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A L A N  H A Y E S
Director’s report

In November, I had a valuable opportunity to participate in
a series of meetings in London, Paris and Oslo. In London,
the impacts of the global financial crisis were starkly 
evident in the daily media projections of growing unem-
ployment, potentially estimated to reach over 3 million, a
figure not unlike that of the UK recession in the 1980s. The
likely duration of the effects also seemed to be revised
daily, with some commentators speculating that it might
take a decade for the UK economy to recover fully. Not 
surprisingly, the impacts on children, families and com-
munities were prominent concerns. For Australia, this is a
time of great uncertainty. If the impacts of previous down-
turns are repeated this time, it will be those who are
already disadvantaged who will be particularly vulnerable.
As I indicated in my last report, the Institute is focusing on
the most effective ways in which it can assist in providing
accurate information on the ramifications of the downturn
for Australian families.

Research news
Growing up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children
Growing up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children (LSAC) continues its impressive 
productivity. The third wave of data collection is near com-
pletion, with more than 8,600 families taking part thus far.
Feedback has been very positive, and we look forward to
learning how the children and families are progressing 
following the release of the data in 2009.

Preparations have also commenced for the fourth wave,
with a series of consultations and the development of 
proposals concerning the areas of child and family life to 
be included. Some new methods of collecting the informa-
tion have been tested, such as using telephone, face-to-
face and computer interviews with parents, and comput-
erised interviews for children. These have been very well
received in our trials.

The Institute has recently completed a report commis-
sioned by The Smith Family on the home-to-school
transitions of children from financially disadvantaged fam-
ilies who are taking part in the LSAC study. The report
showed clear links between family financial disadvantage
and children’s readiness for school and their later aca-
demic achievement and adjustment. As well, multiple
child, parental, family and community influences on chil-
dren’s cognitive and social/emotional school readiness
were found. More risk factors were present among the
financially disadvantaged group of families in the study.
The higher rate of school readiness predictors among
financially disadvantaged families can help explain lower
rates of school readiness among children from these fami-
lies compared to non–financially disadvantaged families.
Overall, being “ready” for school was very important for
children’s home-to-school transition, and family financial
disadvantage seemed to compound the effects of low readi-
ness for school.

NCPASS report: Child protection research
On 12 December 2008, the Institute released a report on the
national statutory child protection data collection, entitled
Comparability of Child Protection Data: Project Report. It
was commissioned by the National Child Protection and
Support Services (NCPASS) Data Group. The aim of the
project, which commenced in July 2007, was to examine (a)
rates of notifications, investigations and substantiations of
harm to children, and the rates of children on child protec-
tion orders and in out-of-home care for the period 2000–01
to 2005–06; (b) differences in rates of notifications, investi-
gations and substantiations of child maltreatment, and the
rates of children on child protection orders and in out-of-
home care across jurisdictions in the 2005–06 reporting
period; and (c) factors that may explain differences in rates
across jurisdictions and within jurisdictions over time.

Nationally, all headline child protection indicators (i.e., noti-
fications, investigations, substantiations, children on orders
and children in out-of-home care) increased over the period
of analysis (2000–01 to 2005–06). Increases in frontline indi-
cators (notifications, investigations and substantiations) were
larger, although less consistent, across jurisdictions, while
increases in children on orders and in out-of-home care were
more consistent, although marginal, across jurisdictions.

When analysing the data for the 2005–06 reporting period,
the rates of children on orders and children in out-of-home
care were found to be broadly similar across jurisdictions
and were thus relatively comparable. However, the rates of
notifications, investigations and substantiations were sub-
ject to much greater variation across jurisdictions and
were thus less comparable. The pronounced variation
observed in frontline indicators (notifications, investiga-
tions and substantiations) were due to:

different processes for recording notifications;

variations across jurisdictions in the way in which each
complies with relevant national counting rules;

the degree to which reports are screened before enter-
ing the statutory system; and

threshold differences at the point of system entry and at
other points along the service continuum.

The project was undertaken with the assistance of staff
from the Children, Youth and Families Unit at the Aus-
tralian Institute of Health and Welfare, who are responsible
for the compilation of the annual Child Protection in 
Australia publication, which reports on annual child 
protection administrative data.

To access the project report, visit the Institute’s website:
www.aifs.gov.au

Family Law Evaluation
Thanks to systematic, intensive planning undertaken col-
laboratively with the Attorney-General’s Department (AGD)
and the Department of Families, Housing, Community 
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Director’s activities
My recent trip overseas was productive and rewarding,
highlighted by meetings with a number of key organisa-
tions working in areas that are of direct relevance to the
Institute’s work. My prime reason for travelling was to
deliver the opening keynote address at the Family and Par-
enting Institute’s international conference in London, and
to participate in a debate on “Family welfare: What’s 
government got to do with it?”

During my time in the UK, France and Norway, I also had
meetings focused on social inclusion/exclusion; child
poverty, structural inequality and social mobility; and 
longitudinal research.

Social inclusion

In London, I had a unique opportunity to gain firsthand
knowledge of the UK social exclusion policy context. Pro-
fessor Leon Feinstein, who is currently seconded to the UK
Ministry of Justice to work on a project related to disad-
vantaged youth and juvenile offending, provided valuable
insights into UK prevention services and the scope for 
better interagency collaboration in this area. I valued the
opportunity to meet with staff of the Cabinet Office’s Social
Exclusion Task Force. Naomi Eisenstadt, the head of the
Taskforce, provided a very valuable update on its current
work, especially related to system reform and the chal-
lenges of working across government and jurisdictional
boundaries. In addition, we discussed the problems of
improving data exchange across agencies to ensure better
coordination of service projects and how policy develop-
ment is informed by the research analytical capacity of the
Taskforce. Dr Sarabajaya Kumar, a Senior Research Fellow
within the Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneurship and
the Said Business Centre at the University of Oxford, pro-
vided a very comprehensive briefing on the Third Sector
and voluntary organisations in the UK, as well as her per-
ceptions of major developments in educational and social
policy. I especially welcomed the opportunity to meet
Stephen Aldridge CD, the Director of the Prime Minister’s
Strategy Unit, who provided insight into the role of the
Cabinet Office in the strategic development of social 
policy, including the UK approach to addressing social
exclusion.

Child poverty, structural inequality and social mobility

I was struck by the extent of focus in the UK on issues
related to child poverty, structural inequality and social
mobility. Following an initial meeting with Kate Green of
the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), I met Anne Long-
field, the CEO of 4Children. Having worked on the review
of the Children’s Strategy while seconded to the Prime
Minister’s Strategy Unit, Ms Longfield was very well placed
to provide a comprehensive briefing on the extensive net-
work of children’s centres in the UK. We also discussed
policy changes related to labour force participation
requirements for lone parents, a trend that parallels Aus-
tralian policy direction. At a meeting with Professor
Jonathan Bradshaw, from the department of Social Policy
and Social Work at the University of York, we discussed the
UK Child Poverty Strategy and current progress towards
meeting its 5-, 10- and 20-year targets for the eradication
of child poverty. Professor Bradshaw provided particularly
valuable insights into the extent of structural inequality
and limitations on economic and social mobility in the UK.
I was also fortunate while in London to be able to attend

Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA), I am pleased
to report that the Institute’s comprehensive evaluation of
the family law reforms is progressing well. As earlier
reports have indicated, this work, which is being under-
taken on behalf of the AGD and FaHCSIA, began with the
collection of baseline data in mid-2006, around the time
that the reforms were introduced. There are three key
components to the research program, each of which
entails a series of studies: the Legislation and Courts Proj-
ect, the Service Provision Project and the Families Project.

The Legislation and Courts Project explores the imple-
mentation of the substantive changes to the laws governing
post-separation parenting matters and changes aimed at
making court processes less adversarial. Earlier this year,
Dr Rae Kaspiew and her team conducted interviews and
focus groups with key legal system players, including
judges, magistrates, registrars, family consultants and
lawyers. This qualitative work will soon be complemented
by a quantitative file analysis of cases from the Family
Court of Australia, the Family Court of Western Australia
and the Federal Magistrates Court (to be conducted from
December 2008 to February 2009). In November, the team
also commenced an online survey of family lawyers, which
represents a replication and extension of the baseline 
survey of family lawyers, conducted in mid-2006.

The Service Provision Project examines the system of serv-
ice delivery from the perspectives of both service providers
and their clients via two waves of qualitative and quantita-
tive studies of service providers (in-depth interviews and
focus groups with CEOs, managers and general staff, then
an online staff survey) and a mailed questionnaire to
clients. The initial waves of the two studies of service
providers were held between late 2007 and early 2008. To
gain insight into service providers’ opinions about how well
the reforms have been travelling since this early period,
Kelly Hand and her team are preparing for the second wave
of the qualitative and quantitative studies, to be conducted
in February–April 2009. Soon afterwards, a survey of
clients will be undertaken to obtain their views on the
extent to which the services they have accessed have
helped them resolve family relationship issues and, where
relevant, the process of separating.

The Families Project includes two General Population of
Parents Surveys. The first, conducted in mid-2006, pro-
vided baseline data, while the second will take place in
early 2009. Among other things, these two surveys will
allow the monitoring of help-seeking behaviour regarding
relationships and parenting, parental involvement in their
children’s lives after separation, and relationships between
children and their grandparents. Thanks to the diligent
work of Dr Jodie Lodge and her team, I am pleased to
report that we have now completed Wave 1 of our survey,
Family Pathways: The Longitudinal Study of Separated
Families. In this first wave, 10,000 parents who separated
after the introduction of the reforms in July 2006 were
interviewed. In March 2009, the team will be undertaking
a second large-scale study of separated parents, called
Family Pathways: Looking Back. This study will entail
interviews with 2,000 parents who separated prior the
introduction of the reforms. More information about these
two surveys is available in the Institute Activities section of
this edition of Family Matters.

Further information on the Institute’s evaluation of 
the family law reforms can be found on the website:
www.aifs.gov.au/familylawevaluation
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the Local Government Association debate on “What will 
it take to narrow the child inequality gap?” This was a 
wonderful opportunity to hear not only the political per-
spectives on structural inequality in the UK but also the
views of senior executives from local authorities across the
UK on problems of social exclusion, disadvantage, inequal-
ity and child poverty.

In Paris, staff of the OECD Social Policy Division—
Dr Simon Chapple, who focuses on child welfare; policy
analyst Dominic Richardson; economist Anna Cristina
D’Addio; and Mark Pearson, head of the division—
discussed structural inequality and social mobility in the
context of developments in life course social policy, across
the OECD. We also discussed innovations in approaches to
child and family welfare.

Longitudinal research
While in London, I had discussions with Professor Heather
Joshi, the Director of the Millennium Cohort Study. The
Institute has close links with Professor Joshi and her
research team. Maintaining our close collaborative rela-
tionships is an important priority. Our discussions focused
particularly on the measurement of biomarkers, as well as
the emerging longitudinal study networks and develop-
ments in Europe, including the new French longitudinal
study, which is closely linked with that country’s census
data. In Paris, with the OECD, I also discussed issues
related to harmonisation of longitudinal data across inter-
national studies. This is an emerging priority for the
OECD, aimed at complementing the comparative work it
does based on administrative data sets. Again, it is impor-
tant that the Institute monitor this development, given our
role in Growing Up in Australia.

In Oslo, I had further opportunity to discuss developments
in longitudinal research. Following my presentation of an
address at the Norwegian Institute of Public Health, I par-
ticipated in a workshop comprehensively covering their
research program, including the Mother and Baby Study,
which is following a sample of over 100,000 pregnancies 
longitudinally. Data are collected on the infants, their 
mothers and fathers. We particularly discussed issues con-
cerning biomedical data collections, their storage and

management—an area in which the Norwegian team has
considerable expertise. That evening I signed a Memoran-
dum of Understanding with the Institute of Public Health at
a function hosted by their Director-General, Dr Geir Stene-
Larsen. There is great enthusiasm to ensure that this is a
very active,  productive and mutually beneficial partner-
ship.

Concluding thoughts
My time overseas has strengthened several valuable, ongo-
ing relationships. I anticipate that there will be follow-up
contact and further opportunities for staff of the Institute
to collaborate with the key organisations that I visited. It
has also provided a unique set of insights into the current
state of social policy in the UK and Europe, as well as a
valuable opportunity to draw the work of the Institute to
the attention of researchers, practitioners and policy mak-
ers. There is clearly great interest in both the work of the
Institute and in Australian social policy innovations. Given
the gravity of the financial and economic challenges facing
the world, innovative social policy responses are needed to
address the rapidly changing global circumstances that
now confront Australian families.

Dr Antonia Quadara
Antonia Quadara has been appointed as ACSSA Co-
ordinator. She brings with her 10 years of research 
experience in sexual assault, women’s safety and women’s
policy. Her areas of investigation have explored the legal
representation of Indigenous sexual assault victims and, in
undertaking a PhD in criminology, public policy debates
about the sex industry and women’s safety. She had been a Senior Research
Officer at ACSSA since 2006.

In addition to working at the Institute, Dr Quadara has also worked as a
Research Associate with the Melbourne Centre for Criminological Research
& Evaluation, where she was an evaluator for the Neighbourhood Justice
Centre Evaluation and a lecturer in the School of Political and Social 
Sciences in Criminology.

Dr Quadara has a wealth of experience in conducting and communicating
research to various audiences, ranging from those in policy making and the
service sector to tertiary students and researchers. With the ACSSA team, she
is well placed to continue ACSSA’s objectives of undertaking, evaluating and
communicating research to varied key stakeholders and supporting positive
policy and practice directions in responding to and preventing sexual assault.

Stephanie Purcell
Stephanie Purcell has recently
joined us as Human Resources
(HR) Manager. Stephanie brings
extensive experience from the
Australian Public Service in Can-
berra, where she most recently
held senior HR positions in the Department of
Broadband, Communications and the Digital Econ-
omy, and the Attorney-General’s Department. In
2007, Stephanie completed a Master of Human
Resource Management, through which she gained
a strong interest in building employee engagement
for the mutual benefit of organisations and staff.
Already she has been playing a role in the shaping
of the Institute’s collective agreement, particularly
in relation to the implementation of best practice
performance management and learning and devel-
opment. Stephanie’s focus in 2009 will be on
implementing holistic and integrated HR strategies
to support the Institute and its workforce.

Alan Hayes with staff from the Norwegian Institute of Public Health. l. to r.: 
Dr Kristin Mathiesen (Director, Department of Child and Youth, Division of Mental
Health), Alan Hayes, Dr Geir Stene-Larsen (Director-General), and Dr Kristian
Tambs (Head of Research, Division of Mental Health)

4 Family Matters  2009  No. 81   Australian Institute of Family Studies 



FOR WORK AND FAMILY

Young Australian 
women’s aspirations 

ustralia, like other OECD countries (d’Ad-
dio & d’Ercole, 2005; Sleebos, 2003), has
witnessed significant downward trends in
fertility rates over the past few decades
(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS],

2008), sparking interest in the childbearing inten-
tions and patterns of young Australians. Delays in the
commencement of childbearing (ABS, 2007, 2008),
followed by low levels of subsequent childbearing,
have meant a decline in the total fertility rate
(McDonald, 2001) to 1.81 babies per woman, below
the replacement level of 2.1 (Lattimore & Pobke,
2008). While Australia’s fertility rate is at the higher
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end compared to other OECD countries (Gray, Qu, &
Weston, 2008), the prospect of an ageing population
and the associated economic and social conse-
quences (Treasury, 2002) have drawn attention to
policies that can help lift fertility rates in Australia
(McDonald, 2006).
Further, significant social changes, including
greater numbers of women in higher education
(ABS, 2005) and an increased number of Australian
women, including mothers, in paid employment
(ABS, 2006, 2008) have meant a changing climate
for Australian women. For instance, of women with
children aged under 15 years, the proportion in
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investigate the work, relationship and motherhood
aspirations of young Australian women and their
trends over three time points, using data collected
as part of the Australian Longitudinal Study on
Women’s Health.

Australian Longitudinal Study on 
Women’s Health
The ALSWH (see Lee et al., 2005, for a full review)
was established to track the health of three age
cohorts of Australian women by examining the rela-
tionships between biological, physiological, social
and lifestyle factors and women’s physical health,
emotional wellbeing and use of health services. The
age groups of the three cohorts, when the first sur-
veys were mailed in 1996, were 18–23 years (the
Younger cohort); 45–50 years (the Mid-age cohort)
and 70–75 years (the Older cohort).

Women were selected from the Australian national
health insurance database (Medicare). In total, over
40,000 women were recruited in 1996, and all
cohorts are being followed approximately every
three years. The sampling strategy was stratified
random, with systematic over-sampling of women
from rural and remote areas to capture the hetero-
geneity of health experiences of women living
outside metropolitan areas. Accordingly, in analy-
ses where area of residence is not a variable of
interest, data is weighted by area of residence to
account for over-sampling.

This analysis focuses on women who responded to
the first three waves of the Younger cohort, that is,
Wave 1 in 1996 (aged 18–23); Wave 2 in 2000 (aged
22–27) and Wave 3 in 2003 (aged 25–30). A total of
14,779 young women completed Wave 1 in 1996. Of
these, 13,721 (93%) were contactable and were sent
Wave 2 in 2000. Overall, 9,690 women (71%)
responded to Wave 2. In 2003, 12,792 women were
contactable and were sent Wave 3, and 9,081 (71%)
responded. A total of 7,790 women responded to all
three waves.

Of women who responded, 12.3% had university
degrees at Wave 1, 44.8% at Wave 2, and 49.0% at
Wave 3. Further, 33.6% were engaged in study at
Wave 1, 29.7% at Wave 2, and 26.4% at Wave 3
(ALSWH, 1997, 2002, 2005).

paid work increased from 49% in 1987 to 57% in
2004 (ABS, 2006). Policies that allow women to
combine paid employment with childrearing have
been recommended to boost fertility rates (Gray et
al., 2008), and they are also important for the
health and wellbeing of many Australian women
and men who combine paid work and family.

To develop appropriate policies to help lift and sus-
tain the fertility rate, as well as continue to develop
suitable and supportive policies for women and
men, a strong evidence base is needed (Weston, Qu,
Parker, & Alexander, 2004; Wicks & Mishra, 1998).
Whether people want to have children, the number
of hours, if any, they wish to work, and whether
they achieve their desired fertility and preferred
working hours, have become matters of policy
interest. This paper aims to contribute to the evi-
dence base by examining the work and family
aspirations held by young Australian women.

So, what has recent research on young Australian
women’s aspirations shown so far? Using data from
the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health
(ALSWH), Wicks and Mishra (1998) showed that 92%
of Australian women aged 18–23 years aspired to hav-
ing at least one child by the time they were 35 years
of age. In addition, 91% aspired to be in some form of
paid employment. A more recent study by Weston et
al. (2004), which looked at a broader age range,
showed that the majority of women in their 20s and
30s aspired to having children. When asked about the
number of children they considered ideal, the most
common response was two children (46%), followed
by three children (26%). Thus, the majority of young
Australian women do want to have children, and the
majority also aspire to be in some sort of paid work.
However, our understanding of young Australian
women’s aspirations is, to date, based on cross-sec-
tional analyses. Life course transitions, including the
transition into adulthood (Arnett, 2000) and the
acquisition of work and family roles, as well as
changes in life circumstances, may mean that the
work and family aspirations of young women might
not be static over time.

This paper uses longitudinal methods to assess the
work and family aspirations held by young Aus-
tralian women, in order to assess the consistency of
these aspirations over time. Specifically, we aim to

While the majority of women—

childless and with children—still

aspired to having two children, 

those who already had children

aspired to having larger families 

of three or more children.
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Loss to follow-up was related to having less educa-
tion, not being born in Australia and being a current
smoker (Lee et al., 2005). The main reason for attri-
tion was inability to contact the women (21%),
despite using all possible methods of maintaining
contact (Lee et al., 2005). Women in their 20s are
characterised by high levels of mobility, may
change their surnames on marriage, often do not
list their telephone numbers, do not register to vote
or do not update their addresses when they move,
and may make extended trips outside Australia for
work, education or recreation.

Materials and measures
Our measures of interest are the motherhood,
employment and relationship aspiration items.

Motherhood aspirations. Women were asked,
“When you are 35, would you like to have …”.
Response options were: “no children”, “1 child”,
“2 children” or “3 or more children”. At Wave 1,
response options were “no children”, “1 or 2
children” or “more than 2 children”.

Employment aspirations. Women were asked,
“When you are 35, would you like to be in …”.
Response options were: “full-time paid employ-
ment”, “part-time paid employment”, “full-time
unpaid work in the home” or “self-employed/own
business”. At Wave 1, “self-employed/own busi-
ness” was not a response option; however, there
was an additional response option of “other”.

Percentage of women aspiring to having no children, 1 child, 2 children or 3 or more children at Waves 1, 2 and 3, 
by motherhood status

Table 1

Total sample Number of children aspired to
0 1 2 3+

N % %

18–23 years (Wave 1)
Childless women 12,612 90.0 8.7 65.5 25.6
Women with at least one child 1,405 10.0 – 54.4 45.6

22–27 years (Wave 2)
Childless women 7,872 81.2 9.0 13.4 58.4 19.2
Women with at least one child 1,816 18.7 – 6.8 50.0 43.3

25–30 years (Wave 3)
Childless women 6,079 67.4 11.2 19.7 56.1 13.1
Women with at least one child 2,942 32.6 – 5.9 53.1 40.9

Notes: At Wave 1, response options were for “1 or 2 children”, or “more than 2 children”. Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

Relationship aspirations. Women were asked,
“When you are 35, would you like to be …”.
Response options were: “married”, “in a stable
relationship but not married” or “single (not in a
stable relationship)”. At Wave 1, there was an
additional response option of “other”.

Work and family aspirations

Motherhood aspirations

Of women who responded to the aspiration items at
Waves 1, 2 and 3, the majority aspired to having
children. At Wave 2 and Wave 3, the most common
response category was for two children, with 57%
and 55% choosing this option at the two waves. At
Wave 1, 64.5% of women chose “1 or 2 children”.
The next most common response at each wave was
“3 or more children” (or “more than 2 children” at
Wave 1), although the proportion of women aspiring
to three or more children declined from approxi-
mately 27% at Wave 1 to 21% at Wave 3. At any of
the three waves, between 7% and 8.5% of women
aspired to having no children and at Wave 2 and
Wave 3, close to 12.5% and 16% of women respec-
tively aspired to having one child.

One might expect that women who already had
children might have different aspirations from
those who did not. At each of the waves, women
who had children did show different patterns of
motherhood aspirations compared to childless
women (see Table 1). While the majority of
women—childless and with children—still aspired
to having two children, those who already had 
children aspired to having larger families of three 
of more children. For all women, there were
declines in aspirations for larger families with
increasing age, but this decline was larger for
women who were childless than for women who
already had children by the time of that survey: the
childless women became more likely to aspire to
having one or no children with successive waves.
These findings are consistent with the British
Household Panel Study (BHPS; Berrington, 2004),
which also showed that two-child families were 
the most popular, but that fertility intentions
declined with age.
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was a popular option, with approximately 20% of
women opting for this category at both waves. Only
a small proportion of women aspired to working
unpaid in the home, with approximately 5% of
women aspiring to this category at each of the three
waves.

Table 2 presents a comparison of employment aspi-
rations held by women working full-time hours with
employment aspirations held by women not work-
ing full-time. Not working full-time could include
part-time paid employment, casual employment,
studying, or working unpaid at home. While there
was little difference in aspirations at Wave 2 when
the women were aged 22–27 years, there were
notable differences at Wave 1 and Wave 3. At 
Wave 1, when the women were aged 18–23 years, 
a greater percentage of the women not working 
full-time aspired to full-time paid work, compared
to women already working full-time. The reverse
trend was observed at Wave 3 when the women
were aged 25–30 years. Of the women not working
full-time, a smaller proportion aspired to full-time
paid work, compared to the women working full-
time. These differences can perhaps be explained
by differences in life transitions among women
planning professional careers and those not: in the
earlier waves, those not working full-time were
mostly studying, while increasingly across waves,
those who were planning professional careers had
completed their education and moved into full-time
work, while those not in full-time work were more
likely to be mothers, who were perhaps likely to
change their employment patterns and aspirations.

Employment aspirations over time

Of women responding to all three waves, 34.2% held
consistent employment aspirations across the three
waves: 23.2% of women consistently aspired to full-
t ime  pa id  emp loyment ;  10 .4%  o f  women
consistently aspired to part-time employment;
while only 0.6% (46 women from the entire cohort)
aspired to unpaid work at home at Waves 1, 2 and 3.

Motherhood aspirations over time

Linking responses across waves allows an analysis
of the degree of individual consistency in aspira-
tions over time. Across waves, approximately 49%
of women held consistent motherhood aspirations.
It should be noted that the response options for
motherhood aspirations changed from Wave 1 to
Wave 2 and, to assess the consistency of aspira-
tions, respondents who aspired to the category of “1
or 2 children” at Wave 1, and then “1 child” or “2
children” at Wave 2, were treated as having consis-
tent aspirations across Waves 1 and 2.

The most common consistent response across the
three waves was for two children. Approximately
31.8% of women consistently aspired to this 
category at all three waves; 10.0% of women 
consistently aspired to having three or more chil-
dren; 4.4% to having one child and 2.4% to having
no children.

The remaining 51.4% of women changed their
motherhood aspirations at some point over the
three waves. Approximately 24.6% downsized their
aspirations across the waves to aspire to a fewer
number of children; 16.9% revised their aspirations
upwards to aspire to a greater number of children;
5.2% revised their aspirations upwards at Wave 2
but then revised them down again by Wave 3; while
another 4.7% revised their aspirations downwards
then upwards.

Employment aspirations
At all three waves, the most common employment
aspiration was for full-time paid employment, fol-
lowed by part-time paid employment. However, the
proportion of women aspiring to full-time paid
employment declined from nearly 60% at Wave 1 to
close to 41% at Wave 3; while the percentage of
women aspiring to part-time paid employment
increased slightly from 31.5% at Wave 1 to 35.5% at
Wave 3. The introduction of self-employment/own
business as a response option at Wave 2 and Wave 3

The majority of young 

Australian women aspired 

to be in a stable relation-

ship and have children and

some sort of paid work by

the time they were 

35 years of age.



9Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters  2009  No. 81 

The remaining 65.8% of women changed their
employment aspirations at some point across the
three waves. Across the three waves, 27.8% of young
women alternated between full-time paid and part-
time paid employment. Of these, 14% of women
trended downwards from full-time paid employment
to part-time paid employment across the waves, while
7.5% of women trended upwards from part-time to
full-time paid employment. Self-employment/own
business as a response option at Waves 2 and 3 had an
effect on the distribution of employment aspirations,
with approximately 28.2% of women aspiring to self-
employment at least once across Waves 2 and 3.
Finally, 7.8% of women alternated between paid work
(full- or part-time) and unpaid work at home. Other
transitions involved women aspiring to the response
option of “other” at Wave 1.

Relationship aspirations
The majority of women aspired to marriage at
Waves 1, 2 and 3. At each wave, approximately 85%
of the young women aspired to be married by the
age of 35. Between 10% and 13% of women aspired
to a stable relationship other than marriage, while
only 1% aspired to be single at any of the three
waves. At Wave 1, there was an additional response
option of “other”, with approximately 3% of women

aspiring to this category, although it is unclear what
these women meant by “other”. Women who were
married (see Table 3) were, unsurprisingly, very
likely to aspire to be married at age 35. While the
majority of women who were not married did aspire
to marriage, the figure was lower, and this percent-
age decreased from Wave 1 to Wave 3.

Relationship aspirations over time

There was considerably less variation in the rela-
tionship aspirations of women across the waves,
compared to their other aspirations. Approximately
78.5% of women held consistent relationship aspi-
rations across the three waves, with 75.4%
consistently aspiring to being married when they
were 35. Only 3.1% of women consistently aspired
to a stable relationship that didn’t include marriage,
and a vanishingly small 0.1% (7 women) consis-
tently aspired to single status.

Thus, 21.5% of women changed their relationship
aspirations across the waves. Approximately 17.5%
fluctuated between aspiring to marriage and to a
stable relationship other than marriage. The
remaining 4.7% included women who aspired to the
response option of “other” at Wave 1, or to single
status at one of the waves.

Percentage of women aspiring to marriage, stable relationship (but not marriage) or single status at Waves 1, 2 and 3, 
by relationship status

Table 3

Total sample Relationship aspirations
Stable

Married relationship Single Other (W1)
N % %

18–23 years (Wave 1)
Women married 1,265 8.9 88.2 3.3 0.5 8.0
Women not married 12,912 91.1 84.8 11.2 1.1 2.8

22–27 years (Wave 2)
Women married 2,363 24.6 99.5 0.4 0.1 –
Women not married 7,249 75.4 84.1 15.0 0.9 –

25–30 years (Wave 3)
Women married 3,722 41.2 99.6 0.3 0.1 –
Women not married 5,323 58.9 76.8 21.8 1.5 –

Notes: At Wave 1, there was an additional response option of “other”. Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

Percentage of women aspiring to full-time paid, part-time paid, unpaid work at home or self-employment/own business 
at Waves 1, 2 and 3, by employment status 

Table 2

Total sample Employment aspirations
Full- Part- Self-employed/
time time Unpaid other

N % %

18–23 years (Wave 1)
Women working full-time 4,560 32.5 48.5 39.9 6.2 5.5
Women not working full-time 9,687 67.5 64.9 27.6 3.0 4.5

22–27 years (Wave 2)
Women working full-time 4,975 52.1 46.6 30.0 5.3 18.1
Women not working full-time 4,577 47.9 45.9 26.2 4.8 23.1

25–30 years (Wave 3)
Women working full-time 4,778 53.1 45.5 33.4 4.7 16.5
Women not working full-time 4,228 46.9 36.0 38.0 5.1 20.9

Notes: At Wave 1, there was a response option of “other” and no option for “self-employment/own business”. Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.
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Discussion: Work and family aspirations
Across all three time points, the majority of young
Australian women aspired to be in a stable relation-
ship and have children and some sort of paid work
by the time they were 35 years of age.

Consistent with other Australian findings (Weston
et al., 2004) and UK data (Berrington, 2004), aspi-
rations for two children were the most common,
followed by three or more children. Very few
women aspired to having one child or no children at
any of the three waves, and very few consistently
aspired to these options across waves. Overall,
about half the women held consistent aspirations
for family size, with the majority of these aspiring to
have two children.

Fewer women were consistent in their employment
aspirations. Half of this inconsistency was explained
by fluctuations between full-time paid and part-time
paid employment—with changes from full-time to
part-time being more likely than part-time to 
full-time—and by the provision of an option of self-
employment/own business in Waves 2 and 3. This
latter option was popular, but it is unclear exactly
what this meant to any individual woman who made
this selection, as it might encompass anything from a
few hours of solo work a week to running a full-scale
business. Overall, the majority of women aspired to
full-time paid employment at each of the three waves,
although this option became less popular over time,
possibly because women were beginning to consider
some of the real challenges involved in combining
paid work and family.

For relationship aspirations, marriage remained the
dominant aspiration across all waves, and there was
much less variation across waves.

Overall, the majority of young women aspired to a
combination of paid work and family. The most
common combination of aspirations was marriage,
one or two children, and full-time paid work,
although the proportion of women aspiring to this
category did decline across waves as women
became more likely to consider part-time paid work
or self-employment. The inconsistency of some
response items across Wave 1 and Wave 2 is a limi-

Relationship x motherhood x employment combinations
As work and family behaviours do not occur in 
isolation, the combinations of relationship, moth-
erhood and employment aspirations were also
examined across the three waves. The response
options of aspiring to “1 child” or “2 children” at
Waves 2 and 3, were combined into one response
option of “1 or 2 children”. Although it was evident
from the cross-sectional findings that the number of
women aspiring to two children was much greater
than the number aspiring to one child, this allowed
comparability across waves.

The majority of women aspired to having a stable
relationship (marriage or de facto), at least one child,
and some form of paid work: 86.8% at Wave 1; 86.2%
at Wave 2; and 88.2% at Wave 3. Figure 1 presents the
five most popular response categories at each of
Waves 1 to 3. At all three waves, the most common
combined aspiration was for marriage, one or two
children, and full-time paid work, although the pro-
portion of women aspiring to this category declined
across waves: 34.9% at Wave 1; 29.1% at Wave 2; and
25.6% at Wave 3. Aspiring to marriage, one or two
children and part-time paid work was the second
most common category. This category comprised
19.2% of women at Wave 1; 18.8% at Wave 2 and 24.1%
at Wave 3. Again, the option of self-employment/own
business impacted responses. Aspiring to marriage,
one or two children and self-employment/own busi-
ness was the third most common response category at
Wave 2 and Wave 3, with 11.9% and 10.5% of women
respectively.

Combinations that included marriage and a larger
family of three or more children were the fourth
and fifth most common categories at Wave 2 and 3
(third and fourth at Wave 1). However, among these
women, part-time paid work was more popular than
full-time paid work (11.8% vs 10.8% at Wave 1; 8.1%
vs 6.9% at Wave 2 and 8.7% vs 5.1% at Wave 3
respectively). The remaining categories comprised
fewer than 3% of women.
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The five most popular relationship x motherhood x
employment aspirations at Wave 1, Wave 2 and Wave 3

Figure 1

Note: No option of “self-employment/own business” was provided at Wave 1.
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cations, occupational category, income stress (as
measured by self-rated ability to manage on
income) and age predicted differences in subse-
quent aspirations,  as defined by Lifestyle
Preference Theory (Hakim, 2002, 2006). If women’s
aspirations are indeed unaffected by context and all
women do perceive the same choices as being avail-
able to them, as predicted by Lifestyle Preference
Theory (Hakim, 2002, 2006), we would expect
these socio-demographic variables to have no bear-
ing on women’s aspirations. If, on the other hand,
aspirations are constrained by circumstance, we
would expect these variables to predict aspirations
to at least some degree.

The socio-demographic variables from Wave 1 were
entered into multinomial logistic regression analy-
ses (with simultaneous adjustment for all variables)
in order to predict aspirations according to lifestyle
preference categorisation at Wave 2. Women at
Wave 2 were classified as belonging to a group 
characterised by one of three types of aspirations:
“home-centred”, “work-centred” or “adaptive”.
Women were categorised according to their aspira-
tions for work and motherhood, and according to
the definitions of Lifestyle Preference groups.
Because there was so little variability in relation-
ship aspirations, we did not use this variable to
categorise women.

Hakim (2000, 2003) defines work-centred women
as women who are focused on work rather than
family, although she concedes they may have chil-
dren, with a trend to reduce fertility to one-child
families (Hakim, 2006); so women who aspired to
full-time paid work, with no children or one child,
were categorised as work-centred. In contrast,
according to Hakim, home-centred women focus on
family rather than paid work; so women who
aspired to work unpaid at home and to have a larger
family of two or more children were categorised as
home-centred. Women who aspired to a combina-
tion of motherhood, of two or more children, and to
some form of paid work—including part-time paid,
full-time paid or self-employment/own business
(but not to being full-time unpaid at home)—were
categorised as adaptive.

A larger proportion of work-centred 

women lived in urban areas compared 

to adaptive and home-centred

women, who were more likely to 

live in rural areas. 

tation that needs to be acknowledged. However,
even with this limitation, from three waves of data,
patterns and trends are still emerging.

The findings that aspirations are dependent on sit-
uation contribute to the argument (Weston et al.,
2004) that aspirations are not independent of cir-
cumstances but are selected with an awareness of
the limitations on choice. This finding, along with
the findings that aspirations are highly changeable
over time, warrants further research into the extent
to which consistency or inconsistency in aspira-
tions relates to stability or change in life course
circumstances. It also raises questions about how
aspirations are formed and what shapes aspirations,
and the role of aspirations and constraints in
explaining differing work and family patterns of
Australian women.

Differences between women
Research has suggested that there is a divide in Aus-
tralia, between one group of young women who delay
motherhood, obtain further educational qualifica-
tions and pursue careers, and another group who
become mothers at an early age and do not aspire to
further education or to a career in the traditional
sense, although they may be quite likely to have paid
work of some kind (Probert & McDonald, 1999;
Warner-Smith & Imbruglia, 2001). This divergence
has been attributed to a social and economic divide.
In support of this argument, past research has identi-
fied urban–rural and social class divides between
women living these different lifestyles of work and
family (Warner-Smith & Lee, 2001; Wicks, Mishra, &
Milne, 2002). Yet it has also been argued (Hakim,
2000, 2003) that all women have equal choices avail-
able to them, and an equal distribution of work and
family preferences should be found across all social
and education groups. We sought to investigate these
differences by exploring the degree to which this
divide is by choice or influenced by circumstances, by
investigating whether women’s aspirations for work
and family varied according to a number of socio-
demographic factors.

We aimed to investigate whether area of residence,
marital and motherhood status, educational qualifi-
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At Wave 2, 8,517 women could be classified into
one of the three Lifestyle Preference groups: 6,936
women were classified as adaptive; 1,121 as work-
centred; and 460 as home-centred.

Socio-demographic variables
Area of residence. The variable was based on the
1994 Department of Primary Industries and Energy
(DPIE) and then Department of Human Services
and Health (DHSH) classification for rural, remote
and metropolitan areas of Australia (DPIE & DHSH,
1994).Women’s postcodes at the time of completing
the survey were used to classify their area as
“Urban”, “Rural” or “Remote”.

Highest educational qualifications. Self-reported
level of education was aggregated into four cate-
gories: “10 years or fewer of education”, “11 or 12
years of education (completed high school)”,
“Diploma or trade certificate”, “University degree
or higher”.

Occupational category. Questions about women’s
main current employment status were used to cre-
ate three occupational categories: “Study”, “Paid
work” and “Neither”.

Ability to manage on income. Women were asked,
“How do you manage on the income you have avail-
able?” Response options were: “It is impossible”, 
“It is difficult all the time”, “It is difficult some of
the time”, “It is not too bad” and “It is easy”.
Because of small numbers, the first two response
options were combined for analysis, producing four
categories. This variable was used as a proxy for
income stress.

Marital status. Marital status was categorised as
“Never married”, “Cohabiting”, “Married” and “Other
(separated, divorced or widowed)”. Due to small
numbers, “Other” was removed from analysis.

Motherhood status. Women were asked, “How
many times have you given birth to a child?”
Women were categorised as either mothers or non-
mothers. As there was more than 1% of missing data
for this variable, a “Missing data” category was 
created.

Age. Age in years was calculated from the respon-
dent’s date of birth. This was categorised into
18–19, 20–21 and 22–23 years.

Table 4 presents the percentages across Lifestyle Pref-
erence groups, while Table 5 presents the odds ratios
from the multinomial logistic regression analyses.

Discussion: Differences between women
Contrary to Hakim’s predictions, the groups defined
according to Lifestyle Preference Groups did 
show statistically significant differences in area of
residence, highest educational qualification, occu-
pational category, marital and motherhood status,
and age. A larger proportion of work-centred
women lived in urban areas compared to adaptive
and home-centred women, who were more likely to
live in rural areas. Considering the age range of the
participants at Wave 1 (18–23 years) it is likely that

Multinomial logistic regression analyses for women with
work-centred and home-centred aspirations

Table 5

Wave 1 socio-demographic Work- Home-
variables centred centred

Area of residence (ref: Urban)
Rural 0.79 (0.69–0.90) *** 1.07 (0.87–1.30)
Remote 0.71 (0.47–1.06) 1.47 (0.96–2.25)

Highest educational qualifications (ref: Year 11–12)
Year 10 or less 0.90 (0.72–1.13) 1.05 (0.78–1.43)
University degree 1.02 (0.83–1.26) 0.71 (0.51–0.99) *
Diploma or trade 0.77 (0.63–0.94) ** 0.98 (0.76–1.26)

Occupational category (ref: Paid work)
Study 1.29 (1.11–1.51) *** 0.66 (0.51–0.84) ***
Neither paid work or study 1.39 (1.12–1.72) ** 0.78 (0.56–1.09)

Manage on income (ref: It is difficult/impossible all the time)
It is difficult some of the time 0.96 (0.79–1.16) 1.31 (0.94–1.82)
It is not too bad 0.90 (0.74–1.09) 1.42 (1.02–1.96) *
It is easy 1.20 (0.95–1.50) 1.55 (1.06–2.25) *

Marital status (ref: Never married)
Married 0.46 (0.34–0.63) **** 1.10 (0.79–1.52)
De facto 0.60 (0.47–0.77) **** 0.93 (0.69–1.25)

Motherhood status(ref: Non-mothers)
Mothers 0.52 (0.36–0.76) *** 0.42 (0.25–0.71) **
Missing data 0.87 (0.50–1.50) 0.49 (0.18–1.34)

Age (ref: 18–19 years)
20–21 years 1.07 (0.92–1.25) 1.21 (0.95–1.54)
22–23 years 1.26 (1.04–1.52) * 1.42 (1.08–1.88) *

Notes: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, **** p < .0001. Multinomial logistic regression
analyses with simultaneous adjustment for all variables in the model. Adaptive women
are the reference group. Significant odds are presented in bold type.

Distribution of all variables for work-centred, adaptive,
and home-centred women

Table 4

Wave 1 socio-demographic Wave 2 Lifestyle 
variables Preference group

Work- Home-
centred Adaptive centred

%

Area of residence
Urban 63.0 54.0 51.5
Rural 34.4 42.1 42.7
Remote 2.6 3.9 5.8

Highest education qualification
Year 10 or less 10.5 14.1 14.2
Year 11–12 61.2 55.6 53.1
Diploma/trade 13.8 18.3 21.5
University degree or higher 14.6 12.1 11.2

Occupational category
Paid work 45.8 52.7 65.5
Study 41.1 32.3 23.4
Neither paid work or study 13.1 15.1 11.2

Manage on income
It is difficult or impossible all the time 17.6 16.7 11.2
It is difficult some of the time 31.7 32.3 30.6
It is not too bad 34.3 37.9 41.6
It is easy 16.4 13.2 16.7

Marital status
Married 4.4 10.0 11.5
De facto 7.7 13.3 13.0
Never married 87.8 76.3 75.5

Motherhood status
Mother 3.4 8.5 4.3
No children 95.3 90.0 94.9
Missing data 1.3 1.6 0.9

Age
18–19 years 35.3 33.7 28.3
20–21 years 39.2 40.0 41.0
22–23 years 25.5 26.4 30.7

Notes: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.
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many women were still completing their education,
and this was particularly the case for those with
work-centred aspirations. However, differences
between groups on highest educational qualifica-
tion were already apparent. Work-centred women
were more likely to have Year 12 as their highest
educational qualification, but were also most likely
to be studying for a higher qualification and to be
out of the paid workforce. By contrast, the home-
centred women were less likely to have a university
degree, were least likely to be studying and most
likely to be in paid work at this stage of their lives.
Reflecting these patterns of study and work, the
home-centred women were least likely to report dif-
ficulty managing on their income. Adaptive women
were in the middle of work-centred and home-cen-
tred women on this group of variables.

However, adaptive women clustered with home-
centred women in being equally likely to be
married, while the work-centred women were most
likely to be never married. Surprisingly, it was the
adaptive women, and not the home-centred
women, who were most likely to be mothers at this
age. Perhaps this association between motherhood
and aspirations for part-time work or self-employ-
ment is the result of these women experiencing
some work–family conflict and subsequently
adjusting their aspirations. However, further
research is needed to test this interpretation.

The findings from the regression analyses suggest
that work-centred women were already living a
more “modern” lifestyle than others. They were
less likely to reside in rural areas compared to
urban areas. They weren’t married or living in
cohabiting relationships, and they were not moth-
ers. They were more likely to have higher levels of
education and to be studying to attain higher levels
of education.

In contrast, women classified as home-centred
tended to be living more “traditional” lifestyles.
Although less likely than adaptive women to be

mothers and as likely as adaptive women to be mar-
ried, they were more likely than work-centred
women to be married. There were also differences
in educational qualifications and occupational cat-
egory. Home-centred women were the most likely
to be in paid work, despite being those who aspired
to work unpaid at home, and least likely to be
engaged in any study or have tertiary qualifications.

The findings are congruent with research that has
suggested that there is a social and economic divide
between the group of young women who delay
motherhood, obtain further educational qualifica-
tions and pursue careers, and another group who
become mothers at an early age and do not aspire to
further education (Probert & McDonald, 1999;
Warner-Smith & Imbruglia, 2001). Further, despite
Hakim’s claims that women of all social and educa-
tion groups have equal choices available to them
and that differences in lifestyles arise from women’s
preferences, it is found that area of residence, 
educational qualification and attaining further 
education were strong predictors of difference
between aspirations. Further, socio-demographic
differences predicted aspirations at a subsequent
wave, supporting the argument that aspirations, or
preferences, are shaped by circumstances and the
context in which they are formed.

The findings also suggested that the group of women
termed “adaptive” by Hakim were not merely in the
middle of the other extreme groups. This conceptu-
alisation of adaptive women—as being a “safe” but
effectively meaningless category, including any
woman who doesn’t fit the other two categories—
has also been criticised in other literature (McRae,
2003a, 2003b). On some variables, such as area of
residence and marital status, they were like the
home-centred women. They did seem to be “in the
middle” on the variables of educational attainment
and likelihood of being engaged in further study,
but they were the most likely to be mothers. John-
stone and Lee (2009) have presented a fuller

The findings are congruent with
research that has suggested that
there is a social and economic
divide between the group of young
women who delay motherhood,
obtain further educational 
qualifications and pursue careers,
and another group who become
mothers at an early age and do 
not aspire to further education .
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account of the individual and socio-demographic
differences between women categorised according
to Hakim’s Lifestyle Preference groups, and have
demonstrated that the group of women aspiring to a
combination of work and family is more complex
and heterogeneous than what is implied by their
being “in the middle” of two extreme groups. Con-
sidering that the majority of women (over 80%)
aspired to a combination of work and family, this
group of women continues to warrant further
research and attention.

Conclusion
The findings have shown that the majority of the
cohort of Australian women, aged 18 to 23 years in
1996, aspired to a combination of paid work and
family over three time periods. Socio-demographic
variables were significant markers of difference
between women with varying aspirations, support-
ing past findings suggesting that urban–rural and
social class divides distinguish women living more
“traditional” lifestyles and those living more “mod-
ern” lifestyles. Our findings investigated women’s
aspirations, not actual patterns of behaviour, yet
these differences were still emerging, suggesting
that context and circumstances shape the plans and
choices made by young women. Still, while we did
identify some “traditional” and “modern” women,
the majority of women aspired to a combination of
paid work and family, reinforcing the importance of
continuing to develop supportive work–family 
policies for Australian families. Future research 
will continue to look at what this cohort achieves
for work and family, and will look further at what
might influence women to change their plans.
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urrently, both “work” and
“family” are key priorities of
the Australian Government
as, faced with an ageing population and
high costs of living, it is grappling with the

challenge of promoting increases in both fertility
and labour force participation. With this focus, fam-
ily payments were expanded substantially under
the Howard Government (Harding, Vu, Payne, &
Percival, 2006) and the promotion of “work–life 

balance” has become increasingly
prominent. However, in 2005–06
almost 390,000 Australians—around

87,000 of whom were children—had incomes below
the poverty line, despite having a member of their
household employed. This represented nearly one-
fifth of all Australians in poverty and 2.7% of all
people in households where someone was
employed part- or full-time. Using the most recent
(2005–06) Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)

Working poor in Australia
An analysis of poverty among households in which a member is employed

A L I C I A  PAY N ECC
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would not generally experience such hardships. 
In 2003, the ratio of the minimum wages of full-
time workers to the median was 0.57 in Australia
and 0.32 in the US (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development [OECD], 2008),
indicating that the gap between minimum and
median earnings was substantially greater in the US
than Australia. However, Australian studies, using
various methodologies, have found that a substan-
tial proportion of people in households where
members are in paid employment remain in
poverty (Eardley, 2000; Harding, Lloyd, & Payne,
2004; Marks, 2007; Saunders, Hill, & Bradbury,
2008). This study draws on discussion surrounding
the methodologies of poverty measurement, and
uses new data to analyse poverty among households
where at least one person is employed part- or full-
time, the characteristics of this group in 2005–06
and trends from 1997–98. The first section
describes the data and methodology used, followed
by a discussion of results and conclusions.

Methodology

Measuring poverty

Poverty analysis is the subject of ongoing debate
between researchers and commentators, with no
general consensus being reached on the “best” way

Survey of Income and Housing (SIH), this study
assesses the extent of poverty among households 
in Australia with at least one employed member,
and how the characteristics of this group differ 
from those of all Australian households living in
poverty.

In Australia, paid work has traditionally been, and
generally remains, a guarantee against being in
poverty. Frank Castles (1985) described Australia
as the “wage-earners’ welfare state”, a term which
has become standard in describing Australia’s
unique system. Castles explained that although the
Australian system is not a welfare state in the Euro-
pean sense, a strong system of arbitration and wage
regulation means that, through their wages and
other working conditions, the welfare of Australians
is provided for and protected. In 1904, three years
into Australia’s nationhood, an Industrial Arbitra-
tion Court was established and, in 1907, the
formative “Harvester judgement” ruled that work-
ers be paid a “fair and reasonable” wage sufficient
for a male to support a wife and children. The 
decision introduced employee needs into the wage
equation, a transformation of the traditional model
where employer profit was the key component in
the determination of wages (Bessant, Watts, Dalton,
& Smith, 2006; Mendes, 2008). In 1908, the Age Pen-
sion was introduced, followed by invalid pensions 

in 1910, both key aspects of the Australian social
security system that continue today. This estab-
lished as a statutory right access to income support
for Australians who are unable to work, and repre-
sented a rejection of the model of universal social
insurance that had been adopted by many other
countries (Bessant et al., 2006). Thus, from the early
beginnings of the Australian nation, the idea of fair
wages and a safety net for those unable to work was
institutionalised.

Due to these foundations, Australia has not histori-
cally had the problem of “working poverty” in the
sense that some other countries do. For example, in
the United States (US), the 2008 national minimum
wage was US$5.85 an hour (Acs & Turner, 2008),
and Acs and Loprest (2005) found that one in four
low-income families with at least one full-time full-
year worker reported that they had to “cut or skip”
meals because they were unable to afford enough
food. Due to Australia’s strong tradition of wage reg-
ulation and the safety net of government income
support, the majority of Australian households 
with one full-time or even one part-time worker

to measure poverty. Saunders and Bradbury (2006)
provide a detailed discussion of these issues.

This study is an analysis of relative income poverty,
as it defines “poverty” as having a household
income below a certain point relative to the income
distribution of the whole population. As the number
of persons in each household is not evenly distrib-
uted across the income distribution, the median is
calculated by ranking persons by their household
income, rather than households. Using this
method, people living in households with incomes
less than half the median equivalised household
income of all Australians are deemed to be in
poverty. Setting income poverty at 50% of the
median equivalised disposable income is currently
a widely accepted definition of income poverty in
Australia (see, for example, Marks, 2007; Saunders
& Bradbury, 2006; Saunders et al., 2008).

This is also an analysis of before-housing poverty,
meaning that total disposable incomes are
analysed, rather than the remaining income after
taking housing costs into account.

Australia has not historically had the

problem of “working poverty” in the

sense that some other countries do.



17Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters  2009  No. 81 

Recently, there has been a shift towards the use of
households as the unit for analysis of poverty,
rather than income units,1 which had previously
been mostly used. This has been recommended by
the ABS, as households are currently believed to be
the key unit within which incomes are shared
(rather than income units) and thus a more reliable
representation of living standards (ABS, 2007a). A
key reason for this is that young people who live at
home, although not dependent on their parents,
may benefit from the income of their parents. For
example, in the Survey of Income and Housing, two
parents and a non-dependent child who live
together would be defined as two income units, but
one household. It is likely that, although the non-
dependent child might have their own income, they
benefit from living in the parental home in terms of
living standards. Thus, household income is the
unit for analysis used in this study.

A point of concern in poverty analysis is the 
treatment of respondents who report negative
incomes, often related to the reporting of business
income. Saunders and Bradbury (2006) discussed
various approaches to the issue of negative and 
low incomes. Some researchers remove the entire
lowest decile of households from analysis, while
others remove the lowest percentile. It has also
been suggested that people with incomes below 
the minimum level of government income support
could be removed, although it is unclear whether
such households might be legitimately not receiving
benefits for some reason. In deciding how to 
treat the lowest income households in the 
sample, researchers face a risk of either over-
estimating poverty or removing households in 
genuine financial hardship from the sample. In this
analysis, households reporting negative or zero 
disposable income have been removed from the
sample.

Also, a small number of households that stated cur-
rent employee earnings of zero despite having a
household member employed part- or full-time
were also removed from the sample. It is possible
that this may have been genuine; for example, if a
part-time worker had not worked in the survey
week, or if a worker had been on leave and was not
paid for sick or recreational leave. However, as this
is unclear in the SIH data, the records have been
removed. The exclusion of households that have
current employees with zero earnings is likely to be
associated with a bias in poverty rates (to the extent
that reported levels of income are accurate). The
estimated rates of working poverty are therefore
likely to be conservative.

The treatment of the self-employed in poverty
analysis is another point of debate, as it is well
established that their reported incomes do not 
necessarily reflect their standards of living (Saun-
ders & Bradbury, 2006; Saunders et al., 2008).
Some analyses exclude the self-employed, although
this is not to say that there are not self-employed
people in poverty in Australia; rather that often 
the negative or very low incomes reported by the
self-employed are not a reliable representation of

their living standards. The exclusion of all house-
holds reporting negative or zero income from this
analysis captures all self-employed households
reporting such incomes. An alternative analysis was
carried out removing all households where some-
one was self-employed. This made only a marginal
difference to the results, indicating that most
households in the subset with very low (but greater
than zero) income did not have self-employed
members. Thus, the self-employed have not been
excluded from this analysis. However, in order to
focus on households below the poverty line where
members are employees, households with self-
employed members have been excluded from the
definition of “working poverty”. “Working poor”
households are defined as households that are
below the poverty line where at least one person 
is a part- or full-time employee. This could be 
any member of the household, including children
over 15 years of age. Thus, while households 
where someone is self-employed may be included 
in the subset of all households in poverty, they 
are not included in the subset of working poor
households.

In order to compare living standards across differ-
ent types of households, incomes were equivalised
to account for the different needs of different house-
hold types. For example, a person living alone in 
a household with a given income is likely to enjoy 
a higher living standard than a couple with two 
children sharing the same income. Equivalence
scales give “points” to each adult and child in the
household, and then the household’s disposable
income is divided by the sum of these points so that
incomes can be compared across different types of
households.

The Modified OECD scale was used in this analysis
that assigned the following values to household
members:

first adult = 1

other adults = 0.5

dependent children under 15 years of age = 0.3

Therefore, the equation used to determine the
equivalence scale was as follows:

(1 + (0.5 * (number of adults – 1)) + (0.3 *
(number of dependent children))) / 2.1

with 2.1 being the number of members in a “stan-
dard” household of 2 adults and 2 dependent
children. Dependants under 15 were included as
“dependent children” and given a value of 0.3, while
dependent children 15–24 were counted as adults
and given a value of 0.5.

The division of the household’s “points” by 2.1 (the
“standard” family) meant that all incomes were
made comparable to that of a couple with two chil-
dren and that the poverty line represented the level
of income below which this standard family would
be classified as being in poverty.

While household income was the basis of the analy-
sis of poverty in this study, results are presented for
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persons. The poverty lines set in each of the years
for a couple with two children under 15 are shown
in Table 1.

Data
This analysis of poverty among households where
someone is employed part- or full-time is based on
the 2005–06 ABS Survey of Income and Housing
Confidentialised Unit Record File (CURF). This is 
a representative sample survey of 9,961 Australian
households that gathers information on the 
income and other socio-economic characteristics
of households and individuals aged 15 and over. 
The sample excludes non-private dwellings (for
example, institutions, nursing homes, hotels, hos-
tels and student residences), and dwellings in areas
defined as very remote.2 Previous editions of the
survey were also used to compare poverty over
time, from the years of 1997–98, 1999–2000,
2000–01, 2002–03 and 2003–04.3

Poverty and working poverty, 1997–2006
In 2005–06, just over one in ten Australians (10.8%
of people) lived in poverty. This represented an esti-
mated 1,161,300 households living below the
poverty line, or 2,115,900 people, 391,400 of whom
were children.

In just under one-fifth (18%) of these households
someone was in paid employment and these house-
holds have been defined as the working poor. In
2005–06, there were an estimated 135,000 working
poor households, representing 389,600 people, of
which 87,100 were children. This group made up
2.7% of all people in households where at least one
person was in paid employment.

As shown in Figure 1, the poverty rate in 2005–06
was a slight increase on previous years from 1997
(with the exclusion of 2002–03 in which the rate
was also 10.8), however the rate has remained
roughly around 10%. The rate of poverty among
households with at least one employee persisted at
roughly 3% over the period, decreasing from a peak
of 3.4% in 2002–03 to 2.7% in 2005–06.

Figure 2 breaks down working poor households by
the composition of employees in the household and
Figure 3 shows the poverty rate for each earner-
composition group. It is unsurprising that the
greatest proportion (48%) of working poor house-
holds were those supported by one part-time
employee only, and that this group had the highest
rate of poverty at 10.3%. The poverty rate for house-
holds supported by one part-time earner only was
only slightly lower than the overall poverty rate for
all households, including those with no members in
paid employment, suggesting that, generally, having
only one part-time worker in a household does not
increase incomes enough to substantially decrease
the household’s likelihood of being below the
poverty line. This group likely includes people who
are in situations that might make it difficult for
them to work longer hours, such as sole parents,
full-time students, people who are having difficulty
finding more substantial work opportunities or
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at least one
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28%

One part-
time employee

48%

One full-
time employee

24%

Persons in working poor households by composition 
of employees in the household, 2005–06

Figure 2

Source: ABS Survey of Income and Housing CURF, 2005–06
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Weekly half median OECD equivalised household 
disposable income poverty lines for a household with 
two adults and two dependent children under 15

Equivalent dollars (for the given year)

2005–06 $592

2003–04 $521

2002–03 $476

2000–01 $444

1999–00 $409

1997–98 $381

Table 1

Source: ABS Survey of Income and Housing CURFs, 1997–98 to 2005–06
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those who are prevented from working longer hours
due to disability or illness. In many of these cir-
cumstances, the household’s earned income would
be supplemented by government benefits; however,
the combination is not necessarily enough to
exceed the poverty line.

The sample of working poor households in which
there were two full-time employees was notably
insignificant (and thus not shown in Figure 2), sug-
gesting that having two full-time employee incomes
in a household is generally a guarantee against the

household falling into income poverty. However, over
half of the working poor lived in households with
either one full-time employee (24%) or two employ-
ees, at least one of which was part-time (28%). 
The rate of poverty among households with one 
full-time employee was 2.3%, and 1.8% among house-
holds with two employees including at least one
part-time employee. While these rates are relatively
low, it is particularly interesting that poverty persists
among these groups, given that traditionally in 
Australia most households would have been charac-
terised by the “breadwinner” model of having just
one full-time earner supporting the family, and that 
a full-time income in Australia was originally
“designed” to support such a family. While poverty
among households with one part-time earner is likely
to be related to insufficient hours of employment to
carry household income over the poverty line,
poverty for households with a full-time, or two part-
time employees is more likely to reflect relatively
low wages.

Also, it is becoming increasingly common for Aus-
tralian families to be supported by two incomes—
either two full-time, or one full-time and one part-
time—especially as families increasingly combine
employment with parenting. In 2006, in around
60% of couples with children under the age of 15,
both parents were employed, an increase from
54.5% in 1996 (ABS, 2007b). As this study analyses
relative income poverty, the poverty line will reflect
this change in Australian family life through the
increase in household incomes. A shift upwards in
the income distribution does not necessarily 
mean that families have a higher standard of living,
but occurs in the context of increased costs of liv-
ing. It is difficult to assess the complexity of family
decision making about labour force participation
using quantitative data, but it is possible that many
families are seeking two earned incomes in order to
keep pace with increased costs of living.
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A shift upwards in the income 

distribution does not necessarily

mean that families have a higher

standard of living.

Comparing the working poor and 
all people in poverty

As the following comparisons show, people in work-
ing poor households generally have various
different characteristics to those in the overall 
subset of households in poverty. This suggests that
the factors contributing to household incomes
being below the poverty line differ between those in
households where someone is employed and those
without any employee earnings.

Household types
As shown in Figure 4, single people (people living
alone) have had the highest rates of poverty in com-
parison to other types of households since 1997–98.
In 2005–06, nearly a third (32.7%) of people living
by themselves were in poverty. This compared to
8.4% of people living in couples only, 7% of people in
couples with children and 19.1% of people in sole-
parent families.4

In contrast to the trend in overall poverty, the 
working poor are more likely to be couples with 
children than the overall subset of people living in
poverty. In 2005–06, the rate of working poverty for
couples with children (3.1%) was only marginally
less than that for lone people (3.7%) and, as shown
in Figure 5, couples with children made up a 
substantially greater proportion of the working 
poor than all those in poverty. Sixty-one per cent of
people in working poor households lived as a couple
with children, in comparison to just under 30% of
people in all poor households. While single people
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alised, was $585 a week, compared to $529 for all
couples with children in poverty. After being equiv-
alised, the average household disposable income for
working poor couples with children was $497, com-
pared to $460 for all poor couples with children. On
average, working poor couples with children
received less income from government benefits
(including Family Tax Benefit A and B), but their
earnings meant that their total disposable incomes
were, on average, slightly greater than the whole
poor sample. The mean weekly income from bene-
fits received by working poor couples with children
was $211, compared to $337 for all couples with
children in poverty. The average weekly household
employee earnings of working poor couples with
children were $433 per week.

Thus, rather than there being a disparity in income
between working and all couples with children in
poverty, it seems that the fact that couples with
children make up the majority of the working 
poor is more attributable to the lesser proportion 
of single people in the working group than to spe-
cific characteristics of couples with children in
working poverty. Based on the Survey of Income
and Housing 2005–06, 43% of Australians lived in
couples with children; thus, it is not surprising 
that they are highly represented within a given
group. While relatively low rates of poverty among
couples with children are likely attributable largely
to the particular direction of government income
support towards families with children, perhaps 
the relatively small proportion of the poor who are
couples with children is due to the dominance of
single people among all households in poverty.
Many older singles, who form the majority of all
poor single people, were excluded from the working
poor sample as they were of retirement age and
were not employed.

As shown in Figure 6, the majority (54%) of single
people in poverty were over the age of 65. Further,
as shown in Figure 7, the rate of poverty among 
single people aged over 65 was 48%. A further 21% 
of single people in poverty were aged between 55
and 64 and this group also had a high rate of poverty
at 41%.

Poverty among Australians over 65 mostly reflects a
reliance on the Age Pension as the primary source
of income. Men become eligible to receive the pen-
sion at age 65. For women, the age of eligibility has
changed, depending on the year that women were
born, to gradually bring it into line with men.5 The
minimum age at which some women become eligi-
ble is 60, so it is possible that many single women in
the 55–64 age group receive the pension. In
2005–06, around 63% of single people in poverty
were women, and thus the high rate of poverty
among single people in the 55–64 age group reflects
this. Also, although the 55–64 year old group are
not generally of Age Pension age, the group likely
includes some who have retired early or are
employed for lesser hours. While 99% of single peo-
ple over 65 who were in poverty were not in the
labour force, 85% of singles in poverty aged 55–64
were also not in the labour force.

made up almost a third of all poor households
(32%), only 8% of working poor households were
single people.

Closer comparison of the incomes of couples with
children in working poverty and in overall poverty
revealed that there was no great difference in the 
distribution of disposable income within each of 
the groups. The mean disposable income of working
poor couples with children, before being equiv-
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In March–June 2006, the weekly rate of the Age
Pension for a single person was $249.856 (Centre-
link, 2006). If this was the single person’s only
source of income, they would be below the poverty
line. When a single person’s income of $249.85 is
equivalised for comparison with the “standard”
family of a couple with two children, it equates to
$524.69, below the poverty line of $592 per week.
While this is clearly not a high income and meeting
daily costs would likely be challenging, older single
people generally have relatively lower housing costs
and so it is possible that their income may under-
state their standard of living relative to that of
people with greater housing costs. Studies of before-
and after-housing poverty have shown that rates 
of after-housing poverty among older Australians
are lower than before-housing rates (Harding,
Lloyd, & Greenwell, 2001; Harding & Szukalska,
2000; Marks, 2007).

Further, while the extension of family payments
over the past decade has likely contributed to
decreasing rates of poverty among couples with
children, the types of government benefits for
which single people are eligible—such as the New-
start unemployment benefit, Youth Allowance, the
Age Pension and Disability Support Pension—
remain at levels at which the household income of
sole-person recipients is likely to remain below the
poverty line. Table 2 compares the single-person
rates of various benefits in March–June 2006 to the
poverty line, showing that the Age and Disability
Pensions, unemployment benefit and Youth
Allowance all fall short of the poverty line.

Unfortunately, the sample of working poor single
people was insufficient in size to be reported by age
group; however, results do suggest they are younger
than the single people in the overall subset of people
in poverty. Also, as shown by the small remainder 
of poor single people over the age of 55 who are “in
the labour force”, it is clear that people in poverty 
in this age group are generally not employed. Of 
all working poor households, around 83% of house-
hold reference people7 were aged between 15 and
54. Thus, while poverty in Australia is particularly
experienced by single people, especially those 
over 65, working poverty is characterised by younger
working-age people living in a variety of family types.

Income sources
Income poverty in Australia’s “wage-earners’ wel-
fare state” is also often associated with households
having government income support as their primary

Government benefits for single people and the poverty line, March–June 2006

Weekly rate for a In equivalised dollars for Difference from the poverty 
single person a single person* line of $592

Age or Disability Support Pension $249.85 $524.69 –$67.31

Newstart Allowance $205.30 $431.13 –$160.87

Youth Allowance (away from home) $167.35 $351.44 –$240.57

Note: These amounts do not include rent assistance that might be included in the payment for renters. Amounts are in equivalised 2006 dollars.* As a couple with two
children was used as the “standard family” when equivalising incomes, the incomes of sole people change from their original dollar amounts. 

Source: Centrelink, 2006

Table 2
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Working poor households All poor households
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households, by principal source of income, 2005–06
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Notes: * There were fewer than 30 households in poverty with “other” as their primary
source of income and the results should be treated with caution.

Source: ABS Survey of Income and Housing CURF, 2005–06

source of income (Harding et al., 2001; Harding et
al., 2004). As shown in Figure 8, over three-quarters
of Australians living in poverty derived most of their
household income from government benefits. The
poverty rate among people in households where 
government benefits were the main source of
income was 40.3%. As discussed earlier and shown
in Table 2, many payments would not be sufficient
on their own to keep a household’s income above the
poverty line.

Overall, only 13% of people in all poor households
had wages and salary as their primary source of
income. An alternative method for defining working
poverty is to look at those in poverty who derive
their income primarily from wages and salary.
Based on this definition, the rate of working poverty
in 2005–06 would have been 2% of all persons, rep-
resenting an estimated 264,000 Australians. The
rate for households in poverty in which at least one
person is employed is slightly higher, as it also
includes those in households where some income is
sourced from wages and salary, although employee
earnings are not the principal source.

Figure 8 shows that the working poor were not 
primarily supplementing income from government
benefits with wages and salary, as may have been
expected, but that in fact the majority derived most
of their household income from their employee earn-
ings. Sixty-eight per cent of people in working poor
households sourced the majority of their income
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Educational qualifications
A lack of post-school educational qualifications 
has also traditionally been associated with higher
rates of income poverty in Australia (Harding et al.,
2001; Harding et al., 2004; Marks, 2007). This 
continued in 2005–06, with 66% of all people in
poverty living in a household where the reference
person’s highest qualification was Year 12 or less.
The majority of the working poor also lived in
households where the reference person’s education
was to Year 12 or less; however, as shown in Figure
10, the working poor were more likely to have
higher qualifications than the overall subset. 
A lesser proportion (56%) of the working poor had
household reference people with a highest qualifi-
cation of Year 12 or less and a greater proportion
had university qualifications. Also, a slightly greater
proportion of the working poor also had certificates
or diplomas than the overall subset of people in
poverty. The greater representation of people with
higher qualifications among the working poor likely
reflects the fact that people with higher qualifica-
tions are more likely to be employed than those
without qualifications and also that a substantial
proportion of older people among the subset of all
people in poverty are less likely to have post-school
qualifications.

Figure 11 shows the rates of poverty and working
poverty by the household reference person’s high-
est qualification, both of which decrease as the level
of the household reference person’s qualification
increases. For households where the reference per-
son’s highest qualification was Year 12 or less, the
poverty rate was just below 17%, substantially
higher than the overall average rate of poverty.
Households where the reference person had a 
post-school qualification, either from vocational
education and training (VET) or university, experi-
enced lower than average rates of poverty (7.2% for
households where the reference person had a VET
qualification and 4.9% where they had a university
degree). Working poverty followed a similar pattern.
In households where someone was employed and
the reference person had no post-school qualifica-
tion, 4.1% were in poverty, while those in which the
reference person had a university or VET qualifica-
tion experienced rates of working poverty lower
than the average. This is further evidence of the
strong connection between educational qualifica-
tion and income.

Conclusions
Although in Australia being in paid employment
generally lifts household income above the poverty
line, a number of Australians remain in poverty
despite someone in their household being
employed. In 2005–06, 2.7% of people in working
households were living below the poverty line, and
this rate had remained at roughly 3% since
1997–98.

While poverty was virtually non-existent among
households with two full-time earners, almost a
quarter of the working poor were in a household
with one full-time employee, and 28% in households

from wages and salary, compared to 29% whose chief
source of income was from government income sup-
port, supplemented by their employee earnings.

A further 10% of people in all poor households, and
3% of those in working poor households, drew most
of their income from “Other” sources (including
business income and investment); however, in both
cases the samples were small and the results must
be treated with caution.

Further to this, Figure 9 shows that, while the
majority of working poor households do receive
some income from government benefits, they are
more likely to have no recipients of benefits, and
less likely to have more than one recipient in the
household than the overall subset of people in
poverty. While 11% of all people in poverty lived in
a household with no income from government ben-
efits, 27% of the working poor had no recipients of
benefits in the household. In addition, 25% of peo-
ple in working poverty lived in a household where
two or more people received benefits, compared to
34% of all people living in poverty.
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or diploma

24%

Year 12 or less
56%

Certificate
or diploma

26%

Year 12 or less
66%

Working poor households All poor households

Persons in working poor households and all poor 
households, by highest qualification of household 
reference person, 2005–06

Figure 10

Note: * There were fewer than 30 households in poverty with their highest qualification
being a university degree and the results should be treated with caution.

Source: ABS Survey of Income and Housing CURF, 2005–06
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Note: * There were fewer than 30 working poor households with two or more benefit
recipients and the result should be treated with caution.

Source: ABS Survey of Income and Housing CURF, 2005–06



23Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters  2009  No. 81 

where there were two employees, at least one of
which was part-time. The fact that poverty rates
were especially low among households with one
full-time or two part-time employees suggests that
the problem of relative income poverty among
working households is generally not related to 
low wages. However, for households where poverty
persisted in spite of having a full-time or two part-
time employees, low pay was more likely to be a
factor in their low income. Also, as families increas-
ingly have two incomes, the relative income
poverty line will reflect this shift, thus making the
incomes of families supported by only one earner
relatively low. However, this does not necessarily
mean that the relative living standards of those in
poverty have improved, as the costs of living are
also increasing.

In comparison to “overall” poverty, which is domi-
nated by single and usually older people in
Australia, working poverty was more of a problem
for young families. Their poverty generally did not
reflect incomes based primarily on government
benefits—perhaps the situation most closely asso-
ciated with being in poverty in Australia. Working
poor households were more likely to be supple-
menting employee income with benefits than the
reverse situation (which may have been expected)
and were more likely to have higher levels of 
education than those in poverty overall.

both sides of politics and the philosophy of “mutual
obligation” returned an element of proving that one
was “deserving” into eligibility for income support
(Castles, 2001). In 2006, the momentous Work
Choices and Welfare to Work legislation were
passed, intensifying the challenge to the pillars of
the traditional Australian system of which Castles
spoke. The data analysed here are not recent
enough to capture any impact that the introduction
of Work Choices may have had on working poverty
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In Australia, employment may 

generally be the most reliable way

out of poverty, but it has not 

protected all Australians. 

As this was a study of before-housing income
poverty, the impact of wealth and assets such as
home ownership was not captured, and further
analysis incorporating such characteristics would
be valuable in expanding the understanding of
working poverty in Australia. While older Aus-
tralians—mostly single aged pensioners—form the
majority of people below the income poverty line,
they are less likely to be in poverty when after-
housing measures are used. Thus, the incorporation
of wealth and particularly housing characteristics
into the analysis of working poverty could poten-
tially highlight deeper issues of financial stress
among younger households, both working and 
otherwise, who are more likely to have higher hous-
ing costs.

In 2001, following the release of the “McClure
report” (Reference Group on Welfare Reform,
2000), Castles was pessimistic about the continua-
tion of Australia as a “wage earners’ welfare state”,
as the labour market had begun to be deregulated by

and, given the short life of the package, the potential
impacts of such deregulation of wages and condi-
tions on working poverty in Australia may never be
fully known.

While the relatively low rates of working poverty
found in this analysis suggest that Australia remains
a “wage earners’ welfare state”, the persistence of
poverty among a sizeable number of Australians in
households where at least one person is employed
does raise the question of whether there is a “gap”
in our system of fair wages and the income support
safety net, and whether income support is being
targeted most effectively. Traditionally, the income
support safety net has supported those who cannot
work physically and those who cannot find employ-
ment, but perhaps those who struggle to have
sufficient hours of employment are falling through
the gap. This raises the further issue of whether
government financial support of other situations,
such as parenting, caring or studying, should be
extended, and whether means tests are limiting the
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scope of income support to supplement earned
income in such cases to sufficient levels. The fact
that the total disposable incomes of the working
poor are on average not substantially greater than
that of all poor households raises the issue of
whether there are financial incentives for people in
poor households to increase their labour force par-
ticipation. In Australia, employment may generally
be the most reliable way out of poverty, but it has
not protected all Australians and is an issue deserv-
ing further exploration.

Endnotes
1 ABS Confidentialised Unit Record File data are generally

structured into three units for analysis—persons, house-
holds and income units. “Income units refer to groups of
related persons within a household whose command over
income is assumed to be shared. Income sharing is assumed
to take place between married (registered or de facto) 
couples and between parents and dependent children”
(ABS, 2008a). “Households” include all members living in
the dwelling.

2 For more detailed information on the 2005–06 SIH, see ABS
(2008b).

3 Detailed information about each of the earlier issues of the
SIH is available in the technical paper for each year, from
the ABS website. Up to 2000–01, the survey was known as
the Survey of Income and Housing Costs. In the 2003–04
CURF, the ABS took a new approach to collecting informa-
tion on business and investment income. This could impact
on the way in which total disposable income is calculated
for the year, and thus it is not clear how reliable compar-
isons between income in 2003–04 and earlier years are. The
possible impact of this change will become clearer as later
surveys are released (see ABS, 2008a).

4 The figure for sole-parent families should be treated with
caution due to the small sample size.

5 For women born before July 1935, the age of eligibility is 
60. Women born in or after 1949 will have to be 65 to
receive the Age Pension—the same time as their male 
counterparts. For women born between 1935 and 1949,
there is a graduated scale so that they become eligible
between the ages of 60 and 65, depending on their year of
birth.

6 This does not include Rent Assistance, for which Age
Pension recipients who are renting may also be eligible.

7 A household “reference person” is the sole household 
member or one of the members aged over 15. The house-
hold reference person is either a partner in a couple with 
or without children or the parent in a sole-parent family. In
a household with multiple adults not in a couple, the 
reference person is the person with the highest income or,
where income is not applicable, the oldest person (ABS,
2008a). The characteristics of the household reference 
person can be used to analyse households based on person-
level characteristics, such as age or education.
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ajor changes to the labour market, as
well as social and demographic changes,
are driving an increased demand for flex-
ible work, both in New Zealand and
internationally. This trend is likely to

continue as more people engage in further educa-
tion and training, more women take up paid work,
numbers of sole-parent families increase, skill
shortages grow and retirement age is extended. The
implementation of the Employment Relations

(Flexible Working Arrangements) Amendment Act
2007 in New Zealand is also drawing attention to
the importance of flexible work for government,
employers, employees and families. As a result of
the Act, employees who have been working for their
employer for six months or more are able to request
a flexible working arrangement if they are responsi-
ble for the care of another person. Employers have
a duty to consider such requests and respond to
them within three months.

New Zealand families and their 
experiences with flexible work

FLEXIBLE WORK ARRANGEMENTS

L I N DY  F U R S M A N  A N D  N I TA  Z O D G E K A R

MM
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Research was undertaken by the New Zealand Fami-
lies Commission to fill knowledge gaps about types of
flexible work arrangements that support family well-
being, and factors influencing take-up of these
arrangements. The research provided an opportunity
to explore flexible work from the perspective of fami-
lies, and aimed to contribute to debates about the
most effective ways to help families access the flexible
working conditions they need. This article provides a
summary of the research findings.1

What is quality flexible work?
Flexible work allows people to make changes to the
hours or times they work, and where they work. It
helps people organise their careers to accommodate
other commitments, and to manage transitions in and
out of the workforce. For an arrangement to be con-
sidered truly flexible, it must provide the employee
with the means to manage his or her work while man-
aging other commitments, without adversely affecting
the business. For flexible work to be described as
“quality”, these changes must not adversely affect
income, career progression, availability of scheduled
leave or access to quality work for those who take it
up. In addition, quality flexible work provides benefits
for both employees and employers. Benefits for

Access to and use of flexible work arrangementsTable 1

For each of the following flexible work arrangements, please tell me
whether they are (a) an option you use, (b) an option your job offers that
you do not use or (c) an option your job does not offer?

Job offers
Option but do Job does

you use not use not offer Unsure

% (n = 858)

Take time off occasionally 77 11 10 2
for special events involving 
family, such as school concerts

Finish work early to pick 65 13 19 3
family up from school, 
preschool, child care or work

Change your lunchtime so 65 12 20 3
you can go to a family 
commitment during 
ordinary work hours

Start late to drop family off 60 13 24 3
at school, preschool, child 
care or work

Take time off during school 60 17 19 4
holidays to look after children*

Work longer hours so you 55 14 29 2
can have more time to spend 
with the family at other times

Change your hours so you can 54 17 26 3
regularly attend activities 
involving family members other 
than yourself, like sports practice

Work from home so you can 36 8 53 3
look after family at the same time

Notes: Base—Those who do paid work that contributes to the household’s financial 
situation. * Only asked of those who regularly care for children who are in primary,
intermediate or secondary school and do paid work that contributes to the 
household’s financial situation (n = 692).

employees could include increased opportunities for
families to spend quality time together, while benefits
for employers may include addressing skills shortages
and increased retention and staff loyalty.

Methodology
Mixed research methods, using qualitative and
quantitative approaches, were used for the study,
with each stage building on information gathered
from the previous stage. UMR Research was con-
tracted to conduct eleven focus groups with
representatives from families with dependent
young children, elderly family members or family
members with disabilities, and 15 case studies of a
diverse group of families with caring responsibili-
ties.2 The focus groups and case studies were
conducted in a range of rural and urban locations in
New Zealand. In order to provide a counterpoint to
the views of employees, a focus group of employers
who ran small businesses and three in-depth inter-
views of employers based in medium and large
businesses were conducted.

The final stage of the research comprised a nation-
ally representative quantitative survey of 1,000
“family representatives”3 aged 18 years or older. All
respondents had to be in paid work or have a part-
ner who lived with them who was in paid work. Of
the survey sample, 55% were women and 45% were
men, and a range of ethnicities was represented in
the sample (New Zealand European, 77%; Maori,
15%; Pacific Islands, 15%; and Asian, 7%).

The primary emphasis of the project was the 
qualitative research, which focused on families’
experiences of flexible work arrangements and the
impact of such arrangements on family life. The
quantitative stage was a much smaller part of the
research project and was undertaken to provide
population estimates of some of the trends found in
the qualitative research.

With the small sample sizes in this project, and
because the survey did not return reliable data on
industry or occupation, it is not possible to deter-
mine the full influence of occupational factors, nor
can industry and occupation be statistically con-
trolled. Similarly, because of the small numbers
involved, results exhibiting variations by ethnicity
and income should be treated with caution.

Availability and access to flexible work
arrangements
People who have access to flexible work
Table 1 shows that 88% of respondents were allowed
to take time off to go to special events, while 77%
actually used this option. Varying start and finish
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times was another  common flexible work arrange-
ment. Seventy-eight per cent of respondents were
able to leave work early to pick up family members,
with 65% of respondents actually using this arrange-
ment. Slightly fewer survey respondents (73%)
could start work late in order to drop family mem-
bers off, with 60% of respondents actually doing
this.

More than three-quarters of survey respondents
(77%) could move their lunch break in order to
attend to a family commitment, and 77% of those
with school-aged children could take time off during
school holidays, although it is unclear whether this
referred to the scheduling of their annual leave enti-
tlement. More than two-thirds (69%) of the survey
respondents could work longer hours so they could
take time off at a later date, while 71% could change
their working hours to enable attendance at regular
activities such as sports practice.

The flexible arrangement that fewest respondents
had access to was working from home, with 44%
saying that they could do this, and only 36% using
this arrangement.

likely than the total sample of women to rate their
amount of flexibility as “a lot” (38% and 32% respec-
tively, compared with 42% of all women).

Use of flexible work arrangements did not signifi-
cantly differ by gender, with small gender
differences being evident in the use of only two
arrangements. Men were slightly more likely than
women to work longer in exchange for time off
when they needed it (9% higher) or work from home
(6% higher). However, as Table 2 (p. 28) shows,
access to particular arrangements did show some
small differences by gender, with women less likely
to have access to all flexible work arrangements,
with the exception of “take time off occasionally to
go to special events involving family”. However, the
greater use of part-time work by women may mean
that women are less likely to need some other types
of flexible work arrangements.

Despite having less access to flexible work arrange-
ments, women were more likely to report that their
jobs had a lot of flexibility (42%, compared with 28%
of men) and less likely to say they had no flexibility
(3%, compared with 8% of men). In addition, when

rating the amount of flexibility their partners had in
their jobs, women were less likely to say their part-
ners had a lot of flexibility and more likely to report
partners having no flexibility.

People who do not have access to flexible work
Approximately one in five respondents in the quan-
titative survey lacked access to specific flexible
work arrangements. This was particularly true for
people working in certain industries, such as the
paid care workers of very dependent people:

There was no clear relationship between personal
income and access to particular flexible work
arrangements, although working from home tended
to be associated with higher paying jobs. Similarly,
analysis of the availability and use of flexible work
arrangements did not indicate any significant dif-
ferences by ethnicity. However, both Maori and
Pasifika men seemed more likely to say they had a
lot of flexibility than the total sample of men (31%
and 33% respectively, compared with 28% of all
men), while Maori and Pasifika women were less

Despite having less access to flexible work 
arrangements, women were more likely to report
that their jobs had a lot of flexibility and less likely
to say they had no flexibility.
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The children feel more secure knowing their parents will be
there. That contributes to their self-esteem … Hopefully we
can also spot any problems, so going into the schools, we know
who those kids are, or the kindy, that they’re talking about and
if there’s a problem with any kids or teachers or whatever we
can hopefully pick up things quickly. (Female participant in
Auckland, parents with mainly preschool children focus group)

A particular benefit of being able to finish work
soon after school was that it could make it easier for
parents to support children to participate in
extracurricular activities and for parents to help
with homework.

The caregivers of elderly and terminally ill people
emphasised the importance of flexible work
arrangements in helping them to spend time with
loved ones who had little time left:

The benefits were to actually be able to spend the time caring
for Mum. If I’d had a nine-to-five, five-day-a-week job, I 
wouldn’t probably have been able to do that. (Female partici-
pant in Auckland, caregivers for elderly family focus group)

Fulfilling care responsibilities while doing paid work
Flexible work arrangements made it easier for
workers with caring responsibilities to fulfil those
responsibilities while also maintaining their partic-
ipation in the workforce:

I said [to employer], “I’m thinking of giving up work to look
after my mother in [place] some of the time”, and they said,
“We don’t want to lose you. How about we alter your work
schedule … We’re prepared to alter your work hours a bit,
lessen them a little bit, give you more work in [place] so that
you can both fit in going up there to look after your mother
and being in Auckland to work for us”. (Female participant in
Auckland, caregivers for elderly family focus group)

The quantitative survey also showed that more than
70% of people who were not currently in paid work
would be more likely to be if they had flexible work
arrangements to fit around the needs of their family.

Less stress for individual parents and caregivers
Having flexible work arrangements made it easier to
cover changing circumstances, such as a sudden ill-
ness or accident, where parents and caregivers felt
they really needed to be able to “drop everything
and go”. This also applied in less urgent situations,
such as school holidays and when the usual child
care was not available:

I guess the best thing about flexible work is knowing that if any-
thing happens it’s not a big deal. You’re not going to be fired,
you’re not going to lose your job, you’re not going to be penalised
financially … It’s a type of security. (Female participant in Auck-
land, low socio, family with school-aged children focus group)

I work one-on-one with a disabled child, so I can’t just say, “I want
to change my lunch hour” or something like that. She needs con-
stant care … As far as leaving halfway through the day [to
attend to family], it’s not really an option at all. It means someone
else has got to come from what they’re doing to look after this
child that can’t be left alone. (Female participant in Auckland, low
socio, family with school-aged children focus group)

The qualitative research indicated that where flex-
ible arrangements were not available, this was
sometimes because of the nature of the job but also
sometimes because of employers’ attitudes to flexi-
ble work arrangements.

Impact of flexible work arrangements
More quality family time
Respondents in the qualitative research offered
many examples of what they considered to be the
benefits of flexible work arrangements. These
included better relationships and happier adults
and children within families:

Benefits like going on excursions like a class trip or something,
it makes the kids really happy and I enjoy it too and it’s not nor-
mally a problem for me to get out of work to do that … Going
to like an award performance or stuff like that helps to feel
connected with the kids, so I understand what they’re actually
talking about too. (Male participant in Auckland, parents with
mainly preschool children focus group)

Another benefit of flexible work was more effective
support for and better monitoring of children and
young people within families:

Access to flexible work arrangements by gender: 
Respondents in paid work

Table 2

Proportions of respondents whose
job did not offer arrangement

Men (%) Women (%)
n = 430 n = 428

Work from home so you can look after 49 57
family at the same time

Change your hours so you can regularly attend 25 28
activities involving family members other than 
yourself, like sports practices

Work longer hours so you can have more time 25 33
to spend with the family at other times

Start late to drop family off at school, 23 25
preschool, childcare or work

Take time off during school holidays to look 18 19
after children*

Finish early to pick family up from school, 17 21
preschool, childcare or work

Change your lunchtime so you can go to a 16 23
family commitment during ordinary work hours

Take time off occasionally for special events 11 9
involving family, such as school concerts

Notes: Base—Those who do paid work that contributes to the household’s financial 
situation. * Only asked of those who regularly care for children who are in primary,
intermediate or secondary school and do paid work that contributes to the 
household’s financial situation (n = 692).
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Potential to encroach on family time
Research participants were clearly choosing to use
flexible working arrangements and most found
them extremely valuable. However, they sometimes
acknowledged that flexibility could come at a cost
for families. Flexible work arrangements could
make life more complicated than simply working
standard hours and missing some aspects of family
life; they could also mean that work encroached on
family time. There was less evidence of this in the
quantitative research, where those with little or no
access to flexible work arrangements were more
likely to juggle work and family, or experience neg-
ative spill-over between work and home.

Consequences of not having access to flexible work 
arrangements
The qualitative interviews showed that people who
did not have access to flexible work arrangements
felt this was overwhelmingly negative, especially
because of the impact on time together as a family:

I mean, at the moment we never sort of see each other. He
generally sleeps on the couch, or when free time comes up it’s
normally I’m going or he’s staying or we never actually do any-
thing together. (Pasifika female, case study in Auckland)

Lack of flexibility was also associated with difficul-
ties in attending events and activities, which was
sometimes disappointing for children and made
family life pressured and stressful:

It’s really hard when your six-year-old says, “Oh, my mum
won’t go to that, she never comes”. (Female sole parent, case
study in Christchurch)

Impacts of specific flexible work 
arrangements
Flexible start and finish times
Flexible start and finish times allowed parents with
dependent children to start late enough to be able
to drop children off at school, or finish early enough
to be able to pick them up and be at home with
them after school.

Flexible leave arrangements
Access to flexible leave arrangements allowed par-
ticipants to attend one-off events involving family
members, with most respondents indicating that
this was the reason they wanted access to this pro-
vision.

While most of the respondents indicated that they
had access to flexible leave arrangements, 52% of
respondents to the quantitative survey declared
that they had missed out on home or family 

Where flexible arrangements
were not available, this 
was sometimes because 
of the nature of the job but 
also sometimes because of 
employers’ attitudes to 
flexible work arrangements.

activities that they would have liked to have taken
part in, because of their work responsibilities.

Reduced hours and part-time work
For many people, the solution to their need for flex-
ibility was part-time work, although this was not
necessarily truly flexible.

Part-time work was accessed by women to a greater
extent than men, generally for child care reasons.
For example, the quantitative survey showed that
95% of those working 20 or fewer hours were
women and that the age of their children was a key
factor in this.

The impact of part-time work was similar to that of
flexible start and finish times, which helped to
ensure quality time for families and reduced stress.

I can, in my job, work full-time but I choose not to because of
children and because [of] my husband’s shift work, and just all
those other things. I want to also have a wee bit of life myself,
so it’s a choice. (Female in Christchurch, high socio, family with
school-aged children focus group)

The two main drawbacks of part-time work were
reduced income and a perceived reduction in
opportunities for career progression, which could
also have longer term financial implications.
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The ability to work from home has been excellent. It means 
I’ve spent so much time with our daughter and also it’s 
helped her health. She’s had a hole in her heart from when 
she was born and fortunately it’s been fine. I guess the advan-
tage of not going to day care for her is that she hasn’t been
exposed to constant viruses and stuff like that. (Female 
participant in Auckland, parents of mainly preschool children
focus group)

Working from home could, however, erode time for
self or with partners and blur the boundaries
between work and home, particularly when it
involved taking home work that could not be com-
pleted at the office:

Because I can’t get all my work done in an eight- or nine-hour
day, I can get home, have dinner with them, and once I’ve put
them to bed and read them their stories, I can work again. I can
work until whenever. (Female participant in Auckland, parents
with mainly preschool children focus group)

There are promotions, but to get them I have to go full time …
Just last year, to become a team leader, the position came up
and I asked can I do it part-time and they said no … They just
wanted a full-timer. (Female, parents of mainly school-age
children, not using flexible arrangements, case study in Bay of
Plenty)

Several employers also had concerns about
appointing a part-time person to a management or
supervisory role.

What they’ve got to understand is that once you start moving up
the ladder in a business then … there are more responsibilities
that come with it. So I sort of think that if you put your name out
there and say, “Well jeez, I want to be the supervisor of the shift
but then I want to go home early every single day for the next 20
weeks, or the rest of my shifts I want to leave an hour’s early”.
You’ve sort of got to say, “Well is that leading by example?” as
well. So you’ve got to take that into consideration. (Male, opera-
tions manager in Waikato, employer interview)

Part-time work did, however, have the potential to
allow people to return to the workforce when they
might otherwise have chosen not to.

Working from home
In the quantitative research, 44% stated that they
could work from home to look after their family if
they wished, and 36% said that they actually did
this. Self-employed respondents were most likely to
have this option (73%, compared with 24% of
employees). Some participants in the qualitative
research said they had actually chosen their pro-
fession because it allowed them to work from home.

Those who could work from home when children
were sick or during school holidays generally
thought this was beneficial:

Perceptions and decision-making about 
flexible work arrangements

Differing perceptions of flexible work

A key finding from the qualitative stages of this
research is that respondents’ perceptions of what
constitutes flexible work were sometimes different
from the definitions of quality flexible work used in
this study. For many respondents “flexible work”
arrangements included statutory entitlements
(such as sick or bereavement leave) and arrange-
ments that had the potential to be flexible but,
because of the way they were implemented, did not
provide employees with true flexibility (such as a
later, but fixed, starting time).

Those who could work from home when 
children were sick or during school holidays 

generally thought this was beneficial.
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The quantitative survey asked people about the
amount of flexibility they had in their work. Table 3
shows that more than three-quarters of the sample
described their work as flexible. Interestingly, 
fewer respondents described their partner’s work 
as flexible, with women less likely to say their 
partners had a lot of flexibility (15%, compared 
with 25% of men reporting their partners had a lot 
of flexibility) and more likely to report their part-
ners had no flexibility (11%, compared with 5% of
men).

Those with more flexibility were more likely to rate
their work–life balance highly: of those who said
that they had a lot of flexibility in their work, 88%
declared that they were satisfied with their
work–life balance, compared with 52% of those who
said that they had little or no flexibility. Of those
who worked 20 or fewer hours per week, 91% were
satisfied with their work–life balance, compared
with 58% of those working more than 50 hours.

The survey indicated that perceptions of flexibility
at work were inversely related to personal income:
as income rose, perceptions of flexibility declined.
More than half (57%) of those with personal
incomes of $25,000 or below felt that they had a lot
of flexibility, compared with 22% of those with per-
sonal incomes of $50–70,000. However, this is
likely to be due to the influence of part-time work:
64% of those with personal incomes below $15,000
worked 20 or fewer hours per week, with this per-
centage sharply decreasing as income rose, to a
mere 2% of those with personal incomes over
$70,000. Two-thirds (66%) of those who worked 20
or fewer hours per week said that they had a lot of
flexibility. Furthermore, this trend reversed for
those in the highest income categories, with 27% of
those with personal incomes over $70,000 and 38%
of those with household incomes over $100,000
saying that they had a lot of flexibility.

Those reporting a lot of flexibility at work were less
likely to report that they were under financial pres-
sure, with 38% of those with a lot of flexibility
indicating that the statement “I am under financial
pressure” applied to them, compared with 44% of
those with some flexibility, 51% of those with “not
that much flexibility” and 61% of those with no flex-
ibility. It is likely that this is due to the confounding
factors of part-time hours and level of occupation,
as well as the presence of more flexibility among
those in the highest income categories.

Impact of family responsibilities on decisions about work
The qualitative research showed that decisions
about flexible work arrangements were not often
formally discussed within the family. Rather, more

general work arrangements were typically decided
jointly, often when a first child was expected. Many
people chose their work to fit around their family
responsibilities, with their perceptions of the flexi-
bility of possible jobs having significant influence
over the occupations chosen.

The quantitative survey results showed that there
were gender differences in the percentages of
respondents who agreed that they had put their
careers “on hold” to care for family members. A
total of 56% of women agreed with this, compared
with 24% of men. Similarly, the survey showed that
67% of women and 39% of men agreed with the
statement “I chose my career because it fitted in
well with my family commitments”.

Those who were self-employed and those with a lot
of flexibility were even more likely to agree with
this statement, as were people working 20 hours or
less each week, people who worked on the week-
end, and people whose partners worked full-time.

Finally, the qualitative research showed that, for
some people, accepting paid employment to fit in
with their caring responsibilities resulted in signifi-
cant under-employment, or under-utilisation of
skills.

My sister has a law degree and she has two children and she is
not using her degree at all. She’s got a job at the Playcentre
Shop in town because it’s pretty much the only job she could
get that would give her the hours … even this Playcentre
Shop was quite reluctant. (Female participant in Christchurch,
sole parents responsible for children focus group)

Perceived amount of flexibility available to fit work
around family commitments

Table 3

Respondent’s own work* (%) Partner’s work** (%)
n = 858 n = 710

A lot 35 19

A fair amount 42 42

Total % flexible 77 61

Not that much 17 29

No flexibility 6 9

Total % inflexible 23 38

Unsure – 1

Notes: * Base: Those who do paid work that contributes to the household’s financial 
situation. ** Base: Those whose partner undertakes paid work that contributes to
the household’s financial situation.

Thinking about the paid
work that you do, would

you say that your job 
has a lot of flexibility to

fit around family 
commitments, a fair

amount of flexibility, not
that much flexibility or

no flexibility at all?

Thinking now about the
paid work that your partner

does, would you say 
that their job has a lot of

flexibility to fit around 
family commitments, a fair

amount of flexibility, not
that much flexibility or no

flexibility at all?
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Secondary schools have longer holiday breaks,
which meant it became even more of a challenge to
cover these periods, particularly until the parents
were comfortable with leaving their children home
on their own.

Transitions were sometimes about the changing
needs of older family members:

On Sunday afternoon, just for example, my sister said to me
after I’d been away camping, “Mum’s become more needy. I’m
having to go there twice a day” … So I said, “Well, I will change
my work hours”. (Female in Waitakere, caregiver for elderly 
relative case study)

Gender and perception of the need for flexibility
As well as shaping decisions and choices about
careers that would accommodate family needs, gen-
der also played a role in perceptions of the need for
flexible work. In some cases, expectations meant
that active decisions about who would care for 
family and thus need to work flexibly were unnec-
essary, as it was assumed that the caring work
would be done by the women.

As shown in Table 4, respondents in the survey
agreed that women had a greater need for flexible
work. The survey asked respondents whether they
agreed with the statement “Women need more flex-
ibility in their work arrangements than men do”,
and 72% of respondents agreed. Women were more
likely to agree than men (77%, compared with 67%
of men) and to strongly agree (52%, compared with
32% of men). However, male respondents were
more likely to agree with the statement “My
extended family often expect me to take time off
work to deal with family commitments”, with 29%
of men agreeing, compared with 20% of women.

Perceptions that women were more likely to need
and use flexible work arrangements affected not
only decisions about who needed work that could
accommodate family needs, but also families’
expectations. Several female respondents in the
qualitative research commented that their children
expected them to attend school events, but if the
child’s father attended the same event, the child
became very excited.

Some fathers in the qualitative research reported
that they valued the time they spent with their chil-
dren when dropping them off or picking them up at
school, as it gave them a chance to talk to their chil-
dren. In families where mothers provided much of
the day-to-day care, respondents felt that there was
value in fathers allocating a regular time for an
activity with the children. Similarly, several argued
that it was important for men to be involved in
activities and in school pick-ups or drop-offs,
because it set a positive example of the involvement
men could have with their children.

Impact of transitions on the need for flexible work
Transitions, or changes in family circumstances,
were a strong motivator for seeking flexible work
arrangements. Some transitions related to the age
of children, including children starting primary or
secondary school. Children starting primary school
could mean a significant change in the flexible work
arrangements desired, because “care” during the
day was effectively provided at school:

I think it’s easier now because if you’re running a few minutes
late they will be in the playground playing and waiting … You
know you can ring the school even and say, “Hey, I’ve got stuck”
and they’re more than accommodating to sort of let the kids
know even. (Male, Auckland, gay parents bringing up children
case study)

However, starting school could also mean the loss of
full day care, as parents needed to drop children off at
the start of the school day and pick them up at the
end, or put them into before- or after-school care:

The big problem with school is it starts with 8.30 and by the
time you’ve done a drop-off at 8.30 … I’m not starting my day
until nine and I still have a job to do so it’s going to impact on
my end of the day. We don’t have the solution to this yet, but
that’s the kind of problem. (Female, Auckland, parents of
mainly preschool children focus group)

Parents also had to make arrangements for the
school holidays, whereas preschool children in paid
child care could be there every week:

It was so stressful knowing that the holidays were coming up,
and organising it all. Who can I send her to this day? Who can I
send her to that day? (Male participant in Auckland, low socio,
family with school-aged children focus group)

Having children who are entering the teenage and
secondary school years could also result in an
increased reliance on flexible work arrangements
because the carer still had to be available to “drop
and run” when needed. In addition, many parents
felt an increased need to be around to supervise
their teen and to help them stay out of trouble:

Officially, that’s when they can look after themselves, but
that’s when you’ve got to watch them more. You’ve got 
to be aware of what they do, and working full-time, it’s 
very difficult. (Female, Whakatane, parents with mainly 
primary-school children focus group)

Impact of gender on the need for flexible work 
arrangements

Table 4

Please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat
disagree or strongly disagree with the following statement: Women need
more flexibility in their work arrangements than men do.

Total sample (%) Women (%) Men (%)
n = 1,000 n = 552 n = 448

Strongly agree 43 52 32

Somewhat agree 29 25 35

Somewhat disagree 15 13 17

Strongly disagree 10 8 12

Unsure 3 2 4
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Flexible work is a give-and-take relationship
The employers in the qualitative research also
observed that, if they made an effort to accommo-
date flexible work arrangements, staff did tend to go
the extra mile for their employers, out of apprecia-
tion. A large majority of participants at various
stages of the research indicated that flexible work
arrangements were often based on trust, benefited
both parties and involved mutual give-and-take:

I think probably it’s been very much a two-way thing. They
know I’ll do the long hours … I’ll be there if I need to be there,
so there’s no question that when you need the time off, it’s
their payback … I put the hours in, they give me the time back
and it just works … I think having built that trust, now it’s to
a point where they just don’t question it. (Female in Auckland,
parents with mainly preschool children case study)

Greater flexibility in working hours
Flexible working hours was the arrangement most
frequently listed as being the most helpful, particu-
larly the ability to take more time off during the
working day without being penalised. Respondents
willingly accepted that they would have to make up
these hours later on:

I guess being able to work the hours somewhere within the
working week so we’re not being regimented. You have to do it
between this hour and this hour, but if [name] was to start at
7 am and finish at 2 pm, he could do the remaining three hours
in the evening, for example. (Male in Auckland, gay parents
bringing up children case study)

Two-thirds (66%) of the quantitative survey respon-
dents who were unable to take time off to attend
special events reported that having access to this

For some people, accepting paid employment 
to fit in with their caring responsibilities 
resulted in significant under-employment, 
or under-utilisation of skills.

Flexible arrangements were often not included in
formal employment agreements, and were not dis-
cussed in great detail at recruitment interviews.
Rather, they were more likely to be an informal
arrangement between individual employees and
their manager or employer. Employers and employ-
ees in the qualitative research saw increased loyalty
of valued staff as being one of the key benefits of
offering flexible work arrangements.

What kinds of flexible work arrangements do
families want?
Different families valued different flexible work
arrangements, and there was no one arrangement
that helped all families. The qualitative research
emphasised that what really mattered was the
extent to which family members had control over
their flexible work arrangements and could choose
which work arrangements best suited their own
family. There were, nevertheless, some specific
flexible work arrangements that were commonly
cited as being particularly helpful.

would be helpful to them, and 50% of those who
were unable to change their working hours stated
that it would be helpful to them if their hours could
be altered to allow them to regularly attend a
non–work related activity.

Ability to take leave to accommodate school holidays
Responses in both the quantitative and qualitative
research indicated a desire for more flexible leave
arrangements to accommodate school holidays and
to allow families to have some holiday time
together:

Both have a week off together … You’d be able to spend time
with the kids, maybe go camping or something like that …
More bonding I suppose with your children. (Male, Bay of
Plenty, parents of mainly school-age children, not using 
flexible arrangements, case study)

A small number of respondents were open to the
idea of using unpaid leave or “leave purchasing”.
However, others felt they could not afford to lose
the income:
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I didn’t actually ask them [for time off with sick children]. I was
absolutely terrified of asking them and I’d only been there 
for so many months that I couldn’t bring myself to even talk 
about that. It was just easier to resign than to go through the 
whole thing of “Oh god, back at paediatrics again”. (Female,
Christchurch, solo parent responsible for children focus group)

The qualitative research indicated that some
employees would “sound out” their employer in
order to gauge their reaction, rather than asking for
flexible arrangements formally, and they would
decide not to pursue their request if their employer
seemed unenthusiastic:

Sometimes it depends on who your management is. It might
be just one person in that chain that has a totally negative
viewpoint. It was actually the team leader that was reasonably
quite negative on the whole scenario. He was the one that
was, like, “If you’re not in at a certain hour of the morning, it’s,
like, where are you?” (Female, Auckland, parents with mainly
preschool children focus group)

The wider culture of the workplace, particularly the
attitudes of co-workers, was also important, acting
as either an enabler or a barrier to flexible work:

I think it’s interesting this thing of people looking at you side-
ways. It seems to be that people who choose to come in and
start work early and leave early get far more funny looks than
people who come in late, don’t they? It’s almost, like, what are
you doing? No account is taken of the fact that you were at
work two and a half hours before anyone else got to the office,
but you’re going at 3.30. (Male, Christchurch, high socio, family
with school-aged children focus group)

In the quantitative research, almost half of respon-
dents (49%) agreed with the statement “Having
flexible work arrangements can mean your col-
leagues feel that they have to pick up the slack”.

Negative effects on career progression
In the quantitative survey, almost half of all respon-
dents (49%) agreed with the statement that “People
who use flexible work arrangements progress more
slowly in their careers”.

I don’t get bugger all now. There’s nothing to trade with …
We’re not well paid, minimum wage plus a dollar or some-
thing … So you can’t trade anything like that for holidays.
(Female, Whakatane, parents with mainly secondary-school
children case study)

Ability to work from home

In the quantitative survey, 75% of people who were
not in paid work and 65% of those who were, 
indicated that working from home would be 
helpful for them. Of course, the ability to work 
from home is clearly not practical for many occu-
pations, and this is probably one reason why it 
was less common than many other forms of 
flexible work.

However, working from home did not appeal to
everyone. One of the main concerns was a belief
that working from home would erode the boundary
between work and family life.

Barriers to the take-up of flexible work
arrangements
The research showed that there were a number of
barriers preventing the take-up of flexible working
arrangements. These ranged from flexible work
arrangements simply not being offered in particular
workplaces to negative attitudes, both perceived
and actual, to requests for flexible work.

The quantitative survey showed that around a quar-
ter of all respondents (27%), and nearly half of those
who said their job offered no flexibility (49%),
agreed they would be nervous about asking their
employer for flexible work arrangements.

A significant barrier preventing the take-up of flex-
ible work arrangements, even when they were
available, was a workplace culture that did not sup-
port the use of flexible work arrangements. There
were two elements to this: the attitudes of immedi-
ate managers or employers, and the views of
colleagues and co-workers:

A significant barrier preventing the take-up 
of flexible work arrangements was a 

workplace culture that did not support 
the use of flexible work arrangements.
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Participants in the qualitative research expressed
concerns that using flexible working arrangements
would indicate a lack of seriousness and commitment
to work, and thus restrict career progression or, in
some extreme situations, ongoing employment:

The more hours you work, the further up the ladder you go and
that’s as simple as it is. (Male, Auckland, Maori focus group)

Interviews with employers in the qualitative
research suggested that some employees’ fears
about a potential lack of career progression were
justified and that particular flexible work arrange-
ments might impinge on a person’s ability to do
certain roles properly:

So you’d sit down with them at the interview and … if the
person says “Look, I can’t do that possibly because on a
Wednesday I’ve got to pick up my child at 3 o’clock in the after-
noon”, I would say to them, “Is it only Wednesday?” And if they
said “Yes”, I’d say “Well, we’ll work around that”. But if it was “I’ve
got to pick up my child Monday to Friday for 3 o’clock every
single week so I’ve got to leave early”, then I’d be saying “Well,
that might infringe on what your job is because your job may
be that you need to look after certain people after 3 o’clock.
You need to do this, you need to do that”. (Male, Waikato,
employer interviews)

Negative financial consequences
A key finding of the qualitative research was that
many people equated flexible work with reduced
hours and part-time work, rather than considering
the range of flexible working arrangements. A sub-
stantial proportion of respondents in the qualitative
research who had flexible work arrangements,
reported that they had given up some income to
have more flexible work arrangements:

We traded off money. We would be a lot more financially fur-
ther ahead. [Interviewer: What difference might that have
made?] No difference. There’s no trade-off. To me, personally, 
I don’t care whether I could have a holiday to Disneyland 
every year if I worked full-time. I’d rather work the hours I’m
doing and be able to go to school things. (Female, Auckland,
parents of mainly primary-school children, using flexible
arrangements, case study)

A number of the families in the qualitative research
felt, however, that they were already under finan-
cial pressure, and were unwilling to countenance
anything that might mean a reduction in their
income. Others felt that they had already made a
sacrifice in return for access to flexible work:

[What’s the employer getting out of giving flexibility?] Really
she’s got us working for such little money that not many 
people are going to take the money she’s got us on. (Female,
Christchurch, blended family case study)

Perceptions that only valued employees get flexible work
arrangements

Around two-thirds of respondents (65%) in the
quantitative survey agreed with the statement
“Employers are more likely to grant flexible work
arrangements to employees who are more senior or
who they think are more important”. The qualita-
tive findings also linked access to flexible working
arrangements to perceived value as an employee:

But if you’re a valued employee … It all comes down to how
much value you are. They didn’t want to lose you. A lot of
employers would say “No” if you’re not the right worker. They’re
not going to give you that option, that choice. (Female,
Whakatane, parents with mainly primary-school children
focus group)

Not feeling confident of personal value in the work-
place was a significant barrier to requesting flexible
working arrangements. Participants who felt that
they had little power and could be easily replaced
believed that it would be hard for them to get flexi-
ble work arrangements, and they generally had
little flexibility:

I know I’ve got to put myself in a position where I’ve got a bit
of negotiating power. At the moment, they go “We pay your
bills at the end of the day so we’ve got all the power here,
mate”. (Pasifika male, Auckland case study)

Many employees also saw asking for flexible work
arrangements as potentially reducing their value to
their employer:

They want to make a good impression and think “Well, I won’t
come across as someone that’s going to work really hard”.
(Female, Christchurch, high socio, family with school-aged
children focus group)

Work unsuitable for flexible work arrangements

An important theme in the qualitative research was
that many respondents believed that it was not pos-
sible to work flexibly in their job, sometimes with
good reason:

[My lack of flexibility] … is just the job I do. I mean, it’s the
industry I’ve chosen and the position I’m in, that’s just what we
do. (Male, Auckland, parents with mainly preschool children
focus group).

These perceptions were also prevalent in the quan-
titative research, with 43% of participants declaring
that it was hard to have flexibility in the industry
they worked in.

In some workplaces, the times when families tradi-
tionally wanted to take holidays, such as over the
Christmas period, coincided with busy times for
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Endnotes
1 The full report, Give and Take: Families’ Experiences and

Perceptions of Flexible Work in New Zealand, is available
at: www.nzfamilies.org.nz. For queries or a hardcopy, email:
enquiries@nzfamilies.org.nz

2 The focus groups were organised according to caring
responsibility (e.g., parents of preschool children), with the
exception of two focus groups that were based on ethnicity:
Pasifika family members and Maori family members. The
focus group participants were recruited randomly from the
UMR Research database.

3 The definition of “family representative” used was a person
who said that they regularly looked after at least one child
under 18 years or a sick, elderly or disabled relative. Some
case study participants were selected from the focus groups
and others were recruited from the UMR Research database.
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businesses. This meant employers found it difficult
to grant leave requests over this time. This was 
also true for businesses that were open in the 
weekend:

We try and share it around, because you have got a workforce
full of people and so you can’t have the same [holidays]. [We
say] “Well, you had last Christmas off so we’re going to let
someone else put in for holidays over Christmas and New
Year’s this year” … just to try and make it a little bit fairer on
people. (Male, Waikato, employer interviews)

Conclusions
The findings of this research suggest that many 
family members have access to flexible work
arrangements, and that such arrangements provide
many benefits for these families, including less
stress and pressure and more opportunities to
spend time together. Flexible work arrangements
can also allow family members to meet their care
responsibilities while maintaining their participa-
tion in the paid workforce.

Many family members, however, would like more
flexibility. In particular, they were looking for more
flexible start and finish times, a greater ability to
take leave to look after children during school holi-
days, and more opportunities to work from home.

The arrangements that families wanted and needed
changed as their profiles changed, for example, as
children reached school age or older family mem-
bers became increasingly more dependent.

Most respondents were realistic about the potential
barriers to these arrangements for employers and
the potential drawbacks for employees. There was
evidence that flexible work arrangements could, for
example, impinge on family life and result in con-
stant juggling of work and family responsibilities.

Quality flexible work arrangements provide bene-
fits for both employers and employees. For some
workplaces, quality flexible work arrangements
may be challenging to implement; for example, in
very small businesses providing face-to-face cus-
tomer services. However, the real barrier to flexible
work arrangements in some workplaces was work-
place culture. Both managers’ and colleagues’
attitudes to flexible work can have an influence on
whether workers feel they can access such arrange-
ments without sacrificing career progression,
income, or their reputation as committed workers.
Offering quality flexible work arrangements can,
however, help address increasing skills shortages,
and can benefit businesses by increasing staff 
loyalty and commitment.
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D O R OT H Y  S COT T

hild abuse and neglect inflicts imme-
diate suffering on large numbers of
children and has serious long-term
effects on physical and mental health
in adulthood (Middlebrooks & Audage,

2007). Child maltreatment is strongly associated
with a number of other serious problems among
children and adolescents, including low birth
weight, school failure, conduct disorder, poor
mental health, substance abuse and teenage
pregnancy (Durlak, 1998).

A large number of Australian children are
involved in the statutory child protection system.
In some jurisdictions in Australia, as in some
parts of the United States, at least one in five 
children has been the subject of a child protec-
tion notification by the age of 18 years (Department
of Community Services, 2007; Hirte, Rogers, & Wil-
son, 2008; Sabol, Coulton, & Polousky, 2004). In
2006–07, there were 58,563 substantiated cases of
child abuse and neglect in Australia, a 45% increase
from 2002–03 (Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare [AIHW], 2008). In approximately two-
thirds of substantiated child protection cases, the
primary problem is neglect or emotional abuse,
with physical or sexual abuse comprising the
remainder (AIHW, 2008).

On 30 June 2008, there were 31,166 children in
state care in Australia, which is almost double
the number a decade ago, and the rate of Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islander children in
out-of-home care is eight times that of other chil-
dren (AIHW, 2009). Bringing children into state
care may provide short-term safety, but it carries
the risk of longer term psychological harm asso-
ciated with foster placement instability. Such
instability is now endemic in out-of-home care
systems, with two-thirds of Victorian children in
state care on 30 June 2001 having experienced
four or more previous placements (Department
of Human Services, 2002).

C

How adult specialist services can support
children at risk of abuse and neglect

think 
“Think child,

family”
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A public health approach to child protection includes such
population-level interventions, as well as reforming service
systems so that primary, secondary and tertiary interven-
tions are better integrated and more effective (O’Donnell,
Scott, & Stanley, 2008).

Building the capacity of children’s services to be
parent–child centred
Increasing attention is being given to the prevention of
child abuse and neglect and other poor developmental out-
comes for children through universal maternal and child
health services, early childhood education and care serv-
ices, and schools. Universal children’s services are seen as
unstigmatised platforms from which to reach vulnerable
families in holistic ways and reduce risk factors such as
poor parent–child attachment and social isolation.

“Joining up” such services so that they provide a more inte-
grated response to families with multiple and complex needs
is also receiving greater emphasis. A leading example of this
policy direction is the UK Sure Start initiative, which began in
1999, and which brings together early childhood education
and care, health and family support services, with a focus on
outreach and community development. It is offered to fami-
lies with children under four years of age living in areas of

Recent US research suggests that multiple foster placements
in the first 18 months after a child enters state care led to an
increase in behavioural problems, regardless of whether a
child had behavioural problems on entering care (Rubin,
O’Reilly, Luan, & Localio, 2007). A massive data linkage
study by the National Bureau of Economic Research, involv-
ing 45,000 children in Illinois, found that children on the
margins of placement who were placed in foster care had
higher arrest rates as adults than those at similar levels of
risk who remained with their parents (Doyle, 2007).

With the trajectory of numbers of children in state care
increasing and the continuing problem of recruiting and
retaining foster carers, out-of-home care systems in Australia
are unsustainable. While demographic differences between
jurisdictions make direct comparisons difficult, the very large
gap in the proportions of children in state care across Aus-
tralia, ranging from 4.2 per 1,000 children in Victoria to 8.4
per 1,000 in New South Wales (AIHW, 2009), suggests that a
lot more can be done to prevent children entering state care.

Parental substance dependence, mental illness
and domestic violence
Analyses of substantiated child protection cases show very
high levels of parental drug and alcohol abuse, mental health
problems and domestic violence in this population, and that
such problems are closely interrelated. In an analysis of Vic-
torian substantiated child protection cases (Department of
Human Services, 2002), 52% were found to involve domes-
tic violence, 33% drug abuse, 31% alcohol abuse and 19%
psychiatric disability. In other states, a similar pattern exists
(Department of Community Services, 2007).

Families struggling with problems such as substance
dependence, mental health and domestic violence are not
only concentrated in statutory child protection services but
are much more likely to be involved in correctional services
and emergency accommodation services. A picture thus
emerges of families with complex and compounding prob-
lems. For example, maternal depression and substance
abuse are closely correlated and it is the combination of
these that has the greatest negative impact on children
(Dawe, Harnett, & Frye, 2008).

Children in the child protection system are the tip of the
iceberg of a much larger number of “at-risk” children in
the wider community. For example, in relation to alcohol
abuse, Dawe et al. (2008) estimated that approximately
13% of Australian children live in a household with at least
one adult who is regularly binge drinking. While not all of
these children will suffer from abuse and neglect, parental
alcohol misuse greatly increases the risk of:

emotional abuse, for example, by witnessing domestic
violence;
neglect, for example, from having inadequate food,
clothing and medical care; and
physical and sexual abuse, both directly as a result of
the disinhibiting effects of alcohol on the perpetrator,
and indirectly due to the reduced capacity of intoxi-
cated parents to protect children from abuse by others.

The scale of the problem of parental alcohol abuse alone is
such that it cannot be solved solely by services. It requires
population-based measures, such as taxing liquor accord-
ing to its alcohol content, restricting alcohol advertising
and providing evidence-based social marketing campaigns.

social disadvantage. There is great diversity in Sure Start
Local Programmes, but the following principles are common:

involving parents as well as children;
using non-stigmatising approaches;
transcending “education”, “health” or “parenting”
through multifaceted interventions;
being locally driven and based on consultation with par-
ents and communities; and
being culturally appropriate and sensitive to the needs
of children and parents.

Recent evaluations of Sure Start have raised concerns that
the most disadvantaged families are not accessing these serv-
ices. A variation between the outcomes for different services
was also found and the possible reasons for this explored
(Anning & National Evaluation of Sure Start Team, 2007).

One of the key challenges in such integration strategies is
how to shift the orientation of a child-focused workforce
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towards the parent–child relationship being the primary
unit of attention. The author was involved in a successful
Australian example of this in the late 1970s and 1980s.
Victorian maternal and child health nurses (then called
infant welfare sisters) were concerned about the problem
of post-natal depression, a problem for which their profes-
sional education and the traditional paediatric surveillance
orientation of their service did not equip them to respond.

A study was undertaken on the conditions under which the
nurses’ traditional child health focused role (weighing,
measuring, immunising and monitoring infant health)
could be broadened to encompass “maternal emotional
and social well-being” (Scott, 1992). Findings from this
study suggested that there were several factors that facili-
tated broader service provider roles. These included:

a low level of competition between the new role and
existing roles;
low levels of inter-professional conflict in relation to
adopting the new role;
possessing the professional knowledge and skills to per-
form a broader role;
time to perform a broader role; and
consumer acceptance of the service provider perform-
ing a broader role.

of mother and infant. This facilitated a shift from an exclusive
focus on maternal mental state to one that also encompassed
the mother–infant dyad (Main, 1968; Scott, 2008).

Over the past decade, a few Australian mental health practi-
tioner–researchers and advocates have made major
contributions to enhancing the capacity of adult mental
health services to be more responsive to the needs of the chil-
dren of adult mental health consumers (Cowling, 2004). This
has resulted in the Australian Government-funded initiative,
Children of Parents with a Mental Illness (COPMI), which is
aimed at strengthening the capacity of adult mental health
services to address the parental roles of their adult clients and
to respond to the needs of their children (www.copmi.net.au).
In South Australia, a pilot program involving placing a men-
tal health liaison nurse in a statutory child protection service
has shown encouraging results in engaging parents with a
mental illness, and improving inter-professional and inter-
sectoral collaboration (Arney, Zufferey, & Lange, 2006).

In the field of drug and alcohol treatment services, there
are several impressive Australian initiatives, including the
Parents Under Pressure program in Queensland (Dawe &
Harnett, 2007) and the Nobody’s Clients Project in Victo-
ria (Odyssey Institute of Studies, 2004). Dawe et al. (2008)
have recently argued, however, that such examples will
remain isolated and ad hoc unless the needs of children are
given salience in national drug and alcohol policies and
that this leads to appropriate funding models.

In fields such as domestic violence, there has also been
increasing focus on the needs of children and the impact of
domestic violence on the mother–child relationship

By incorporating new content in qualifying and post-qualify-
ing professional educational programs, broadening service
objectives and developing performance indicators to reflect a
psycho-social orientation, the role of the maternal and child
health service in Victoria became more family-centred. The
change in the name of this service reflected this shift.

Building the capacity of adult services to be “child
and parent sensitive”
Far less attention has been paid to building the capacity of
adult-focused services working with families with multiple
and complex needs to be “child and parent sensitive”, yet
there are encouraging signs in most of the key sectors that
this is possible. One field in which significant work has been
done is adult mental health. Broadening the unit of attention
to the parent–child relationship initially emerged in the
1970s in relation to women with serious post-partum psychi-
atric disorders, following the introduction of joint admission

(Humphreys, 2006). In the corrections field, the Victorian
Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders
(VACRO) has recently published a report that examines
the unmet needs of children across the criminal justice
continuum: when a parent is arrested, when a decision is
made to grant bail, when a custodial sentence is given,
while a parent is in prison, during pre-release planning,
and post-release (Victorian Association for the Care and
Resettlement of Offenders & Hannon, 2007). Their recom-
mendations could provide a useful audit tool by which
existing policies and practices can be assessed. There are
few such tools of this nature in adult-focused sectors.

Recent UK policy: Think Family
Stimulated largely by a crime prevention agenda, in the UK
a new emphasis is being placed on building the capacity of
all services to reduce the negative impact on children of
parents with problems such as substance misuse, anti-social
behaviour, mental health problems and non-participation in
the workforce. The Social Exclusion Taskforce in Cabinet
Office led a cross-Whitehall review on families at risk in
2007 and early 2008, which culminated in an initiative
called Think Family (Social Exclusion Task Force, 2008a).

One of the key challenges in such integration 
strategies is how to shift the orientation of a 
child-focused workforce towards the parent–child
relationship being the primary unit of attention.
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Individual practitioner
It is possible to analyse service provider roles in terms of
their “core” and “marginal” functions:

Core responsibilities are defined by society’s central institutions, and
these institutions possess powerful sanctions to ensure that they are
fulfilled … beyond the core are marginal areas in which much more
variation is possible. The occupant of the role may … limit his work to
his core responsibilities or extend his involvement with clients to include
other aspects of their situation. (McCaughey et al., 1977, p. 166)

Factors relating to the individual service provider that may
pre-dispose a practitioner to perform “marginal” role func-
tions related to client wellbeing include their personality
and beliefs regarding the ideals of service (McCaughey et
al., 1977). Role definition is also a function of occupational
identity:

As an occupational group seeks to establish itself as a profession, it
focuses its role around the specialised areas for which its members have
training and expertise; in the process marginal tasks are excluded as
inappropriate. (McCaughey et al., 1977, p. 166)

In response to technological advances and emerging com-
munity needs, professional roles evolve and it can be
hypothesised that tasks perceived as “higher status” mar-
ginal roles will be more likely to be adopted than tasks
perceived as “lower status” marginal roles. Roles also differ
in the degree to which they are “normally diffuse”
(McCaughey et al., 1977, p. 196).

Individual service providers within a particular occupational
group or a service sector can probably be placed along a spec-
trum of role performance from narrow to broad, similar to
that suggested by McCaughey et al. (1977):

1. Narrow—core role only. (“It’s not my concern.”)

2. Somewhat narrow—core role and assessment of “other
needs”, leading to referral for the latter. (“It’s a concern
but someone else’s job—refer on.”)

3. Somewhat broad—clients’ “other needs” are incidental
but unavoidable. (“Not my core role but I have to do it.”)

4. Broad—“other needs” are an intrinsic part of core role.
(“It’s part and parcel of my job.”)

Further research at this level of analysis could help to iden-
tify effective strategies to shift a critical mass of an
occupational group along the spectrum from narrow to
broad roles.

Organisational setting
In addition to individual practitioner factors affecting 
role performance, there are likely to be strong situational
factors operating within the organisational context. These
may not be uniform across an organisation, as there 
may be subcultures within a team or program that influ-
ence whether broader roles are performed. Situational
factors such as pressure of work may fluctuate and so the

Through the Family Pathfinder programme launched in
May 2008, fifteen local government areas are testing inno-
vative ways of supporting vulnerable families. The Think
Family initiative builds on the foundations of other major
policy initiatives, such as Sure Start and Every Child Mat-
ters (the government’s response to the inquiry by Lord
Laming into the child abuse death of Victoria Climbié),
and has the following core principles:

there is no “wrong door”—contact with any service
offers an open door to joined-up support;
look at the whole family—services take into account
family circumstances, and adult services consider
clients as parents;
build on family strengths—relationship and strength-
based engagement; and
provide support tailored to need—no “one size fits all”.

Propositions relating to broadening roles
If the potential of traditional child- and adult-focused serv-
ices to become parent–child centred is to be enhanced,
capacity-building strategies need to be based on the experi-
ence of those who have succeeded in achieving this, sound
organisational change principles, and empirical evidence.
Given the paucity of evidence in this area, the Australian
Centre for Child Protection has identified this as a priority
area, with initial emphasis on two fields: emergency housing
and drug and alcohol services.

While there are promising models in a range of adult spe-
cialist services sectors, as described above, there is no
clear conceptual framework for such capacity-building ini-
tiatives, nor sound empirical data on the conditions under
which such changes can be achieved and sustained. In
relation to possible adoption or adaptation of such models
by other organisations, the body of knowledge on the dif-
fusion of innovations may provide a useful framework
(Salveron, Arney, & Scott, 2006).

It can be hypothesised that the factors facilitating or
inhibiting embedding “parent- and child-sensitive prac-
tice” exist at several interrelated levels: the individual
practitioner, the organisational setting, and the wider pol-
icy context.

If audit tools could be developed at each of these levels for
key sectors, this would provide baseline measures for
assessing change strategies.

Levels of analysis for service provider 
role enhancement

Figure 1

Individual practitioner

Organisational setting

Policy context

Children in the child protection system are the tip 
of the iceberg of a much larger number of “at-risk”
children in the wider community. 
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breadth of role enactment may also vary markedly in the
same setting.

It can be hypothesised that the following organisational
factors shape the degree to which the service delivered is
more broadly “family-centred”.

Size of caseload—higher pressure for “throughput” will
reduce capacity for broader roles.
Holistic agency norms and philosophy will support
broader roles.
Proceduralisation of service delivery will inhibit indi-
vidually tailored services.
Narrow performance indicators will limit broadened
roles.
Risk-averse agency cultures will lead to “risk shifting”
and avoidance of complex cases.
Higher levels of professional autonomy and discretion
can support broader roles.
Positive organisational culture and climate will enhance
organisational change and facilitate broader role 
performance.

It may be helpful for organisations seeking to provide a
more family-centred service to develop audit tools that
enable them to assess current functioning and measure
changes. For example, in the more clinically oriented adult
services in fields such as mental health or drug and alcohol
treatment services, the following questions may be useful:

Intake

Is it known and recorded whether clients are responsi-
ble for the care of children?
Are the caregiving needs of parents considered during
intake?
Are the agency waiting room and appointment times
etc. child- and parent-friendly?

Assessment

Are parenting roles considered as a potential stressor on
clients?
Are parental roles considered as a possible source of
motivation?
Are parental concerns about their children identified?
Is parenting capacity assessed?
Are the needs of clients’ children directly considered?

Intervention

Is intervention individually tailored to family needs?
Is strengthening parent–child relationships part of the
intervention?
In what ways are children “seen and heard” by service
providers?
Is there regular and good collaboration with children’s
services?

Outcomes

Do service outcomes include parenting competence?
Do service outcomes include the safety and wellbeing of
children?

Policy context
The legal and policy context and the wider sociopolitical
milieu in which an organisation exists can powerfully shape
the degree to which a service is “child- and family-sensi-
tive”. If a “whole-of-government” ethos is strong in a
particular political and public sector environment, then it
will be easier to promote more “joined-up” service delivery.

For example, the potential to link the National Framework
for Protecting Australia’s Children with other current Aus-
tralian Government priorities—such as those in early
childhood education and care, Indigenous health and wel-
fare, and homelessness—will be enhanced if they are well
integrated under a coherent “social inclusion” structure.

There are other contextual factors that may influence an
organisation’s capacity to provide a more family-centred
service for vulnerable families:

legal requirements such as mandatory reporting of sus-
pected child maltreatment that may inhibit a service
provider from getting “too involved” in children’s needs
for fear of endangering a fragile therapeutic relationship
with the parent;
privacy constraints on information sharing between
organisations that may inhibit a holistic understanding
of family needs;
“single input services” based on categorical funding
models that limit comprehensive responses to families
with multiple and complex needs;
greater competition for scarce resources that may lead
to increased “gate-keeping” in relation to resource-
intensive cases;
strong centralised reform drivers in government and
budget pooling across sectors and portfolios that will
support broader, family-centred service delivery; and
good cost-effectiveness data demonstrating the value 
of providing a broader service that will support such 
initiatives.

Factors such as these could be developed into an audit tool
for “joined-up” policy. The obstacles to “joined-up” policy
and service delivery are significant but not insurmount-
able. Graycar (2006) proposes that: jurisdiction/domain
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disputes need to be addressed by elevating the ownership
of the problem; unrealistic time scales for reform need to
be adjusted so that there are interim performance meas-
ures; and “silo budget processes” need to be replaced with
multilateral budget bids, budget pooling, and outcome
rather than output measures.

To build the capacity of adult services to respond to the
needs of vulnerable parents and their children will require
strong and coherent policy frameworks, appropriate funding
models and effective workforce development strategies. It
would be unwise to “scale up” promising models until they
have been rigorously evaluated in terms of reducing risk
factors associated with child abuse and neglect, and improv-
ing outcomes for children.

Key questions to be addressed include:

Is it effective?
How is it effective?
Is it cost-effective?
Is it sustainable?
Is it transferable?

It may not be possible, or desirable, to replicate or “adopt”
programs in their “pure” form across different contexts,
but it may be possible to transfer the principles of success-
ful programs to other contexts, with careful assessment of
the effect of adapting original elements.

Conclusion
Child abuse and neglect is a major problem, with serious
and long-term consequences for Australian society as well
as potentially devastating consequences for individual chil-
dren and families. Building the capacity of adult-focused
services to be “child- and parent-sensitive” is as important
as building the capacity of child-focused services to be
“child- and parent-sensitive”. Both are essential strategies
in a national approach to protecting and enhancing the
wellbeing of Australia’s most vulnerable children.

Organisational history, professional boundaries, workforce
skill limitations, and narrow “performance indicators” and
funding models are among the factors that constrain the
ability of adult services to respond to the needs of parents
and their children. Despite this, a few organisations across
a wide range of sectors have been able to pioneer family-
centred approaches.

To “scale up” promising models, there needs to be high
level, centralised government commitment, as the range of
adult services affecting children is large, cuts across all lev-
els of government, and spans different portfolios and
service sectors. This is not easy to do, but not to do so will
be even harder, as Australian society will carry the human
and financial burdens of child abuse and neglect for gener-
ations to come. What a wise and good parent would wish
for their own child, a wise and good nation must strive to
achieve for all of its children.
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he Australian Government is currently
seeking to identify some potential
reforms for the Community Develop-
ment Employment Projects (CDEP)
scheme and the Indigenous Employment

Program in an attempt to improve Indigenous 
economic development. For example, they are
soliciting suggestions on how such programs can be
linked to the universal employment services model
and innovatively address Indigenous people’s needs
into the future (Australian Government, 2008).
This paper attempts to evaluate the relative
strengths and weaknesses of the CDEP scheme to
better inform this move to reform such programs.

The CDEP scheme is an innovative program that orig-
inally began in 1977 by converting notional
equivalents of the unemployment benefit entitle-

ments of Aboriginal people in remote areas within the
social security system into grants to Aboriginal organ-
isations from the then Commonwealth Department of
Aboriginal Affairs. These grants were then used by
Indigenous organisations to employ potential unem-
ployment benefit recipients in part-time work. The
scheme was developed as a response to the perceived
social threat of “sit-down money” to Indigenous com-
munities in the 1970s (Sanders, 2008), but, ironically,
is now being criticised as one of the main factors driv-
ing the social effects of prolonged welfare dependence
(Hughes, 2007; Stone, 2008).

During the 1980s and 1990s the CDEP scheme
expanded substantially, eventually being used in
many urban areas and metropolitan areas. In recent
years, it has been viewed by the Australian Govern-
ment as being more of an employment program than

A half-hearted defence of
the CDEP scheme
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CDEP scheme can be seen in
Hughes (2007), which arguably
provided a rationale for the NTER.

Much of the public debate focuses
on ideological considerations
rather than examining empirical
evidence on the effect of the
CDEP scheme on individual and
community outcomes. However,
there are many scholarly and peer
reviewed works that describe the
scheme using Census and other
survey data sources (Altman,
Gray, & Levitus, 2005; Altman,
Gray, & Sanders, 2000). Ethno-
graphic and detailed case studies
of particular schemes also add to
our understanding of how the pro-
gram works (Madden, 2000;
Morphy & Sanders, 2001; Smith,
1995). Overall, it has been rather

difficult to obtain robust evidence about the 
general effect of the CDEP scheme on many socio-
economic outcomes because of the diverse ways in
which the scheme operates and is managed.

One of the most comprehensive evaluations of the
CDEP scheme was conducted by the Office of Eval-
uation and Audit (OEA; 1997) that was situated in
the then Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Com-
mission (ATSIC). Given that the CDEP scheme is in
the process of being reformed, it seems appropriate
to revisit those findings to ascertain whether there
are still any implications for contemporary policy
makers. The OEA used data from the 1994 National
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Survey (NAT-
SIS), which was itself collected in response to the
reports of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal
Deaths in Custody (1991).

There are several official reviews of the CDEP
schemes, including the Spicer Review, which
referred in passing to the OEA evaluation of the
CDEP (Spicer, 1997). While Spicer pointed to the
many benefits of the CDEP scheme for Indigenous
people, it failed to mention some of the more awk-
ward findings in the OEA report. This paper seeks
to replicate some of the important findings of the
OEA report and attempts to explain some of the
apparent anomalies—for example, why the CDEP
scheme was associated with poor outcomes for
social indicators such as community violence and
substance abuse in the local area, or why there was
no correlation between participation in the CDEP
scheme and whether a person was a victim of phys-
ical or verbal abuse.

The main conclusion arising from the following
analysis is that the CDEP scheme provides a con-
sistently positive influence on social outcomes;
however, it is important not to lose sight of the fact
that economic development and mainstream
employment opportunities are, in the long run,

a community development program. However, as its
name implies, it still nominally has a component that
relates to the development of relevant Indigenous
communities. Under the last few years of the Howard
Government, the CDEP scheme was wound back to
focus only on regional and remote areas. The early
manifestations of the 2007 Northern Territory Emer-
gency Response (NTER, sometimes called the
“Intervention”) included a proposal to close all CDEP
schemes in the Northern Territory. This aspect of the
NTER was shelved after the election of the Rudd Gov-
ernment in November 2007, and some formerly
abolished CDEP schemes have since been re-instated.

Noel Pearson has consistently advocated a less
“passive” and responsibility-based welfare system
over the last 10 years (Sanders, 2008). After noting
that CDEP was based on the “reciprocity princi-
ples” that he advocated as the basis of welfare
reform (i.e., locally run by Indigenous organisa-
tions), Pearson (2000) elaborated on this point by
indicating that while CDEP in some smaller com-
munities was “very successful”, some projects in
larger communities were “not very distinguishable
from the dole” (p. 87). He developed this theme by
arguing that the CDEP scheme had “not achieved as
much as it could have in terms of community devel-
opment” because it was “administered under
welfarist governance structures” and surrounded by
other programs within the social security system
that were “not based on reciprocity but are located
within the passive welfare paradigm” (Pearson,
2000, p. 88). To fix CDEP, Pearson argued “we need
to reinsert the original goals of reciprocity and
responsibility” into the scheme and “subject other
government programs to similar principles” (Pear-
son, 2000, p. 88; Sanders, 2008).

In recent years, the Bennelong Society has been
particularly active in their criticism of the CDEP
scheme in public debate (e.g., Stone, 2008).
Another example of strident criticism against the
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even more important factors for ensuring there is a
constructive social environment in Indigenous
communities. The following analysis uses the 2002
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Social Survey (NATSISS) to argue and partially
demonstrate that the anomalous findings in the
OEA report arose because CDEP tends to be located
in areas with pre-existing problems. Supplementary
geographic evidence from the 1994 NATSIS is also
presented to illustrate the crucial distinction
between community- and individual-level factors.
The concluding section speculates about the impli-
cations of these findings for policy makers. The
discussion elaborates on some important issues
that need to be taken into account when finalising
the substance of the latest reform of the CDEP
scheme (Australian Government, 2008).

Re-visiting the OEA report
The OEA’s (1997) evaluation of the CDEP had 
several objectives that can be summarised as:

identifying the benefits of urban CDEP schemes
and suggesting ways to improve such schemes;
and

identifying non-labour market outcomes of all
CDEP schemes (p. i).

The first objective is rather redundant, given
changes in policy direction whereby CDEP focuses
on remote and non-urban areas, and hence this
paper focuses on the latter objective. The main
finding of the OEA (1997) was that, compared to
the unemployed, for CDEP participants:

substance abuse and violence were more likely
to be described as being problems in their local
areas;

personal income and cultural identification were
higher;

alcohol consumption, number of arrests and
intention to pursue further study were lower;
and

health status and whether a respondent was 
a victim of verbal or physical abuse were not 
significantly different (pp. 42–50).

The findings on the community incidence of sub-
stance abuse and violence are counterintuitive and
are not consistent with the proposition that the
CDEP scheme develops either the community or
individuals within the community. This is an awk-
ward finding for the defenders of the scheme, which
may explain why the OEA report has not been as
widely cited as one might have expected. In a sense,
this paper is an attempt to make sense of the fact
that substance abuse and violence appear to be
associated with the areas in which CDEP schemes
operate. Before replicating this aspect of the OEA
analysis using more recent data, it is important to
rehearse some of the other findings from that
report.

The OEA (1997) also summarised the Current Par-
ticipant Survey from all CDEP schemes that existed
in 1997. That analysis revealed that:

54% of participants wanted to work in CDEP to
get off the dole (24% to improve their skills, 20%
because there was no other work);

81% found CDEP work interesting;

47% received training in the last year (of whom
91% claimed the training was useful);

66% wanted a non-CDEP job within a year; and

mobility was low between schemes but relatively
high within a scheme (e.g., the average duration
spent in a scheme was only 8.7 months) 
(pp. 21–31).

The 1996–97 Ex-Participant Survey also provided
some interesting insights into the likely impacts of
the CDEP scheme (OEA, 1997, pp. 31–39). The sur-
vey, which involved interviews with 430 former
CDEP participants who were interviewed between 7
and 31 months after leaving the CDEP scheme,
showed that:

Immediately after leaving the scheme, 24% went
straight to another job, with one-third of these
being employer-subsidised employment. How-
ever, 50% of ex-participants were unemployed
and another 26% were not in the labour force
(NILF; i.e., people not currently involved in the
labour market). By comparison, at the time of
the survey, 28% were in jobs (with 64% unem-
ployed and only 8% being NILF). Therefore, these
employment rates held up for some time after
leaving the scheme.

CDEP increased the availability of training, espe-
cially for those with low levels of schooling.

The majority of ex-participants thought that the
CDEP administration was adequate or good.
Notwithstanding, 63% had some concerns about
absenteeism within the scheme.

In broad terms, the OEA report could be charac-
terised as indicating that the CDEP scheme was
achieving similar outcomes to other job creation
programs (see Hunter, Gray, & Chapman, 2000).
While the OEA report did not provide a formal 
statistical analysis of the impacts of CDEP scheme,
in terms of improved labour market participation
the impacts were substantial, but by no means 
spectacular.

However, the CDEP scheme is not just another
employment program—as the name indicates, it is
nominally linked to community development. 
Consequently, the following section seeks to repli-
cate the OEA analysis using more recent data—the
2002 NATSISS—to explore socio-economic and
community outcomes.
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regression analysis because they may result in a
“bias” in the magnitude of the measured associa-
tion. One example of such a variable used by the
OEA was the local incidence of substance abuse,
which was used to “explain” some of the other
social outcomes, even though it was itself partially
“explained” by CDEP employment; that is, the
measured effect of CDEP on those social outcomes
may have been biased by the inclusion of substance
abuse as an explanatory factor. Note that this is not
to deny the importance of such factors, but merely
recognising that a more sophisticated empirical
approach is required to eliminate the possibility of
bias distorting the findings.

Note that it was not always possible to use the same
explanatory variables, given that the data changed
between the 1994 and 2002 surveys. The set of
exogenous variables used in the following regres-
sion included: male, age (in years), “mixed”
households with both Indigenous and non-Indige-
nous residents, sole-parent families, multi-family
households, taken from natural family, state, the
standard ABS remoteness classification, difficulty
in speaking English, highest qualification, and
speaking an Indigenous language. Table A1 in the
Appendix provides the mean values for all the vari-
ables used in the regression analysis. Table A2
documents the simple correlations between CDEP
scheme employment and all the outcomes used in
the regression analysis—being careful to distin-
guish between the correlations between remote and
non-remote areas. The differences in the signs and

The need to re-assess the OEA report
The main concern with the OEA (1997) analysis
was where it mixed community-level and individ-
ual-level data. For example, violent neighbourhood
and victim data were measured at the neighbour-
hood level, or rather the individual perception of
what was happening in the neighbourhood. Individ-
ual perceptions would be highly correlated with
neighbourhood outcomes and could be considered
a measure of neighbourhood problems. So what
does it mean when an analyst tries to explain neigh-
bourhood issues by reference to responses of
individuals? To the extent that respondents are
clustered together in particular neighbourhoods by
the sampling design of the survey, correlations
between individual responses may arise from the
relationship between neighbourhoods; however, if
the relationships between neighbourhoods are the
only consideration, then data is more appropriately
measured at the neighbourhood level.

In attempting to replicate the OEA (1997) findings
on non-employment outcomes, there are several
important points that should be made. Firstly, the
OEA confined their analysis to the unemployed and
CDEP scheme participants. This restriction raises
the prospect that the OEA analysis was, inadver-
tently or otherwise, attempting to make the CDEP
scheme “look good” by confining their comparisons
with the unemployed. Consequently, the following
analysis looks at the whole Indigenous population
in the working age group and controls for the social
and economic effects of being employed in either

CDEP scheme employment seems to be associated with better
socio-economic outcomes and working in a CDEP scheme

seems to reduce the incidence of substance abuse

the CDEP scheme or other jobs, relative to being
unemployed. For the sake of completeness, the
socio-economic effects of not being in the labour
force at all will also be documented (again relative
to the outcomes for the unemployed).

The second potential issue with the original OEA
(1997) specification was that they used a different
set of explanatory variables for each of the 
non-employment outcomes they modelled. Conse-
quently, the reader of that report could not be sure
whether the differing measured effect of the CDEP
scheme was due to involvement in the scheme or
the failure to control for variations in relevant
observable characteristics of survey respondents.
To avoid this potential issue, the following analysis
uses a similar set of controls for each regression.
Explanatory variables that may raise issues about
reverse causation should be eliminated from the

significance of correlations between remote and
non-remote areas illustrate that there may be dif-
ferent processes in the respective areas.

Table 1 reports the effect of labour force status on
the probability of experiencing various socio-eco-
nomic outcomes, using a standard statistical model
of those outcomes (i.e., a “marginal effect” from a
“probit” model). For example, the first entry in this
table reports the marginal effect of being in the
CDEP scheme on the probability of being a victim of
physical or verbal abuse (i.e., a “victim”), relative to
the unemployed reference person (see note in 
Table 1). CDEP significantly reduces the probability
of being a “victim” by 5.5 percentage points relative
to the unemployed. However, being in non-CDEP or
mainstream employment reduces the probability of
being a victim by significantly more, with a reduc-
tion of 8.9 percentage points.
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Two major points arise from Table 1.1 The first is
that CDEP scheme employment seems to be associ-
ated with better socio-economic outcomes. The
exception to this rule is living in a violent neigh-
bourhood but, as with the OEA study, this anomaly
may result from the fact that these data are
unavoidably measured at a neighbourhood level
rather than capturing the effect of CDEP employ-
ment on individuals.

The second thing to note from Table 1 is that the
CDEP scheme is generally associated with less pos-
itive outcomes than non-CDEP employment, but is
associated with more positive outcomes than either
unemployment or NILF. One exception to this rule
is that CDEP has no significant effect on health sta-
tus, whereas non-CDEP jobs have a significant
effect, increasing the number reporting fair or poor
health status vis-à-vis unemployment. Persons out-
side the labour force tend to be less likely to report
fair or poor health status. These observations may
reflect the difficulty many Indigenous people have
in reconciling participation in the workforce with
their cultural commitments.

In contrast to the OEA study, Table 1 also shows
that working in a CDEP scheme seems to reduce the
incidence of substance abuse. Note that the 2002
NATSISS only collected and reported direct infor-
mation on the substance abuse of individuals for
non-remote areas. The contrast between the results
based on 1994 and 2002 data probably arises
because of the geographic level of the dependent
variable. That is, individuals probably have a differ-
ent relationship between labour force status and
substance abuse than regional or local communities
have between the same two variables. It seems
highly likely that substance abuse is less common
among CDEP participants relative to the unem-
ployed reference person, but appears to be more
common in communities where CDEP workers live.

Geographic analysis and the effects of the
CDEP scheme
How do we separate out the effect of community-
and individual-level phenomena? The answer is
that it is very difficult to do this convincingly with
existing data sources. Even if the reader is willing to
suspend disbelief about the theoretical difficulties
in separately identifying the effect of the respective
levels of analysis (see Hunter, 2004b), then you are
faced with the issue of simultaneously collecting
enough data on both individuals and local areas (or,
rather, communities). The 1994 NATSIS and 2002
NATSISS had large numbers of individual respon-
dents, but both surveys were designed to be
national studies and hence did not have sufficient
numbers of observations within particular commu-
nities to conduct a powerful or credible analysis to
separate out the effect of these distinct levels.

Notwithstanding, it is possible to gain some insight
into what is happening at the community level by

Marginal effects of labour force status for analogous 
OEA outcomes, all Indigenous population aged 15–64
years, 2002

Table 1

CDEP Non-CDEP 
employed employed NILF

%

Victim –5.5 (1.7) –8.9 (1.5) –3.8 (1.5)

Arrested –6.2 (1.0) –13.7 (0.9) –5.1 (1.0)

Financial stress –5.7 (2.4) –25.7 (2.0) –1.8 (2.0)

Studying 3.8 (1.7) 5.1 (1.4) 3.9 (1.2)

Disability –3.3 (2.2) –13.6 (1.9) 7.6 (1.9)

Self-assessed health status is fair/poor 0.3 (1.9) 6.2 (1.8) –4.1 (1.6)

Substance abuse –9.0 (3.3) –7.0 (2.3) –4.6 (2.2)

Violent neighbourhood 5.3 (2.2) –1.9 (1.9) –3.5 (1.8)

Notes: The substance abuse regression was only conducted for non-remote areas because
no data were available for remote areas. The reference (omitted) categories are:
unemployed, female, Indigenous-only household, coupled families, one family per
household, had not been taken from the natural family, resident in New South
Wales, lives in a metropolitan area, has no qualification, and does not speak an
Indigenous language.

focusing on geographic data that are closely related
if not identical to local factors. As indicated above,
the 1994 NATSIS collected information on whether
family violence is perceived to be a problem in the
local communities. These data were aggregated to
the ATSIC regions and mapped by Hunter, Arthur
and Morphy (2005), as shown in Figure 1 (on p. 48).
Note that ATSIC regions illustrated in Figure 1 are
obviously larger than most common notions of
community, but they are the lowest geographic lev-
els for which data are currently available. However,
this information can be interpreted as truly reflect-
ing community-level factors; it is not just an
aggregation of individual outcomes to a relatively
high level of geography, as respondents to the NAT-
SIS were asked directly about their perceptions of
problems in their local community. For the pur-
poses of this paper, the crucial thing to note about
Figure 1 is that family violence is particularly pro-
nounced in the very remote parts of most states
and territories.

Altman and Hunter (2005) provided the analogous
picture of CDEP scheme employment rates for 2001.
Figure 2 (on p. 48) identifies the relatively high rates
of dependence on CDEP in remote Australia. Biddle
and Hunter (2006), who attempted to provide a dis-
aggregated picture of geographic distribution of CDEP
employment, argued that this observation is driven
by the location of CDEP schemes in particular com-
munities. For example, high rates of CDEP schemes
in the Cape York community are partially driven by
the existence of large schemes around Cooktown
(e.g., Wujal Wujal). The main message from Figure 2
is that there is substantial variation in the rates of
CDEP jobs across ATSIC regions, with the majority of
such employment being particularly concentrated in
remote areas. 
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supportive community and family environment.
Economic sustainability is likely to feed back to a
positive family environment, especially to the extent
that adequate resourcing and housing is provided
(Hunter, 2007c).

In the debate surrounding the Northern Territory
Intervention, several media commentators have
pointed to the CDEP scheme as being responsible
for widespread community dysfunction (Hughes,
2007). But is that entirely fair?

CDEP and community dysfunction
CDEP scheme participation has historically been
more prominent in remote areas, even before the
recent changes to the administration of the scheme
(i.e., the closing of urban schemes in the last couple
of years). CDEP scheme employment rates are still
particularly high in the top end of Australia, which
seems to point to CDEP as being a possible driver of
the high rates of community violence in remote
Indigenous Australia. However, this assertion
ignores the prior problems in those areas of the lack
of economic development and the failure to clearly
resolve the intertwined issues of social justice con-
siderations and property rights in native title. While
it is too difficult to provide direct evidence about
social justice and property rights issues in this
paper, one can attempt to get some insight into
social justice issues using 1994 data aggregated to
the 36 ATSIC regions. Rather than use the disag-
gregated data used to construct the map in Figure 2,
the following analysis uses the more aggregated
CDEP data from Altman and Hunter (2005, Map
15.18, which is drawn to show CDEP participation
by ATSIC regions). This has the considerable
advantage that it is contemporaneous with, and
geographically comparable to, the only national
measure of community violence available (Figure 1).
Economic development can be clearly measured 
in the 1994 NATSIS data using private sector
employment, which excludes all public sector
employment. It should be noted that the CDEP
scheme category is theoretically mutually exclusive
from the private sector employment category used
in the following analysis (although there was possi-
bly some overlap in previous Census data). The
analysis also focuses on Indigenous employment in
various regions, rather than the total number of
local jobs available, as Indigenous workers are often
employed in a very different set of jobs to the rest of
the workforce (i.e., there is a high level of industrial
segregation between Indigenous and non-Indige-
nous employment, see Hunter, 2004a).

Table 2 reports an ordinary least squares regression
analysis of the effect of these labour market indica-
tors on community violence when measured at the
level of ATSIC regions. All the geographic data is
derived from the 1994 NATSIS. CDEP participation
is significantly correlated with neighbourhood vio-
lence only if you ignore the relative buoyancy of the
Indigenous labour market. However, if one does

The CDEP scheme participation rate was positively
correlated with the perception of violence in the
local community. While one cannot exclude the pos-
sibility of reverse causation, it is not unreasonable to
assume that the lack of economic engagement in
remote areas is leading to widespread violence in 
the community, which in turn undermines the 

Rates of perception that family violence was a problem 
in the community, 1994

Figure 1

Most 66-93%
More 50-65%
Less 40-49%
Least 12-39%

Source: Hunter, Arthur, & Morphy (2005, Map 19.12)
Reproduced with the kind permission of Macmillan Publishers Australia.

CDEP participation rates of adults, 2001Figure 2

Most 33-68%
More 16-32%
Less 6-15%
Least 1-5%

Notes: The data were derived by dividing ATSIC data on CDEP employment by the 
Indigenous Estimated Residential Population at the time of the 2001 Census.

Source: Altman & Hunter (2005, Map 15.3)
Reproduced with the kind permission of Macmillan Publishers Australia.
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control for the lack of economic development, as
evidenced by the lack of private sector jobs, then
you find that CDEP is no longer significant.

One possible explanation for this is that CDEP
schemes are provided in areas where pre-existing
issues such as high levels of community dysfunc-
tion are identified. That is, the apparently
anomalous OEA (1997) finding on the association
between the CDEP scheme and community level
violence is simply an artefact of the geographic dis-
tribution of CDEP jobs. Stated another way, it is the
confusion of the individual and geographic levels of
analysis that drive the anomaly in the original OEA
analysis.

Given the limitations on local geographic data avail-
able in Indigenous surveys such as the 1994
NATSIS or 2002 NATSISS, the above analysis was
confined to a broad analysis between relatively
large geographic areas. Theoretically, it should be
possible to provide evidence on whether CDEP
schemes are attracted to particular communities
with problems; however, disaggregated reliable data
on CDEP scheme participation has only been avail-
able for a relatively short period (from 1999 until
the demise of ATSIC in 2004). At this stage, a direct
assessment of whether people have felt that the
level of violence changed after a CDEP scheme was
implemented or dismantled in the local area is not
possible, as there is no data available.

Notwithstanding, it may be possible to get some
associated insights into the effect of CDEP schemes
on the local community. Hunter (2008) used longi-
tudinal CDEP data for New South Wales to illustrate
that there was no significant correlation between
CDEP employment and Indigenous crime rates
once unobservable regional factors, such as pre-
existing levels of community dysfunction, are taken

into account. That analysis is consistent with the
hypothesis that CDEP schemes are more likely to
operate in communities with social problems.

This section has illustrated that the apparently neg-
ative impacts of the CDEP scheme identified in the
1997 OEA report can be explained by other com-
munity-level factors. While the positive effects of
CDEP scheme participation are significant across a
range of indicators, there was no significant nega-
tive effect from the scheme that was robust to
critical scrutiny.

non-Indigenous outcomes is itself multidimensional
in nature and hence it would be unreasonable to
expect that CDEP employment could simultane-
ously address all aspects of Indigenous disadvantage
(Hunter, 2007c). Notwithstanding such difficulties,
the CDEP scheme appears to have had a consistent
and substantial positive effect on a range of social
and economic outcomes at both an individual and
community level. One possible exception is com-
munity violence but, as this paper argues, this
probably reflects the pre-existing conditions and
history of such communities.

Implications for reform of the CDEP scheme
The former head of the Treasury, John Stone,
recently wrote (2008) that the “evidence of the
[CDEP scheme] program’s ineffectiveness is over-
whelming”. The evidence presented in this paper
shows that this proposition is contestable. I want to
make it clear that my half-hearted defence of the
CDEP is not based on a desire to rationalise (or indeed
attack) the scheme, but rather to acknowledge that
there are some good and bad aspects of the scheme.

The CDEP scheme involves a complex and multidi-
mensional set of activities that has both strengths
and weaknesses. The decentralised control of how
the work is organised allows it to respond to local
needs defined from an Indigenous perspective.
However, it cannot be seen as a panacea for
addressing all the sources of Indigenous disadvan-
tage, as the CDEP scheme is only one policy
instrument. The wide gap between Indigenous and

Ordinary least squares regression of the perception 
of violence as being a problem in the community, 
ATSIC regions, 1994

Table 2

Specification 1 Specification 2

CDEP scheme 0.547 (0.159) 0.226 (0.215)

Private sector –0.440 (0.179)

Constant 38.202 (3.767) 60.298 (9.800)

R2 0.330 0.461

Number of observations 36 36

Notes: Specification 1 is simply a parsimonious version of specification 2 that explores the
regional correlation between CDEP participation and community violence before
taking into account the variation in local private sector employment. Robust 
standard errors are calculated using White’s heteroscedastisticity robust estimator
and reported in parentheses (see Cook & Weisberg, 1983). The averages for violent
neighbourhood, CDEP scheme and real private sector across the 36 ATSIC regions
are: 50.7%, 22.8% and 33.6% respectively.

While the positive effects of CDEP scheme participation are significant
across a range of indicators, there was no significant negative effect
from the scheme that was robust to critical scrutiny.
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the extent of such a trade-off. Intuitively, it is possible
to argue that maintaining a cultural identity that is
distinct from the mainstream Australian norms might
foreclose one’s employment and education options.
However, the evidence that I am aware of seems to
indicate that such fears can be overstated. For exam-
ple, Hunter (2007c) shows that youth who speak an
Indigenous language are actually more likely to attend
school.

Johns (2008) provides a radical proposal whose bot-
tom line is that policy should change the set of
incentives for mobility facing Indigenous people by
removing unconditional income support and services

When the CDEP scheme was introduced it was seen
as a means of avoiding the traps of passive welfare, but
some commentators now argue that it failed in this
objective, while others argue that it is no different to
other welfare payments or “sit-down money” (most
colourfully argued in Hughes, 2007). Notwithstanding
the generally positive effect of the scheme, non-CDEP
employment is (usually) a more protective factor
than CDEP work. While welfare dependence is still a
potential issue in many Indigenous communities, it
can be argued that the problem is the lack of non-
CDEP jobs in the local area and prolonged reliance on
handouts from government, not the existence of the
CDEP scheme per se.

provided in such communities by CDEP schemes or
other government initiatives. While some findings in
this paper could be used to support this position, the
optimal level of mobility depends on the individual
and the social costs and benefits of moving. Even if
one is willing to ignore Indigenous perspectives on
culture and interventions made on their behalf, it is
not entirely clear to me that mobility will necessarily
result in the benefits anticipated by Johns (2008),
especially when one takes into account the likelihood
that there will be substantial short-run adjustment
costs (e.g., in terms of social dislocation) and the dif-
ficulty that many Indigenous people have in securing
employment in developed labour markets. Another
factor that is discounted in Johns’ analysis is that the
ongoing existence of an authentic and living Indige-
nous culture has considerable non-market value to
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.
From a national perspective, CDEP jobs are also
important for much of the natural resource manage-
ment work undertaken in remote Australia. For
example, Indigenous Protected Areas are an integral
part of the conservation estate, and ensuring that
such areas are adequately maintained is in the
national interest.

Whatever one’s positions on the validity of the argu-
ments put forward by Johns (2008), public debate
would be enhanced by the further evaluation of the
extent of trade-off between cultural maintenance
and integration into the mainstream economy.

As indicated above, the Australian Government
(2008) is canvassing suggestions for the reform of
the CDEP scheme that are developed at a local
level. This is all well and good, but does so within 
a framework that distinguishes three types of

Challenges and dilemmas
There are several important ongoing dilemmas for the
CDEP scheme. In a sense, it can be argued that the
CDEP scheme has facilitated the decline of Indige-
nous employment in the public sector (Hunter,
2007b). The fact that some services are provided for
Indigenous communities by the CDEP scheme may
have lessened the pressure for traditional public ser-
vant jobs to be filled by Indigenous workers. The
evidence that this sort of substitution is taking place
is that, since 1981, the decline in the Indigenous pub-
lic sector (excluding CDEP scheme jobs) is greater
than the decline in the overall Australian public sec-
tor (with both expressed as a proportion of the
respective adult populations employed in the public
sector). That is, the “evolution” of the CDEP scheme
has meant that the work-for-the-dole and community
development functions interacted with other institu-
tions to change the set of incentives facing both
Indigenous people and other actors (public service
managers). This “evolution” has been interpreted in
terms of institutional economics and cumulative cau-
sation (Hunter, 2007c).

Another dilemma for the CDEP scheme is that it has
allowed more people to choose to stay in “non-viable”
remote communities because residents do not bear
the full economic cost of not moving (Johns, 2008).
Johns argues for a policy of “economic integration”,
on the grounds that the modernisation project is
(necessarily) inconsistent with cultural maintenance.
Ironically, Johns cites one of my papers (Hunter,
2007a) to support this assumption. While I raised the
prospect that there is some partial inconsistency or
trade-off between modernisation and cultural main-
tenance, I believe that it is an empirical question as to

While welfare dependence is still a potential issue in many Indige-
nous communities, it can be argued that the problem is the lack of

non-CDEP jobs in the local area and prolonged reliance on handouts
from government, not the existence of the CDEP scheme per se.
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economies—established, emerging and limited—
and seems to be largely based on a focus on the
demand side of the labour market, or rather the
experience of growth and potential growth within
the region.2 One might quibble with how appropri-
ate the growth typology is for various regions, but
there is a clear need to enhance the number of jobs
available for Indigenous people in many parts of
Australia. In a sense, this paper reinforces this need
in that non-CDEP scheme employment is associ-
ated with better outcomes at both individual and
community level than CDEP scheme employment.

Another issue for the Australian Government
(2008) is that it fails to link adequately with the
supply side of the labour market; that is, the aspira-
tions, motivations and capacities of the local
Indigenous people. For example, the differentiated
responses for limited economies does not refer to
developing the capacity of participants, but rather
focuses on mobility, wage subsidies, business sup-
port and development (2008, p. 8). That paper
refers to “ironing out” differences in incentives by
moving off CDEP wages (in established economies)
and training and mobility (in emerging economies).
These references are somewhat confusing because,
as is pointed out on page 3 of the same document,
CDEP is no longer available in capital cities and
many regional centres. The discussion of such
issues needs to be further clarified and developed.

The incentives for individuals to take up non-CDEP
scheme work can be examined using the concept of
replacement rates (Daly & Hunter, 1999). Replace-
ment rates, or rather replacement ratios, are
calculated as the ratios of total transfer payments
when not working, relative to the total income
received when employed outside the CDEP scheme.
The closer a replacement ratio is to one, the less
incentive an individual has to work. Replacement
ratios over one mean that an individual has no mon-
etary incentive to work as they can receive more
income from remaining outside employment. While
the calculation of replacement ratios is conceptu-
ally simple, it requires that the analyst models the
whole social security and tax system in an attempt
to account for the family circumstances of each
individual.

Daly and Hunter (1999) estimated that replacement
rates were highest for single Indigenous males and
females who are NILF, but did not differ substantially
between those in non-CDEP employment or unem-
ployment. This probably reflects the generally lower
income-earning potential of those outside the labour
force. However, it should be noted that the replace-
ment rates were significantly higher for CDEP scheme
participants compared to unemployed workers, with
the former having slightly higher transfer payments
(partially a result of more and possibly lower expected
wages, or rather, lower earning potential outside the
scheme). That is, the lower taper rates mean that
CDEP scheme participants usually keep more of their
“benefit” than the unemployed when working in

extra (non-CDEP) employment. The lower income
for CDEP workers relative to other workers is likely to
be associated with the distinctive characteristics of
the CDEP scheme participants (including where they
live). While mobility-based policies may address loca-
tional disadvantage, they will not necessarily redress
deficits for CDEP workers in the quality and quantity
of educational outcomes and other characteristics
that affect their productivity. 

Notwithstanding the training provided by many
CDEP schemes, it is important to ensure that future
options are not foreclosed by encouraging youth to
enter the CDEP scheme before completing their edu-
cation (for an innovative policy suggestion, see Henry
& Smith, 2002, pp. 14–16). The importance of main-
taining an incentive structure that encourages youth
to stay at school is particularly apparent in remote
areas, where CDEP participation is significantly neg-
atively correlated with attendance at school or other
educational institutions (see Appendix, Table A2). At
the risk of stating the obvious, incentives can be
either positive or negative—positive incentives
ensure that income and conditions when studying are
better than youth working in CDEP schemes and neg-
ative incentives ensure that CDEP scheme wages for
youth are not so attractive that people have a finan-
cial incentive to leave school early.

Simply addressing the incentive issues for reaching
the highest educational qualification possible is not
necessarily sufficient. An Australian Government
paper (2008, p. 8) suggests that assistance might be
provided for individuals to take advantage of oppor-
tunities in established economies. However, the
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Endnotes
1 Legitimate questions can be raised about the direction of

causality, especially with respect to the arrest findings. For
example, Borland and Hunter (2000) argued that arrest is
historically determined by reference to whether or not a
person had been arrested in the previous five years. In con-
trast, employment status is measured contemporaneously
and hence the direction of effect is likely to be from arrest to
employment. However, most of the dependent variables in
Table 1 are not historically determined and it is easier to
make the case that direction of causality is from labour
force status to these outcomes.

2 The focus on limited economies is interesting in that it
avoids a reference to declining regional economies, which
might suggest the need for structural adjustment and
enhanced mobility and re-location.

3 I would not deny the existence of some “positive discrimi-
nation”, whereby Indigenous workers may be more likely to
get a job than other similarly qualified workers because of
the existence of Indigenous-specific recruitment processes
(e.g., in certain mining companies and public sector organi-
sations). However, such discrimination is probably not sig-
nificant, given that the Australian Public Service has experi-
enced a relatively stagnant number of Indigenous workers
in the last decade, which has resulted in a substantial decline
in the rate of Indigenous employment (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2007, p. 81).

References
Altman, J. C., Gray, M. C., & Levitus, R. (2005). Policy issues

for the Community Development Employment Projects
Scheme in rural and remote Australia (CAEPR Discussion
Paper No. 271). Canberra: Centre for Aboriginal Economic
Policy Research, Australian National University.

Altman, J. C., Gray, M. C., & Sanders, W. (2000). Indigenous
Australians working for welfare: What difference does it
make? Australian Economic Review, 33(4), 355–362.

Altman, J. C., & Hunter, B. H. (2005). Economy. In W. S.
Arthur & F. Morphy (Ed.), Macquarie atlas of Indigenous
Australia. Sydney: Macquarie Library.

Australian Government. (2008). Increasing Indigenous eco-
nomic opportunity: A discussion paper on the future of the
CDEP and Indigenous Employment Programs. Canberra:
Commonwealth of Australia.

Biddle, N., & Hunter, B. H. (2006). A note on the geography
and dynamics of local CDEP scheme rates, 1999 to 2004.
Unpublished manuscript. Retrieved 10 December 2008,
from http://www.anu.edu.au/caepr/Publications/topical/
CDEPdynamics.pdf

Borland, J., & Hunter, B. H. (2000). Does crime affect employ-
ment status? The case of Indigenous Australians.
Economica, 67(1), 123–44.

Commonwealth of Australia. (2007). State of the service:
2006–07. Canberra: Australian Public Service Commission.

Cook, R. D., & Weisberg, S. (1983). Diagnostic for het-
eroscedasticity in regression. Biometrika, 70(1), 1–10.

Daly, A. E., & Hunter, B. H. (1999). Incentives to work:
Replacement ratios and the cost of job loss among unem-
ployed Indigenous Australians. Australian Economic
Review, 32(3), 219–236.

Harford, T. (2008). The logic of life: Uncovering the new eco-
nomics of everything. London: Little Brown.

Henry, R., & Smith, D. E. (2002). Three years on: Indigenous
families and the welfare system. The Kuranda community
case study (CAEPR Discussion Paper No. 229). Canberra:
Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, Australian
National University.

Hughes, H. (2007). Lands of shame: Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander “homelands” in transition. Sydney: Centre
for Independent Studies.

Hunter, B. H. (2004a). Indigenous Australians in the contem-
porary labour market (ABS Cat. No. 2052.0). Canberra:
Australian Bureau of Statistics.

Hunter, B. H. (2004b). Taming the social capital hydra?
Learning Communities: International Journal of Learning
in Social Contexts, 2004(2), 19–35.

Hunter, B. H. (2005). The role of discrimination and the exclu-
sion of Indigenous people from the labour market. In D.
Austin-Broos & G. Macdonald (Ed.), Culture, economy and
governance in Aboriginal Australia. Sydney: University of
Sydney Press.

probable existence of ongoing labour market dis-
crimination means that Indigenous youth may not
believe that education is worth pursuing if they will
not get a job at the end of this process (Hunter,
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nity development arising from the CDEP scheme;
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preventing Indigenous people improving their wellbe-
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issues facing Indigenous Australians mean that there
is no easy solution. Clearly there is a need for policy
makers to pursue creative policies that attempt to
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tralia. It may be time to revisit the importance of
regional policy, which now might be justified as a
social insurance policy in an uncertain world where
the changing geographic distribution of productivity
may necessitate the relocation of a substantial por-
tion of the Australian population (Quiggin, 2007).
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Descriptive statistics for NATSISS analysis of all working-age Indigenous population, 2002Table A1

Variable name Description Mean

Dependent variables

arrested Arrested in last 5 years 0.172

studying Currently studying 0.183

violentnhood Neighbourhood has problems with either family violence or assault (sexual or otherwise) 0.276

victim Victim of physical or threatened violence in last 12 months 0.253

financial stress Could not raise $2,000 within a week 0.541

log income Log of gross personal income 5.648

disability Has disability or long-term health condition 0.347

fairpoor Self-assessed health status is fair/poor 0.273

Independent variables

cdep Works in CDEP scheme 0.128

empncdep Employed outside the CDEP scheme 0.348

nilf Not in labour force 0.374

male Male 0.480

age Age (in years) 33.2

mixedh Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous residents in households 0.360

solepar Sole-parent family 0.283

multifam More than one family living in household 0.184

taken Taken from natural family 0.085

vic Victoria 0.062

qld Queensland 0.270

sa South Australia 0.056

wa Western Australia 0.140

nt Northern Territory 0.128

acttas ACT or Tasmania 0.048

innerreg Inner regional area 0.196

outerreg Outer regional area 0.223

remote Remote area 0.271

difineng Difficulty in speaking English 0.124
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year12 Highest qualification attained is Year 12 0.127

year1011 Highest qualification attained is Year 10 or 11 0.357

year9 Highest qualification attained is Year 9 0.146

indiglan Speaks an Indigenous language 0.429

N Number of observations 8,656

Appendix: Table A1
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hen couples first commit to “starting life
together”, it may be very difficult for some of
them to appreciate that their relationship 
will not always be blissful—and indeed may 
end in much bitterness. Likewise, it may be 

difficult for some couples expecting their first child to
understand that parenting this child over the next 20 years
might require the development of exceptional energy, 
vigilance, patience, tolerance and finely tuned negotiating
skills.

Parents’ views about whether relationship and parenting
skills come naturally to most people were explored in the
General Population of Parents Survey (GPPS), undertaken
in mid-2006. The survey was co-funded by the Australian
Government Attorney-General’s Department (AGD) and
the then Department of Families, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA).

The GPPS was a telephone survey of a national random
sample of around 5,000 parents who had at least one child
under the age of 18 years (including parents who were not
living with any of their children). In addition to a focus on
the above-mentioned issues, the survey derived informa-
tion about actual and expected help-seeking behaviour for
parenting difficulties and separation from a partner, sepa-
rated parents’ perceptions of their relationship with their
former partner, and children’s relationships with their
grandparents (see Qu & Weston, 2008).

The present article focuses on respondents’ views regard-
ing two statements:

a. The skills needed to maintain a good relationship with
their partner come naturally to most people.

b. The skills needed to be a good parent come naturally to
most people.

Opinions of parents 
on the acquisition 
of parenting and 
relationship 
skills
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Respondents were asked to indicate whether they agreed
or disagreed with, or held mixed feelings about, each state-
ment. Some respondents volunteered that they were
unsure about their views on the issue in question. Such
expressions of uncertainty were also combined with
responses of “mixed feelings”.1

Opinions regarding relationship and 
parenting skills
Opinions of fathers and mothers
Figure 1 (on p. 56) shows the proportions of all fathers and
mothers who agreed, disagreed or expressed uncertainty
or mixed feelings about the various issues assessed. The
results are summarised in a series of dot points.

Most parents had an opinion on the issues. The statements
(taken separately) generated mixed feelings or uncertainty
in only 9–10% of fathers and 11–13% of mothers.
Parents were more likely to disagree than agree with
both statements (51–56% vs 33–38%).
Patterns of responses of fathers and mothers were 
generally similar, although fathers were more likely
than mothers to endorse each of the two statements
(38% vs 32–33%).

Opinions according to age
The samples of fathers and mothers were subdivided into five
age groups, from less than 25 years to 55 or more years.
However, given that there were only 29 fathers in the sample
who were under 25 years, and only 38 mothers who were 55
or more years, patterns of responses for these two groups
were not assessed. All other groups consisted of well over 100
people. Figures 2 and 3 (on p. 56) summarise the responses
of fathers and mothers (respectively) in each of these other
age groups.

Opinions of parents
on the acquisition 
of parenting and 
relationship 
skills
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parents differed from the others in that they had never
experienced separation from a marriage or a cohabiting
relationship that had lasted three months or more. The
other two groups varied according to whether or not a
child had been born from any relationship that had ended
in separation (see Figures 4 and 5).

All groups were more inclined to disagree than agree
with the statements that good relationship skills and
good parenting skills come naturally to most people.

However, the statement that relationships skills come
naturally to most people was most likely to be rejected
by those who had experienced separation or divorce

For both fathers and mothers, the tendency to reject
both statements increased with age, while the tendency
to endorse them declined with age. This pattern
appeared to be stronger for mothers than for fathers.

Regarding the statement that good relationship skills
come naturally to most people:

– mothers under 25 years were more likely to agree
than disagree with this statement (53% vs 37%), while
a higher proportion of all other groups of mothers dis-
agreed than agreed—especially the oldest group
represented (64% rejected the statement; 27%
agreed); and

– fathers aged 25–34 years (the youngest group repre-
sented) were evenly divided about this issue (44%
agreed with the statement; 45% disagreed), while all
other groups of fathers were more likely to disagree
than agree, especially for those aged 55 or more years
(56% disagreed, 33% agreed).

– these age-related trends could not be explained by
the fact that older parents were more likely than
young parents to have experienced separation.2

Regarding the notion that good parenting skills come
naturally to most people:

– mothers aged under 25 years represented the only
group that was more likely to endorse than reject
this statement (58% endorsed the statement; 29%
rejected it);

– nearly three-quarters of mothers in the oldest group
represented (45–54 years) rejected the statement,
while just over one-quarter accepted it (63% vs 27%);
and

– fathers in the youngest group represented (25–34
years) were evenly divided about this issue (44%
agreed with the statement; 45% disagreed), while all
other groups of fathers were more likely to disagree
than agree, especially for those aged 55 or more years
(58% disagreed, 31% agreed).

Opinions according to experience of separation/divorce
This section examines the extent to which views on these
two issues varied for three groups of parents. One group of
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examined to reject the argument that relationship skills
come naturally. Conversely, those who had not experi-
enced separation were the least likely to reject this
statement.

These results suggest that people are likely to modify their
views about relationship and parenting skills through expe-
rience. However, it should be borne in mind that this
analysis is based on cross-sectional data. The young par-
ents may not hold the opinions of older parents when they
reach the age of the older parents.

Whatever the level of change that we might expect from
today’s young parents, a substantial proportion of these par-
ents (and no doubt young adults in general) appear to be
unaware of the importance of experience, and most probably
of relationship and parenting education programs, for the
development of relationship and parenting skills.

Endnotes
1 Through additional probing, parents indicated whether they

“strongly agreed”, “agreed”, held “mixed feelings”, “disagreed” or
“strongly disagreed” with each statement (i.e., five categories of
responses). For simplicity, attention in this article is directed
towards overall agreement or disagreement, or mixed feelings/uncer-
tainty (i.e., three response categories).

2 That is, when the effects of having or not having experienced separa-
tion were controlled, the greater tendency for older than younger
parents to reject the notion that relationship skills come naturally to
most people remained apparent.

3 That is, although those who had experienced separation from a rela-
tionship in which a child was born tended to be older than those who
had not experienced separation, multivariate analysis indicated that
age differences did not explain the trends for these three “separation
experience” groups.
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involving children, and least likely to be rejected by
those who had never experienced separation or divorce
(fathers: 60% vs 48%; mothers: 63% vs 51%). This differ-
ence continued to hold when the effects of age were
controlled for.3

Patterns of responses regarding parenting skills were
similar across the groups: 52–54% of fathers and 55–61%
of mothers rejected the notion that such skills come
naturally to most people.

Summary
This analysis, which is based on the 2006 General Population
of Parents Survey, focused on parents’ opinions regarding
relationship and parenting skills. Opinions were compared
according to gender, age and the experience or otherwise of
separation (where three groups were compared).

Parents were more likely to reject than accept the state-
ments that the skills required to maintain a good
relationship and to be good parents come naturally to most
people. The patterns of responses of fathers and mothers
were generally similar. However, views varied according to
experience.

Firstly, the tendency to reject such statements increased
with age and secondly, fathers and mothers who had expe-
rienced separation from a relationship in which a child was
born were the most likely of the three relevant groups

A substantial proportion of these parents 

(and no doubt young adults in general) appear to 

be unaware of the importance of experience, and

most probably of relationship and parenting 

education programs, for the development of 

relationship and parenting skills
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Relationships between 
grandparents and 
grandchildren
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randparents can play many important roles in
children’s lives. They can be loving companions,
caregivers, mentors, historians and sources of
various other forms of support. In some cases,
they also can become surrogate parents.1

While many grandparents appear to welcome the opportu-
nity to commit to frequent, regular and lengthy periods with
their grandchildren, others prefer to pose heavy restrictions
on the time they spend with them, and still others live too far
away from their grandchildren to see them frequently, if at all
(see Ochiltree, 2006). And, like all relationships, those
between grandparents and grandchildren evolve and are not
always beneficial to one or both parties. The relationships
would tend to change in response to the grandchildren’s
increasing maturity, the ageing of their grandparents, and
other changing circumstances such as parental separation
and/or residential relocation.

Parental separation represents a key circumstance that has
the potential to change the roles of grandparents and the
strength and quality of their relationship with their adult
children and grandchildren. For some families, grandpar-
ents’ involvement with their grandchildren may increase
under these circumstances, as their adult offspring seek
assistance in coping with the consequences of the separation.
For instance, the resident parent and children may move in
with the grandparent at least for a time.2 For others, involve-
ment with grandchildren may lessen or cease.

This article explores the closeness of relationships
between grandchildren and their paternal and maternal
grandparents, as well as the impact of separation on these
relationships, as perceived by the children’s parents. The
analysis is based on the General Population of Parents Sur-
vey (GPPS). The GPPS is a telephone survey of a nationally
representative sample of 5,000 parents (with a child under
18 years old) living in private dwellings. The survey was
conducted in 2006 and funded by the Attorney-General’s
Department and the then Department of Families, Com-
munity Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA). This
survey collected information on the perceptions of all par-
ents on the closeness of their children’s relationship with
their grandparents. Respondents who had separated from
their children’s other parent were then asked to indicate
whether the children’s relationship with each set of grand-
parents had changed and, if so, the impact of such changes
on the children.

Current relationship between grandchildren 
and grandparents
Respondents who had at least one living parent were asked
to indicate whether the relationship between their own
parents and children was “very close”, “close”, “not close”
or “non-existent”. Reports that the relationship varies
were recorded, although this response option was not sug-
gested to respondents. Partnered respondents were also
asked the same questions about the relationship between
their partner’s parents and their children. It is worth not-
ing that no distinction was made between specific children
in the family, nor between grandmothers and grandfathers.
For simplicity, the discussion below refers to “maternal
grandparents”, “paternal grandparents” and “children” or

“grandchildren” (i.e., plural terms
are used). Figure 1 summarises the
patterns of answers provided by
fathers and mothers.

Most mothers and fathers described the relationship
between their children and their maternal and paternal
grandparents as “close” or “very close” (67–85%).

Both mothers and fathers were more likely to consider
that their children had a “very close” relationship with
their maternal grandparents than with their paternal
grandparents (mothers: 56% vs 32%; fathers: 46% vs
39%).

However, views appeared to be influenced by whether
the grandparents were on the respondents’ side or their
partner’s side. Specifically:

– mothers were more likely than fathers to describe
relationships between the children and their mater-
nal grandparents as “very close” (56% vs 46%)

– similarly, fathers were slightly more likely than
mothers to report “very close” relationships between
the children and their paternal grandparents (39% vs
32%).

Figure 2 summarises the views of separated parents and of
parents who had never experienced separation regarding
the closeness of the relationship between their own par-
ents and children. The separated parents are divided into
three groups: resident and non-resident fathers, and resi-
dent mothers.3

Of the five groups of parents, “very close” relationships
between their own parents and children were most
likely to be reported by mothers who were not sepa-
rated (58%), followed by resident fathers and resident
mothers (51–55%), then fathers who were not separated
(41%).

Of all groups, non-resident fathers were the least likely
to report that the relationship was “very close” (19% vs
41–58%) and the most likely to describe the relationship
as either “not close” or “non-existent”, or one that
“varies” (41% vs 13–20%).

Patterns of responses of resident fathers and mothers
were very similar: 51–55% of resident fathers and moth-
ers described the relationship between their children
and their parents as “very close”, while 13–18%
described it as “not close”, “non-existent” or “varies”.

GG
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Perceived impact of separation on relationship
between grandchildren and grandparents
Separated parents were asked to indicate whether they
believed that the relationship between their own parents
and children had become closer or more distant, or
whether the relationship had not changed since their sep-
aration. Figure 3 shows the pattern of answers of separated
fathers and mothers to this question, according to their
residence status.

Both fathers and mothers most commonly maintained
that the relationships between their own parents and
children had not changed since separation (51–58%).

However, perceived changes in the relationship between
their own parents and children varied according to par-
ents’ residence status. Specifically, resident fathers and
mothers were more likely to maintain that this rela-
tionship had become closer rather than more distant
(closer: 36%; more distant: 6–8%), while the reverse
applied to non-resident fathers (closer: 13%; more dis-
tant: 36%).

The closeness of a relationship does not necessarily reflect
how beneficial that relationship is for each party. Never-
theless, most parents who believed that relationships had
become closer also believed that such a change had bene-
ficial effects on the children (66%). On the other hand, of
those parents who considered that the children’s relation-
ship had become more distant, 58% described the impact
as being minimal or mixed, while 34% considered the
impact to be negative.

Summary
This article looked into the quality of relationships
between grandparents and grandchildren, and the impacts
of separation on these relationships, as perceived by par-
ents with a child under 18 years old.

Most mothers and fathers described the relationship
between their children and their maternal and paternal
grandparents as “close” or “very close”, with relationships
with maternal grandparents being more likely than those
with paternal grandparents to be portrayed as “very close”.
Respondents’ perceived relationships between their own
parents and children differed according to whether (a)
they had separated from their children’s other parent, and
(b) they were living with the children. “Very close” rela-
tionships between the respondents’ own parents and their
children were most likely to be described by mothers who
were not separated, followed by separated resident fathers,
and separated resident mothers. On the other hand, “very
close” relationships were least likely to be reported by
non-resident fathers (only one in five).

At least half the separated fathers and mothers maintained
that the relationship between their own parents and the
children had not changed since they and their partner had
separated. However, non-resident fathers were more likely
to suggest that relationships between their own parents
and children had become more distant than closer, while
the reverse applied to resident fathers and resident 
mothers.

Endnotes
1 According to the ABS (2004), around 1% of all Australian families

with children under 18 years are headed by grandparents who are
raising their grandchildren.

2 Gray, Misson, and Hayes (2005) found that 24% of infants and 8% of
children aged 4–5 years who had a parent living elsewhere were liv-
ing with a grandparent, compared with only 4–5% of other children
in each age cohort.

3 There were only 12 non-resident mothers in the sample. Most moth-
ers who had a child living elsewhere also had resident children (n =
66). It is important to note that all parents in the GPPS had at least
one child under the age of 18 years.
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Jodie Lodge

Family Pathways is a series of studies of
separated families in Australia that are
being conducted by the Institute. The Fam-
ily Pathways studies aim to understand
how changes to the family law system and
the Child Support Scheme affect the lives
of separated parents and their children.
Recent law reforms reflect attempts to
change the way in which parents manage
family separation and parenting after
separation. These changes focus on
encouraging greater involvement by
both parents in their children’s lives
after separation and greater shared
decision making by parents with respect to their chil-
dren’s wellbeing, and improving their communication about
childrearing. They are designed to reinforce the notion of joint
financial responsibility for children and to assist separated par-
ents to agree on what is best for their children rather than
contesting parenting proposals in the courtroom.

The Family Pathways studies seek to provide insights to these
changes. The studies explore questions about separation and car-
ing for children when a relationship ends. More specifically, they
seek to examine the pathways of parental separation and how
families are faring under the reforms. They will improve our
understanding of the complex interplay of factors that facilitate or
impede the achievement of outcomes that are consistent with the
key objectives of the reforms and will allow examination of the
nature and strength of any nexus between child support pay-
ments, co-parental relationship and other aspects of parental
involvement in their children’s lives after family separation.

To achieve these objectives, there are two related studies
underway:

Family Pathways: The Longitudinal Study of Separated 
Families; and
Family Pathways: Looking Back.

Family Pathways: The Longitudinal Study of Separated Families
was established in 2008. Some 10,000 parents who separated
after the introduction of the reforms in July 2006 were randomly
selected to be part of this new longitudinal national study. Wave 1
interviews involved separated parents across a broad range of
parenting arrangements, including sole care, shared care, and
those with less frequent contact. In terms of socio-demographic
characteristics, the average age of parent respondents in Wave 1
was 35.5 years. Most separating respondents reported having
one child (42%), with two children being the next most common
family composition (38%). Most children in these families were
aged between 0–5 years (47%), followed by young school-aged
children aged 6–12 years (36%). On average, married respon-

dents tended to separate after 10.7 years,
whereas the average length of relationship
for cohabitating respondents was 5 years.
This longitudinal study will follow the same
people over time so as to provide a better
understanding of the long-term effects of
family law policy.1

In Wave 1 of this study, information was
collected on how children’s arrangements were negotiated and

the challenges families face after separating. Parents were
invited to talk about their experiences of separation, caring for
children, and how they and their family are adjusting to life after

separation. The study also examines the dynamics within these
settings; for example, the parenting arrangements and the quality
of co-parental relationships to which children are exposed. Sub-
sequent waves will follow the pathways these families take and
this information will help improve understanding of the long-term
effects of family law policy for both separated parents and their
children.

Family Pathways: Looking Back is a national study of parents who
separated prior to the introduction of the reforms in July 2006.
This study, due to be undertaken in early 2009, will provide a
“snapshot” in time. Parents will be asked to look back on the time
of separation and provide a pre-reform snapshot of how chil-
dren’s arrangements were negotiated. They will also be asked
about the changes and challenges they and their families have
faced since separation. This information will be important for
understanding a range of issues, including how parents managed
family separation pre-reform and how these families are now 
faring after separation.

Together, this series of individual studies of separated families will
contribute to the Institute’s evaluation of the reforms. The Insti-
tute’s broader program of evaluation research uses multiple
studies to address both practice and policy issues from the point
of view of family law practitioners, service providers and, impor-
tantly, the families themselves. Further information on the Family
Pathways studies and the Institute’s evaluation of the family law
reforms can be found on the website: www.aifs.gov.au/familylaw
evaluation

Acknowledgements
The evaluation of the family law reforms (including aspects of the
child support reforms) by the Institute has been commissioned by
the Attorney-General’s Department and the Department of Fami-
lies, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.
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FAMILY PATHWAYS: STUDIES OF SEPARATED 
FAMILIES IN AUSTRALIA
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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
who focused on contemporary family-centred research issues. Recent highlights are summarised below.

Social mobility as the engine of inclusion
Seminar held at the Institute on 24 September 2008
Report by Ren Adams

This seminar, presented by Institute
Director Professor Alan Hayes,
focused on current knowledge of
approaches to tackling social exclu-
sion.* Professor Hayes set the scene
by looking at the background to the
development of social exclusion
approaches, exploring what social
exclusion actually means, who 
is affected, and the themes that 
underlie this societal problem. The
presentation examined international
approaches to social inclusion, with
particular reference to the United
Kingdom and the European Union.

Professor Hayes discussed three
commonly accepted forms of social
exclusion:

wide exclusion—referring to large number of people
being excluded on a single or small number of indicators;
deep exclusion—referring to being excluded on multiple
or overlapping dimensions, which is more entrenched
and deep-seated than wide exclusion; and
concentrated exclusion—referring to a geographic con-
centration of problems and to area exclusion.

The policy approaches to these forms of social exclusion
have a dynamic relationship—whereas the aim of wide
social inclusion policies is to prevent people from becoming
deeply excluded, the aim of deep social inclusion policies is
to decrease the level of exclusion.

The Australian interest in social inclusion has been more recent
and, as Professor Hayes pointed out, has been elevated in
importance in recent times. He stated that insights from inter-
national experiences cannot replace the process of identifying
the needs and challenges that are specific to the Australian
context. The current Australian focus for promoting and main-
taining social inclusion was presented. Specifically, “to be
socially included requires opportunities for:

securing a job;
accessing services;
connecting with others in life through family, friends,
work, personal interests and local community;
dealing with personal crises, such as ill health, bereave-
ment or the loss of a job; and
being heard”.

Several priority areas for social inclusion policy were also
identified.

To examine social exclusion in Australia, Professor Hayes
explored gradients in developmental and educational char-
acteristics of children as a function of the social position of
their families. He advocated the importance of building 
Australia’s social inclusion agendas on what has worked,
and avoiding the problems that others have encountered. In
order to reduce social exclusion, both active and preventive
policies are needed to prevent deep social exclusion, accord-
ing to Professor Hayes. In conclusion, socially inclusive, fair
and open societies need to strongly support families, value
their diversity, provide high-quality opportunities for all and
maintain the means of mobility, irrespective of social
address.

* It should be noted that the terms social “inclusion” and “exclu-
sion” are often used interchangeably, especially when discussing
policy approaches to tackling “exclusion” to attain more “inclu-
sion”. The same applies to Professor Hayes’ presentation and this
article.

“Her beauty and her terror—the wide
brown land for me!” The individual and 
family wellbeing of Australian rural and
regional families in drought
Seminar held at the Institute on 23 October 2008
Report by Ren Adams

Institute Research Fellow Dr Ben Edwards teamed with
Deputy Director Dr Matthew Gray to present to a large and
varied crowd. Dr Edwards began by recalling some statisti-
cal data on indicators of drought, pointing out that the most
recent drought has been one of the most severe on record.
In fact, large parts of southern and eastern Australia have
experienced dry conditions since 1996, while October 2007
marks the sixth anniversary of lower than average rainfall
totals for the agricultural Murray–Darling Basin.

Dr Edwards highlighted that, while there have been many
studies of the impacts of drought, there are very few large-
scale surveys that provide a focus on the impact of drought
on the wellbeing of families and communities in rural areas
of Australia. It is this point that led to the instigation of the
Institute’s Rural and Regional Families study, which is help-
ing to improve understanding of the impact of drought on
families and communities in rural and regional Australia and
the implications for policy.

The study involved 8,000 rural and regional individuals who
were surveyed between September to December 2007. The
study intended to test whether there is an association
between drought and financial hardship, employment, 

Professor Alan Hayes
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mental health problems, the quality of couple and family
relationships, community social cohesion and participation
in community organisations, and the availability of key serv-
ices in the area.

Among the items asked of study participants were questions
relating to: drought perceptions; other natural disasters;
demographics; household mobility; employment levels;
income and financial hardship; farming issues; physical and
mental health; relationships, including whole-family func-
tioning; and community factors such as social cohesion, a
decline in key services or whether respondents were mem-
bers of organisations.

Dr Gray discussed the study findings and the impacts on fam-
ilies in drought-affected areas, examining financial and familial
wellbeing. He reported a significant impact of drought on fam-
ily finances; in particular, on farmers in these areas, where
one-third reported farm production being at the lowest level
ever. There was a clear indication of flow-on effects to the
finances of other members of the community who, while
employed, are not directly employed in agriculture. Impor-
tantly, Dr Gray pointed to instances of resilient families who
adapt to drought, thereby limiting the financial impact and pos-
sibly leading to smaller impacts on family wellbeing.

Men’s role in preventing men’s violence
against women: Australian Centre for the
Study of Sexual Assault and the Australian
Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse
Inaugural Joint Forum
Seminar held at the Jasper Hotel on 20 November 2008
Report by Antonia Quadara

On 20 November, the Australian Centre for the Study of Sex-
ual Assault (ACSSA) and the Australian Domestic and Family
Violence Clearinghouse (ADFVCH) held a joint forum at the

Jasper Hotel in Melbourne. The forum explored
the role that men can and do play in preventing
male violence, and the challenges this involve-
ment brings for responding to the incidence of
sexual offending and domestic violence in our
community.

Professor Bob Pease (Deakin University) pre-
sented his reflections on this issue, which had
initially been published as ADFVCH Issues
Paper 17 earlier in 2008. He was joined by an
esteemed panel of researchers and advocates
who are also working within, and thinking
through, these issues and provided responses
to Professor Pease’s address:

Dr Michael Flood (LaTrobe University/VicHealth)

Ms Mayet Costello (Sydney University)

Ms Michelle Wright (No To Violence)

Ms Isabelle McRea (White Ribbon Day)

Mr Dan Whitthaus (White Ribbon Day)

We were delighted to have a similarly esteemed audience.
Representatives from government, sexual assault and
domestic violence services, overseas clearinghouses, and
researchers combined to make a capacity audience … and
then some! Clearly this issue cuts across a number of sec-
tors; it is something people want to talk about and hear
others reflect on.

With the panel, the audience discussed the dilemmas, ten-
sions and possibilities associated with men’s involvement in
violence prevention work. Difficult topics were raised, such
as the dangers of co-option, the diverting of funding, and the
centrality of feminist/critical frameworks for understanding
violence. Yet many also celebrated the possibilities and pos-
itives of men’s involvement in violence prevention, seeing
their integration into prevention work as being essential to
reducing the incidence of violence.

This is the first time the two clearinghouses have come
together to host a public forum and we look forward to hold-
ing another in the coming year. The event provided a
valuable and rare opportunity for diverse sectors involved in
sexual assault and domestic violence to come together and
discuss both the philosophical and theoretical underpin-
nings of that work, as well as the practical imperatives they
face.

A copy of Bob Pease’s paper can be found at: www.austdv
clearinghouse.unsw.edu.au/issues_Papers.htm

Copies of the panelists’ responses are available on the
ACSSA website.

Dr Ben Edwards

Dr Matthew Gray
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Australian Institute of Family Studies Seminar Series and events

The Australian Institute of Family Studies runs a regular Seminar
Series as well as other events, such as discussion forums and
workshops with partner organisations.

AIFS Seminar Series
The Institute Seminar Series feature eminent speakers who focus
on contemporary issues in national and international family
research. Seminar programs play host to a rich and diverse field
of family research professionals from the Institute and from
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 sem-
inars are free and open to the public.

Other events
In addition to the regular Seminar Series, the Institute hosts
events such as forums, workshops and conferences. These may
be open to the public or by invitation only and are an opportunity
for the Institute to collaborate with other research, community
and/or government bodies.

Seminar and event material
If you can’t attend a Seminar Series or other event, the Institute reg-
ularly provides open access to presentations and audio recordings
via the Institute’s website: www.aifs.gov.au/institute/seminars/
seminars.html
External Relations Officer, Ren Adams, handles coordination of
the Seminar Series and other Institute events.
For feedback, queries or to attend future events, please contact
us by email at aifs-seminars@aifs.gov.au or phone the Institute
on (03) 9214 7888 and speak with the External Relations team.

Upcoming events
For details on forthcoming events, please refer to the Institute
website: www.aifs.gov.au
To stay in touch with upcoming events and the publication of pre-
sentations, 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 held in the seminar room at the
Institute as well as larger venues across the country.

Corporal punishment of children: Reforming
the law: The whys and the wherefores?
Seminar held at the Institute on 11 December 2008
Report by Prue Holzer

The Institute and the National Child Protection Clearing-
house welcomed Associate Professor Judy Cashmore,
who gave a seminar presentation entitled: “Corporal pun-
ishment of children: Reforming the law: The whys and the
wherefores?” Associate Professor Cashmore holds a PhD
in developmental psychology and a Masters degree in
education. She is currently Associate Professor, Faculty of
Law, University of Sydney, as well as Honorary Research
Associate, Social Policy Research Centre, University of

New South Wales, and Adjunct Professor at Southern Cross
University.

In this seminar, Associate Professor Cashmore discussed the
way in which hitting children as a means of punishment is a
complex, emotive and contentious issue. She provided an
overview of research literature on the views of children and
adults on the use of physical punishment. She emphasised
that while we have some idea of people’s views of physical
punishment, we have little information regarding the extent to
which Australian parents actually use physical punishment as
a means of disciplining children. However, research does indi-
cate that parents who have used physical punishment would

prefer not to have done so. Associate Professor Cashmore’s
presentation also considered the legal terrain in relation to
physical punishment of children. She explained that an
increasing number of countries, including our nearest neigh-
bour New Zealand, have abolished the defence of reasonable
chastisement. In so doing, she considered what Australia
could learn from the New Zealand experience and that of other
countries. Importantly, she stressed that legal reform in this
area would need to be accompanied by public education to
equip parents with additional disciplinary strategies, as saying
“no” to hitting is not the same as saying “no” to discipline.

At the conclusion of Associate Professor Cashmore’s presen-
tation, two other speakers considered the issue of physical
punishment. Dr Bernadette Saunders (Lecturer, Monash Uni-
versity) discussed children’s views of physical punishment.
Her presentation was based on her PhD research, which
focused on legally sanctioned physical punishment of chil-
dren, children’s rights, and the intergenerational transmission
of family violence. She drew on the direct quotes of children to
illustrate their thoughts and views on this issue.

Ms Diana Smart (General Manager, Research, Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies) concluded the seminar with a
discussion of the prevalence of physical punishment and harsh
parenting in two longitudinal research projects: Growing Up in
Australia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(LSAC), and the Australian Temperament Project.
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Factors associated with relationship
dissolution of Australian families
with children. (2008). Peter 
Butterworth, Tamar Oz, Bryan
Rodgers and Helen Berry. 
Canberra: Department of 
Families, Housing, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs.
Online copies free at website:
http://www.facsia.gov.au/
internet/facsinternet.nsf/research/
prps-prps_37.htm

This research paper investigates
the context in which relationship
instability occurs, by examining
the factors that precede 
relationship breakdown within
Australian families with children.
In particular, the study examines
health and health behaviours by
considering whether mental
health problems, impaired 
physical functioning, hazardous
levels of alcohol consumption and
smoking are associated with later
divorce or separation. Using data
from the Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey, it was found that a
number of these measures were
factors in marital instability. Of
particular interest was the link
between smoking and marital
instability, with the authors 
commenting that this factor 
warrants further investigation.

The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Library. They are

available from the Institute’s

Library via the interlibrary 

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

Putting the kids first: Caring for
children after separation. (2008).
Jenny Robinson, Jan Pryor, 
Roy McKenzie and Janine Moss.
Wellington: Families Commission.
Online copies free at website:
http://www.nzfamilies.org.nz/
files/putting-kids-first-report.pdf

This New Zealand study 
interviewed a sample of parents
with regard to their decision 
making processes around post-
separation parenting. A total of 
39 parents were interviewed, with
most having made their own
arrangements without the 
intervention of the court system.
Parents were asked how they
made decisions regarding their
children, how their agreements
were recorded, how much time
children spent with each parent
and if parenting arrangements
had changed over time. The 
information and support needs 
of parents undergoing separation
was also examined. This report
would be of interest to all who
work with separated families.

Research with children: Perspectives
and practices (2nd Ed.). (2008).
Edited by Pia Christensen and
Allison James. New York: 
Routledge. Price: £23.00.

This collection of papers explores
questions arising from undertaking
research with children. Authors
begin with the assumption that
research with children doesn’t
necessarily entail adopting 
different or particular research
methods, instead they argue that
what is important is that the
methods chosen for research
should be appropriate for the
people involved in the study, for
its social and cultural context, and
for the kinds of research questions
that are being posed. Areas 
covered include: how to frame
research questions in childhood
research, the production and

Making progress: The health,
development and wellbeing of
Australia’s children and young 
people. (2008). Canberra: 
Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare. Price: $30.00. 
Online copies free at website: 
http://www.aihw.gov.au/publi
cations/index.cfm/title/10653

This publication gives an
overview of the health and 
wellbeing of Australia’s children
and young people. As well as 
providing overall data for children
in the 0–19 years range, it also
presents information for the three
main stages of development:
infancy and early childhood 
(0–4 years), childhood (5–12) and 
adolescence (13–19). Topics 
covered include: mental health,
disability, mortality, education,
homelessness, crime, and family
status and economic situation.
Specific mention is made of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children. Where possible,
comparisons are also made
between Australian and 
international data. The information
is attractively presented and
would be valuable to policy 
makers, researchers, students 
and all who work with children.

interpretation of data and the
experience of the research
process from differing viewpoints.
New chapters include: research
with children living in war-torn
areas, research with children living
on the streets, gendered aspects
of the research process, and 
evidence reviews. This collection
would make essential reading for
all researchers whose work
involves children.
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Carole Jean is the Reference 
Librarian at the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies.

The future of your only child: How
to guide your only child to a happy
and successful life. (2008). Carl E.
Pickhardt. New York: Palgrave
McMillan. Price: US$14.95.

responsibility, possessiveness,
ambition and dependence. This
book is written in a clear style,
with the author using his 
experience as a counsellor of only
children (and their families) to add
to the examples in the text. This
book would make fascinating
reading for anyone interested in
child development, as well as only
children and their families.

This book presents a research
review on the development
of infant and toddler relation-
ships. The three purposes of
the book are: to increase 
parents’ and professionals’
appreciation for the capacity
of infants and toddlers 
to enjoy meaningful 
relationships, to emphasise
the importance of the first
three years of life in creating
strong adult–child and peer
foundations for children’s
relationships success
throughout their lives, and to
improve the quality of peer
experiences for young 
children in early care and 

education. The book is 
written in a clear style, 
making it suitable for those
working in the early 
childhood field as well 
as parents.

This practical book is aimed at
both parents of only children 
and only children as adults. It
examines how being an only 
child can impact upon a child’s
development and how parents
can positively influence their only
child’s development. The first
chapter examines the growth in
the number of only children and
reviews research into birth order
and only children. The subsequent
15 chapters each describe one
family dynamic in detail. Issues
covered include: friendships,

Creative tension: Australia’s social
inclusion agenda (State of the
Family 2008). (2008). Canberra:
Anglicare Australia. Online copies
free at website: http://www.
anglicare.asn.au/documents/
StateoftheFamily2008.pdf

Since 2000, Anglicare has 
published their annual State 
of the Family report. The 2008 
edition focuses on social 
inclusion. Its aim is to examine 
the prospects for genuine social
inclusion in Australia in the 
context of today’s economy,
describe the reality of life for 
families and consider ways in
which current government 
aspirations for social inclusion
may be given greater substance.
Individual chapters focus on
employment, housing affordability,
and early childhood development
and care.

Focusing on peers: The importance of 
relationships in the early years. (2008). 
Donna S. Wittmer. Washington: Zero to Three. 
Price: US$23.00.

Children, families and communities:
Contexts and consequences
(3rd Ed.). (2008). Edited by 
Jennifer Bowes and Rebekah
Grace. South Melbourne: Oxford
University Press. Price: $65.00.

This text focuses on children, 
families and communities and
their interrelationships. In
analysing children’s development,
or considering policy issues 
relevant to children, their families
and communities must be taken
into account. This collection gives
an overview of the ways in which
families, children and communities
influence each other and how
varying contexts can affect them
all. Part A explores the central 
concepts of contexts and 
consequences and explains the
theoretical framework used
throughout the book. Chapters
also present examples of individual
characteristics that can affect
wellbeing and development in
children, families and communities.
Part B, “Characteristics of children”,
examines the characteristics of
disability, ethnicity and playfulness,
and how these can affect wellbeing
and development in children.
Families, schools and communities
are the focus of Part C. This
includes social isolation in rural,
remote and urban communities;
refugees; and child care. The final
section looks at issues of current
and past social policy, including
child protection and out-of-home
care, and the Stolen Generations.
Each chapter contains case studies
as well as student exercises and a
bibliography. While the book is
primarily intended for students, it
would also make valuable reading
for all concerned with early 
childhood development and
teaching.
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ACSSA Aware 20 (2009, 16 pages).
In this edition, there are two feature
articles that focus on Queensland.
Angela Lynch from the Women’s
Legal Service discusses the 
problems faced by victim/survivors
and counsellor/advocates in 
relation to the subpoena of 
counselling notes, and discusses a
resource being developed by the
Brisbane Women’s Legal Service 
to assist counsellor/advocates 
with record-keeping. The second
feature is a Service Profile from 
the Sexual Assault Team based at
Family Planning Queensland in
Cairns. Rowena Harper discusses
some of the opportunities and
challenges in the work of this
uniquely positioned service.

There are brief reviews of recent
government reports and major
national and international
research, including on the 
formation of the National Council
to Reduce Violence Against
Women and Children, the release
of the Mullighan report in South
Australia, the Queensland Crime
and Misconduct Commission’s
review of the implementation of

Promising Practice Profiles

One of the key objectives of the
Stronger Families and Communities
Strategy (SFCS) National Evaluation
is to identify “what works” in early
intervention, early childhood and
community development, in order
to facilitate peer learning and
information sharing. The Promising
Practice Profiles (PPPs) provide
stakeholders in the early childhood,
early intervention and community
development sectors with the
opportunity to access valuable
information about effective 
practices in different settings. This
information should stimulate ideas
for adaptation and service improve-
ment by the community of SFCS
projects, and in service provision
more broadly.

A PPP is a summary document that
explains a particular practice or set
of practices (ways of working) that
have helped to achieve a project’s
objectives. It comprises a descrip-
tion of the “key ingredients” of a
program/project, what was done,
or what particular ways of working
were important. It also includes a
summary of the existing evidence

the recommendations of the 
Seeking Justice report, and the
Western Australia Inquiry into the
prosecution of assaults and sexual
offences. There is also a review 
of a new Victorian resource on
women’s experience of mixed-sex
psychiatric wards and, on the 
international front, a major review
of the evidence on medico-legal
(forensic) evidence in sexual
assault cases. Finally this issue
highlights additions to the ACSSA
Promising Practice Database and
up-to-date publications from 
the field.

Available:
http://www.aifs.gov.au/acssa/pubs
/newsletter/n20.html

Social inclusion: Origins, concepts
and key themes, by Alan Hayes,
Matthew Gray and Ben Edwards.
(2008, 50 pages). Canberra: Social
Inclusion Unit, Department of
Prime Minister and Cabinet.

This paper provides an overview of
the origins of the concepts of social
inclusion and exclusion and of key
themes and emerging debates
about social inclusion in Australia
and selected overseas countries.
There is an examination of the
characteristics and relationships of
poverty, deprivation and social
exclusion, the international 
(UK and EU) experience of social
inclusion policies is sketched, and
issues associated with identifying
the socially excluded and measuring
progress in addressing social 
exclusion are discussed. Locational
disadvantage, jobless families, 
children at risk, child poverty,
employment of people with a 
disability, and homelessness are all
examined, as is the importance of
relationships in protecting against
social exclusion and promoting
social inclusion. The report 
suggests that a very wide range of
policies have the potential to assist
in reducing social exclusion and
increasing the level of social 
inclusion. Although specific policies
will vary, experience suggests that
the approaches have a number of
features in common, including:

the factors that facilitate or impede
the transition from home to school
of Australian children from 
financially disadvantaged families.
Using data from Waves 1 and 2 of
the Growing Up in Australia: The
Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (LSAC), the report found
that school readiness at 4–5 years
of age was a powerful predictor of
school achievement and adjustment
two years later, and the experience
of financial disadvantage 
compounded the probability of
poor school progress, especially if
it was experienced at both 4–5 and
6–7 years. It was found that, with
few exceptions, the same child,
family and community factors
affect school readiness in children
from financially disadvantaged and
non-financially disadvantaged
families, but that these factors 
tend to be more common in the 
financially disadvantaged group.
Additional support is thus needed
for financially disadvantaged 
families, as they tend to carry a
greater cumulative burden of risk.
The data suggest that interventions
should not focus on low income per
se, but rather on predictor variables
that are often more prevalent in
financially disadvantaged families. 

Available from The Smith Family at:
http://www.thesmithfamily.com.au/
webdata/resources/files/Hometo
School_FullReport_WEB.pdf

“joined-up services for joined-up
problems”; recognising that services
should target transition points
(e.g., leaving prison, young people
leaving care); centralised
coordination of services reaching
the socially excluded; local 
coordination across government
and non-government organisations;
social inclusion initiatives at multiple
points across life cycles, from early
childhood onwards; partnerships
between government and the
non-profit sector; attempts to
change attitudes, values and beliefs
of those experiencing social 
exclusion and the broader 
community; identifying the extent
of the problem and the underlying
causes; re-examining the evidence
base to identify new solutions; and
data performance measures and
robust evaluation to measure the
progress of policy interventions. 

Available from the Social Inclusion
Unit at: http://www.socialinclusion.
gov.au/documents/AIFS_Social_
inclusion_report_pdf.htm

Home-to-school transitions for
financially disadvantaged chil-
dren, by Diana Smart, Ann Sanson,
Jennifer Baxter, Ben Edwards and
Alan Hayes. (2008, 64 pages). 
Sydney: The Smith Family.

This report, prepared for The Smith
Family by the Australian Institute of
Family Studies, sought to identify

Australian Centre for the Study 
of Sexual Assault

Communities and Families
Clearinghouse Australia

Family Matters is also available
by online subscription from
RMIT Publishing’s Informit 
e-Library at: http://www.infor
mit.com.au/product_details.asp?
id=FAMILY_MATTERS&type=IL
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base about what is known about
the effectiveness or relevance of
this practice, information about
how a particular practice or set of
practices within a program worked
on the ground (how it worked and
what made it work), and the 
evidence linking the practice to 
outcomes (evidence that it worked).

Submissions for consideration in
the PPP process began in 2006,
with further rounds completed in
2007 and early 2008. Fifty-eight of
the proposals were validated by an
independent peer review panel as
promising practices. The profiles
were written by consultants to
ensure consistency of presentation
and writing style and are being
published on the CAFCA website
in stages, in PDF and HTML 
formats.

Available at:
http://www.aifs.gov.au/cafca/
topics/index.html 

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

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

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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AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF FAMILY STUDIES

The Institute is a statutory authority that originated 

in the Australian Family Law Act 1975. It was established

by the Australian Government in February 1980. 

The Institute promotes the identification and 

understanding of factors affecting marital and family

stability in Australia by:

researching and evaluating the social, legal and 

economic wellbeing of all Australian families;

informing government and the policy making 

process about Institute findings;

communicating the results of Institute and other 

family research to organisations concerned with family 

wellbeing and to the wider general community; and

promoting improved support for families, including

measures that prevent family disruption and enhance

marital and family stability.

The objectives of the Institute are essentially practical

ones, concerned primarily with learning about real 

situations through research on Australian families.

Level 20,  485 La Trobe Street 
Melbourne  VIC 3000  Australia
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