which tracks 11 families through their
ordinary routines and milestones, and looks at the impact on
their lives of things such as parents’ relationships, finances,
work, health and education.

The series draws on the experience of Growing Up in Australia,
and input to the program is provided by Institute researchers,
both through conducting the Growing Up in Australia inter-
views with the families (Carol Soloff and Ren Adams), and by
providing the study data that forms the backdrop to the study
(Sebastian Misson and Diana Smart).

The two episodes of Life at 1 were re-screened on ABC1 dur-
ing September and the “Fighting Fat” and “Bad Behaviour”
episodes of Life at 3 were screened during October 2008.
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The study investigated whether there was a reverse
causality between satisfaction of home relationships
and work–family balance, that is, whether employees

voluntarily increased working hours because they were unhappy at
home. Findings show that deteriorating home relationships were
more common where: long hours were taken for granted at the work-
place, employees had trouble avoiding overtime and getting workload
reduced, there was increased pressure from fellow employees and
supervisory monitoring was tightened. The effects on employees’
partners was also examined and showed both similarities and differ-
ences in the perceptions of the employee and their partner.

In the midst of a continuing public debate on work–family balance,
Peetz provided an interesting overview of the Griffith study. He
argued that research into policies that can assist workers to meet the
competing demands of work and family has made important
progress, although more information is needed about organisational
influences on the emotional aspects of this conflict.

Family payments: Australia’s quiet achiever
Seminar held at the Institute on 14 August 2008

Peter Davidson, Senior Policy Officer with the Australian Council of
Social Service, addressed a large crowd for the August seminar.
Davidson discussed family payments in Australia, stressing that his
presentation did not reflect the position of ACOSS, although it will
inform what is known as the Henry Review—the “root and branch”
review of the Australian tax system that is currently underway.

Australia was the first country to introduce child endowment, a key goal
of the early women’s movement that sought to: reduce child poverty,
supplement low pay and help with the direct costs of raising children.
Today’s Family Tax Benefit (FTB) bears the stamp of this history and
assigns the same roles in supporting families with children in the mod-
ern context. There are other ways to deliver family assistance, explained
Davidson: a single cash payment for most mothers (such as FTB), or
tax offsets/credits for taxpaying or wage-earning families, and supple-
ments to income support payments for jobless families.

One of the major issues that Davidson wished to address was
whether the structure and mode of delivery of family payments made
a difference to the outcomes. Staying mindful of this, he provided a
brief history of family payments in Australia, followed by exploration
into two major episodes of reform: the Hawke Government’s “No
child need live in poverty” reform and the Howard Government’s
Family Tax Benefit system.

Davidson recalled that the1988 family package rolled out by the then
Minister, Brian Howe, increased income support for families with
children and introduced a new Family Allowance Supplement (FAS)
for low-paid working families. One effect of these changes was an
estimated reduction in child poverty of more than 25%. The Howard
Government later altered the delivery of this support to a mixture of
cash payments and tax rebates—Family Tax Benefit (FTB) Part A and
Part B respectively. This system, claims Davidson, probably pre-
vented child poverty from rising substantially.

In a nutshell, Australia’s family payment system has achieved much,
according to Davidson. The child poverty package and subsequent
increases in payments reduced child poverty without seriously
undermining incentives to move from welfare to work. As well as
supporting jobless families, Davidson explained that the FTB has

Work and conflict at home: Some
aspects of how work affects employees’
personal relationships and partners
Seminar held at the Institute on 11 June 2008

David Peetz, Professor of Employment Relations at Griffith Univer-
sity, explored the effects of work patterns on the personal
relationships of employees. He argued that modern working patterns
can directly and adversely affect family lives and personal relation-
ships, increasing the challenges people face to balance the demand
to be at work and the demand to be at home. The main issues,
according to Professor Peetz, can be posed by the questions:

What is the impact of changing working time arrangements on
the balance between work and personal lives?

What role does employee voice have in influencing this 
relationship?

What influences (a) satisfaction with the work family balance?
and (b) deterioration in home relationships?

What are the effects on employees’ partners?

What role does flexibility in working hours and employee voice
play in addressing these problems?

Drawing on a matched employee–partner survey, the Griffith Work-
ing Time Project, which was conducted between 2001 and 2003,
Professor Peetz sought to analyse existing qualitative evidence relat-
ing to the adverse effects of long hours of work, weekend work,
irregular starting times, and high-pressure work cultures on home
relationships. The project involved collecting data via a 2002 survey
of employees and their partners from 15 Queensland organisations,
focusing on respondents’ perceptions of their work patterns and the
effect on their relationships.

A particular aim of the study was to explore the factors that affect sat-
isfaction with the work–family balance and those that contribute to
deterioration in home relationships. Professor Peetz discussed two
indexes that were used to throw light on these questions—a Work
Pressure index and a Fatiguing index. Applying the Work Pressure
measure provided information on such things as whether employees
left work on time most days, took work home and felt they had enough
time to rest during lunch breaks. The Fatiguing index looked at a com-
bination of: changes in job stress, how tired respondents felt at work
and how long it took for respondents to recover from work.

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

The 2008 program for the Australian Institute of Family Studies Seminar Series offered quality speakers
focusing on contemporary family-centred research issues. Recent highlights are summarised below.

David Peetz, Professor of
Employment Relations at

Griffith University

R E N  A D A M S
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Professor Scott’s article, “Think Child, Think Family: How Adult 
Specialist Services can Support Children at Risk of Abuse and 
Neglect”, which is based on her September talk, will appear in the
next issue of Family Matters.

provided a higher level of in-work support for low-paid working 
families than in any other OECD country.

Does the structure and mode of delivery of family payments make a dif-
ference to the outcomes? Economic theory suggests that it should
make little difference whether family assistance is delivered through a
single cash payment or via the tax and welfare systems. While the FTB
technically delivers in both modes, explained Davidson, it is one of the
few working examples of the “trickle-down” effect, where improve-
ments in support directed towards middle-income families flow down
to the poorest. In contrast, the poorest families in the United States do
not reap such benefits, as family assistance there is split into tax-based
support for those with earnings and welfare for jobless families. After
adopting this approach, the current UK Government has since moved
towards an integrated system of family payments similar to Australia’s.

Davidson concluded that, overall, along with adequate minimum
wages, our family payments system is among Australia’s quiet
achievers. His “take-home” message was that “we shouldn’t fix the
parts that aren’t broken”.

Think child, think family, think community: 
Building the capacity of adult services to respond
to the needs of vulnerable children
Seminar held at the Village Roadshow Theatrette, State Library of
Victoria, on 11 September 2008

The Institute partnered the National Association for Prevention of
Child Abuse and Neglect (NAPCAN) in support of National Child Pro-
tection Week 2008, held 7–13 September. Professor Dorothy Scott,
Director of the Australian Centre for Child Protection at the University
of South Australia presented this seminar as a major event for
National Child Protection Week, the theme for this year being “Chil-
dren see. Children do. Make your influence positive”.

Professor Scott addressed major challenges in protecting children
from abuse and neglect and explored new opportunities for building
capacity in adult-focused services so that they can see, hear and
respond to the needs of vulnerable children in the families they serve.
She stressed that in the light of the draft National Child Protection
Framework, there is a window of opportunity to pursue new strategies.

Professor Scott delivered an overview of the “Think Family” initiative
released by the UK Social Exclusion Taskforce in Cabinet Office. She
identified exemplars of family-centred approaches in Australia and
explored the potential for these practices and service principles to be
applied in other settings.

Australian Institute of Family 
Studies Seminar Series

The Australian Institute of Family Studies Seminar Series
presents eminent speakers focusing on contemporary
issues in national and international family research. The
2008 program has played host to a rich and diverse field of
family research professionals from the Institute and other
organisations.

The Seminar Series provides a forum for discussion and
debate on a diverse range of family-related issues relevant to
policy makers, practitioners and researchers. All seminars
are free and open to the public. If you can’t attend a Seminar
Series event, the Institute regularly provides free access to
presentations and audio recordings via the Seminar Series
pages on the Institute website: www.aifs.gov.au/institute/
seminars/seminars.html

In June 2008, the External Relations team at the Institute
assumed responsibility for coordinating the Seminar Series,
along with other events at the Institute. The team would like to
thank and acknowledge the rich program and excellent 
organisation of the seminars by the previous Seminar Com-
mittee—Siobhan O’Halloran, Chelsea Cornell, John De Maio
and Prue Holzer. Their hard work has provided solid ground to
continue the growth and development of this important facet of
the Institute’s work.

September 2008 marked the first time that a Seminar Series
event was hosted offsite. Professor Dorothy Scott presented
to a large crowd at the State Library of Victoria’s Village
Roadshow Theatrette during National Child Protection Week
2008. The success of this event is a prelude to similar events
being held in the future.

Institute Communications Officer Ren Adams now coordi-
nates the Seminar Series. 

For feedback, queries or to attend future events, please con-
tact us by email at aifs-seminars@aifs.gov.au or phone the
Institute on (03) 9214 7888 and speak with the Seminar
Coordinator.

Upcoming Seminar Series events

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

To stay in touch with upcoming seminars and the publication
of presentations, audio recordings and/or papers, subscribe
to our email alert service, aifs-alert, at: www.aifs.gov.au/
institute/lists/aifs-alert.html

Seminar Series presentations are usually held in the Seminar
Room at the Institute, Level 20, 485 La Trobe Street, 
Melbourne VIC 3000.

Peter Davidson, Senior Policy 
Officer with the Australian 
Council of Social Service

Professor Dorothy Scott, Director 
of the Australian Centre for Child 

Protection at the University of 
South Australia



The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Library. They are

available through libraries,

through the Institute’s Library

via the inter-library loan 

system, or for purchase from

good book shops. Prices are

given as and when supplied.

C A R O L E  J E A N

B O O K  N O T E S

Understanding inequality, poverty
and wealth: Policies and prospects.
(2008). Edited by Tess Ridge and
Sharon Wright. Bristol: Policy Press.
Price: £19.99.

This UK textbook is divided into
four sections. Part one looks at key
concepts used in the study of

Australian social trends 2008.
(2008.) Canberra: Australian
Bureau of Statistics. 
Price: Hard copies $60.00, online
copies gratis. Available from:
http://www.abs.gov.au/
AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/4102.0

This annual publication from the
Australian Bureau of Statistics
presents statistics and commen-
tary on social issues. Chapters
cover the following topics: 
population, family and community,
health, education and training,
work, economic resources, and
housing. Each chapter follows the
same format, beginning with a
statistical summary giving both
national and state figures and a
glossary of the terms used. This is
followed by detailed articles on
particular themes. The articles in
the “Family and Community”
chapter cover the following 
topics: families with a young child
with a disability, voluntary work,
and the social participation of
migrants. A final chapter gives
international comparison 
statistics for population, health,
education and work. Australian
Social Trends is an attractive and
accessible publication and would
make valuable reading for all 
concerned with social issues in
Australia.

Building resilience in rural 
communities: Toolkit. (2008).
Toowoomba: Centre for Rural and
Remote Area Health, University 
of Southern Queensland. 
Price: $35.00. Further information
available from: http://www.usq.
edu.au/crrah/default.htm

This toolkit is the practical outcome
of a three-year research project

Navigating the empty nest: 
Recreating relationships. (2008).
Robyn Vickers-Willis. Cottles
Bridge: Wayfinder Publishing.
Price: $29.95.

Written from her own experiences
as both a psychologist and
mother of adult children and from
the experiences of others, the
author examines the concept of
the “empty nest” and the impact it
has on parents and young adults.
Topics covered include: the 
parenting journey, grieving, and
re-creating relationships. The
impact on young people of 
leaving home is also discussed,
with young people reflecting on
how and why they left home. The
author also offers suggestions for
practical tools and exercises for
increasing self-awareness and
self-navigation at this stage of life.

On the outside: Pathways in and
out of homelessness. (2008). 
Guy Johnson, Hellene Gronda 
and Sally Coutts. Kew: Australian
Scholarly Publishing. 
Price: $34.95.

This Australian book reports on
research conducted with approxi-
mately 100 homeless households
and follow-up interviews with
approximately 80 households one
year later. The book is structured
into three sections, the period
leading to homelessness, the lived
experience of being homeless,
and exiting homelessness. The
authors describe five typical paths
into homelessness: domestic 
violence, the housing crisis, mental
health, substance use, and people
who have their first experience of
homelessness before they reach
18. Exiting homelessness is seen
to be conditional on a number of
factors, one being the ability to
secure affordable housing, and
others including the quality of 
the housing and its social accessi-
bility. Quotes from (composite)
cases of the households 
interviewed are used to illustrate
the text. This book would make
valuable reading for all concerned
with homelessness in Australia.

poverty, inequality and wealth.
Part two examines the divisions in
the experience of inequalities in
poverty and wealth. The role of
the state is the focus of part three,
and it examines how the state
mediates inequalities in poverty,
income and wealth. The final 
section draws together key
themes as well as discussing
issues for the future. Aimed at the
undergraduate level, each chapter
contains questions for discussion,
a bibliography and suggestions
for further reading.

68 Family Matters  2008  No. 80   Australian Institute of Family Studies 



Grandparents raising 
grandchildren: An information
resource for relative caregivers.
(2007). Adelaide: Government of
South Australia and Grandparents
for Grandchildren SA Inc. 
Price: Gratis. Available from:
http://www.familiesand
communities.sa.gov.au/Default.
aspx?tabid=1345

This kit is designed to provide
information to South Australian
grandparents who are raising or
providing significant care to their
grandchildren. The kit consists of
four booklets. Booklet one, “General
Information”, gives emergency
contact numbers, information on
non-government services and the
availability of Australian govern-
ment payments. Booklet two,
“Support for Families”, looks at the
range of South Australian govern-
ment services that are available,
including: housing, child safety,
assistance for children with 
disabilities, and financial assistance.

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

Researching the margins: 
Strategies for ethical and rigorous
research with marginalised 
communities. (2007). Edited by
Marian Pitts and Anthony Smith.
Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan.
Price: $ 144.00.

This collection of papers focuses
on working with communities
that are either neglected in terms
of research, or thought of as being
hard to reach or problematic to
work with. Individual chapters
(case studies) focus on research
with: drug users, lesbians, people
with intellectual disabilities, 
Aborigines, young people, older
people, and HIV-positive people.
The aim of the book is not to be a
“how to” guide but to share the
experiences of researchers who
have worked with these margin-
alised groups. Authors discuss the
challenges and obstacles to work-
ing with these groups, as well as
models of engagement and the
processes that underlie the 
formation of long-term research
partnerships with communities

Education, parenting and health is
the focus of the third booklet,
which outlines education and
child care services. Issues 
surrounding parenting and health
are also covered; for example,
immunisation and health services,
as well as parenting advice. Legal
issues are covered in the final
booklet. This looks at the Australian
family law system, where to go for
legal advice, the court system, and
laws relating to being a carer.
Advice is also given on how to
obtain a child’s birth certificate
and apply for a passport. As well
as information, each booklet 
contains the contact details of 
relevant organisations. The infor-
mation in the kit is written in a
clear and easy to understand
manner and would be essential
reading for all South Australian
grandparents who are providing
significant amounts of care for
their grandchildren.

Research Centre in Sex, Health
and Society at La Trobe University.
This book would make essential
reading for students undertaking
subjects in research methodology,
as well as for researchers working
in the field.

It all starts at home: Male adolescent 
violence to mothers. (2008). Jo Howard; and
Adolescent violence to parents: A resource
booklet for parents and carers. (2008). 
Denise Friend, Jo Howard and Trish Parker. South Melbourne: Inner
Southern Community Health Service. Price: Gratis. Available from:
http://www.ischs.org.au/Publications/tabid/262/Default.aspx

These two publications look
at the issue of adolescent
family violence. It All Starts at
Home examines male adoles-
cent violence towards their
mothers. Ten mothers were
interviewed for the project.
With the ages of their chil-
dren ranging from 13 to 19
years old. Overall findings
included that there were
existing intragenerational
and intergenerational family
violence issues and the 
adolescents involved 
experienced developmental,
learning and behavioural
problems. The violence also
had a significant and lasting
impact on the mothers that

affected
their mental
and physical wellbeing.
While many mothers had
sought varying types of 
assistance, most had found it
unhelpful. The companion
booklet, Adolescent Violence
Towards Parents, is a practical
resource for parents and car-
ers. It suggests strategies for
dealing with violent adoles-
cents and provides a contact
list of services and agencies
that can help parents. These
two publications make a
valuable addition to an area
that is under-researched and
under-serviced. 

that examined resilience in the
Queensland rural community of
Stanthorpe. The toolkit aims to
provide ideas and information
that could be included in programs
in rural communities to enhance
resilience. Information is included
on the following topics: social
networks and support, positive
outlook, learning, early experience,
environment and lifestyle, infra-
structure and support services,
sense of purpose, diverse and
innovative economy, embracing
difference, beliefs, and leadership.
Each topic contains a brief 
literature review and overview,
examples from the Stanthorpe
community and other case
studies. It also gives practical 
suggestions on how individual,
community and group resilience
can be enhanced. This toolkit
would be an excellent resource for
community development workers.

and community organisations.
Issues surrounding confidentiality
and anonymity are also discussed,
as are legal matters, data/knowl-
edge ownership, ethics and the
research process, non-participants,
and researcher and participant
safety. The majority of chapters
are written within an Australian
context, with many authors 
coming from the Australian
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“mass rape” in contexts of war. She
focuses particularly on processes of
collective memory (or forgetting) of
sexual violence that respectively
acknowledge or omit women’s
experience of sexual violence in war
and conflict. She also discusses how
this links with how we deal with 
sexual assault more generally as a
community, and the role of formal
systems of justice. The recently pub-
lished Preventing Violence Before it
Occurs Framework, from VicHealth,
outlines a framework for the preven-
tion of violence against women,
emphasising the connections
between different levels of preven-
tion work and the need to hold a
consistent approach across these
levels. We review the research report
on the Jacaranda Project, a thera-
peutic group work program for adult
survivors of childhood sexual abuse.
We also look at a recently produced

self-help resource for adult sur-
vivors, Silent No More, as well as the
Resource Manual on Violence Against
Women With Disabilities by Women
With Disabilities Australia, which
highlight the work being done in
the sexual assault and violence
against women field around Aus-
tralia across a range of contexts.
There is also a list of new and recent
publications in our library collection
at the Institute, as well as recent
research that will be of interest to
practitioners. Available at: http://
www.aifs.gov.au/acssa/pubs/
newsletter/n19.html

AIFS Annual Report 2007–08

The Institute’s Annual Report
provides information about its
operations and activities, including
detailed listings of our research
publications, conference presenta-
tions and other research outputs.
Printed copies of the report are
available free of charge from the
Institute or are available for down-
load from the Institute’s website.

Growing Up in Australia Annual
Report 2006–07

The Growing Up in Australia Annual
Report provides an update on the
operation and activities of the study.
It includes brief articles on some of

the findings of the project, including
breastfeeding and mothers’ return
to work, mothers’ labour market 
participation, the financial wellbeing
of families, child care and parental
employment, and parental work and
the time parents spend with their
children. Printed copies of the report
are available free of charge from the
Institute or are available for down-
load from the Institute’s website.

Child Abuse Prevention Newsletter
16(1) (2008, 28 pages). This issue of
the newsletter includes new data on
child protection activity in Australia
from the Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare published in its
annual Child Protection Australia.
Jenny Higgins reports on the 
Integrated Family Violence Services
Practice Forum, the Centre for Excel-
lence in Child and Family Welfare
forum and the Centre for Research
on Community and Children’s 
Services (CROCCS) Conference. Prue
Holzer reviews National Child 
Protection Week activities and Mel
Irenyi reports on the National Foster
Care Conference. Leah Bromfield
looks at the Family Inclusion Net-
work (FIN) Roundtable and presents
a reflection on the publication
Remember Me, which commemo-
rates the 10th anniversary of the
Bringing Them Home report. 
Available at: http://www.aifs.gov.au/
nch/pubs/newsletters/nl2008/16_1/
16_1.html

NCPC Issues 28 (2008, 16 pages).
Developing a road map for research:
Identifying the priorities for a national
child protection research agenda, by
Leah Bromfield and Fiona Arney.
Increasingly in the child protection
sector, governments and leaders in
the field are talking about the need
for “evidence-based” or “evidence-
informed” policy and practice. A
national child protection research
agenda will provide relevant evi-
dence to child protection services
and the wider health and welfare
sector across Australia, avoid dupli-
cation of effort, and facilitate the
diffusion of good practice. Over the
past four years there has been an
ongoing, concentrated body of
work, each step of which has been
designed to bring us closer to a
national child protection research
agenda and its translation into 
policy and practice. In this paper, 
we briefly summarise the findings
from the national audits of child
abuse prevention, child protection
and out-of-home care research; 
synthesise the research priorities 
relevant to vulnerable children and
families that have been identified at
the various national forums held
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over the past four years; and present
the findings from a new national
survey of policy makers and practi-
tioners regarding their views on the
research priorities for child abuse
prevention, child protection and
out-of-home care. In addition, we
examine national research priorities
identified by other nations who
have similar models of child protec-
tion and draw the information
together from these four areas to
identify the challenges and oppor-
tunities, and the priorities for the
development of a national child
protection research agenda. Avail-
able at: http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/
pubs/issues/issues28/issues28.html

NCPC Issues 29 (2008, 16 pages).
Improving outcomes for children 
living in families with parental 
substance misuse: What do we know
and what should we do, by Sharon
Dawe, Paul Harnett and Sally Frye.
This paper provides an overview of
the research literature on the out-
comes of children raised in families
with multiple problems, including
parental substance misuse. It is well
established that children raised in
families with parental substance
misuse often have poor develop-
mental outcomes. However,
parental substance abuse co-exists
with other risk and protective fac-
tors across multiple areas of family
life and it is the sum of these various
influences that determine the out-
comes of children. In this paper we
review the multiple risk and protec-
tive factors impacting on child
outcomes in families with parental
substance misuse; consider the
extent of the problem and data
available on the numbers of chil-
dren affected; examine the place of
children and families in national,
state and territory policy; and review
the treatment literature to deter-
mine whether there is sufficient
information for services to develop
an “evidence-informed” approach to
treatment. Available at: http://www.
aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/issues/
issues29/issues29.html

O N L I N EAnnual Reports

Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault

the most vulnerable members of
the community. There is also a
review of Joanna Bourke’s Rape: 
A History From 1860 to the 
Present, as well as brief summaries
and reviews of a number of recent
research publications and confer-
ences of relevance to the sexual
assault sector. As always, some of the
major issues of concern are outlined
in the News in Brief and Recent
Research section and there is a 
comprehensive bibliography of
recent publications related to 
sexual assault and violence against
women. Available at: http://www.
aifs.gov.au/acssa/pubs/newsletter/
n18.html

ACSSA Aware No. 19 (2008, 16
pages). The feature article in this edi-
tion is an interview with Dr Nicola
Henry, La Trobe University, about her
current research for a book about

Australian Family Relationships Clearinghouse

ACSSA Aware No. 18 (2008, 24
pages). This edition’s feature article
is an interview with Dr Jan Jordan,
from the Victoria University of
Wellington, New Zealand, whose
previous work includes The Word of
a Woman? Police, Rape, and Belief. 
Dr Jordan discusses her recently 
published book Serial Survivors:
Women’s Narratives of Surviving
Rape, which is based on her inter-
views with 14 women who were all
assaulted by convicted New
Zealand serial rapist, Malcolm
Rewa. The service profile in this
issue looks at the SADA project
(Sexual Assault in Disability and
Aged care Action Strategy). Project
Coordinator Maria Attard speaks
about the project’s origins and how
it has gone about improving
responses to and prevention of
sexual assault in those institutions
responsible for the care of some of

A new Research Report is available
from the Australian Institute of 
Family Studies.

Research Report 16 (2008, 140
pages). The nature and impact of 
caring for family members with a 
disability in Australia, by Ben Edwards,
Daryl Higgins, Matthew Gray, Nor-
bert Zmijewski and Marcia Kingston.

In coming decades, as the Australian
population ages, the number of 
carers providing care to a person
because of disability or old age is
projected to increase. Despite this,
relatively little is known about the
impact upon families of providing
care. This report begins to fill the
gap. The analysis is based on data
from a nationally representative
survey, conducted in 2006, of 1,002
carers who receive an Australian
Government payment directed
towards carers (Carer Payment
and/or Carer Allowance). The
research was a collaborative project
between the Institute and the
Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indige-
nous Affairs (FaHCSIA). The report
documents the significant social,
emotional and economic costs for
all family members associated with
caring for a person with a disability.
Carers raising children (both children
who have a disability and those who
do not) or caring for multiple family

N E W Research Report

members with a disability were at
particular risk of worse mental health
outcomes. The evidence in this
report also suggests that aspects of
the family environment (such 
as good family functioning and 
adequate support to the carer) are
critical to the good mental health 
of family members and the physical
health of carers. The economic costs
to the carer and their families were
also considerable; many carers gave
up work to care for the person with a
disability, and three-quarters of
those who were not employed
expressed a desire to work. Also,
compared to families from the gen-
eral population, a greater proportion
of carers’ families suffered from
greater financial hardship. The report
concludes that the challenge for 
policy makers and the Australian
community is to develop policies
and an environment that minimise
these costs so that families can care
for their relatives with a disability.
Available at: http://www.aifs.gov.au/
institute/pubs/resreport16/main.html
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AFRC Briefing 12 (2008, 9 pages).
Housing stress and the mental health
and wellbeing of families, by Elly
Robinson and Rennell Adams (Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies).
Housing is one of the most basic
needs for families, and yet for many
Australians this is increasingly at risk.
The costs associated with the provi-
sion of housing are among the
largest ongoing expenses that 
families will incur over their lifetime.
Recent research has shown that
average Australian house prices, 
relative to income, has doubled, and
this trend has been apparent for
more than 20 years. The impact of
higher housing costs is most
strongly felt by lower-income
groups, particularly low-income
renters, for whom home ownership
is increasingly out of reach. This
Briefing paper explores the relation-
ship between housing affordability,
housing stress, and mental health
and wellbeing. The first section
examines some recent statistics on
housing affordability in Australia
and defines some key terms. Some
of the potential impacts of housing
issues on health and wellbeing, and
how this influences outcomes for
Australian families are examined.
The relevance of these issues to fam-
ily and relationship service provision
is explored, and ideas for service
responses are provided. Available at:
http://www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/
briefing/briefing12.html

AFRC Issues 3 (2008, 20 pages).
Enhancing family and relationship
service accessibility and delivery to
culturally and linguistically diverse
families in Australia, by Pooja
Sawriker and Ilan Katz (Social Policy
Research Centre). Family relation-
ship services span a diverse and
extensive range of interventions
that aim to support and nurture
family relationships, and so provide
an important source of support to
families in Australia. However, there
is a dearth of research and informa-
tion on service accessibility and the
effectiveness of interventions in the
family relationship services sector
across different cultural groups in

Publications listed are free of charge.
Printed copies may be obtained from
the Institute and online versions are
available for download from the 
nstitute’s website: www.aifs.gov.au

Family Matters is also available by
online subscription from RMIT 
Publishing’s Informit e-Library at:
h t t p : / / w w w. i n fo r m i t . co m . a u /
product_details.asp?id=FAMILY_
MATTERS&type=IL

Subscribe now for the next 
exciting and informative issues of
Family Matters. You can renew your
existing subscription by returning
the renewal notice we have mailed
to you, or take out a new one by 
filling in the order form included in
this issue.
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ACSSA Issues 9 (2008, 20 pages).
Sexual assault and adults with a 
disability: Enabling recognition, 
disclosure and a just response, by
Suellen Murray (RMIT University)
and Anastasia Powell (La Trobe Uni-
versity). Adults with a disability can
face particular barriers to disclosure
of sexual assault, and the responses
to those who disclose are often
inadequate. Enabling disclosure and
providing the most appropriate
responses across public policy, the
criminal justice system and the serv-
ice sector require further and urgent
attention. This issues paper, drawing
on international literature as well as
consultations with staff of a number
of Australian programs, provides
clear directions for future research
and practice in responding to and
preventing sexual assault among
adults with a disability. Several
issues are identified as requiring
particular attention: creating an
environment that promotes sexual

violence prevention and enables
disclosure; providing sexuality edu-
cation for people with disabilities;
resourcing agencies working in the
area of adults with disabilities who
have experienced sexual assault;
providing professional develop-
ment for those working across the
service sector and criminal justice
system; screening staff working with
vulnerable adults; coordinating
cross-sectoral responses; reforming
the criminal justice system in 
relation to adults with a disability;
improving data collection; and 
conducting an audit of agency 
policies and service responses
regarding people with a disability.
Available at: http://www.aifs.gov.au/
acssa/pubs/issue/i9.html

ACSSA Wrap 6 (2008, 12 pages).
Responding to young people disclos-
ing sexual assault: A resource for
schools, by Antonia Quadara (Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies).

This Wrap provides information
about young people’s experiences of
sexual assault, the barriers they face
to disclosing such experiences, the
process of disclosure for young peo-
ple, what you and your school can
do to support somebody who has
disclosed sexual assault and why it is
so important to provide positive and
supportive responses. Australian
schools have made a significant
commitment to reducing violence,
including sexual assault, in schools
and supporting students who have
been victims of violence. For exam-
ple, the National Safe Schools
Framework prioritises young peo-
ple’s safety as a whole-of-school
issue. It can also be seen in the efforts
of states and territories to provide
guidance to schools in responding to
sexual assault in schools. This Wrap
aims to supplement these national
and state and territory initiatives.
Available at: http://www.aifs.gov.au/
acssa/pubs/wrap/w6.html
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Family Matters online

Family Matters

survey and stakeholder consulta-
tions that took place as part of the
review of the AFRC at the end of
2007. It also showcases two initia-
tives to share information on
projects and research in the family
relationships area. Robyn Parker
reports on research conducted by
the Barwon Regional Parenting
Service to examine client dropouts,
and how the results were applied to
service delivery. Elizabeth van Acker
outlines some of the challenges
associated with delivering marriage
and relationship education and 
discusses a new project at Griffith
University that aims to seek com-
ment on these issues from people 
in the field. A detailed conference
report discusses the recent com-
bined 1st National Indigenous
Family and Community Strengths
Conference and 5th Australian 
Family and Community Strengths
Conference, held in Newcastle, NSW.
The conference ran for five days 
and showcased numerous service,
research and project responses to
families and communities, as well 
as a number of prominent keynote
speakers. A seminar report is also
provided that highlights the most
recent Family Alcohol and Drug Net-
work (FADNET) seminar, addressing
support for families facing dual
diagnosis issues. The literature 
highlights in this edition focus on
parental mental health. Available at:
http://www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/
newsletter/newsletter9.html

Family Relationships Quarterly 10
(2008, 19 pages). With the recent
opening of a further 24 Family Rela-
tionship Centres (FRCs), it is timely to
consider some of the issues that
arise in the operation of the centres
and how a focus on these through
research may influence the quality
of service delivery. In the opening
article of this edition of Family Rela-
tionships Quarterly, Richard Fletcher
reports on how the utilisation of
Family Relationship Centres differs
between mothers and fathers at
two FRCs in NSW. Reflecting on the
outcomes, he draws attention to the
need to consider the way in which

AVA I L A B L E  N O W  O N L I N E Australian Family Relationships Clearinghouse

data are collected by FRCs in the
future to enhance evaluation activi-
ties and, ultimately, service delivery.
Circumstances and challenges for
sole parents are considered in
another of our feature articles in this
edition. The interplay between a
child’s wellbeing and the wellbeing
of their parents is emphasised, and a
call for understanding and support
is made as evidence builds that a
focus on quality relationships,
regardless of family structure, is
important for child outcomes.
Robyn Parker introduces the Well
Ways and Well Ways Duo programs
in this edition’s program spotlight.
The Well Ways programs, run by 
the Mental Illness Fellowship, 
provide information and other
forms of support to families where 
a member is dealing with mental 
illness or dual diagnosis issues. Our
Trends and Statistics article focuses
on data from the General Parent
Population Survey, which examines
respondents’ feelings towards two
statements: “The skills needed to
maintain a good relationship with
their partner come naturally to 
most people” and “The skills needed
to be a good parent come naturally
to most people”. A conference 
report focuses on the 10th 
Australian Institute of Family 
Studies Conference, Families
Through Life, and literature 
highlights provide a selection of
resources on dual diagnosis (mental
illness and substance misuse)
among young people. Available at:
http://www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/
newsletter/newsletter10.html

Australia. Therefore, examining how
to improve access to and delivery 
of family relationship services for
culturally and linguistically diverse
(CALD) communities is an important
line of critical inquiry, given Aus-
tralia’s multicultural milieu. This
paper builds on and synthesises the
emerging international and national
literature to develop a practice and
policy framework that can be used
to help overcome inequities in
access to or culturally inappropriate
service delivery of family relation-
ship services for CALD families in
Australia. Available at: http://www.
aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/issues/issues3.
html

AFRC Issues 4 (2008, 19 pages). Fam-
ily relationships and mental illness:
Impacts and service responses, by
Bryan Rodgers (Australian Demo-
graphic & Social Research Institute)
and Elly Robinson (Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies). It is now well
recognised that mental illness is a
significant issue in Australia, and the
impact of such problems is increas-
ingly recognised. Approximately
one in five people will experience a
mental health disorder every year,
with the most common disorders
being anxiety and depression. The
effects on families can be significant,
and the quality of support and serv-
ice delivery to families and affected
family members is crucial. This paper
gives a brief overview of mental
health problems, including types
and prevalence, causes of mental 
illness, and family-related risk and
protective factors. The impact of
mental health problems on family
relationships and family dynamics is
explored, including the role of carers
and relationship issues resulting
from, or contributing to, the pres-
ence of a mental health problem.
Approaches to helping families deal
with mental health problems in the
context of family relationship serv-
ices are also suggested. Available at:
http://www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/
issues/issues4.html

Family Relationships Quarterly 9
(2008, 25 pages). This issue provides
a summary of the results of the 
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