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As Australians contemplate the global recession and the 
possible impacts of these uncertain times, the historical 
analysis of previous downturns, their impacts and residues 
take on a renewed significance. The Great Depression 
emerges as one base for comparison. Glen Elder’s (1974) 
volume, Children of the Great Depression, provided a lens 
through which the impacts on families and their children can 
be assessed. Based on longitudinal data from studies initiated 
before and as the Great Depression began, Elder’s work 
painted a picture of the ways in which vulnerability and 
resilience play out across the life course. It also highlighted 
the extent to which many were buffered from the worst of 
the impacts. For at least half of the US population, the Great 
Depression was not a time of economic deprivation, but fear 
was pervasive. While the impacts extended across classes, 
the urban and rural poor were most affected. Though family 
conflict increased among those who were vulnerable, those 
families affected by loss of social status recovered quickly but 
showed some enduring attitudinal changes; they were, for 
example, focused on educational attainment, career security 
and investment in their children (but not necessarily family 
relationship quality).

David Potts’ (2006) book, The Myth of the Great Depression, 
distilled from an extensive set of interviews the experiences 
of Australians who lived through the depression years. He 
tracked the shifts in attitudes to unemployment and the 
unemployed as job losses increased, and the rise of social 
solidarity through the mobilisation of social capital. Drawing 
on suicide and mental health statistics, Potts reflected on 
the nature of vulnerability and resilience. On the one hand, 
suicide initially rose in 1930, admissions to mental hospitals 
increased by 1% per year across the 1930s, anxiety and 
stress increased and family problems (including alcohol 
misuse, family violence and mental health problems) were 
exacerbated; but on the other, many reported they were “poor 
but happy”. In addition, poverty-related health problems 
rose, marriage was delayed and fertility declined (including 
ex-nuptial births). While the divorce rate fluctuated, there 
was no clear trend across the depression years.

Financial stress tends to exacerbate mental health problems 
and relationship difficulties within families, and the negative 
effects can flow on to children. A recent Finnish study of 
the recession of the 1990s, for example, showed that in 
times of economic hardship, parenting difficulties and 
mental health problems influence each other reciprocally 
(Solantaus, Leinonen, & Punamaki, 2004). In considering 
the current downturn, it is important to think beyond the 
economic to the social policy implications for children, 
families and communities.

In framing Australia’s policy and practical responses, it is also 
important to consider how this downturn may be different 
to previous times of economic and financial challenge. For 
example, levels of household debt are higher, especially 
among those with lower incomes and less job security. 
There is now a greater dependence on dual incomes, 
overtime payments and income from work additional to 
the principal employment. The proportion of self-funded 
retirees has risen, increasing the pressure to return to the 
workforce, while reducing their capacity to support their 
children and grandchildren, if needed. Older Australians are 
likely to be seeking employment in competition with the 
recently unemployed and school leavers. Unlike the Great 
Depression, however, there are more extensive safety nets 
in place and a clear recognition of the need for urgency of 
response and concerted global action.

While one needs to be very careful in drawing parallels with 
the Great Depression and earlier recessions, for the current 
circumstances, there are some insights that seem to have 
applied across other downturns. First, most will recover 
once the recession lifts, but the most vulnerable are likely 
to show the greatest residual negative impacts. Second, 
some locations will show longer term negative effects, 
especially as these relate to the loss of jobs in a particular 
sector, such as manufacturing. Third, structural inequality 
is likely to increase and, with it, childhood disadvantage, 
exacerbating intergenerational impacts. In sum, these 
impacts, unaddressed, may deepen social exclusion.

Update on Growing Up in Australia: The 
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
Consideration is being given to the extension of Growing Up 
in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 
(LSAC) for another four waves of data collection. This would 
take the two cohorts of children up to mid-adolescence 
and early adulthood, respectively. Adolescence is a time of 
considerable change and, frequently, of challenge for many 
young people. LSAC maps the different developmental 
paths taken by children and young people and sketches the 
influences of their diverse family, school, peer and community 
experiences. In addition, as each subsequent wave of data is 
collected, the study will provide valuable insights into how 
experiences earlier in life relate to outcomes in middle 
childhood and adolescence. As such, it is of particular value 
to those who frame life-course social policies and programs 
to support children and young people.

Analysis of the data continues to grow, with over 300 
registered users of the data and a steady stream of 

Director’s report
Alan Hayes
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publications based on analyses of Waves 1 and 2. To meet the 
expanding use of the data, there has also been an increase 
in the number of workshops held to support researchers 
accessing the material, with three workshops having been 
presented last year. An LSAC Data Expert Reference Group 
has been established to provide guidance on the analysis 
and management of the data.

A second LSAC conference will be held on 3–4 December 
2009. The conference will provide an opportunity for the 
presentation of findings across the first three waves of the 
study, following the release of the third wave of data later 
this year. With the release of Wave 3 data, the study will 
become truly longitudinal.

Feedback on the Wave 3 data collection suggests that most 
families still very much enjoy taking part in the study. 
Particularly pleasing has been the high rate of participation 
of teachers (over 80%) and parents who are living apart 
from but are still in contact with the child (74%). From 
Wave 2 to Wave 3, there has been an increase of 42% in the 
participation rate of parents living apart from their child. 
This is due to the use of telephone interviews rather than 
mailed self-complete forms. Feedback has shown that these 
parents very much welcomed the opportunity to give their 
perspective “in person”.

Inaugural Family Law System 
Conference, 19–20 February 2009
The focus of the Family Law System Conference was: The 
Australian Family Law System: Better Access to Justice. 
Held at the Old and new Parliament Houses, the event 
was organised by the Attorney-General’s Department and 
attended by senior representatives of the courts, non-
government organisations across the family relationships 
sector, university researchers and representatives of 
state/territory and Australian Government departments 
and agencies. The Chief Justice, Deputy Chief Justice and 
several judges from the Family Court of Australia attended, 
along with the Chief Judge and senior staff of the Western 
Australian Family Court, and the Chief Federal Magistrate 
and several other magistrates. Delegates included CEOs 
or senior staff of the non-government organisations 
and family law and family relationships researchers, as 
well as many senior members of the legal profession, 
including solicitors and barristers in private, legal aid and 
community legal centre practice. The Attorney-General, 
the Honourable Robert McClelland MP, delivered the 
opening address and spoke at the dinner on the Thursday 
evening. Issues related to family violence, child abuse, 
Indigenous and CALD communities, access to justice, 
clarification of conceptual and terminological ambiguities 
in the legislation and the need for better coordination and 
integration of a complex system featured prominently in 
the discussions. Overall, however, while identifying some 
areas for further improvement, the conference affirmed 
the extent to which Australia is seen as leading the world 
in family law reform and providing innovative supports for 
families experiencing relationship difficulties, separation 
and divorce, and the complexities of post-separation 
parenting. I facilitated a working group on evidence-based 
decision-making that stimulated a lively discussion on the 

need for a coherent national research strategy on family 
law and relationship pathways.

AIFS Seminar Series
The AIFS Seminar Series is a longstanding feature of the 
AIFS research and dissemination program. Alongside 
other research outputs—such as publications, websites 
and conference presentations—seminars provide an ideal 
opportunity for us to communicate the findings of AIFS 
research activities to a wide range of invested stakeholders.

The 2009 Seminar Series will involve events taking place 
every four to eight weeks through to November. As in 
previous years, the Seminar Series will be hosted mainly in 
our Melbourne offices, opposite the Flagstaff Gardens.

The combination of world-class speakers and an informed 
audience of researchers, family service providers, and 
policy-makers stimulates dynamic discussions and debates. 
Topics covered by our seminar speakers this year will range 
from families and work, to violence, abuse and neglect, to 
children, young people and their families. These issues are 
also central to our new Research Plan.

For further information about the AIFS Seminar Series, please 
visit our website: <www.aifs.gov.au/institute/seminars/
seminars.html>.

AIFS Conference 2010
Planning is underway for the AIFS biennial national 
conference to be held 7–9 July 2010. The AIFS Conference 
is a forum for extensive debate on a wide range of family 
issues that are of key relevance to researchers, policy-
makers and practitioners. As with previous conferences, 
next year’s will provide a platform for researchers to report 
findings from their family-related research, contribute to 
ongoing discussions and explore implications for policy.

Victorian bushfires
The horrific events of last February have touched us all. No 
matter how close their impacts are to you, it is understandable 
that we are all shocked and disturbed by devastation on such 
a scale. Of course, the speed and depth of response across 
the nation and globally has been a wonderful counter to the 
despair that this tragedy engenders.

The days and weeks following brought a mix of wonderful 
news to counter the flood of bad tidings. A former 
staff member of the Institute, for example, escaped to 
safety with her baby, though she sadly lost her home. 
Coordinated by the Institute’s social club, staff quickly 
responded to provide practical support to her and her 
family. While close to home, this is but one of thousands 
of examples of the way in which people coalesced to 
assist. It speaks volumes for the Australian character. One 
cannot help but be impressed by the extent of support 
that continues to be so freely offered. Equally, one cannot 
but be impressed by the courage displayed by those who 
have suffered so immensely in facing harsh realities in the 
aftermath of these tragic events. Our thoughts are with all 
those confronting the task of re-building their lives and 
re-establishing their families.
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Grace Soriano
It was with very mixed feelings that we farewelled 
Grace Soriano, who left the Institute to take up a 
position in the Department of Families, Housing, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 
(FaHCSIA) on 12 February 2009. On the one 
hand, we were sad to lose Grace, who has made 
very valuable contributions during her time at 
the Institute. On the other, we are delighted that 
she has an opportunity to use her many skills to 
address new challenges in a role with FaHCSIA 

Dr James Boorman
James Boorman has recently been appointed to 
the position of AIFS IT Manager. James brings 
extensive experience in managing and supporting 
IT in a research environment from University 
College London and the University of Cambridge, 
where he most recently held senior research and 
IT positions in the Department of Biology and the 
Department of Haematology.

After being awarded a PhD in pharmacology 
and undertaking an IT-intensive postdoctorate in 

Elly Robinson
I am pleased to announce the re-appointment of 
Elly Robinson to manage the Australian Family 
Relationships Clearinghouse and the Communities 
and Families Clearinghouse Australia. Elly has 
experience in the development and production 
of publications, learning materials and resources 

that will enable her to use the skills she developed, and her capacity  
to work so effectively with community organisations.

For much of her time at the Institute, Grace worked as an Executive 
Assistant to the Deputy Directors and as a senior researcher. In recent 
years, she held a full-time research position, working on the Stronger 
Families and Communities Strategy Evaluation, including the Communities 
and Families Clearinghouse Australia (CAFCA), playing a key role in the 
management of the Promising Practice Profiles element of its work and, 
more recently, on the Family Law Evaluation. She has made very valuable 
contributions to the Institute in each of the roles she has filled, not just  
in terms of the nature of the work she has undertaken, but also in terms  
of her generosity, kindness and good humour. We wish her well for the future.

neuroscience, James took a position at Cambridge to be more involved in 
IT. While working at Cambridge, he provided IT management and support 
for a number of world-leading medical research projects, ranging from 
improving blood safety in Africa to identifying candidate disease genes in 
genome-wide association studies.

James has been a Senior IT Officer at AIFS since April 2008, and has been  
acting IT Manager since August. James and his team have been busy  
working on the updating of the Institute’s IT infrastructure and their 
focus in 2009 will be to continue the update and implementation of new 
technologies and databases to optimise the workflow of the corporate 
and research teams of the Institute.

for practitioners, service providers, students and the broader community. 

She has worked at Jesuit Social Services as the Co-ordinator of the 

Education and Professional Services Unit, and as a Senior Project Officer 

in the Education and Training Unit, Centre for Adolescent Health. Elly also 

played a key role in the Depression and Changing Families scoping study, 

conducted by the Australian National University. This project examined the 

relationship between the family law system and mental health issues.

Vale Ken Rowe
Statistician, psychometrician and 
educational researcher

26 December 1945 – 7 February 2009

I was shocked and profoundly saddened 
to hear the news that Dr Ken Rowe, 
an eminent senior researcher at the 

Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) had 
tragically been a victim of the fire at Marysville in early 
February. Dr Rowe worked as a teacher in a one-teacher 
school, served in New Guinea and Vietnam during National 
Service, and was seconded to the Police Education Centre, 
where he was involved in all aspects of police education. 
He completed studies in statistics at the University of 
London to sharpen his skills in providing an evidence 
base for educational research. On his return to Australia, he 
joined the staff of the Ministry of Education before moving 
to a position at the University of Melbourne. In 2000, he 
accepted the position of research director at the ACER. With 
his wife Kathy, a paediatrician, he pursued their mutual 
interest in advancing the evidence base for the importance 
of teaching quality for  improving children’s outcomes 
when they are learning to read. Dr Rowe challenged the 

prevailing myths of reading pedagogy and sought to replace 
the rhetoric of reading ideologies with the light of research 
evidence and reason. In 2004, his standing in the field 
was recognised by his appointment to head an Australian 
Government inquiry into the teaching of reading. Dr Rowe 
took a keen interest in the Institute’s work. His critical 
friendship to Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal 
Study of Australian Children (LSAC) was especially valued. 
Sadly, the last occasion on which we spent time together 
was at the inaugural LSAC Conference in December 2007. 
Ken is survived by his wife Kathy, his sons David, Andrew 
and Iain, and three grandchildren. He will be sorely missed.
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The complexity of defining what or who constitutes a family 
is well known. With increasing variability in family structure 
and type over time, the idea of achieving a single, workable 
definition appears elusive for researchers, service providers 
and policy-makers alike. Yet it isn’t just professionals who 
struggle with defining family. A crude method of identifying 
the broader community’s difficulty is to examine the latest 
entry for “family” in the online collaborative encyclopaedia 
Wikipedia, which is put together by volunteers who are 
mostly informed lay people. In the article, there are vague 
references to different elements and ways of thinking about 
family, including economic, political, social and kinship 
aspects. Associated links cover an extensive range of topics, 
and reference is also made to the significant variability 
of families across cultures. Discussion behind the article 
is lengthy and further illustrates the differing and often 
conflict-inducing views of the contributors, including 
questions as to whether the article portrays reality or 
whether to scrap it and start again.1

One view, as proposed by Families Australia,2 cuts through 
these debates to suggest that families are what individuals 
define them to be. As such, family can be a fluid concept 
that may have markedly different meanings to different 
individuals, even those living under the same roof. When 
extended families are taken into account, the challenge of 
definition is magnified. De Vaus (2004) pointed out that 
networks of family members beyond the household are 
an important part of families in Australia, and the extended 
family network is a key assumption of many family policies, 
such as those associated with the provision of care and 
support to other family members.

In some cultures, for example Māori, Italian and East Asian, 
extended families are considered the basic family unit. This 
is also true for Indigenous Australians, for whom “immediate” 
family members include aunts, uncles and many other 
relatives less likely to be considered close relatives in the 
Western concept of family. Such extended families are also 
likely to include not just those related by blood but also 
“fictive kin”—those who are given the title of a family 
member and then treated in ways implied by that title, such 
as a family friend being called “uncle”.

Different age groups may also view families in different ways. 
In one New Zealand study, adolescents viewed affective 
factors—such as love, caring and support—as being more 
important criteria for belonging in a family than legal status 
or the presence of two parents (Anyan & Pryor, 2002). In a 
similar study of children (Rigg & Pryor, 2006), the majority 
had an image of family that did not mirror a traditional 
nuclear family form; affective factors were again most 
important. These findings, along with changing attitudes 

towards marriage and growing acceptance of cohabitation 
(Qu & Weston, 2008), may indicate generational changes in 
views of the important characteristics that define a family.

Values and belief systems can also lead people to understand 
family in a variety of ways, and often in a highly emotionally 
charged manner. Some ideas around particular types of family 
relationships may persist, or a simplistic view of a more 
complex relationship may be held, even after research and 
literature has indicated otherwise. These ideas may contribute 
to less satisfactory relationships between people if they hold 
different views about what constitutes a “real” family.

Another important point is not just the way in which we 
define family, but what constitutes the “ideal” or “proper” 
family. Smart (2005) drew a distinction between the family 
we “live with” and the ideal family that we “live by”. An 
example that she used is the grandmother who thinks that 
modern-day couples who divorce lack commitment and 
dedication, yet feels that there are genuine reasons why her 
own child has divorced. Smart highlighted family policies in 
the UK, which are complex and sometimes contradictory, 
and argued that despite this, the policies can be seen as 
being appropriate, given that there are no clearly defined 
rules and obligations regarding family life. As Smart states: 
“voicing support for the supremacy of heterosexual 
marriage, while providing support for post-divorce families, 
offering tangible protection to cohabitees or initiating civil 
partnership legislation for same-sex couples, may be exactly 
the kind of contradictions with which families are well 
adjusted to living” (p. 554). Policies need to be responsive 
and dynamic in terms of the issues surrounding the ways in 
which people understand families.

Many good examples of persisting myths that are related to 
families and the “ideal” way in which people expect them 
to operate exist around adolescents and their relationships 
with parents. In the early 1900s, adolescence was viewed 
by psychologist G. Stanley Hall as a time of “storm and 
stress” and inevitable conflict, and this became a common 
understanding, deeply embedded in Western culture, of 
this period of development. Yet empirical studies since the 
1950s have shown the limitations of the concept, and many 
attempts have been made by the research community to 
show that while a minority of young people experience 
stress and turbulence, many more adjust relatively well 
(Coleman & Hendry, 1999). One of the key factors in 
positive development during adolescence—family 
connectedness—is reflected in the literature on resilience. 
Relationships are one of the fundamental underpinnings to 
resilience, particularly those with primary caregivers and 
those characterised by warmth and support combined with 
appropriate control or discipline (Luthar, 2006).

Refining our understanding  
of family relationships
Elly Robinson
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Research indicates that the autonomy strived for in 
adolescence is established more easily against a backdrop of 
secure relationships, such as those with primary caregivers, 
rather than at the expense of them (Allen et al., 2003).  
A key concept related to family relationships in adolescence 
is that of the “secure base”, which is a concept more 
traditionally associated with infancy and early childhood. 
A secure base—an attachment figure who serves as a safe 
place to return to after exploration—is more of an emotional 
and cognitive support during adolescence and less of the 
physical support that is provided in infancy by caregivers.

As such, strong relationships with parents are not just likely 
to be present but have an integral role to play in helping 
adolescents achieve autonomy. As eminent psychologist 
Urie Bronfenbrenner (1986) once suggested, every child 
needs at least one adult who is irrationally crazy about him 
or her. With troubled young people, however, one secure 
relationship may not be enough, as the risk is higher that 
relationships will disintegrate (Seita & Brendtro, 2003). 
Addressing this need may often require adults to tread a 
fine line between respecting a young person’s emerging 
autonomy and being proactive enough to step in when 
things get tough, even if the intervention is unwelcome. 

Charles & Nelson (2000), in their article on permanency 
planning for young people in out-of-home care, found that 
being adolescent did not necessarily stop a young person 
from wanting to be adopted or to have a permanent family 
connection. This indicates that adolescents need to have a 
family to separate from, which is often compromised by 
their removal from their families in the first place. This need 
may in part explain the phenomena of young people often 
choosing to return to an abusive or neglectful home once 
released from care (Bath, 2000), indicating the strength 
of their connection to family may be stronger than any 
immediate need for security or comfort.

Research such as this characterises the complexity of 
adolescent–parent relationships beyond a common view 
that peers, and consequently romantic partners, become 
the more important source of support as children mature. 
The article in this edition of Family Matters by Vassallo, 
Smart, and Price-Robertson uses data from the Australian 
Temperament Project to examine how Australian parents 
see their role as their children become young adults. 
Of particular interest is the finding that young adults 
perceived that their parents provided far more support, 
and indicated a stronger connection to their parents than 
perceived by the parents themselves. This strengthens the 
notion that parents are, in fact, still a significant influence 
in their children’s lives well into the adolescent and young 
adult years.

A number of other articles in this edition of Family Matters 
seek to elucidate the nature and characteristics of particular 
types of family relationships. Buchler, Baxter, Haynes, and 
Western take an important step in recognising cohabiting 
couples as a heterogenous group, by developing a typology 
of cohabiters based on marital history and current intention 
to marry. A number of other factors, such as age, years of 
schooling and religiosity, are considered in the article 
to differentiate these groups. Levels of satisfaction with 
relationships and life in general and the intention to have 
children or not are key examples of the ways in which 
cohabiters are differentiated.

Cashmore and Parkinson further examine one of the more 
pertinent issues in contemporary family research—the 
child’s voice in decisions around post-separation parenting. 
The importance of listening to children’s views is becoming 
more accepted, particularly as children are given the 
increasing opportunity to articulate their views and parents 
have the opportunity to hear. Yet Cashmore and Parkinson 
also highlight that one of the greatest difficulties is giving 
children a voice, while at the same time limiting their 
exposure to manipulation and pressure by parents.

While defining family is difficult, there is a need to 
have a broad societal perspective on family to help 
create a common understanding and shared goals 
for family health and wellbeing. 
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One particular relationship for which there is still a 
comparatively limited literature base is that between step-
children and step-parents; in particular, what differentiates 
positive and negative relationships. Cartwright, Farnsworth, 
and Mobley sift out some of the more subtle ingredients 
that characterise relationships between children and 
step-parents by using a series of in-depth interviews 
that take a retrospective look at these connections. This 
qualitative analysis gleans important information on step-
parent practices that are experienced positively and 
those that work less well with the children involved. The 
study appears to support the importance of step-parents 
treading gently in the early years of their relationships 
with step-children, by playing less of a parenting and more 
of a friendship role.

Step-families are good examples of the ways in which families 
redefine themselves and their roles over time. Families in 
general are continually redefined as members enter and 
leave and others age, experience changes in health, gain 
or lose employment, and so forth. An increasing amount of 
attention is being paid to carers and care recipients within 
families and the quality and characteristics of their lives. In 
an important extension of this work, Williams and Owens 
report on a project that set out to identify best practice 
models and services that could benefit the wellbeing of 
carers, identify priorities for carer support and outline a 
research agenda. Practice, policy and research implications 
of the study are addressed.

In her article on sole-parent families, Robinson calls for a 
more nuanced understanding of the needs of the growing 
demographic of sole parents and their children. Sole 
parenting is a key example of a type of family for which 
attitudes and stigma continue to exist, which can affect 
outcomes for children and adults. Ongoing consideration of 
research in this area is needed to continually refine what it 
is about sole parenting that leads to poorer outcomes for 
some children, so that appropriate and effective policy and 
practice responses can be provided.

While defining family is difficult, there is a need to have 
a broad societal perspective on family to help create a 
common understanding and shared goals for family health 
and wellbeing. More specific investigations of family 
relationships delivered through research, however, can 
allow us to develop policy or embark on practices under 
the broad umbrella of “family” with a more sophisticated 
understanding of family relationships. The articles in this 
edition of Family Matters offer a snapshot of research 
that endeavours to provide some more subtle ways of 
understanding and responding to families.

An additional article in this edition, contributed by Boyd 
Hunter, queries the concept of social inclusion and its 
relevance to the unique disadvantage experienced by 
Indigenous Australians. While definitions and explanations 
of social inclusion and exclusion are becoming more 
commonplace in literature, Hunter challenges the notion 
by exploring recent interventions designed to alleviate 
Indigenous disadvantage. While not specifically examining 
family relationships, Hunter’s article is relevant when we 
consider the intricate relationship between Indigenous 
families, their place and culture, and the collective nature 
of Indigenous family and community. He calls for local 
decision-making and a consideration of cultural issues to be 
incorporated into social inclusion initiatives.

We hope you enjoy the diverse portraits of family life 
featured in this edition and that they help to contribute to 
the refinement of policy and practice to the benefit of all 
families.

Endnotes

1 See <en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family>.

2  Families Australia (n.d.). What is a family? Barton, ACT: Author. Retrieved 3 April 
2009, from <www.familiesaustralia.org.au/familiesweek/familiestoday.htm>.

References
Allen, J., McElhaney, K., Land, D., Kuperminc, G., Moore, C., O’Beirne-Kelly, H. & 

Kilmer, S. (2003). A secure base in adolescence: Markers of attachment security 
in the mother-adolescent relationship. Child Development, 74(1), 292–307.

Anyan, S., & Pryor, J. (2002). What is in a family? Adolescent perceptions. Children 
and Society, 16, 306–317.

Bath, H. (2000). Rights and realities in the permanency debate. Children Australia, 
25(4), 13–17.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Alienation and the four worlds of childhood. Phi Delta 
Kappan, 67(6), 430–436.

Charles, K., & Nelson, J. (2000). Permanency planning: Creating lifelong 
connections. Tulsa: University of Oklahoma.

Coleman, J., & Hendry, L. (1999). The nature of adolescence (3rd ed.). London: 
Routledge.

de Vaus, D. (2004). Diversity and change in Australian families: Statistical 
profiles. Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Luthar, S. (2006). Resilience in development: A synthesis of research across five 
decades. In D. Cicchetti & S. Toth (Eds.), Developmental psychopathology: 
Risk disorder and adaptation. Vol. 3 (Chapter 20). New York: John Wiley 
& Sons.

Qu, L., & Weston, R. (2008). Family statistics and trends: Attitudes towards marriage 
and cohabitation. Family Relationships Quarterly, 8, 5–10.

Rigg, A., & Pryor, J. (2006). Children’s perceptions of families: What do they really 
think? Children & Society, 21, 17–30.

Seita, J., & Brendtro, L. (2003) Adversarial contests or respectful alliances. 
Reclaiming Children and Youth, 12(1), 58–60.

Smart, C. (2005). Textures of family life: Further thoughts on change and 
commitment. Journal of Social Policy, 34(4), 541–556.



8  |  Australian Institute of Family Studies

Little is known about how Australian parents view their parenting role once their children become adults, and the 
types of support and assistance they provide at this life stage. This article, which presents new findings from the 
Australian Temperament Project, highlights the continuing importance of parents in the lives of their young adult 
sons and daughters.

Relationships between parents and their children change 
considerably over the life span. In the early years, parents 
nurture, support and guide their children’s development. As 
young people move through adolescence into adulthood, 
the nature of this relationship typically changes; moving 
from a dependent relationship between a parent and a 
child, to a more equal, mutually supportive relationship 
between two adults (Birditt, Fingerman, Lefkowitz, & Kamp 
Dush, 2008; Tanner, 2006).

Underpinning this change is a shift in the way parents 
and young people view each other. Ideally, parents learn 
to accept that their son or daughter is no longer a child, 
but an autonomous individual (Aquilino, 2006), while 
young people learn to see their parents as unique beings 
(not just parents), with their own life histories, needs and 
shortcomings (Aquilino, 2006; Birditt, et al., 2008).

However, this move to a more equal relationship may be 
difficult for some parents and young people to achieve. This 
may be particularly true in today’s world, as more young 
people live with their parents, or are financially dependent 
upon them, for a longer period than in previous generations 
(Cobb-Clark, 2008; Weston, Stanton, Qu, & Soriano, 2001; 

White, 2002). The proportion of adults in their twenties 
living with their parents rose from 21% in 1976 to 30% 
in 2001 (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2005). 
Furthermore, in 2006–07, 49% of Australian males and 45% 
of Australian females aged 18–24 years had never left the 
parental home (ABS, 2008). Explanations for this trend 
focus on the increasing number of young people pursuing 
higher education; a decline in the availability of low-skilled 
but well-paid jobs for school leavers; financial pressures; 
and the convenience and enjoyment of living within the 
parental home (ABS, 2008; Cobb-Clark, 2008; Weston, et al., 
2001).

The fact that many young people still rely upon their parents 
at a time during which they are considered an “adult” in 
most other respects (for instance, they can legally drive, 
vote, drink, and make their own life decisions), may leave 
young people feeling “betwixt and between”, and create 
tension in relationships with their parents (Aquilino, 2006).

One Australian study (White, 2002) illustrates the challenges 
that many encounter. Interviews with 83 young people 
aged 18–25 years who were still living at home revealed 
that many did not have a clear sense of their role within the 
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household, and felt they were treated as both “children” and 
“not children” (but not yet adults) by their parents. Many 
found it difficult to establish a truly equal relationship with 
their parents, with a sense of not “having a voice” being a 
common theme expressed.

Given the changes that may occur in parent–child 
relationships during early adulthood, and the tensions that 
may arise during this period, there is a surprising paucity 
of research on parent–child relationships at this stage of 
the life cycle. Furthermore, the perspectives of parents 
have rarely been sought. Thus, little is known about parents’ 
perceptions of their relationships with their young adult 
children, and parents’ conceptions of their parenting role 
at this time. Do parents believe they should continue to 
support their young adult children, or do they expect them 
to “stand on their own two feet”?

The small number of studies that have addressed these 
issues have mostly been conducted outside Australia (Rezac, 
2007). For instance, Hillcoat-Nalletamby and Dharmalingam 
(2003) interviewed 380 New Zealand parents who had at 
least one child aged 15 years or above who had moved 
out of home. Half of the parents had provided financial 
assistance and/or emotional support more than once within 
the past year. Assistance with daily tasks (such as gardening, 
meal preparation, child care or transport) was less common, 
with only 29% of parents providing this “service-type” of 
support more than once during this time period. Differing 
trends were found by Veevers and Mitchell (1998), who 
investigated the types of support provided by 218 Canadian 
families to their 19–35 year old children who had returned 
to live within the parental home. About three-quarters 
of parents regularly prepared meals and/or emotionally 
supported their children, while 70% undertook their son’s 
or daughter’s grocery shopping. However, only about a third 
of the parents provided transportation (37%) or did their 
laundry (33%). Finally, in a study of 2,685 Australian adults 
aged 21–71 years, Millward (1998a) found that 74% believed 
that parents should financially support their adult children 
if it was needed, and 79% believed that parents should let 
their adult children live with them if they wanted to. In 
terms of actual support provided, when Millward looked 
specifically at parents with adult children (those aged 18 
or above), she found that 80% of parents had provided 
emotional support, 72% had provided practical assistance, 
and 62% had provided financial assistance (Millward, 1998b).

There remains much to learn about how Australian parents 
see their role as their children enter adulthood, and the 
types of support and assistance they provide. The current 
paper presents data from the Australian Temperament 
Project (ATP) that address these issues, and is framed 
around four questions:

1. How do parents of children aged in their mid-20s 
perceive their parenting role?

2. How much financial assistance and emotional support 
do parents give their young adult children?

3. Do parents of young men have differing views of their 
parenting role than parents of young women? Do 
parents provide more, less, or a similar level of support 
to sons and daughters?

4. Do parents’ perceptions and level of support differ 
according to whether their son or daughter is still 
living at home or has moved out of home?

The study
The findings presented come from the Australian 
Temperament Project,1 a longitudinal community study 
that has followed the development of a large group of 
Victorians from infanscy onwards (for more details, visit the 
ATP website: <www.aifs.gov.au/atp>).

The study commenced in 1983 with a representative sample 
of over 2,400 infants (aged 4–8 months) and their parents. 
Fourteen waves of data have been collected to date, via mail 
surveys, with the most recent taking place in 2006–07, when 
the young people were aged 23–24 years. Approximately 
two-thirds of the sample is still taking part.

A wide range of aspects of life have been studied over 
the course of this project, including the young person’s 
temperament, health, social skills, behavioural and emotional 
problems, risk-taking behaviours, educational and 
occupational progress and peer and family relationships, 
as well as family functioning, parenting practices and 
socio-demographic background. Information has been 
collected from parents, maternal and child health nurses, 
primary school teachers and, from age 11 onwards, the 
young people themselves.

During the most recent survey in 2006–07, parents were 
asked questions about the emotional support and financial 
assistance they provided to their 23–24 year old children 
and their perceptions of their parenting role. Most of the 968 
participating parents were mothers (89%). Approximately 
half had a female child participating in the study, and half a 
male child (52% and 48%, respectively). For 61% of parents, 
their son or daughter was not living in the family home.

The 23–24 year old participants also completed questions 
about the emotional support they received from parents. 
Of the 1,000 young people who participated, 61% were 
female and 62% were living away from home. While the data 
reported came mostly from parents and young people from 
within the same families, in 23% of families only the parent 
or the young person responded (for example, because the 
young person was travelling overseas, or parents were very 
busy). Thus, the groups of parents and young people differ 
slightly in composition.

Measures
Perceived parenting roles

Parents were asked: “Now that your son/daughter is an 
adult, do you think it is your role to:

   give financial support;

   advise about financial matters;

   provide food, clothing, other everyday needs;

   help out with household tasks (e.g., cleaning, shopping);

   give advice about career directions;

   advise about other employment issues;
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report, to reflect parents’ views of the degree to which their 
ATP son or daughter relied on them for emotional support.

Parents were asked: “To what extent does he/she:

   count on you to listen to him/her;

   count on you for help with a problem; and

   seek your advice?”

Young adults were asked to what extent the following parallel 
statements applied to their relationships with their parents:

   You can count on them to listen to you.

   You can count on them for help with a problem.

   You can turn to them for advice.

While a five-point scale ranging from “always” to “never” was 
used, to aid interpretation, responses were subsequently 
recoded into two categories. The “always” and “often” 
responses were seen as indicating agreement and combined, 
while the “sometimes”, “rarely” and “never” responses were 
deemed to reflect disagreement and combined.

As well as examining the different types of emotional 
support provided, an overall emotional support score was 
calculated by averaging respondents’ scores across the 
three items (the original five response categories were used 
in these computations).

Almost two-thirds of parents had provided some 
form of financial assistance to their son or daughter 
during the past year. 

Findings
Question 1. How do parents perceive their 
parenting role?

Figure 1 shows the responses of parents to the items 
assessing parental role perceptions. As the figure shows, 
most parents agreed that it was their role to pass on their 
values and/or life philosophy to their 23–24 year old (88%), 
to care for them when they were sick (87%) and provide 
them with various forms of advice (ranging from child 
rearing advice, 59%, to financial advice, 75%).

However, the majority of parents did not believe that it 
was their role to provide their son or daughter with food, 
clothing or other everyday needs (68%), or to assist them 
with household tasks (59%).

A sizeable minority (between 20 and 30%) were unsure as 
to whether or not they should care for current or future 
grandchildren, provide child rearing advice to their son or 
daughter, offer personal, employment or career advice, or 
be one of their son’s or daughter’s closest friends.

Next, using factor analysis, we sought to determine whether 
the items assessing parental role perceptions cohered into 
broader subsets. As shown in Table 1, two broad underlying 
themes emerged, namely: (a) the degree to which parents 
believed that they should provide advice and guidance to 
their 23–24 year old son or daughter; and (b) the extent 
to which parents saw it as their role to provide tangible, 
material aid.

   provide personal physical care (e.g., when sick);

   offer advice on personal issues, relationships, friendships;

   be one of your son/daughter’s closest friends;

   offer guidance on child rearing (currently or in the future);

   provide regular child care for grandchildren (currently 
or in the future); and

   pass on your values and/or philosophy of life?”

Items were devised by the ATP team and are based on 
Millward (1998a). Parents answered the questions using a 
five-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree”. For ease of interpretation, parents’ responses 
were subsequently recoded into three categories: “agree” 
(combining the “strongly agree” and “agree” categories), 
“unsure” (the “unsure” category), and “disagree” (merging 
the “strongly disagree” and “disagree” categories).

Financial assistance

Parents were asked whether they had provided any of the 
following forms of financial assistance to their ATP son or 
daughter within the past year:

   assistance with bills or rent;

   a gift/loan of money;

   payment of education course fees;

   substantial material support (e.g., car, house/flat to 
live in); or

   some other form of financial assistance, and what type.

Parents were asked to respond “yes” or “no” to each item. As 
well as examining the types of assistance provided, a total 
score was computed by summing the number of differing 
types of assistance provided.

Emotional support

Emotional support was assessed via the Social Support 
subscale of the Quality of Relationships Inventory (Pierce, 
Sarason, & Sarason, 1991). The items were adapted for parent 
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On the basis of these findings, items were grouped into two 
scales; a 6-item “advice and guidance role” scale and a 5-item 
“material aid role” scale.2 One item, “be my son’s/daughter’s 
closest friend” was not included in either scale, as it was 
not highly associated with items on either of the factors 
identified. The two scales thus formed were used in the 
subsequent analyses.

Question 2. To what extent do parents 
financially and emotionally support their 
adult children?

Financial assistance

Almost two-thirds of parents (63%) had provided some 
form of financial assistance to their son or daughter 
during the past year. The most common forms of financial 
assistance were the provision of a gift or loan of money 
(38%) and assistance with bills or rent (31%). Fifteen per 
cent of parents had given their son or daughter some 
substantial form of material assistance (such as a car or 
a house/flat to live in), and about one in ten had paid 
for their son’s or daughter’s education course fees or 
financially supported them in some other way (see 
Figure 2). Other forms of financial assistance included 
the provision of food and a place to live, not charging 
adult children board to live at home, and support with 
living costs.

About a third of parents reported that they had provided 
one of the five types of financial assistance listed, 20% had 
provided two different forms of assistance, 8% reported 
three, and 3% had provided four or more different types of 
financial assistance to their children.

Emotional support

Many parents believed that their sons or daughters relied 
upon them for emotional support. For instance, close 
to 70% believed that their son or daughter counted on 
them to listen to them, about half perceived that they 
relied upon them for assistance with problems, and a 
similar number indicated that their son or daughter 
sought their advice.

However, it seemed that parents underestimated the 
amount of emotional support they gave their adult children, 

as a much higher proportion of young adults than parents 
(between 85% and 88%) agreed with these statements 
(see Figure 3 for comparisons between parents’ and young 
adults’ reports).

The findings presented thus far have described general 
trends in parents’ perceptions of their parenting role, and 
the amount of financial assistance and emotional support 
provided to young people aged 23–24 years. We next 
compared the perceptions of: (a) parents of young men 
and young women, and (b) parents whose 23–24 year 
olds lived with them versus those who did not. For these 
comparisons, the four parent-reported composite scales 
were used (parenting role—advice and guidance, parenting 
role—material aid, provision of financial assistance, and 
provision of emotional support).3

Table 1  Description of items comprising the “advice 
and guidance role” and “material aid role” 
scales, item factor loadings, and scale 
reliabilities

Factor loadings

Advice and 
guidance 

role 
(α = .74)

 Material 
aid role 
(α = .67)

Give advice about career directions .82 – a

Advise about other employment issues .80 –

Advise about financial matters .64 –

Offer advice on personal issues, etc. .61 –

Offer guidance on child rearing .55 –

Pass on your values/philosophy of life .43 –

Provide food, clothing, etc. – .81

Help out with household tasks – .75

Give financial support – .59

Provide personal physical care – .46

Provide child care for grandchildren – .46

Be one of your son’s/daughter’s  
closest friends

– –

Note: a Items marked as “–” had factor loadings < .3 and are not shown in the table.
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Question 3. Do parents of young men and 
parents of young women differ in their views 
and the support they provide?

Parents of young men did not significantly differ from 
parents of young women in the degree to which they felt it to 
be their role to provide advice and guidance or material aid 
to their children. Similarly, parents of young men and women 
did not significantly differ in the level of financial assistance 
they had provided to their 23–24 year old (as measured by 
the number of different types of assistance provided).

However, parents’ perceptions of the extent to which their 
adult child relied upon them for emotional support did 
significantly differ according to the gender of their 23–24 
year old. According to parents, young women relied on 
their parents for emotional support to a greater extent than 
young men.

Question 4. Do parents’ perceptions and level 
of support differ according to whether or not 
their son or daughter lives with them?

Perhaps unsurprisingly, parents’ perceptions of their 
parenting roles differed according to whether or not 
their son or daughter was still living in the family home. 
Parents whose 23–24 year old was living at home were 
significantly more likely to believe that it was their role to 
provide material aid, and to provide advice or guidance. 
They also provided significantly higher levels of financial 
assistance than other parents, but did not differ on the level 
of emotional support provided.

Discussion
This paper aimed to shed light on the roles of parents at 
the early adult stage of development, and the degree and 
types of support parents gave their 23–24 year old sons 
and daughters.

Perceptions of the parenting role

Looking firstly at how parents of young people in their 
mid-20s viewed their parenting role, there were signs that 
parenting was becoming more differentiated than in earlier 

stages of development. Thus, while most parents saw it as 
their role to provide advice and guidance, few believed that 
they should provide tangible, practical types of aid. Hence, 
as had been anticipated, it seemed that a shift from a more 
hands-on caregiving role to a more supportive, guiding role 
was occurring. It is likely that this parallels a change in 
relationships between parents and young people, with more 
equal and mutually supportive relationships becoming the 
norm (Aquilino, 2006; Birditt, et al., 2008). Nevertheless, 
these trends did not apply to all, as between 20% and 30% 
of parents continued to see the provision of physical care 
and support as being part of their role.

According to parents, young women relied on 
their parents for emotional support to a greater 
extent than young men.

The findings also suggested that in some areas, parents were 
unsure of their role. Areas of greatest uncertainty were 
whether parents should provide care for grandchildren, 
child rearing advice, personal or career advice, or be a close 
friend to their 23–24 year old. Between 20% and 30% of 
parents were unsure about these aspects. To some extent, 
this may reflect the fact that these circumstances have not 
yet arisen, as only 22% of the parents had a grandchild, and 
even fewer (7%) had a grandchild whose parent was an 
ATP study member. Thus, many parents may not yet have 
considered this extension of their role.

It is difficult to draw comparisons between the present 
findings and other research, as few other studies have 
examined this particular issue. Nevertheless, our finding 
that just over half of parents saw their role as including 
financial support is substantially lower than that of Millward 
(1998a), who found that three-quarters of adults believed 
that parents should financially support their children if they 
needed it. However, sample differences (the ATP findings 
were based on the reports of parents who were middle-
aged or older, whereas Millward’s sample was of adults aged 
21–71 years), and disparities in the way questions were 
worded (Millward’s wording included the phrase “if they 
needed it”) may explain the differing rates across these 
two studies.

Figure 2  Percentage of parents who reported providing 
different types of financial assistance to their 
son or daughter within the past year
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Figure 3  Comparison of parents’ and young adults’ 
perceptions of the types of emotional support 
provided by parents
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to them, help them with problems, or advise them on 
other matters. These rates are noticeably higher than those 
reported by parents. These findings suggest that young 
people in their mid-20s are still very much connected 
to their parents and value their parents’ input, although 
parents seem to be less aware of this.

Differences between parents of young 
women and parents of young men

The third issue addressed was whether parents of young 
men had differing perceptions of their role than parents 
of young women, and provided differing levels and types 
of support. On the whole, this did not appear to be the 
case, although more parents of young women believed 
their daughters relied on them for emotional support 
than parents of young men. There are several possible 
explanations for this trend. Firstly, as most of the parents 
surveyed were mothers, it is possible that these findings 
reflect closer relationships between mothers and daughters 
than between mothers and sons at this age. However, the 
lack of research on parent–child relationships at this age 
makes it difficult to test this explanation. Secondly, it is 
possible that young women discuss and seek help more 
freely than young men. Support for this proposition can 
be found in the large number of studies showing that 
women more often seek professional help for health and 
psychological problems than men (Judd, Komiti, & Jackson, 
2008; Koopmans & Lamers, 2007; Rickwood & Braithwaite, 
1994). Thirdly, parents may actually give more emotional 
support to young adult daughters than sons. However, again 
research that could speak to this issue is lacking. Lastly, a 
combination of these explanations is plausible. Further 
research seeking the views of both parents (fathers and 
mothers) could shed light on this issue.

Differences between parents of young people 
living in, or away from, the family home

The last issue investigated was whether parents differed in 
their perceptions of their role and the support they provided 
according to whether or not their son or daughter was still 

Extent and type of financial and emotional 
support

The second issue addressed was the degree to which 
parents actually supported their 23–24 year olds, and the 
types of support given.

Direct financial assistance (e.g., through a gift or loan, or 
help with rent or bills) was more common than not, with 
close to two-thirds of parents reporting that they had given 
their son or daughter some type of financial assistance in 
the past year. (Indeed, almost one in seven parents had 
given substantial assistance, such as buying their 23–24 year 
old a car or residence). This degree of support is consistent 
with earlier research; for example, Millward (1998b), a 
decade earlier, reported an almost identical rate of financial 
assistance among parents of adult children.

Parents whose 23–24 year old was living at home 
were significantly more likely to believe that it was 
their role to provide material aid, and to provide 
advice or guidance.

As well as providing financial assistance to their sons and 
daughters, many parents had provided emotional support. 
Thus, almost three-quarters reported that their 23–24 year 
olds had counted on them to listen, and half that their son 
or daughter had sought their advice, or counted upon them 
for help with a problem. These findings are in keeping 
with other studies, which have found rates of emotional 
support ranging from 50% to 80% (Hillcoat-Nalletamby & 
Dharmalingam, 2003; Millward, 1998a, 1998b; Veevers & 
Mitchell, 1998).

A strength of the current study was the existence of 
parallel data from young people as well as parents on the 
emotional support provided by parents. Interestingly, this 
data suggested that parents tended to underestimate the 
amount of support their adult children derived from their 
relationships, as between 85% and 88% of the 23–24 year 
olds agreed that they could count on their parents to listen 
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living within the family home. A number of differences were 
found, with significantly more parents whose 23–24 year 
old still lived at home feeling that it was their role to provide 
material aid as well as advice and guidance. This group of 
parents also tended to provide higher levels of financial 
assistance.

These findings suggest that parents who co-reside with 
their young adult children may maintain a more “parent-
like” relationship with their sons and daughters, and may 
be moving more slowly towards an egalitarian relationship 
than parents whose sons or daughters have left home. 
Additionally, young people who still live with their parents 
may be at a different life stage to those who have moved 
out of home, with study commitments, financial pressures, 
unemployment and similar factors likely to be more 
common. In circumstances of extended dependence, it is 
unsurprising that parents may maintain a more “parent-like” 
role.

Conclusions
These findings paint a positive picture of connections 
between parents and young people in early adulthood. 
Parents clearly retain a close involvement in the lives of their 
young adult children through the advice and support they 
give, and this is very much valued by the great majority of 
young people. This is highlighted by the finding that parents 
tended to underestimate the level of support young people 
obtained from their relationships with them. Nevertheless, a 
“sea change” seems to be occurring, with parents loosening 
the reins and moving away from the more tangible and 
practical types of support they provided at earlier stages of 
development. Finally, contrary to popular views and those 
of some parents themselves, parents still seem to be a major 
presence and vital part of young people’s lives.

Endnotes

1  The ATP is a collaborative project between researchers from the Australian 

Institute of Family Studies, the Royal Children’s Hospital, the University of 

Melbourne and Deakin University. The project is led and managed by the 

Australian Institute of Family Studies and is also supported by a grant from the 

Australian Research Council.

2  Further information about the derivation of these scales can be obtained from 

the authors.

3  Further information relating to the statistical analyses undertaken in this 

section can be obtained by contacting the authors.
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of support young people obtained from their 
relationships with them.
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The dilemmas of children’s participation
To what extent, if any, should children be involved in the 
process of resolving parenting arrangements when their 
mother and father cannot agree? Should they be given seats 
to the boxing match, or invited into the ring? Or should they 
rather be excluded from the venue? In the past, the most 
common response to this issue around the world has been 
that the courts seek to protect the children from the conflict 
as far as possible, trying to shield them from the sometimes 
acrimonious conflicts about their future care arrangements. 
There is good reason for this. The consistent message of 
research has been that it is the parental conflict—both 
before and after the separation—that is most harmful to 
children (Bradford, Burns Vaughn, & Barber, 2008; McIntosh, 
2003; Simons, Whitbeck, Beaman, & Conger, 1994.)

Another issue that has prevented children’s views from 
being given significant weight in parenting disputes 
has been a belief that children, especially prior to their 
adolescence, do not have the capacity to make reasoned 
choices about important matters (James & Prout, 1997; 
Jans, 2004; Thomas, 2007).

However, another way of thinking about children’s 
participation has emerged in recent years in relation to 
adult decision-making on issues that affect children. There 
has been a new awareness of the value of giving children 
a voice, and the benefits to the decision-making process 
that can result from listening to and involving children. The 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, in particular, 
has been a catalyst for a new focus on the inclusion of 
children’s views and perspectives when decisions are to be 
made on issues that matter to them (Kilkelly, 2006). Ideas of 
children’s social citizenship have also been influential (Jans, 
2004; Lister, 2007; Roche, 1999; Woodhouse, 2004). Earlier 
assumptions about children’s capacities and presumed 
incompetence are being challenged, as it is recognised that 
children’s competence depends not so much on their age 
as on the context, the support they receive, and the way 
in which activities are structured (Kaltenborn, 2001; Taylor, 
2006, p. 160).

In addition to the arguments based on moral and citizenship 
rights, various reasons have been put forward for taking 
children’s views into account in family law and other arenas 
(Chisholm, 1999; Lansdown, 1995a, 1995b). These include 
the twin rationales of enlightenment and empowerment 
(Warshak, 2003). The enlightenment rationale is that 
children can provide important information about their 
perspectives and experience that can contribute to more 
informed decisions and potentially more positive and 
workable outcomes. The empowerment rationale is that 
children benefit from being involved in several ways: by 
learning to make decisions, by having a greater sense of 
control and self-esteem that comes from recognition and 
respect, and being acknowledged as people with interests 
in and perspectives on the decision rather than being the 
“object of concern” (Smart & Neale, 2000; Warshak, 2003). It 
has also been suggested that children, like adults, are more 

Children’s participation in family law disputes
The views of children, parents, lawyers and counsellors

Judy Cashmore and Patrick Parkinson
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stages and even some “choice” or control over some aspects 
of some decisions. It may take a number of forms, depending 
on the circumstances. Children may be consulted in the 
course of negotiations between their parents on contact 
arrangements where the issue of primary residence is not in 
dispute; they might be interviewed by a counsellor and their 
views fed back to their parents in the course of mediation; 
they might have their views included in a family report; and 
they might be involved in the trial process as well, at least 
through having an independent lawyer to represent them 
and also, uncommonly, by having the opportunity to talk 
with the judge. Children’s wishes or views have typically 
been one of the factors that courts have been required to 
consider in many jurisdictions in making determinations 
about children’s welfare.

The extent to which children are involved in any real sense, 
however, depends on a number of factors; not least the 
extent to which the adults involved, and particularly the 
parents, allow this to happen. Apart from the situation in 
which older children and adolescents “vote with their feet” 
or refuse to cooperate with their parents’ arrangements, 
children generally have to rely on the adults involved to hear 
their voices and accommodate their choices. Where parents 
and the other adults who are involved doubt children’s 
competence or suspect their motivation for involvement, 
they can often play a key gatekeeping role by preventing 
those views from being heard or being taken seriously. 
The advice of counsellors and lawyers is likely to play an 
important role in how parents see the views of children 
and the participation of children. If counsellors and lawyers 
are opposed in general to the involvement of children in 
resolving disputes, they will advise parents against it when 
the issue arises, or not mention options that are theoretically 
possible. While family consultants and counsellors are not 
adjudicators in any formal sense, in their role as writers of 
family reports for the court, they will often have a decisive 
impact on the outcome of a case.

likely to feel that the process and outcome are fairer if they 
perceive that they have had a chance to have some control 
over the way  in which the decision is made (“voice”) or 
over the outcome (“choice”) (Thibaut & Walker, 1975).

This movement towards the greater involvement of children 
has also influenced thinking about the determination of 
parenting arrangements following parental separation 
and divorce (Neale, 2002; Smart, Neale, & Wade, 2001; 
Taylor, 2006). However, arguably, there needs to be some 
caution about applying the new ideas on children’s 
participation to this area of decision-making. The issues 
involved in encouraging children’s participation in this 
area are unlike any other. Listening to children’s voices 
in the public sphere concerning issues such as the 
governance of their schools, the design of playgrounds 
or on issues of town planning, all carry obvious benefits 
with few risks. They do not involve the sort of emotional 
and relational issues that arise in disputes about post-
separation parenting arrangements. Even when children 
are involved in decision-making about medical matters, 
the final decisions on treatment are likely to rest with 
their doctors and their parents.

Involving children in decision-making about post-separation 
parenting is different because the very process of so 
doing has the potential to be detrimental (Warshak, 2003). 
Children may experience loyalty conflicts or be subjected 
to pressure and manipulation by one or both parents. There 
are also issues about asking children to take the role of adult 
decision-makers, reversing the allocation of decision-making 
responsibility that is found in intact families.

Of course, children may be involved in various ways that do 
not involve them in “making the decision” and this is one of 
several distinctions that need to be drawn in understanding 
children’s participation. Their influence may be direct 
or indirect, and is likely to differ at different times in the 
process, rather than being a “one-off” event. It might involve 
some input into the process (“voice” or having a say) at some 

Listening to children sensitively, and with awareness of the kinds of decisions in which they are best able to 
participate, is the key to resolving the tension between participation and protection.
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Findings
The findings that follow focus on the children and their 
parents and provide an overview of the main issues outlined 
by the professionals that are discussed in some detail in 
Parkinson and Cashmore (2008).

Children’s views

How much say did children have?

Sixty per cent of the children said they had had some 
say (either “a bit” or “a fair bit”)2 at some stage in the 
arrangements about where they would live and when they 
would see their parents after the separation. For some 
children, especially those who had been very young, this was 
not in the immediate aftermath of their parents’ separation 
but some years later, when circumstances changed or the 
children wanted them to change.

In about half the families, both parents and children reported 
that at least one of the children had been instrumental in 
changes to either the residence or the contact arrangements 
(18 children in 14 families); all the children involved were 
at least 10 years of age. Changes in residence (which were 
less common than changes in contact) were initiated or 
influenced by children in two main ways: either by direct 
and uncontested changes from one household to the other, 
or as a result of court action following children’s disclosures 
of abuse and violence, calls to the police or running away. 
Other children had considerable influence over changes in 
the contact arrangements by initiating significant changes or 
asking for the changes to occur. In seven cases, six of which 
had been contested at some stage, children refused contact 
or refused to stay overnight where they were unhappy about 
the relationship with their parent or where their parent’s 
new partner was abusive or unwelcoming. On the other hand, 
three children “pushed” for a resumption of or an increase in 

In the continuing tension between participation and 
protection, and in the debate about the appropriate 
means of involving children in these decisions, some 
understanding of how those involved think about the 
issues is clearly important—the children themselves 
who have experienced their parents’ separation and 
divorce, their parents, and the professionals outside the 
family who contribute to or make the decisions about the 
arrangements for the children where their parents cannot 
resolve their dispute. To what extent do children want to 
be involved and what are their reasons for wanting or not 
wanting to be involved? To what extent do they think they 
had had some say or wanted more say? How appropriate 
do parents think it is for children to be involved, and 
under what circumstances? How far do their views differ 
from those of their children? What are the views of the 
professionals involved?

The study
To explore these issues further, we conducted interviews 
with parents, children, family consultants, mediators, lawyers 
and judges.1

The 90 parents and 47 children and young people (ranging 
in age from 6 to 18 years) were in families that had engaged 
lawyers and had resolved matters in the preceding 12 months, 
either through more informal processes or through court-
related proceedings. Just over half the parents were resident 
parents (39 mothers and 11 fathers) and just over half of 
the families had been involved in contested proceedings 
(including 25 of the 47 children interviewed). Either the 
parent or the child(ren) made substantive allegations of some 
form of family violence (allegations of violence between 
the parents or abuse or neglect) in 9 families, affecting 19 
children; most of these cases (15 out of 19) were contested. 
Three-quarters of the children (35) were living with their 
mother, and one in five with their father, with only two 
children in shared alternate-week arrangements.

The interviews with the children concerned their 
understanding of and participation in decision-making 
about residence and contact issues following the separation 
of their parents. Thirty-five children were re-interviewed 
(18–30 months after the first interview) to explore any 
changes in their arrangements and their views about being 
involved in making or changing those arrangements.

Interviews were also conducted with 20 Family Court 
judges and Federal Court magistrates (10 men and 10 
women), 42 lawyers (21 men and 21 women), 24 family 
consultants (18 women and 6 men) working in three 
registries in the family court system in New South Wales, 
and 17 mediators (12 women and 5 men) from three large 
community-based organisations in New South Wales. They 
were each asked a range of questions about children’s 
participation, including questions such as: “How important 
do you think children’s views are in terms of making 
satisfactory parenting agreements after separation?”, 
and “Do you encourage parents to involve the children 
in the parent’s own negotiations about the parenting 
arrangements?” The judges and lawyers were interviewed 
by the lawyers in the study team and the counsellors and 
mediators by the psychologists.

Lawyers who were appointed to represent children 
risked placing them in the middle of the conflict 
by putting too much emphasis on the children’s 
choices between the parents’ conflicting positions. 
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them in the house”. Despite their fears about being hurt, 
these children still wanted to have a say and thought that it 
was appropriate that they should do so.

Parents’ views

Most parents, like most children, said it was appropriate for 
children to have a say; in fact, the proportions of parents 
and children who said it was not fair or inappropriate 
for children to have a say were small and similar (13% 
and 9% respectively). Parents also gave similar reasons 
for the benefits and fairness of children having a say—
acknowledgement and respect, and as a contributor to 
better decisions and outcomes. The idea that children’s 
views should be heard (voice) but should not be decisive 
or determinative (choice) was common. Some parents 
also referred to a therapeutic benefit for children in being 
able to express and manage their feelings and the positive 
impact on their self-esteem and development. Unlike the 
children, relatively few parents referred to children’s right 
to be heard:

They’re the only ones who are in the position to judge what their 
life is like under the current regime and under the possible alternate 
regimes, and they are the only ones who are going to be in those 
conditions. (Non-resident father of 13-year-old, contested matter)

You have to take the circumstances into account … and the maturity 
of the child, and I don’t think it should be directed by the children. 
But having their opinion [taken into account], yes. (Resident mother of 
three children aged from 6 to 11 years, non-contested matter)

Both resident and non-resident parents who had been 
through contested proceedings were more likely than those 
who had not to regard hearing children’s voices—but not 
their choices—as an avenue to better decisions being made, 
and to believe that children would be able to indicate which 
parent they felt most comfortable with, if a preference 
needed to be given. Parents in contested matters were more 
likely to indicate that children under 10 years of age should 
be heard than those who did not go through contested 
proceedings. On the other hand, only two of the parents 
who supported children’s choices were in contested cases, 
and their children were adolescents.

contact, in two cases after relocating with their mother some; 
distance from their father and their sibling.

How much say did children want and why?

Most children (91%) said that they should be involved, 
though not necessarily in making the decisions. Most of the 
children who expressed strong and unqualified views were 
involved in contested matters, whereas those who said that 
they wanted to be involved but did not want to make the 
decision themselves were more likely to be involved in non-
contested matters without high levels of conflict or violence.

There were several themes in children’s comments concerning 
the reasons they wanted to be involved—themes that have 
emerged in other studies: the need to be acknowledged, the 
belief that this would ensure more informed decisions and 
better outcomes, and the view that they had the right to 
have some say in the arrangements that would affect them 
most (Gollop, Smith, & Taylor, 2000; Parkinson, Cashmore, 
& Single, 2007; Smart & Neale, 2000). The need for some 
acknowledgement and recognition that “it is their lives” that 
are affected by the decisions made about them was the most 
commonly expressed reason for children wanting to have 
some say in what happened. For example:

I think that it’s important for them to have a say because it’s their lives 
and they’re going to have to deal with it and it’s a choice that I think 
personally is up to them. It’s not whether the parents want them to be 
with them, because I’m hoping both of the parents want to be with 
their kids. (Emma, 13, non-contested matter)

Children’s concerns about having a say

While only four children (9%) said they thought it was not 
fair to ask children what they want to happen in relation to 
the residence and contact arrangements, the majority (70%) 
indicated that “being asked” does put them in “a difficult 
position”. The main reasons for their discomfort were their 
unwillingness or inability to choose between their parents 
and their concern about the consequences of choosing—in 
particular being unfair to and upsetting one of their parents. 
For four children involved in highly contested matters, 
their concern was about more direct and immediate 
consequences—that a parent might “hit”, “hurt” or “not let 
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A consistent theme for lawyers was the need to protect 
children from the conflict between their parents, loyalty 
conflicts and pressure from their parents, the burden of 
responsibility, and having inappropriate power in the 
relationship. For example, one lawyer commented on the 
impact of loyalty conflicts on children’s views:

It’s a survival issue for children, I think; that they can’t afford to be 
disloyal to Mum—as they see it—because they’re living with Mum. 
So if Mum has expressed a strong view that “I don’t want you to see 
Dad”, then they feel that they might be disloyal to Mum if they say 
“I do want to see Dad”. (Female lawyer, child representative)

Lawyers generally responded to the questions on children’s 
participation by seeing the issue in terms of children 
expressing choices between the competing positions of the 
parents. Choices were therefore seen as binary in nature, 
and the views that a child expressed would necessarily be 
a view in favour of one parent or another. They tended to 
think of children’s preferences as being about outcomes, 
with the available choices being defined by the parents’ 
respective positions. There was an implicit assumption in 
some of the interviews that because the parents could not 
find the middle ground of a dispute, and were locked in 
adversarial positions, there was therefore no place for the 
children to identify and articulate that middle ground, or to 
suggest the compromises that might lead to settlement.

However, there were some exceptions to this:

I don’t think children are given enough credit for understanding what 
goes on—their ability to understand how it can work. And I think 
children can have some incredibly positive inputs. I don’t think you 
should place children in the role of mediating between parents, but they 
often do and they’re acutely aware of the positives and the negatives 
of each of their parents. (Female lawyer, child representative)

Many lawyers referred to parental pressure on children 
as being a significant problem, and this was a major 
argument against putting more weight on children’s views.  
For example:

It would … be hard for a parent if they understood that their children’s 
wishes were going to have a significant effect on the outcome; they 
would almost be saintly if they could hold themselves back from trying 
to influence their children in some way. Even unconsciously they would 
do it. There would be a group that would take it as a [matter of] course 
to make sure their child held their point of view. (Male lawyer)

I have … seen cases where parents have exerted enormous pressure, 
either deliberately, or perhaps unintentionally, on children to get them 
to make choices one way or the other. (Female lawyer)

Family consultants’ and mediators’ views

Although the family consultants and mediators engaged 
with families at different stages of the dispute resolution 
continuum, they had very similar views. All of them 
considered children’s views to be important to the process, 
except when the children were very young and seen as 
not knowing what was going on. However, they gave some 
different reasons from the family lawyers, and offered 
different concerns about involving children. In the following 
discussion, when we are talking about both mediators and 
family consultants, we will use the term “counsellors”.

Almost all the counsellors expressed support for children’s 
participation in terms of one or both of Warshak’s (2003) 
rationales—enlightenment and empowerment—in contrast 

Parents’ concerns about children being involved

Parents were, not surprisingly, more likely than children 
to be concerned about children’s age and maturity and 
the changeability of their views, as well as children feeling 
pressured to say what they thought their parents wanted to 
hear. About half the parents saw children as possible “victims 
of manipulation” at the hands of the other parent or, less 
commonly, as “potential manipulators”. Both resident and 
non-resident parents referred to the influences that they or 
their ex-partners could use or had used in relation to their 
children, including direct bribery by buying children games, 
toys and motorbikes, and being the “fun” parent, allowing 
children more freedom than they had in the other household:

Kids are very smart. Kids love to play one off against the other. “At 
Mum’s I have no rules, but at Daddy’s, because I see Daddy every 
second weekend, we run riot, and Daddy buys us this, or Mummy buys 
us that.” (Resident father of two children aged 8 and 7)

Several parents, however, acknowledged the risk of wrongly 
interpreting the motives of the other parent during the heat 
of the dispute, indicating that they had been suspicious about 
the other parent being manipulative, but recognised later 
that it had not happened. Others explicitly challenged the 
idea that children are manipulative or easily “bought off”, and 
several made comments about children’s perceptiveness:

But I actually don’t think children can be brainwashed. I actually think 
that that’s thinking that children are like puppets or, like, that we can 
coerce them into thinking and believing whatever we want them to 
think or believe, and that’s far from the truth. (Resident mother of 
children aged 8 to 19, contested matter for younger children)

The more weight that is given to children’s views, 
the greater the danger that they will be exposed 
to pressure from parents and manipulation, and 
the more they are likely to experience damaging 
loyalty conflicts. 

Lawyers’ views

While most lawyers were generally supportive of children 
“having a say” in the process, they consistently emphasised 
the risks of harm from children’s participation, especially 
in the litigation process, rather than any benefits that might 
flow from it. The main benefit was expressed in terms of 
the workability of the arrangements, with children’s views 
feeding into better decisions that children could be happy 
with and that might prevent older children and adolescents 
“voting with their feet”. Like lawyers and judges elsewhere, 
most attached a great deal of importance to children’s age 
and maturity, and their competence as “rational decision-
makers” (Crosby-Currie, 1996; Murch et al., 1999; Felner 
et al., 1985; Piper, 1996). Some lawyers classified children 
in age bands:

In that age group—say from 10 upwards for argument’s sake, where 
you get up to about 14 or thereabouts—then, yes, you should be 
giving some reasonable weight. But it shouldn’t be the thing that is 
uppermost in your mind; but it may be the factor that might tip the 
scale if everything else is balanced. There’s a very strong argument 
you could mount to suggest that the court shouldn’t make any orders 
about children over the age of 14 years. It’s just a waste of time. 
(Experienced male lawyer and child representative)



20  |  Australian Institute of Family Studies

Do you take a 2-year-old’s view into consideration that they want 
a lolly? No, you don’t. But do you take a 2-year-old’s views into 
consideration that they’re frightened when they sleep at Daddy’s 
house, because he lives with three other people? You obviously would. 
So it’s actually weighing it up to try and get something that works, 
that’s safe for the child, and going to enhance their relationship. 
(Female mediator)

Discussion
Children, parents and counsellors—and lawyers to a lesser 
extent—were generally in agreement that it is important to 
hear children’s views and for children to feel that they have 
been heard. The children’s views are in line with those of 
children in a number of other studies. Children generally 
do not want to make the decisions about the residence and 
contact arrangements after their parents separate, but they 
do want their views to be heard and taken seriously (Butler, 
Scanlan, Robinson, Douglas, & Murch, 2003; Douglas, Murch, 
Robinson, Scanlan, & Butler, 2001; Gollop et al., 2000; Graham 
& Fitzgerald, 2006; Parkinson, Cashmore, & Single, 2005; Smart 
& Neale, 1999, 2000). Their views are also consistent with 
the distinction between voice (control of the process) and 
choice (control over the decision) (Thibaut & Walker, 1975).

Being heard was clearly seen as a signifier of respect 
and recognition (Graham & Fitzgerald, in press; Tyler & 
Degoey, 1995). Children were generally keen to maintain 
relationships with their parents and wanted their views to be 
acknowledged and taken seriously as a sign of their parents’ 
respect and care for them. For some children and parents 
in contested matters, however, where violence and abuse 
and the ongoing disputation had disturbed children’s trust 
in those relationships and concern for maintaining them, 
children wanted more say in the decision—choice, not just 
voice. Parents, however, like the family lawyers involved in 
this study, were often concerned about undue pressure on 
children’s views, a concern that was less prevalent and less 
strong among counsellors. For parents and lawyers, their trust 
in the process meant that they wanted to be sure that the 
voice they heard was that of the child only, not the result of 
influence or manipulation by the other parent (as if that could 
ever be the case). For counsellors, children’s views were part 
of an overall picture at one point in time, but influenced by 
what they could discern about the family’s background.

Then how should we listen to children in family law 
disputes? That we should is beyond question. The Family 
Law Act, s. 60CC(3)(a), provides that children’s views should 
be considered by the judge, and participation is also a right 
enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
The great majority of children, parents and professionals 
thought so also.

However, there is a paradox. The more weight that is given 
to children’s views, the greater the danger that they will 
be exposed to pressure from parents and manipulation, and 
the more they are likely to experience damaging loyalty 
conflicts. Where this happens, parents also lose trust in the 
legal process.

Lawyers who were appointed to represent children risked 
placing them in the middle of the conflict by putting too 
much emphasis on the children’s choices between the 
parents’ conflicting positions. One reason is that they typically 
focused on the age and maturity of the child as if the main 

to family lawyers’ concerns with the “reliability” of children’s 
views and the workability of arrangements. For example:

Children have the right to have a voice, and to be heard about what’s 
happening to them, because their issues are going to be different to 
parents’ issues. (Female mediator)

I think kids’ views are pretty good. They know who they feel they 
can relate to. I mean, probably particularly sort of [from] 8 years old. 
Before then it’s probably a bit hard for them to conceptualise. (Female 
family consultant)

However, for both the mediators and family consultants, the 
most important aspect of the involvement of children was 
to enlighten the parents. Their assumption was that parents 
did not know what their children really thought, whereas 
the lawyers were concerned about the extent to which 
parents talked with children and tried to influence them. 
For example:

In the majority of cases, I would like to have the child’s voice heard, 
because I think all parents can learn about how their children are 
travelling. And everyone knows children have thoughts they don’t 
express to their parents, and if the parents can be more child-aware 
and child-focused, that’s good. (Female mediator)

Counsellors expressed some concerns about loyalty 
conflicts, and children trying to “look after” their parents’ 
needs above their own, particularly in the quest for fairness 
and looking after a vulnerable parent, as well as possible 
repercussions for children who are asked to choose. But 
they were less troubled than lawyers about children’s 
age and maturity issues, and about parental pressure and 
manipulation. This is for three reasons. First, counsellors 
were less likely than lawyers to say that parents talked to 
children about the parenting dispute and less likely to say 
that this was inappropriate, as they considered it important 
for parents to know what their children thought. Only a 
small minority of the counsellors thought that most of 
the parents talked with their children in an attempt to 
influence them. Secondly, most counsellors thought they 
could identify situations where a child has been told what 
to say or has been strongly influenced by a parent. Unlike 
the lawyers, counsellors saw both parents in the course of 
their mediation or assessment processes. Where they were 
least confident was where children have been subject to 
such influence and pressure that they have internalised the 
parent’s viewpoint so that it becomes their own, although  
this was not a commonly expressed concern. Thirdly, 
counsellors were less concerned with discerning the pure, 
uncontaminated voice of the child. For example:

Nearly all children are going to be influenced one way or another 
by what their parents think. It need not be just parents sitting down 
the night before saying: “I want you to tell the counsellor this and 
that”. But nearly all children, if you ask them: “What do you think your 
Dad thinks?” or “What do you think your Mum thinks?”, they usually 
know. Which means that they found out somehow. You know, like the 
song, it’s like family osmosis. Most of us in a family would know what 
each person thinks about a particular issue. (Male family consultant)

They saw children’s participation as being a means of 
discerning the children’s best interests and promoting those 
interests by giving them a voice in the process, rather than a 
means of discerning decision-making competence. For this 
reason too, they were less concerned than lawyers about 
children’s age, maturity and competence. For example:
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issue was to determine whether the child had the capacity to 
make his or her own decision. Family consultants, by way of 
contrast, used children’s views as windows on their worlds, 
and to give them insights on how the children experienced 
family life and what could make it better. They also had the 
advantage of having seen both parents, whereas lawyers 
typically heard only one parent’s “story”.

Sometimes, parents have entirely irreconcilable positions; 
but in most cases there is a substantial middle ground. 
Exploring that middle ground with the children is an 
important means of hearing their voices. It involves getting 
their views on the detail of contact arrangements, working 
out what is fundamental to their happiness and how well 
they will adjust to different changes. Family consultants or 
child-inclusive mediators are best placed to explore that 
middle ground when parents cannot agree. The means of 
doing this will obviously vary with the age, maturity and 
responsiveness of the children. Conversely, there may be 
situations where children should be protected from the 
pressure to make a choice between irreconcilable positions, 
particularly where they have a good relationship with both 
parents. Family consultants, mediators and independent 
children’s lawyers need to be aware of this.

Children’s views are an essential part of the decision-making 
process, but there was a consensus in this study between 
parents and professionals that they should generally not be 
determinative. Working out the issues on which to involve 
children is as important as the means of so doing. Listening 
to children sensitively, and with awareness of the kinds of 
decisions in which they are best able to participate, is the key to 
resolving the tension between participation and protection.

Endnotes
1  We would like to acknowledge and thank all the children and families, judges, 

lawyers, family consultants and mediators who participated in the study, 
and Judi Single for managing and conducting most of the interviews with 
the children and parents; also the anonymous reviewers for their helpful 
comments. The project was funded by the Australian Research Council under 
its Discovery Projects funding (DP0210133) and had ethics approval from the 
Human Ethics Committee of the University of Sydney; it was also endorsed by 
the Research Committee of the Family Court of Australia. The ethics conditions 
on interviewing children provided that the researchers could interview the 
children with the consent either of both parents, or the permission of one 
parent without the refusal of the other, having given that other parent the 
opportunity to object. The informed consent of the children was also required 
and obtained.

2 While “a lot of say” was an option, none of the children used it.
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Family relationships underwent substantial transformation 
over the latter part of the 20th century. Many Western 
nations saw a re-organisation of intimate partnering that 
led to significant changes in the way in which people 
chose a spouse and started a family. A significant rise in 
cohabitation was part of this transformation. In the 25-year 
period from 1982 to 2006, the proportion of all couples 
cohabiting in Australia rose from 4.7% to 14.9% (Australian 
Institute of Family Studies [AIFS], 2008; Dempsey & De 
Vaus, 2004, p. 170). While this is a significant change, even 
more dramatic was the rise in premarital cohabitation. 
This figure increased from around 5% in the 1960s to 
approximately 75% in 2006 (Headey & Warren, 2006), 
representing a substantial shift in both the demographics 
of the population and patterns of family formation. Not 
only are there now more people living in de facto or 
cohabiting relationships, it is becoming the norm to live 
in such a relationship before committing to marriage. 
This suggests that there has been a substantial shift in the 
practice and experience of marriage, choosing an intimate 
partner, and family formation patterns over the last 50 
years. Recognising the characteristics of cohabiters is 
therefore important for understanding who cohabits and 
who does not, as well as the outcomes of differing kinds 
of cohabiting relationships.

Background
While there has been a significant amount of research 
conducted on both the characteristics of cohabiters and 
how these characteristics differ from those of married 
or single people, there is little Australian research that 
investigates differences among cohabiting people. In much 
of the research, cohabiters are seen as a homogeneous group 
and are generally compared to married people, with little 
regard for possible variation among them. We suggest that 
a useful way to investigate differences between cohabiting 
people is to develop a typology that divides cohabiters into 
four groups—by intention to marry and previous marital 
status. These two characteristics have been chosen as they 
are often found to be important factors when comparing 
cohabiting and married people on measures of wellbeing. 
In the next section, we review some of the key literature 
on the relationship between these two key characteristics 
and wellbeing before outlining our cohabitation typology. 
We focus on wellbeing since our aim in future research is 
to examine how different cohabiting types fare in terms of 
relationship trajectories and wellbeing.1

Intention to marry

There is a significant body of research that examines the 
relationship between marital status, happiness and wellbeing. 

The social and demographic characteristics 
of cohabiters in Australia
Towards a typology of cohabiting couples

Sandra Buchler, Janeen Baxter, Michele Haynes and Mark Western
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marry in the first place” (Stack & Eshleman, 1998, p. 528). 
While there is a high level of debate about which of 
these processes plays a greater role, they are not mutually 
exclusive and can operate simultaneously. It is particularly 
interesting that when cohabiting couples are also taken 
into account, this marriage benefit appears to remain, 
as cohabiting couples who intend to marry have similar 
outcomes to married people. This raises further questions 
about the association between cohabitation and marriage, 
and the processes that might be working in these two 
forms of intimate partnering.

Prior marital history

Another factor likely to have a significant effect on the 
dynamics of a cohabiting relationship is prior marital 
history. For never-married persons, marriage may signal 
increased commitment, stability, security and joint 
investments, and so add value to a relationship and increase 
satisfaction. For previously married persons, however, 
marriage may no longer be important and cohabitation may 
provide a substitute for marriage without signalling a lack 
of commitment (Hansen, Moum, & Shapiro, 2007, p. 927). 
For example, individuals who have been previously married 
and have experienced a separation or divorce may not 
plan to remarry, even if they are very committed to their 
cohabiting partner. This suggests that the expectations and 
characteristics of cohabiting couples may vary by prior 
marital history. We suggest that both intention to marry 
and prior marital history are characteristics that should 
be taken into account when investigating variation among 
cohabiting people, and for this reason have used these two 
characteristics to create a typology of cohabiters.

A proposed cohabitation typology

While previous research has divided cohabiting people into 
typologies by either intention to marry or previous marital 
history, no known study has created a typology using both. 
The purpose of this paper is to develop a typology of 

The majority of this research has found that people who 
are married have significantly higher levels of wellbeing and 
happiness in comparison to people of other marital status, 
including people who are in cohabiting relationships (Brown 
& Booth, 1996; Nock, 1995; Stack & Eshleman, 1998; Treas & 
Giesen, 2000). Much of this research has been undertaken in 
the United States, but numerous Australian studies also have 
found an association between marital status and wellbeing. 
A study by Fleming and Marks (1998) on wellbeing among 
young Australians found that in comparison to single people, 
people in cohabiting or marital relationships were more 
satisfied with their lives, particularly their home lives, but 
that married people had the highest levels of satisfaction. 
A number of studies, however, have found that this difference 
in wellbeing between cohabiters and married people 
(which is generally operationalised using life satisfaction 
or relationship satisfaction measures), is often influenced 
by cohabiters’ intention to marry. For example, Brown and 
Booth (1996) found that cohabiters’ marriage plans largely 
explained the difference in relationship quality between 
married and cohabiting couples. This research suggests that if 
a cohabiting couple intends to marry, their union outcomes, 
such as levels of disagreement, perceptions of fairness, 
happiness, conflict management and levels of interaction, do 
not differ substantially from those of married couples. In a 
more recent study, Brown (2004) found comparable results, 
and concluded that marriage per se did not lead to increases 
in relationship quality.

Given that findings of strong associations between 
wellbeing and marriage have been consistent across much 
of the Western world, a number of questions arise about 
the processes that lead to such outcomes. Why is there 
such a distinct marriage benefit? Two primary theories 
attempt to explain this trend. Social causation theory 
contends that “marriage itself increases happiness by 
providing emotional and financial support … in contrast 
social selection theory contends that persons who are 
already relatively high in qualities like psychological health 
and financial status are the ones who are most likely to 

There is a strong association between relationship satisfaction and intention to marry.
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marital history. Intention to marry was measured by a 
variable that asked: “How likely are you to marry your 
current partner?”, with five response categories ranging 
from “very likely” to “very unlikely”. Those who responded 
with “very likely” or “likely” were considered to be intending 
to marry. The marital history variable asked: “How many 
times have you been legally married?” This variable was 
used to create a dichotomous variable that measured 
“not previously married” (0) and “previously married” 
(1). These two variables were used to operationalise 
the typology of cohabiting people, which results in the 
categories noted above. Married people were also divided 
into two categories, those in their first marriage and those 
in a second or higher order marriage. Figure 1 shows a 
visual representation of these groups, and the percentage 
and number of respondents in each group. The biggest 
cohabiting group were premarital cohabiters (which 
made up about 40% of all cohabiters), followed by long-
term cohabiters (27%), marriage-renouncing cohabiters 
(19%) and marriage-idealising cohabiters (14%). While 
the number of respondents in the two married groups is 
significantly higher, there were enough cohabiters in each 

group for meaningful statistical analysis.

The cohabitation typology and married groups functioned 
as the dependent variables in the analyses. The independent 
variables were: sex, age, years of schooling, income, hours 
of paid work, home ownership, religiosity, ethnicity, 
Indigenous status, gender attitudes, presence of children, 
fertility intentions, relationship satisfaction, parental divorce 
and union length. Age, years of schooling, income,3 hours of 
paid work and union length were all continuous variables. 
Gender, ethnicity, Indigenous status, home ownership, 
presence of children (measured as respondent ever having 
had children) and parental divorce were coded as dummy 
variables. Religiosity, fertility intentions, life satisfaction and 
relationship satisfaction were all measured on an 11-point 
Likert scale. A higher number indicated a higher level of 
religiosity, a great likelihood of having children in the future 
and a high level of life and relationship satisfaction. Gender 
attitudes were measured by a question asking: “It is better 
for everyone involved if the man earns the money and the 

cohabiting people based on both of these characteristics. 
This results in four different groups that comprise the 
typology: (1) premarital cohabiters (not previously 
married and intending to marry); (2) long-term cohabiters 
(not previously married and not intending to marry); 
(3) marriage-renouncing cohabiters (previously married 
and not intending to marry); and (4) marriage-idealising 
cohabiters (previously married and intending to marry).2 
While these groups are not static—as cohabiters can move 
from one group to another if, for example, their intention 
to marry changes—we believe these groups signify 
different types of relationships. Intention to marry is likely 
to reflect different relationship expectations, while marital 
history indicates the different experiences cohabiters 
bring to their relationship. The following section outlines 
the methodology and variable construction and provides 
further information on how the typology of cohabiters 
is operationalised.

Methodology
A multinomial logistic regression was used to test for 
associations between the four typology groups and 
also between these groups and people in either their 
first or second and higher order marriages. A number of 
demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, socio-
economic status (SES), religiosity and ethnicity were 
examined, in addition to characteristics such as gender 
attitudes, parenthood and the likelihood of having children. 
Characteristics that were specific to partnered people, 
such as satisfaction with partner and union duration, were 
also included.

Data

We used data collected in Wave 1 (2001) of the Household 
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) 
survey. The 2001 HILDA sample was found to bear a close 
resemblance to the wider population of Australia and had 
coverage broadly in line with that shown by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census (Melbourne Institute of 
Applied Economic and Social Research, 2002, pp. 10–12). The 
sample was randomly drawn from all Australian households 
and the survey was administered in late 2001. The final 
number of households to complete the survey was 7,682, 
providing data on 13,969 individuals. For further information 
on HILDA, see <www.melbourneinstitute.com/hilda> or the 
HILDA User Manual (Goode & Watson, 2007).

Our sample was constrained in a number of ways. People 
under the age of 18 were excluded from the analysis, as 
they need the consent of a guardian to be eligible to marry 
(Marriage Act 1961). People who did not report their marital 
status were also excluded from the analysis. Therefore, the 
final number of respondents in our sample was 8,865. There 
were also 498 respondents from this sample who did not 
return the self-complete questionnaire, one of the survey 
instruments used in the data collection. This, in addition to 
item non-response, resulted in a further reduction in sample 
size for some analyses.

Variables

The typology of cohabiting people was operationalised 
using variables that measured intention to marry and 

Notes:  a Not previously married and intending to marry. b Not previously married and not 
intending to marry. c Previously married and not intending to marry. d Previously 
married and intending to marry.

Source: HILDA Wave 1, 2001

Figure 1  Distribution in marriage groups and 
cohabitation typology
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woman takes care of the home and children”. Responses 
were coded on a 7-point Likert scale, with a high score 
indicating more conservative attitudes towards men’s and 
women’s positions in society.

Analyses
Initially, a number of bivariate analyses were carried out 
to investigate the relationship between the typology 
and married groups, and the independent variables. This 
provided summary statistics for all of the variables used 
in this research. Multinomial logistic regression was used 
in the principal analysis. Multinomial logistic regression is 
a form of regression that involves testing the association 
between different categories of a dependent variable on 
a number of independent variables via a comparison of a 
series of dichotomous outcomes (Scott & Marshall, 2005). 
This allows a dependent variable with numerous categories 
to be investigated. In our model, the cohabitation typology 
and marital groups were the dependent variables. People 
in their first marriage was the reference category with 
which each of the other groups were compared. Model 
comparison was undertaken using pseudo R-squared and 
the AIC and BIC statistics, which indicated that all of the 
independent variables added significantly to the model. 
Furthermore, as observations within a household are not 
typically independent of one another, a robust estimator 

of variance, which adjusts for household clustering, was 
employed in each regression analysis. The results of our 
analyses are outlined below.

Findings
Preliminary descriptive findings

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics for the independent 
variables. A number of interesting patterns emerged. 
For example, married people (including in both first and 
higher order marriages) were on average older and had 
longer union lengths compared to most of the cohabiting 
groups. Premarital cohabiters were on average the 
youngest of all groups and had the shortest average union 
length. Long-term cohabiters had the lowest average level 
of religiosity and had lower levels of life and partner 
satisfaction. The premarital and long-term cohabiters, 
on average, had more liberal attitudes towards gender 
roles, but this is likely to be a reflection of the younger 
average age of these two groups. Furthermore, Indigenous 
people, on average, had higher rates of cohabitation in 
comparison to non-Indigenous people. Overall, the 
preliminary findings indicate that there is a significant 
amount of variation between the cohabitation typology 
groups and the married groups in terms of characteristics, 
attitudes and intentions.

Table 1  Summary statistics for cohabitation typology and marriage groups

1st marriage
Higher order 

marriage
Premarital 
cohabitersa

Long-term 
cohabitersb

Marriage-
renouncing 
cohabitersc

Marriage-
idealising 

cohabitersd

Percentage of overall sample (%)
All 73.22 11.71 6.09 4.07 2.83 2.08

Country of birth (brief, %)
Australia 71.24 66.76 83.33 78.39 68.13 74.46

Main-English-speaking 11.38 17.34 9.81 14.04 20.72 16.85

Other 17.38 15.90 6.85 7.20 11.16 8.07

Other demographic data (%)
Indigenouse 0.91 0.96 3.33 6.09 1.59 2.17

Own home 84.49 81.50 39.07 51.80 71.31 67.39

Ever had child 89.72 92.29 33.52 45.98 85.26 83.15

Expect child in future 15.21 8.86 79.81 37.67 8.76 25.00

Parental divorce 7.24 9.54 12.96 17.73 7.17 7.61

Continuous variables (mean)
Age (years) 48.00 51.93 27.78 32.91 48.08 43.13

Years of schooling 12.25 12.07 12.47 12.42 12.19 12.19

Income ($ ’000) 40.10 40.10 31.80 32.80 39.49 44.53

Hours workedf 24.85 23.19 32.15 27.32 29.27 30.66

Religiosityg 5.16 4.53 3.19 2.34 3.22 3.23

Life satisfactionh 8.17 8.17 8.02 7.54 7.74 8.15

Gender role attitudesg 4.05 4.05 3.04 3.01 3.59 3.20

Union length (years) 24.38 13.57 4.22 7.27 8.06 4.81

Satisfaction with partnerh 8.76 8.78 8.77 7.77 8.08 8.83

N (8,865) 6,491 1,038 540 361 251 184

Notes:  a Not previously married and intending to marry. b Not previously married and not intending to marry. c Previously married and not intending to marry. d Previously married and intending 
to marry. e The observations in each cell are very small. f Hours worked includes all people, and not only those who worked (there were many people who worked zero hours). g The 
response categories for religiosity and gender role attitudes ranged from 0 to 10, with 0 indicating a liberal response, and 10 a conservative response. h Life satisfaction and Satisfaction 
with partner also ranged from 0 to 10, with a higher number indicating a higher level of satisfaction.

Source: HILDA Wave 1, 2001
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significant differences in the gender compositions of all of 
these groups, when compared to the first marriage group.

Religious and ethnic differences

Religious people were more likely to be in first or higher 
order marriages, with no difference in religiosity between 
these two categories, while less religious people were 
more likely to be cohabiting. The coefficients suggest that 
the least religious people were most likely to be long-term 
cohabiters, followed by marriage-renouncing cohabiters, 
marriage-idealising cohabiters and premarital cohabiters. 
These findings are in line with other research, which 
has found that cohabiting groups are less religious when 
compared to married people (Dempsey & De Vaus, 2004). 
It is also not surprising that the cohabiting groups that did 
not intend to marry were less religious than groups that 
intended to marry. People born in Europe were more likely 
to be in higher order marriages in comparison to people 
born in Australasia, while people born in Asia were more 
likely to be married and less likely to be in all the other 
categories. People born in Africa or the Middle East were 
less likely to be premarital cohabiters and more likely to 
be marriage-renouncing cohabiters in comparison to being 

Multinomial model for the cohabitation 
typology

The results for the multinomial regression model predicting 
placement in the cohabitation typology are presented in 
Table 2. A positive coefficient suggests that the dependent 
category group (i.e., the cohabitation or marital status group) 
is more likely than the reference category group (people in 
their first marriage) to have a high value on the independent 
variable; a negative coefficient indicates the reverse. The 
model predicts that older people are more likely to be in 
higher order marriages, be marriage-renouncing cohabiters 
or marriage-idealising cohabiters, while younger people 
are more likely to be premarital cohabiters, in comparison 
to being in a first marriage.4 While these findings are not 
surprising, it is very interesting that the age of long-term 
cohabiters was not significantly different from people in 
their first marriage. Women were more likely to be in higher 
order marriages, be marriage-renouncing cohabiters or 
marriage-idealising cohabiters, while men were more likely 
to be premarital or long-term cohabiters, in comparison 
to being in a first marriage. This indicates that there were 

Table 2 Multinomial regression model predicting cohabitation typology

Higher order 
marriage

Premarital 
cohabitersa

Long-term 
cohabitersb

Marriage-
renouncing 
cohabitersc

Marriage-
idealising 

cohabitersd

Coefficient

Social and demographic variables
Age 0.265*** –0.076*** –0.017 0.288*** 0.244***

Female (0 = male) 0.904*** –0.255** –0.331** 1.756*** 0.624***

Religious and ethnic differences
Religiosity –0.027 –0.101*** –0.199*** –0.130*** –0.103***

Place of birth:

 Europe (0 = Australasia) 0.267* –0.027 –0.075 0.326 0.208

 Asia –1.288*** –0.833** –1.229** –2.233** –1.557*

 America 0.968** –0.567 0.311 0.245 –0.017

 Africa and Middle East 0.394 –1.519* –0.760 1.167** 0.284

Indigenous –0.778 0.812* 1.490*** –0.693 –0.016

Demographic differences
Years of schooling –0.131*** –0.077* –0.036 –0.138*** –0.157***

Hours worked 0.007** 0.001 –0.010* 0.017*** 0.005

Income 0.001 –0.063 –0.076 –0.005 0.031

No income –0.026 0.179 0.217 –0.422 0.063

Own home –0.367** –1.024*** –0.810*** –0.894*** –0.720***

Ever had child 1.404*** –1.279*** –1.939*** 0.904*** 1.002***

Expect child in future –0.249 0.514** –1.005*** –0.664* –0.159

Union length –0.281*** –0.109*** –0.107*** –0.361*** –0.437***

Parental divorce 0.254 0.105 0.323 –0.315 –0.222

Attitudinal differences
Gender role attitudes –0.022 0.003 –0.016 –0.016 –0.096*

Life satisfaction –0.028 0.003 –0.014 –0.132* –0.009

Satisfaction with partner 0.041 –0.073 –0.278*** –0.098* 0.044

Constant –9.102*** 4.733*** 5.493*** –8.064*** –7.221***

Number of observations 8,075
Pseudo R2 0.4156 Standard error adjusted for 4,375 clusters in household identification

Notes:  First marriage is the reference category. a Not previously married and intending to marry. b Not previously married and not intending to marry. c Previously married and not intending to 
marry. d Previously married and intending to marry. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

Source:  HILDA Wave 1, 2001
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to be long-term cohabiters or premarital cohabiters in 
comparison to people in first marriages. This reflects 
norms in Australia, whereby marriage is viewed as the ideal 
arena in which to have and raise children (de Vaus, 2004). 
People who expected to have a child in the future were 
more likely to be premarital cohabiters and less likely to be 
long-term cohabiters or marriage-renouncing cohabiters, in 
comparison to people in their first marriage. This also reflects 
Australian norms regarding marriage and childbearing (de 
Vaus, 2004), as cohabiters who are never married but intend 
to marry have by far the highest fertility intentions.

People who had been in a union longer were more likely to 
be in a first marriage. The coefficients suggest that premarital 
cohabiters and long-term cohabiters had a union length 
that was the most similar to people in their first marriages, 
followed by higher order marriages, marriage-renouncing 
cohabiters and marriage-idealising cohabiters. This suggests 
that when all the independent variables are held constant, 
the groups who had been married previously had a shorter 
average union length than the groups who were in a first 
marriage or never married. There were no significant results 
for parental divorce.

Attitudinal differences

People who had liberal gender role attitudes were more 
likely to be marriage-idealising cohabiters.6 This finding 
is unexpected, and suggests that there is something about 
people who have been previously married and intend to 
marry that is different from all other groups. People who 
had a low level of life satisfaction were more likely to be 
marriage-renouncing cohabiters and people who had a low 
level of satisfaction with their partner were more likely to 
be long-term cohabiters or marriage-renouncing cohabiters. 
These findings are consistent with literature that has 
found that marriage plans among cohabiting couples are 
associated with heightened levels of relationship and life 
quality (Brown, 2004). This raises interesting questions about 

in a first marriage. Indigenous people were significantly 
more likely than non-Indigenous people to be long-term 
or premarital cohabiters. These findings support previous 
research, which has found that rates of cohabitation have 
a strong association with ethnic background, and that 
Indigenous Australians are more likely than non-Indigenous 
Australians to cohabit (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008).

Demographic differences

People with more years of schooling were more likely to be 
married or to be long-term cohabiters. People who worked 
more hours were more likely to be in higher order marriages 
or to be marriage-renouncing cohabiters in comparison to 
being in a first marriage and people who worked fewer hours 
were more likely to be long-term cohabiters. Note that there 
were no significant differences for income or for the dummy 
category “No income”.5 People who owned their own home 
were significantly more likely to be in a first marriage than 
in any other category. The coefficients suggest that the 
greatest difference in home ownership was between those 
in their first marriages and premarital cohabiters, followed by 
marriage-renouncing cohabiters and long-term cohabiters, 
marriage-idealising cohabiters and, finally, people in higher 
order marriages. This is an expected finding. Rindfuss and 
Vanden Heuvel (1990), for example, found that cohabiters 
were significantly less likely than married people to own 
their own home. More recent research by Mulder (1997), 
however, suggested that the difference in home-buying 
behaviour between married and cohabiting couples seemed 
to be disappearing in the Netherlands. While our findings 
show that married people were still more likely to own their 
own home in Australia, the coefficients of the cohabiting 
groups suggest that some groups were more likely to own 
their own home than others.

People who had had children were more likely to be in 
higher order marriages, be marriage-renouncing cohabiters 
and marriage-idealising cohabiters and were less likely 

While it is generally expected that cohabitants are less likely than married people to have a child, our results 
indicate that this is only the case for cohabitants who have not previously married. 
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for life satisfaction. The results also indicate that cohabiters 
who intended to marry, regardless of whether or not 
they had been previously married, had the same level of 
partner satisfaction as people in their first marriage. These 
findings indicate that there is a strong association between 
relationship satisfaction and intention to marry. Does this 
suggest that cohabiters with less relationship satisfaction 
are less likely to intend to marry, or is there something 
about a lack of marriage plans that leads to lower partner 
satisfaction? Furthermore, marriage-renouncing cohabiters 
had a significantly lower level of life satisfaction, compared 
to people in first marriages. This suggests that there is 
something specific about previously married cohabiters 
who do not intend to marry that makes them different from 
all the other groups in regard to life satisfaction. This raises an 
issue that is often debated in the literature: is the difference 
in wellbeing of people of different marital status linked to a 
selection or a causation effect? While this research does not 
answer this question, it does provide important information 
on the types of cohabiters in Australia who have lower levels 
of wellbeing than married people and those who do not.

The findings also draw attention to the association between 
marital status and childbearing. While it is generally 
expected that cohabitants are less likely than married 
people to have a child, our results indicate that this is only 
the case for cohabitants who have not previously married. 
Cohabitants who have been married, in addition to people 
in higher order marriages, were more likely than people 
in their first marriage to have children. Australian ideals 
about marriage being the appropriate arena in which to 
have and raise children are reflected in this, suggesting 
that cohabitation has not yet taken on the traditional 
role of marriage in regard to childbearing. This is further 
reinforced by the finding that premarital cohabiters were 
the only group that was more likely than people in their 
first marriage to expect to have a child in the future. This 
highlights a strong association between experience of 
a previous marriage, cohabitants’ intention to marry and 
parenthood. There is, however, also evidence suggesting 
that childbearing within cohabiting unions is increasing 

cohabiters who do not intend to marry. Is the lack of marriage 
intentions related only to relationship satisfaction, or are 
there ideological reasons not to marry and some intervening 
factors that lead to lower levels of relationship satisfaction?

Discussion
This research developed and examined a typology of 
cohabiting people that was based on intention to marry and 
previous marital history. It provided detailed information on 
differences between groups within this typology and people 
in their first and higher order marriages. The results support 
the argument that cohabiters should not be viewed as a 
homogeneous group, and suggest that there are significant 
differences between different types of cohabiters. No 
known research to date has constructed a cohabitation 
typology in this fashion.

A number of interesting findings come out of this research. 
The religiosity coefficients suggest that while all groups of 
cohabiters were on average less religious than people in 
first marriages, long-term cohabiters were far less religious 
than any other cohabiting group. Furthermore, long-term 
cohabiters were the least likely to have children, or to 
expect to have children in the future. This suggests that 
people who were less religious and had lower aspirations 
for parenthood were the most likely to be long-term 
cohabiters. Long-term cohabiters were also the only group 
that did not have fewer years of schooling than people in 
first marriages. This suggests that long-term cohabiters were 
quite different from all other cohabiting groups.

The analyses also reveal some interesting findings about 
the nature of the relationship between marital status and 
wellbeing. Interestingly, only long-term cohabiters and 
marriage-renouncing cohabiters had, on average, a lower 
level of partner satisfaction in comparison to people in 
first marriages (with the coefficients suggesting that the 
difference was greater for long-term cohabiters). These 
are the two groups of cohabiters that were not intending 
to marry. It is particularly interesting that this difference 
remained despite all the controls—in particular, controls 
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marital status rather than a baseline or reference category. We interpreted 
the coefficients in terms of the log odds, recognising that, in the case of 
multinomial logit models, an increase or decrease in the log odds does not 
necessarily mean an increase or decrease in the relevant probabilities.

5  When education and hours worked are removed from the model, income 
becomes significant for premarital and long-term cohabiters (both have 
negative coefficients). This suggests that income is co-linear with hours 
worked and education.

6  To check for co-linearity between gender attitudes and religiosity, the model 
was re-run without the religiosity variable (data not shown). This did not, 
however, change the results.
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(de Vaus & Gray, 2004). While this may be the case, the 
majority of people still have children within marriage.

It is also worth noting that there were no significant results 
for parental divorce. This suggests that the experience 
of parental divorce does not have a bearing on people’s 
decisions on whether to cohabit or marry, their likelihood 
of divorcing and re-partnering, nor their intention to marry. 
This is contradictory to other studies, which have found 
strong associations between parental divorce, cohabitation 
and relationship stability (Wolfinger, 2001). The associations, 
however, have been found to be weaker in countries that 
have fewer divorce barriers, such as Australia (Wagner & 
Weiss, 2006).

People who were less religious and had lower 
aspirations for parenthood were the most likely 
to be long-term cohabiters.

Conclusion
Overall, our analyses suggest that there are many significant 
differences between the groups within the cohabitation 
typology and between these groups and married people. 
This study provides important information on the nature of 
these differences and emphasises that it is imperative not 
to treat cohabitants as a homogeneous group. Premarital 
cohabiters, overall, are likely to have a high level of life and 
relationship satisfaction, and are unlikely to have children, 
but aspire to become parents. They are also, on average, the 
youngest of our partnered groups. Long-term cohabiters are 
likely to be the same age as people in their first marriage, 
and have similar years of schooling and incomes, but are 
less likely to have children and far less likely to expect 
to have children in the future, and more likely to have a 
low level of relationship satisfaction. Marriage-renouncing 
cohabiters are likely to be older than people in their first 
marriage, more likely to have children and less likely to 
expect to have children in the future, and the most likely 
to have a low level of life satisfaction and low levels of 
relationship satisfaction. Marriage-idealising cohabiters are 
also on average older than people in their first marriage, 
likely to have more liberal gender role attitudes, and have 
relatively high levels of life and relationship satisfaction. 
These results provide evidence that there is a great deal of 
variation among cohabiting people.

Endnotes
1  The data used for this research came from the Household Income and Labour 

Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, which is funded by the Australian 
Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) and conducted by the Melbourne Institute for 
Economic and Social Research at the University of Melbourne. The research 
findings are the product of the researchers, and the views expressed should 
not be attributed to FaHCSIA or the Melbourne Institute. This research was 
supported by funding from an ARC Linkage Grant LP0775004.

2  These names have been applied to the typology groups for ease of discussion. 
They are not necessarily meaningful interpretations of the types of people 
that make up each typology group.

3  Income was derived from financial year gross wages and salary, and was 
measured in $ ’000 units. There was a dummy variable included called “No 
income”, which controls for the 5,123 people (38.9%) who did not report 
an income.

4  In this paper, we report results based on multinomial logit regressions for 
marriage and cohabitation status. The regression coefficients indicate how 
each explanatory variable is associated with the log odds of being in one 
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Many children spend part of their childhood living in a 
step-family household. Recent Australian statistics suggest 
that around one in ten couple families contain resident 
step-children (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2007). 
In Wave 3 of the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
in Australia (HILDA) survey, 13% of households had either 
residential or non-residential step-children, or both (Qu 
& Weston, 2005). In the United States, approximately 9% 
of married couple households, and 11.5% of cohabiting 
households contain resident step-children (Teachman & 
Tedrow, 2008). Step-family data is not collected in the New 
Zealand census; however, results from the longitudinal 
Christchurch Health and Development Study indicate that 
18.6% (or around 1 in 6) of the 1,265 survey participants 
had lived in a step-family between the ages of 6 and 16 years 
(Nicholson, Fergusson, & Horwood, 1999).

In recent years, researchers have concluded that, compared 
to children and adolescents in non-divorced families, those 
in step-families are at increased risk of developing emotional 
and behavioural problems (Bray, 1999; Coleman, Ganong, 
& Fine, 2000; Hetherington & Kelly, 2002) and, compared 
to sole-parent families, have increased risk of developing 
problems in the areas of educational achievement, leaving 
home early and beginning sexual activity earlier (Rodgers & 
Pryor, 1998). Hetherington and Kelly (2002) and Bray (1999) 
concluded from their longitudinal studies that the risk of 
children and adolescents developing clinically significant 
emotional and behavioural problems is increased by around 

25% by divorce and remarriage. On the other hand, many 
children in step-families fare adequately or well (Amato, 
2000; Coleman et al., 2000), and established step-families 
can provide good environments for child development 
(Buchanan, Maccoby, & Dornbusch, 1996; Hetherington, 
Henderson, & Reiss, 1999).

The transition from a sole-parent family to a step-family 
involves a reorganisation of family roles and rules, and the 
development of step-relationships (Hetherington, 1999; 
Papernow, 2006). Children’s negative responses to the 
changed family situation and conflict around management 
and care of step-children pose the greatest challenge for 
parents and step-family couples (Bray & Kelly, 1998; Hobart, 
1991; O’Connor & Insabella, 1999; Saint-Jacques, 1995). 
This current study focused on the relationship that is often 
viewed as most central to adjustment in step-families—
the relationship between the step-parent and step-child 
(Coleman et al., 2000; Crosbie-Burnett, 1984). The quality 
of this relationship impacts child and family wellbeing 
and marital quality (Bray & Berger, 1993; Fine, Coleman, & 
Ganong, 1997; Fine & Kurdek, 1994; Nadler, 1988). In a recent 
New Zealand study of 90 step-families, a positive association 
was found between the quality of children’s relationships 
with step-parents and children’s self-concepts (Pryor, 2005). 
Children’s feelings of closeness to step-parents, and security 
in this relationship, were major predictors of children’s 
perceptions of their own strengths.

Relationships with step-parents in the  
life stories of young adults of divorce
Claire Cartwright, Virginia Farnsworth, Vicki Mobley
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adults of divorce made sense of the family transition of 
divorce within the context of their current lives. In this 
current study, we examined the participants’ accounts 
of relationships with step-parents in order to further 
understand their experiences of relating to step-parents 
as children and adolescents, and the step-parent practices 
that were experienced positively or were considered 
problematic. We also examined the meanings of these 
experiences for participants in order to further understand 
their responses to their step-parents.

Recruitment and interviews
The 40 participants of the original LSFT Study (Cartwright, 
2006) were recruited through advertisements and word of 
mouth. The majority were tertiary students. Seven young 
men and 33 young women participated. Attempts to recruit 
more young men were unsuccessful. Twenty-seven of the 
participants were of European descent, 11 were of Māori or 
Pacific Island descent, and 2 were Asian.

Eighteen of these participants had lived in a residential 
step-family household (for at least half the week) before the 
age of 16 years. The 18 participants ranged in age between 
18 and 24 years. This included 3 young men and 15 young 
women. (The cultural background of the participants is not 
given in order to protect their identity.) The average age of 
the participants at the time of parental separation was 6 
years. Ten of the participants lived in a household with a 
resident biological mother and step-father. Eight lived with 
a residential father and step-mother, and 1 participant lived, 
at different times, in both a step-mother and step-father 
household. Twelve of the step-families had formed before 
the participants were 12 years of age. Six step-families were 
formed when participants were adolescent. Two of these 
participants lived in a step-family household for less than 
a year.

The interview method for the LSFT Study (Cartwright, 2006) 
was adapted from McAdams’ life story interviewing method 
(see Crosley, 2000; McAdams, 1993). Participants were 
asked to divide their life stories into three to five chapters 
and to describe each of these chapters. This method was 
adopted as it assists participants to structure their life 
stories and to talk systematically about their experiences. 
They were encouraged to talk about their family life, 
relationships, school and other significant experiences in 
each of the chapters. Following this, participants were also 
asked to talk about their futures; the four most significant 
life relationships; their current resources and stressors; 
and their views of the effects of their parents’ divorce, if 
any, upon themselves and their lives. The interviews were 
not particularly directed at step-family issues and the 
information regarding step-family experiences was given by 
participants as part of the life stories, although participants 
were prompted throughout the interviews to expand on 
descriptions of life experiences, including their experiences 
of living in a step-family household.

Analysis of the step-family data
Two independent thematic analyses of the data were 
conducted. These followed the methods of thematic analysis 
described by Braun and Clarke (2006). The 18 transcribed 

On the other hand, although the step-parent–child 
relationship is important to child wellbeing and family 
adjustment, it can be highly problematic in the early stages 
of step-family living, and many step-parents and children 
experience difficulties in establishing positive or even 
workable relationships (Bray, 1999; Hetherington & Jodl, 
1994). Many children have difficulty accepting and adjusting 
to the step-parent’s presence and are rebellious towards 
or reject the step-parent. This appears to be exacerbated 
again during adolescence (Bray, 1999; Hetherington & 
Kelly, 2002). In the twenty-year follow-up to the Virginia 
Longitudinal Study of Divorce and Remarriage (VLSDR), 
Hetherington & Kelly concluded that adolescents in 
step-families experienced more troubled relationships 
with parents and step-parents and greater emotional and 
behavioural difficulties compared to their peers in non-
divorced families.

Step-family therapists and researchers have observed that 
some step-parents attempt to adopt a parenting role in 
the early stages of step-family living (Bray & Kelly, 1998; 
Visher & Visher, 1988). Some parents also encourage 
new partners to take on a disciplinary role, perhaps 
because they want support for parenting of their children 
(Cartwright, 2003; Cartwright & Seymour, 2002). On the 
other hand, a step-parent’s adoption of a disciplinary role 
in the early stages of step-family living can be associated 
with negative outcomes for children and adolescents (Bray, 
1999; Hetherington & Jodl, 1994; Papernow, 2006; Visher 
& Visher, 1996). Although there is some evidence that 
adolescents may accept or benefit from an authoritative 
step-parenting style (Hetherington & Jodl, 1994; Nicholson, 
Phillips, Peterson, & Battistutta, 2000), a step-parent style 
high on support and low on control has been found to be 
associated with the highest levels of adolescent adjustment, 
followed by an authoritative style, and with disengaged 
step-parenting associated with the lowest levels (Crosbie-
Burnett & Giles-Sims, 1994). Crosbie-Burnett and Giles-
Sims argued that a step-parent style characterised by 
support but low control is similar to a permissive style of 
parenting. Similarly, “laid-back” step-parents appear to be 
more successful in building relationships with children 
than “take-charge” step-parents who are concerned with 
exerting control (Ganong, Coleman, Fine, & Martin, 1999, 
p. 299). Adolescents in step-father families are also more 
likely to believe that it is appropriate for step-fathers to 
have the role of a friend, in contrast to parents and step-
parents, who are more likely to believe that a parenting 
role is appropriate (Fine et al., 1999).

Given the centrality of the step-parent–child relationship, 
it is important to investigate the types of step-parent 
practices that are acceptable to children and adolescents 
and facilitate their adjustment to new step-family situations. 
As discussed previously, their negative responses to step-
family living create the greatest challenges for parents and 
their new partners. Clearly there are aspects of gaining 
a new step-parent that are very difficult. Hence, it is 
important for researchers to investigate the experiences 
of step-children. A small number of informative studies 
(e.g., Cartwright & Seymour, 2002; Duran-Aydintug, 1997; 
Gorrell Barnes, Thompson, Daniel, & Bruchardt, 1998) 
have interviewed young adults about their experiences 
of relating to step-parents as children and adolescents. 
The Life Stories and Family Transitions (LSFT) Study (see 
Cartwright, 2006) investigated the ways in which young 
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custodial parents were seen as less interested or less capable 
and this, in turn, appeared to lead to a greater valuing of 
what the step-parent had to offer.

It is also important to note that sometimes participants were 
negatively affected by experiences that were not directly 
related to the step-parent. For example, one young woman 
who liked her step-father and felt supported by him, was 
sexually abused for a brief period of time by a member 
of her step-father’s family. This appeared to contribute to 
problems in her relationship with both her mother and step-
father. Two participants had difficulties with step-siblings. 
One young woman, for example, felt jealous of her step-
mother’s daughter, as she perceived that her step-sister was 
given primary importance in the family and she felt left out. 
Another young woman rejected her step-father and “hated” 
him when her mother remarried at age 15 years, because 
she thought it would take her mother’s time away.

Finally, it was surprising to discover that almost half of 
the step-parents in the sample were step-mothers. This 
was unexpected, as most residential step-families are step-
father families. A possible explanation is that participants 
were mainly university students, and may have come from 
educated family backgrounds in which parents are more 
likely to share custody (Smyth, Qu, & Weston, 2004).

Participants who felt most negatively about 
their step-parents were those who perceived 
that the step-parents dominated the running 
of the households, or attempted to set rules 
and discipline them. 

The following section presents the results from the 
thematic analysis of data related to young adults’ 
recollections of experiences with step-parents that were 
difficult or supportive. The thematic analysis provides 
insight into the experiences that were common among 
the group of participants, and allows for an examination of 
the step-parent practices that were experienced positively 
and those experienced negatively. Three broad themes 
emerged in the analyses of the step-family data: step-
parent support, step-parent’s personality, and step-parent 
discipline and control.

Step-parent support

Around two-thirds of the participants talked about receiving 
some form of support from step-parents. Some participants 
recalled step-parents assisting them with practical problems 
or doing nice things for them, as this young woman says:

I mean, I suppose [my childhood] was really easy and it was really 
nice. Like you’ll ask him [step-father] to do something and he’ll go 
and do it.

Other step-parents provided financial support, which 
resulted in a range of perceived improvements, including 
attending a private school, having a larger house or having 
one’s own bedroom. One young woman went to live with 
her father and step-mother when she was 15 years old:

[My step-mother] was quite wealthy and she ended up buying a house 
that my Dad renovated, and they had it. It was a big house, and this 
big room had an ensuite and I ended up with that room.

interviews were examined and all data pertaining to step-
family experiences were extracted. This data was divided 
into two data sets: all positive comments (denoted by both 
words and tone) that were made about step-parents and 
step-family living; and all negative comments. This process 
of thematic analysis involved multiple readings of the 
data, followed by a systematic process of examining each 
segment and coding them. The codes were then examined 
and grouped into categories of related data or emergent 
themes. The themes that emerged from the two independent 
analyses were then examined. Issues around step-parent 
support, and discipline and control were the dominant 
themes in both analyses. Both analyses also pointed to the 
participants’ perceptions of the importance of the step-
parent’s personality style. Before presenting the results of 
the thematic analysis, however, it is important to give an 
overview of the stories of relationships with step-parents 
that were told by participants.

The stories of step-parents within the 
life stories
As might be expected, there was considerable variation in how 
participants told their life stories. Some participants spoke 
succinctly, some talked in-depth, and others were hesitant 
and needed encouragement and prompting. Sometimes 
the stories were told in a linear fashion, and at other times, 
the participants shifted across time periods. On the whole, 
however, the style of interview encouraged participants to 
work systematically through their life stories, from the earliest 
period to current times. Participants also varied in how much 
they talked about their parents, their parents’ divorce, and 
also step-parents. Participants focused their stories more on 
parents than step-parents and, as the participants grew up, 
much of the story also focused on relationships with friends, 
romantic partners, school and university.

When asked, 5 of the 18 participants listed a step-parent 
as one of the “four most significant” people in their lives. 
Another participant listed a step-parent as being significant 
because he perceived that the step-parent had a significantly 
negative effect on his life. This is in contrast to 13 mothers and 
6 fathers who were named as being significant. The stories of 
step-parents ranged from warm and supportive to harsh and 
rejecting. Step-parents who had been part of the participants’ 
lives from an early age were sometimes fully integrated into 
the participants’ life stories, almost as much as a parent 
might be. Overall, 5 participants gave very positive accounts 
of their relationship with their step-parents; 4 gave negative 
accounts, characterised by difficulty and distress; and 10 
participants told stories of step-parents that included both 
positive memories and difficulties. For some participants, the 
difficulties emerged mainly in adolescence.

It is also important to note that experiences that occurred 
prior to repartnering seemed to impact some participants’ 
responses to step-parents. Some parents repartnered 
quickly and participants did not have the opportunity to 
get to know the step-parent beforehand. Three participants 
believed that parents had affairs that contributed to the 
end of their parents’ marriages. Two fathers had custody 
of daughters who wanted to be with their mothers. Such 
experiences appeared to negatively impact participants’ 
acceptance of step-parents. On the other hand, some non-
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On the other hand, while step-parent support was valued, 
around a quarter of the participants perceived a consistent 
lack of support from step-parents. Some participants also 
recalled feeling unwanted or unwelcome by the step-
parent. Once again this varied between participants who 
felt this sometimes or perhaps in the initial period of step-
family living, and others who felt it more consistently. One 
young woman came to enjoy living at her father’s, but felt 
uncomfortable in the first year or two:

I felt unwelcome there. I was like, “This is half my house too, so 
I should be allowed here!” But she acted like it was all hers. [Later], 
I hated it because we were in competition [over father]. She would 
want dad to spend his money on her.

Other participants recalled not feeling like it was their home:

I felt so uncomfortable, like, going into the living room and watching 
TV and stuff, because even though it wasn’t their house, it was like, 
you know, her and dad had moved in together at the same time, it 
was, like, I don’t know, like everything belonged to [step-mother].

One young man also told the story of the difficulties he had in 
his relationship with his step-mother. He lived initially half the 
time with his father, but felt pushed out by his step-mother:

I mean, in this house as well there was none of Dad’s things, some of 
the things that I had grown up with, and things that I could identify 
with. It was all her stuff. I couldn’t see anything of Dad’s history. So it 
was very uncomfortable the entire time that I was living there. [Later], 
she didn’t want me there at all, and I still didn’t feel welcome and it 
was still her house. It had all gone off a bit nasty. I was quite sort of 
depressed around that age.

Finally, some participants were concerned that their parents 
supported the step-parents more than themselves, or that 
the new couples’ relationships took away from their sense of 
importance to their parents. One father, for example, upset 
his daughter by telling her that he loved his new partner 
more than he loved his children. She believed, in retrospect, 
that this had a negative effect on her:

I felt jealous that my dad loved her [step-mother] more than us and 
I think that made me feel insecure possibly … and then it came out 
with other stuff like school work.

Another young woman named her step-father as being one 
of her four significant people, even though her mother and 
step-father had recently separated. She reflected back on 
the support he had given:

My dad didn’t pay child support … so my step-dad looked after us 
and we weren’t even his children. And he was really good to us and 
stuff. And, I mean, even though they just recently separated. He’s still 
really good to us and he’ll kind of spoil us when he sees us, and I just 
think that he’s quite a good person.

A young man said his step-father, who had three older 
children from a previous marriage, accepted him and his 
siblings as his own:

He treated us as his own children. I mean, he hasn’t had more 
children with my mother … We never felt that we would not be like 
his own children.

Some participants also appeared to be given emotional 
support by step-parents. They described feeling accepted or 
cared for, and some enjoyed or appreciated being able to talk 
to step-parents. Perhaps the strongest example of this was 
a young woman who grew up with a resident step-mother 
from her preschool years. She said that her step-mother was 
not responsible for discipline, but gave her helpful support. 
In looking back on her life, she described the two most 
significant people—her father and her step-mother:

I guess my dad, because he’s always been my mentor and he’s always 
pushed me beyond what my teachers ever did. I wouldn’t have got to 
where I am by just following my teachers. And he’s quite strict in my 
schooling … I think I got my drive and my nature from him … [My 
step-mother], because she’s always been really supportive. She’s been 
like the balance of dad, and she’s always had deep and meaningfuls 
with me, and given me advice about life and that kind of thing.

It is also important to note that some participants 
commented on and appeared to value the positive effects 
that the step-parents’ support had on the wellbeing of their 
parents. As one young woman said:

I could always see how he treats her, you know. Like he was always really 
nice, he was really wonderful to her. He makes my mum really happy.
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The only thing we ever talked about between me and my brothers was 
[step-mother] and what a bitch she was … We hated her.

Despite this, she did come to like her step-mother in 
time. One young woman thought that difficulties with the 
step-father were due to him being “pretty old-fashioned”, 
“irrational”, “moody” and “strict”. Another young woman 
believed that her step-mother had to have “complete 
control of everything” and had “this really weird thing about 
food”, and always “got stressed out”. Hence, participants 
appeared to approve of step-parents who did not attempt 
to discipline them, and were experienced as easygoing 
and supportive. Some were regarded as good or admirable 
people. Participants who made critical comments about 
step-parents emphasised step-parents exerting unwanted 
control and linked this to step-parents’ personalities.

Step-parent discipline or control

Over a third of the participants recalled experiencing 
significant distress or anger in response to step-parents 
taking on disciplinary roles or attempting to exert control. 
They reported resentment of step-parents who attempted to 
create new rules or imposed their own ways of doing things. 
One young woman was close to her step-father and spent a 
lot of time with him until she reached early adolescence. Even 
though she expressed appreciation during the interview for 
his support during her life, she recalled that they began to 
have conflict over his attempts to set rules and discipline her 
as she reached her teenage years:

That’s probably when I started doing the teenager thing, especially 
with my step-dad, because I started turning into a teenager. So I didn’t 
really get on with him at all. [Later], talking on the phone too much 
was one of the main ones … So I think it was a big drama, like he 
would make a big drama at that one. He’d make a really big deal.

When asked how she would respond to her step-father, 
she said:

Oh, I don’t know, scream back and slam my door, and you know. Play 
some really loud music or something.

Another young woman recalled that she was angry with her 
mother for not “sticking up for” her and for allowing her 
step-father to discipline her by disconnecting the phone 
she had in her room. This culminated in the participant 
shifting out of her mother’s home:

I was making a real conscious effort to be good. Then my mum comes 
home and I’m like: “Mum, my phone’s been disconnected, do you 
know why this is?” And mum’s like: “Oh, you should talk to [step-
father] about that”; and so completely avoiding that. And so I’m 
like: “[Step-father], did you disconnect my phone?” “Yep.” “Why?” 
“Because you were on it after 10 o’clock.” That wasn’t the rule, and I 
got really annoyed and I was like, I called up my dad: “Come and pick 
me up!” He came and picked me up and I moved into his house.

The most extreme story of control, however, was told by 
a young man whose step-father used physical punishment. 
This began on their first outing together when he was pre-
adolescent. He was told to leave home at an early age. He 
described becoming depressed, and was upset that his 
mother continued to see him as the problem:

He just tells mum and he makes it so he’s not the bad guy, which 
really gets to me. He’s half the problem. He thinks he has to enforce 
something and then he’ll really have a go at you.

Hence, step-parent support, either practical or emotional, 
was valued by participants. It is not clear if they 
demonstrated appreciation of this at the time; however, 
they did so as they told their life stories. Those who were 
close to their step-parents saw them as being supportive in 
practical and emotional ways. They felt accepted and cared 
for by their step-parents. Participants also appreciated the 
impact of step-parent support on the wellbeing of their 
parents. On the other hand, the absence of step-parent 
support or feeling unwanted was difficult, and resulted in 
participants feeling uncomfortable in the home. Some also 
felt a loss of parental support due to the presence of the 
step-parent.

Step-parents who demonstrated acceptance of 
step-children, who gave them support, and allowed 
the biological parent to maintain responsibility for 
their care and discipline, appeared to facilitate the 
development of positive relationships.

The step-parent’s personality

A second theme that emerged was the participants’ 
perceptions of the importance of the step-parent’s 
personality. Participants partly attributed the problems 
or the positive aspects of the relationship to the step-
parent’s personality. Positive descriptions of step-parents’ 
characteristics were “supportive”, “great with kids”, “kind”, 
“caring”, “awesome”, “a fun guy”, “good person”, “cool”, 
“nice”, “light-hearted” and “easygoing about things”. As one 
young woman said:

Yeah, I remember that he was really funny, like, he’s a really fun guy. 
Yeah, I think we kind of got along really well. He got on with my 
brothers too.

Another young woman talked about how she shifted from 
living with her father and step-mother, with whom she had 
struggled, to living with her mother and step-father when 
she was a teenager. She saw this as the beginning of a better 
time for herself, and valued her step-father’s approach:

Mum clicked straight away that I had depression and I had to adapt 
with my new step-father as well, but he was awesome. I have so much 
respect for him. He has such a good sense of humour, and he was so 
light-hearted about things, and he had patience to give me the time as 
well, because I’d obviously been through a lot, and he just dealt with 
me being a little smart-arsed teenager. He didn’t get too angry and he 
was really good about it.

On the other hand, some participants attributed what 
they perceived as step-parent personality problems to 
difficulties in the relationship. A young man whose step-
father hit him said:

I think he’s got a small man’s syndrome or something. He’s a little 
smaller than me, but I don’t know, he’s not very big.

Two step-mothers were described initially as “a bitch”, 
suggesting that the participants saw this as part of the step-
mothers’ personalities early on in the relationship. One 
young woman, whose father had an affair, saw her step-
mother as “selfish”:
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One young woman also expressed regret about never having 
acknowledged this to her step-mother:

I really did treat them quite badly. I was only 15, 16, and I had angst 
and youth shit going on, you name it. I was quite bad to them, but 
I did a lot of personal growth and stuff in that time. Never really sat 
down and said I’m really sorry, especially to [step-mother].

Conclusions
This study examined young adults’ accounts of relationships 
with step-parents during childhood and adolescence. Its 
main limitations are the small sample size and its reliance 
on the perspectives of young adult step-children. The step-
parents’ stories are absent. Previous studies have found that 
step-parents often try hard to establish relationships with 
reluctant, rejecting and sometimes hostile step-children 
(Coleman et al., 2000). However, this study does provide 
insight into step-children’s perspectives and the impact on 
them of different step-parent practices.

The results demonstrate the diversity that exists in step-
parent–child relationships. The descriptions of step-
parents varied from warm and supportive to controlling 
or rejecting. This study supports step-family therapists 
and researchers who have concluded that step-parent 
warmth and support is associated with the emotional 
wellbeing and adjustment for children (Bray & Kelly, 
1998; Crosbie-Burnett & Giles-Sims, 1994; Hetherington 
& Kelly, 2002; Papernow, 2006; Visher & Visher, 1988). In 
these stories, step-parents who demonstrated acceptance 
of step-children, who gave them support, and allowed the 
biological parent to maintain responsibility for their care 
and discipline, appeared to facilitate the development of 
positive relationships.

This study also supports previous findings that attempts by 
step-parents to discipline step-children are met with anger 

Three of the participants who disliked their step-parents’ 
discipline or control (two were living half-time with their 
fathers, and one full-time) expressed significant difficulty 
with step-mothers whom they described as dominating or 
controlling the household. Two of these participants liked their 
step-mothers initially, but relationships became conflicted as 
they began living together. One young woman was close to 
her father and spent half of the week with him. However, 
she stopped living with her father because of her difficulty 
accepting her step-mother’s control of the household:

Of course, when she first came she was lovely and we loved her, and she 
baked us cakes and did really nice things … [Later], she became a lot 
more—things always had to be done her way, and a lot of the problems 
arose from that. Like, I never wanted to be at dad’s—we dreaded going 
there. We’d just stay in my room, me and my sister … It wasn’t that she 
was bad or anything, like she wasn’t really mean to us, but she just had 
her way of doing things and she couldn’t accept any other way. Dad 
never stood up for us until it was too late, pretty much.

Another young woman also felt let down that her father 
gave control to his wife, and encouraged her to accept her 
step-mother in a parenting role:

The hardest thing going to a new family is dealing with their values 
and their way of life and their upbringing, which is different from how 
you had it, and having to take that on. When you have a father who’s 
too busy to know what’s going on and basically says: “This is your 
new mother. This is her, and I agree with everything she says”.

The third participant, a young man, also felt let down by his 
father. He perceived that his father allowed his step-mother 
to criticise him, and accepted the step-mother’s decision to 
cut down the time he spent with his father:

I think the worst thing now is what happened to our relationship with 
dad. This was the fact that he didn’t stand up for me. He never sort of 
said: “Well, look he’s never done the washing before. He’s not used to 
doing this thing”. He just kind of took it, when [step-mother] said that 
I could only stay two days a week. Dad didn’t say: “No, I want to see 
him three days a week”.

On the other hand, five participants had step-parents who 
did not attempt to take on a disciplinary role, and they 
appreciated this:

She never tried to take over my mum’s role. She was always quite clear 
in the boundaries, that she was going to be a friend. Dad was the 
disciplining person and she was there as a support for him, but they 
never contradicted each other’s decision.

He never tried to be our dad or anything. He knew he wasn’t our dad 
and wouldn’t try to be!

The remainder of the participants mentioned conflict or 
disagreement with step-parents at some stage in the life 
story, but did not appear to feel as strongly about it. Hence, 
step-parent discipline and control impacted negatively on 
some of the participants and also on their relationships 
with parents. In this study, five participants were “kicked 
out” or went to live with their other parent as a result of 
conflict with a step-parent. These problems tended to be 
exacerbated during adolescence and the young people 
themselves sometimes talked about their contribution to 
the conflict with step-parents and parents. As one young 
woman said:

I had gotten over my complex-type thing … my difficulties living with 
[step-mother], and it was better.

Children feel a loss of parental loyalty when parents 
are seen to “take sides” with step-parents or allow 
step-parents to take over control of the household. 
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parents’ control. This was felt keenly by some participants, 
including two young men who described themselves 
as becoming depressed as a result of conflict with step-
parents and a lack of parental support. One young woman 
was also very upset that her father told her he loved 
the step-mother more than his own children. The five 
participants who changed residence believed that their 
parents had not supported them.

Researchers and therapists often talk about the losses that 
children sustain through the family transitions of divorce 
and remarriage (Pryor & Rodgers, 2001). It is important 
to consider that some of the participants in this study felt 
that the step-parent’s presence and approach meant that 
they were losing the security of their relationship with 
their parent and the comfort of the home. Some also felt 
that they were losing family traditions and ways of doing 
things. As previously argued (Cartwright & Seymour, 2002), 
these results suggest that parents who attempt to follow 
the guidelines normally given to first-marriage families 
(e.g., backing up the step-parent when the step-parent is in 
conflict with the child or allowing the step-parent to take 
on a disciplinary role) may unwittingly jeopardise their 
relationships with their children as children can interpret 
this as a loss of parental support or loyalty.

It is also important to note that almost half of the participants 
who lived with step-mothers described their fathers’ 
acceptance of the step-mothers’ control and management 
of the household. Previous studies have demonstrated 
that step-mothers experience greater difficulty with step-
children than step-fathers do (for a review, see Nielsen, 1999). 
Gorrell-Barnes et al. (1998) interviewed 50 adults from the 
British National Child Development Study who had grown 
up in step-families, and concluded that adult step-children 
were much more judgemental of step-mothers. This may be 
due to the special importance given to the role of mothers 
and to motherhood (Nielsen, 1999). However, it can also 
be exacerbated when residential fathers and their spouses 

and resistance and can be associated with emotional and 
behavioural problems for children and adolescents (Bray, 
1999; Bray & Berger 1993; Hetherington & Jodl, 1994). The 
participants who felt most negatively about their step-
parents were those who perceived that the step-parents 
dominated the running of the households, or attempted 
to set rules and discipline them. Five participants changed 
residence during their adolescence, at least in part because 
of the conflict with step-parents over issues of discipline 
and control.

Hetherington and Kelly (2002) concluded from the 20-year 
follow-up of the VLSDR that one of the major determinants 
of the success of the step-family was the parent’s choice 
of a supportive partner. The young adults in this study 
appeared to agree with this. They praised step-parents who 
were perceived as “easygoing”, “supportive” and who did 
not attempt to discipline or control them; and struggled 
with step-parents who behaved in a “take-charge” manner 
(Ganong et al., 1999). However, it is also important to note 
that some “strict” step-parents were also seen to accept and 
support the step-child in practical or financial ways, and 
these step-parents were also appreciated, and sometimes 
cared for. The control issues, however, did appear to create 
ambivalence in the relationship. As some young adults 
mature, these control issues may become less relevant.

Another trend that emerged was the impact on participants’ 
perceptions of parental loyalty and support of a conflicted 
relationship between participants and step-parents. This 
theme emerged in other qualitative studies that examined 
parent–child relationships in step-families (Cartwright, 
2003, 2005; Cartwright & Seymour, 2002). In these studies, 
some young adults who grew up in step-families, and 
therapists who worked with step-families observed that 
children feel a loss of parental loyalty when parents are 
seen to “take sides” with step-parents or allow step-parents 
to take over control of the household. Some participants 
in this study felt let down by parents who supported step-

Step-parents would be more successful if they took time to get to know their step-children,  
demonstrate acceptance of them, give them support and support the parents’ authority. 



Familly Matters 2009  No. 82  |  37

Ganong, L., Coleman, M., Fine, M., Martin, P. (1999). Step-parents’ affinity-seeking 
and affinity-maintaining strategies with step-children. Journal of Family 
Issues, 20, 299–327.

Gorell Barnes, G., Thompson, P., Daniel, G., & Bruchardt, N. (1998). Growing up in 
step-families. Oxford: Claredon Press.

Hetherington, E. M. (Ed). (1999). Coping with divorce, single parenting, and 
remarriage: A risk and resiliency perspective. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum.

Hetherington, E. M., Henderson, S. H., & Reiss, D. (Eds.). (1999). Adolescent 
siblings in step-families: Family functioning and adolescent adjustment 
(Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 64(4), Serial 
No. 259). Ann Arbor, MI: Society for Research in Child Development.

Hetherington, E. M., & Jodl, K. M. (1994). Step-families as settings for child 
development. In A. Booth & J. Dunn (Eds.), Step-families: Who benefits? Who 
does not? (pp. 55–80). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Hetherington, E. M., & Kelly, J. (2002). For better or for worse: Divorce reconsidered. 
New York: W. W. Norton.

Hobart, C. (1991). Conflict in remarriages. Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 
15, 69–86.

McAdams, D. (1993). The stories we live by: Personal myths and the making of 
the self. New York: Guilford Press.

Nadler, R. S. (1988). The marital dyad and the step-relationship as predictor for 
step-family cohesion, expressiveness, conflict and satisfaction. Unpublished 
PsyD Thesis, University of Northern Colorado, Greeley.

Nielsen, L. (1999). Step-mothers: Why so much stress? A review of the literature. 
Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 30, 115–148.

Nicholson, J. M., Fergusson, D. M., & Horwood, L. J. (1999). Effects on later 
adjustment of living in a step-family during childhood and adolescence. 
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 40, 405–416.

Nicholson, J. M., Phillips, M. E., Peterson, C. C., & Battistutta, D. (2000). Relationship 
between the parenting styles of biological parents and step-parents and the 
adjustment of young adult step-children. Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 
36, 57–76.

O’Connor, T. G., & Insabella, G. M. (1999). Marital satisfaction, relationships, and 
roles. In Hetherington, E. M., Henderson, S. H., & Reiss, D. (Eds.), Adolescent 
siblings in step-families: Family functioning and adolescent adjustment 
(Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 64(4), 
Serial No. 259, pp. 50–78). Ann Arbor, MI: Society for Research in Child 
Development.

Papernow, P. (2006). “Blended family” relationships: Helping people who live in 
step-families. Family Therapy Magazine, May, 34–42.

Pryor, J. (2005) The child-step-parent relationship: Its fragility and its importance. 
Paper presented at the 9th Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference, 
Melbourne.

Pryor, J., & Rodgers, B. (2001). Children in changing families: Life after parental 
separation. Oxford: Blackwell.

Qu, L., & Weston, R. (2005). Snapshot of couple families with step-parent-child 
relationships. Family Matters, 70, 36–37.

Rodgers, B., & Pryor, J. (1998). Divorce and separation: The outcomes for children. 
Layerthorpe: York Publishing Service.

Saint-Jacques, M. C. (1995). Role strain prediction in step-families. Journal of 
Divorce and Remarriage, 24, 51–72.

Smyth, B., Qu, L., & Weston, R. (2004). The demography of parent-child contact. 
In B. Smyth (Ed.), Parent-child contact and post-separation parenting 
arrangements (Research Report No.9, pp. 111–122). Melbourne Australian 
Institute of Family Studies.

Teachman, J., & Tedrow, L. (2008). The demography of step-families in the United 
States. In J. Pryor (Ed.), The international handbook of step-families: Policy 
and practice in legal, research, and clinical environments. (pp. 3–29). 
Hoboken, NJ.: John Wiley.

Visher, E., & Visher, J. (1996). Therapy with step-families. New York: Bruner/
Mazel.

Visher, J., & Visher, E. (1988). Old loyalties, new ties: Therapeutic strategies with 
step-families. New York: Brunner/Mazel.

Dr Claire Cartwright is Director, Doctor of Clinical Psychology Programme, 
University of Auckland. Virginia Farnsworth and Vicki Mobley are doctoral 
students, Department of Psychology, University of Auckland.

maintain traditional gender roles, with step-mothers taking 
over responsibility for the management of the household 
and the step-children (Nielsen, 1999).

In conclusion, this study supports the importance of step-
parents developing positive relationships with step-children 
before attempting to take on any type of parenting role 
(e.g., Hetherington & Kelly, 2002; Papernow, 2006; Visher & 
Visher, 1996). Papernow talked about the lack of a “middle 
ground” in the step-parent–child relationship in the early 
years of step-family living. It seems likely that step-parents 
would be more successful if they took time to get to know 
their step-children, demonstrate acceptance of them, give 
them support and support the parents’ authority. This study 
also suggests the challenges that “take-control” step-parents 
have ahead of them. It may be desirable to focus particular 
clinical and research attention on assisting step-parents with 
an authoritarian style to adapt and cope with the demands 
of step-parenting.
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In the Australian context, a carer is defined as “a person 
who, through family relationship or friendship, looks after 
a frail older person or someone with a disability or chronic 
illness. Carers look after these people in the community 
or in their own homes” (Department of Health and Aging 
[DoHA], 2006).

There are an estimated 2.6 million carers in Australia, one 
in five of whom see themselves as “primary carers”—those 
taking most of the responsibility for providing care to one 
or more individuals (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 
2004). A large proportion of carers are aged between 
35 and 54 years, and their responsibilities may include 
multiple caring roles for young children, partners and/or 
ageing parents. However, much of the caring burden falls 
on older Australians, who may themselves be frail or have a 
disability or chronic illness. One in five Australians aged 55 
years and over takes primary responsibility for the informal 
care of another person (ABS, 2004). Caring for people who 
have severe or profound restrictions in their ability to deal 
with daily activities is predominantly a female occupation, 
although men and women are represented more equally in 
the care of people with disabilities (Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2004).

The contributions, personal costs and resulting support 
needs of carers have been well documented in recent 
Australian reports and surveys (e.g., Bittman, Hill, & Thomson, 

2007; Edwards, Higgins, Gray, Zmijewski, & Kingston, 2008) 
and include the effects of the onset of care on labour force 
participation (Hill, Thomson, Bittman, & Griffiths, 2008). The 
findings were well summarised in the foreword to a recent 
report on a national carer survey using an index of wellbeing: 
“There is now ample Australian and international evidence 
to show on the one hand, the enormous contribution carers 
make to society, and on the other, the great personal cost 
that often comes with providing this care” (Hughes, 2007, 
p. viii).

Research in Australia has revealed consistent patterns 
of unmet needs among carers, and highlighted the 
inefficiencies created by the fragmented structure of carer 
support programs (Fine, 2007a, 2007b). The importance 
of supporting carers in their roles is now recognised in 
government policy at all levels and there is ample scope for 
improving the service system as well as the evidence base 
for promoting effective interventions.

The review of effective caring
In 2006, the Centre for Health Service Development (CHSD) 
was commissioned by the Department of Health and Ageing 
to assemble and assess the evidence for interventions to 
support carers. The aim of the project was to identify best 
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(Bidwell & Jensen, 2003) that ranks searches in terms of 
their expected yield or return for time spent.

The type and strength of the evidence was summarised 
through the use of a classification system (see Box 1). The 
first five levels are hierarchical and relate to the strength of 
the evidence on interventions. The last five have been used 
to summarise evidence on carer needs.

One type of evidence—carer views—is used in the literature 
both as a way to understand carer needs and as an outcome 
measure in some intervention studies.

In addition, the review of intervention studies captured 
information on other relevant indicators of quality, including 
replication, documentation, the theoretical basis for the 
intervention, whether cost-effectiveness data are available, 
and whether it had been trialled with specific groups, 
including people in disadvantaged communities, Indigenous 
people and/or people from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds.

This system of evaluating and summarising the evidence 
for interventions was designed at the CHSD and is based 
on hierarchies originally developed by other organisations, 
including the Cochrane Collaboration (2009), Campbell 
Collaboration (Shadish & Myers, 2004) and California 
Evidence-Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare (2006). It 
acknowledges the need to be more inclusive in assessing 
evaluation evidence in important fields such as public health 
and social science, where randomised controlled trials may 
not be feasible or particularly informative (National Health 
and Medical Research Council, 1999).

Results
What are effective interventions?

A key review of interventions targeted at those caring 
for frail aged people (Sörensen, Pinquart, & Duberstein, 
2002) concluded that, overall, they produced a significant 
improvement in caregiver burden, depression, subjective 
wellbeing, satisfaction, caring ability/knowledge and care 

practice models, as well as particular types of services that 
may benefit specific sub-groups of carers.

The project reviewed Australian and international academic 
and practice literature, and conducted a concurrent analysis 
of policy and practice in Australia. The findings were used to 
provide an evidence base both for carer interventions and 
for a research agenda that complements and extends the 
work already done on assessing carers’ needs (e.g., Ramsay, 
Samsa, Owen, Stevermuer, & Eagar, 2007).

The findings of the international literature review were 
presented at a workshop of key service delivery and 
academic experts. This process was used to identify 
priorities for improving routine practice in carer support, 
and to outline an agenda for research and development. 
Outcomes of the workshop were incorporated into the 
final report (Eagar et al., 2007).

Method
We searched a number of electronic databases to ensure 
thorough coverage of the academic literature. In addition, 
literature describing routine community care practice 
was sought from the websites of other health service 
research organisations, government departments, relevant 
non-government agencies that commission or conduct 
research, national libraries, service providers, peak agencies 
and commercial sites. We also sought expert opinion from 
service providers and other stakeholders.

These additional searches and consultations were designed 
to collect and summarise key information regarding 
the national policy environment, major statistical and 
consultancy reports, and the practice literature that would 
not usually surface using traditional literature search 
strategies. This “colloquial evidence” (Canadian Health 
Services Research Foundation, 2006) provided an essential 
context for the scientific evidence and guided the selection 
and implementation of effective interventions for Australian 
carers. Our search strategy was based on the COSI model 

Strength of evidence on interventions

Level 1  Well-supported practice—evaluated with a prospective 
randomised controlled trial.

Level 2  Supported practice—evaluated with a control group and 
reported in a peer-reviewed publication.

Level 3 Promising practice—evaluated with a comparison group.

Level 4  Acceptable practice—evaluated with an independent 
assessment of outcomes, but no comparison group (e.g., pre- 
and post-testing, post-testing only or qualitative methods) or 
historical comparison group (e.g., normative data).

Level 5  Emerging practice—evaluated without an independent 
assessment of outcomes (e.g., formative evaluation or service 
evaluation conducted by host organisation).

Type of evidence

  Profiles of carer population (e.g., routine data).

  Eligibility for support (e.g., legislation, policy).

  Carers’ views (e.g., surveys, interviews).

  Expert opinion (e.g., peak bodies, government policy).

  Economic evaluation (including service utilisation studies).

Box 1: Classification system for strength and type of evidence
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Respite care

We found seven evaluation studies of the impacts of respite 
care on carers. Only one provided strength of evidence at 
Level 1 of our classification system (well-supported practice; 
see Box 1). This was a randomised controlled trial of 
respite care for carers of Alzheimer’s patients, in which the 
intervention group received subsidised respite care along 
with ongoing case management, counselling, information 
and education services (Lawton, Brody, & Saperstein, 
1989). Over 12 months, families who were provided with 
respite care maintained their impaired relative longer in the 
community. The difference was modest—only 22 days—but 
statistically significant. Although respite care was ineffective 
in relieving carer burden and mental health, satisfaction was 
very high.

Four studies meeting the criteria for Level 4 (acceptable 
practice) were found, all involving carers for people with 
dementia, but focusing on different outcome measures. 
Gaugler and colleagues (2003) reported on adult day service 
use and reductions in caring hours for dementia carers 
and concluded that adult day service use is potentially 
effective in reducing carers’ emotional and psychological 
distress. A small-scale randomised trial of a two-week 
respite intervention resulted in reduced stress responses 
(“sympatho-adrenal-medulary arousal”) among a sub-group 
of carers who lacked social support (Grant et al., 2003, 
p. 70). Holm and Ziguras (2003) reported care recipient 
outcomes from a small Australian study of host-home respite. 
They concluded that this model may be particularly suitable 
for Aboriginal carers and those from non–English speaking 
backgrounds, as long as appropriate support for the host 
was provided, because it may allow more culturally sensitive 
care provision. Institutional respite may provide temporary 
improvements in carers’ quality of sleep, although rebound 
effects may occur in the immediate post-respite period (Lee 
& Gramotnev, 2007).

Two studies, both focusing on the families of disabled 
children, reported carers’ views of respite care. Among 
parents of children with severe intellectual disabilities, 
respite is a valued resource, but its use is also an indicator of 
distress (Hoare, Harris, Jackson, & Kerley, 1998). Assessment 
systems that can detect the need for respite at an earlier 
stage would be useful for this group of carers, so that 
targeted services can be designed, rather than waiting for 
crises to generate an immediate need for respite. Similarly, 
Treneman, Corkery, Dowdney, and Hammond (1997) found 
that respite use increased when children had higher levels 
of dependency and more behavioural and communication 
problems, leading to higher stress among carers. In this 
British study, respite care was generally perceived as 
inadequate, and 88% of respondents were not aware of 
available services.

We identified seven previous reviews of respite or day care 
services that addressed a variety of outcomes for carers, 
including burden, depression, physical health, economic 
impacts and quality of life; and for care recipients, outcomes 
such as functioning and rate and/or timing of admission to 
institutional care.

Other reviewers’ conclusions are consistent with ours: the 
evidence for the benefits of respite is not strong. There is 
little evidence of benefits for dementia patients or their 
carers, although reviewers warn that this may simply 

receiver competence. Psycho-education and psychotherapy 
had a significant effect on all outcome variables. 
Multicomponent interventions—those incorporating a 
variety of activities—had significant effects on burden, 
wellbeing and caring knowledge. Respite was effective 
for reducing burden and depression and for enhancing 
wellbeing. Individual interventions had stronger effects on 
burden and wellbeing, while group-based interventions had 
larger effects on care receiver competence. People caring 
for a dementia patient were less likely than others to benefit 
from interventions. Studies with a higher proportion of 
spouse carers (rather than adult children) tended to find 
smaller improvements in carer burden and depression, but 
greater improvements for care receiver symptoms.

Although focusing on dementia carers, Kennet, Burgio, and 
Schulz (2000) summed up much of the literature when they 
concluded that anyone expecting to find a “silver bullet” 
solution to alleviating carer distress would be disappointed. 
“There is no single, easily implemented and consistently 
effective method for eliminating the stresses of caregiving” 
(Kennet et al., 2000, p. 79).

Nevertheless, there exists strong consensus among 
researchers that dementia carers are likely to benefit from 
enhanced knowledge about the disease, the caring role, and 
available resources (Kennet et al., 2000). Once information 
needs are met, carers may benefit from additional 
interventions, such as improving their problem-solving 
skills, treating the care recipient, or altering the social and 
physical environment of the carer–care recipient dyad.

In this section, we briefly summarise the evidence for the 
two most common interventions for Australian carers—
respite and counselling—along with other promising 
options that are less widely used. More details can be found 
in the report by Eagar et al. (2007).

The evidence for the benefits of respite is not 
strong, although this may simply reflect a lack  
of high-quality studies.
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there have been exceptions (e.g., Cooke, McNally, Mulligan, 
Harrison, & Newman, 2001). For dementia carers, theory-
based psychosocial treatments “with a coherent and explicit 
rationale” may be most effective (Charlesworth, 2001, p. 106). 
Other reviewers have recommended that clinicians should 
work with dementia carers to help them develop problem-
solving skills and an acceptance style of coping (Kneebone 
& Martin, 2003). These authors also commented on the 
limitations of the evidence and the methodological problems 
with existing studies, and called for longitudinal designs. 
Cooke, McNally, Mulligan, Harrison, & Newman (2001) 
concluded that little evidence exists for improved carer 
wellbeing or reduced burden as a result of interventions, 
although they may improve carers’ knowledge of dementia.

Results for carers of people with stroke or brain injury are 
mixed, but it appears that a carer’s ability to cope is enhanced 
by concrete approaches such as providing positive coping 
strategies and more information about stroke (Low, Payneb, 
& Roderick, 1999). Family therapy has clear benefits in 
schizophrenia (Pilling et al., 2002).

Looking only at randomised controlled trials for chronic 
illness interventions involving family members, Martire, 
Lustig, Schulz, Miller, and Helgeson (2004) reported that 
the interventions had positive effects for carer burden, 
depression and anxiety. The best results were for carers 
of people with non-dementing illnesses and interventions 
that targeted the carer and addressed relationship issues. 
Statistically significant aggregate effects were generally 
small. These reviewers suggested that improvements in 
family carer depressive symptoms and burden may have 
reduced the risk of carer mortality.

Multicomponent interventions

Interventions incorporating a variety of components—
such as skills training, information and referral, respite, 
counselling, in-home environmental changes or care 
recipient treatments—have been widely tested with carers 
for frail aged people and/or those with dementia, stroke 
or brain injury. We found 20 reviews of multicomponent 
interventions but space limitations preclude a full summary 
here. Sörensen and colleagues (2002) concluded that 
multicomponent interventions had significant positive 
effects on carer burden, wellbeing and knowledge. The 
most effective interventions appeared to be those that 
are comprehensive, intensive and tailored to carers’ needs 
(Kennet et al., 2000).

Care coordination

We found seven studies evaluating care coordination or 
case management approaches to carer support, of which 
the five summarised below provided Level 1 evidence of 
effectiveness. Three of these studies focused on people with 
dementia and their carers.

Collaborative team care, led by the patient’s primary 
physician and managed by a geriatric nurse, was provided 
for up to 12 months to Alzheimer’s patients and carers 
(Callahan et al., 2006). The carers and patients received 
education on communication skills, career coping skills, 
legal and financial advice, patient exercise guidelines, 
and carer guidance provided by the local Alzheimer’s 
association, and patients were treated with cholinesterase 
inhibitors. This led to clinically significant improvements in 

reflect a lack of high-quality studies (Lee & Cameron, 2004; 
Flint, 2005). A review of respite in palliative care found no 
empirical studies that could be included (Ingleton, Payne, 
Nolan, & Carey, 2003), while a second review in this area 
recommended that care plans be tailored to the needs of 
palliative care carers, “with clear objectives that may then 
be tested” (Payne, 2006, p. 445). Similarly, McNally, Ben-
Shlomo, and Newman (1999) concluded that a more carer-
centred approach is needed in designing and evaluating 
interventions, including respite, for carers of people with 
chronic illness or disability. Those caring for frail or disabled 
older people appear to experience some small benefits in 
terms of reduced burden and improved mental and physical 
health (Gaugler & Zarit, 2001; Mason, Weatherly, Spilsbury, 
Arksey et al., 2007; Mason, Weatherly, Spilsbury, Golder et al., 
2007). Overall, however, we must concur with the statement 
that “the existing evidence base does not allow any firm 
conclusions about effectiveness or cost-effectiveness to be 
drawn and is unable to inform current policy and practice” 
(Mason, Weatherly, Spilsbury, Golder et al., 2007, p. 297).

The discrepancy between experience and evidence around 
the efficacy of respite care has been discussed in the academic 
literature on dementia. Anecdotal reports of effectiveness 
abound, suggesting that the paucity of evidence for respite 
care is due to methodological problems in the research, 
poor awareness of services, and the diversity of those who 
receive respite services (Brodaty & Gresham, 1992).

Counselling

In total, five reviews and four studies of counselling and 
psychosocial interventions were reviewed. Psychosocial 
treatments are also included in many multicomponent 
interventions.

Two studies, both involving carers of people with dementia, 
reported evidence at Level 1 (well-supported practice). 
Thirty family carers who were part of an experimental 
group in a Canadian randomised controlled trial received 
an intervention consisting of 15 two-hour weekly sessions 
of cognitive appraisal and coping strategies (Lavoie et al., 
2005). Following the intervention, participants’ adverse 
reactions to their relatives’ behaviour problems decreased 
by 14%, compared to a 5% decrease in the control group 
(p = .04), and the frequency of these behaviour problems 
also decreased. An intervention that reduced carer burden, 
treated depression and provided supportive psychosocial 
or skills training for carers before the death of their loved 
ones was found to decrease the likelihood of complicated 
bereavement (Schultz, Boerner, Shear, Zhang, & Gitlin, 2006).

Carers’ views were reported in two studies. One woman 
caring for a husband with mental illness received training 
in the use of guided imagery, role-playing, humour and 
paradoxical intervention. A case study of this treatment 
showed that it eased her worry, anxiety and frustration and 
revived her patience, hope and strength in the process of 
rehabilitation (Yip, 2003). A specialist clinical assessment 
of care recipients led to significant reductions in the overall 
level of distress among carers of frail aged people, and also 
reduced distress related to care recipients’ underactivity and 
requirement for care (Venables, Clarkson, Hughes, Burns, & 
Challis, 2006).

Reviews of psychosocial and counselling interventions 
for carers have generally found positive effects, although 
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develop individualised approaches, and more work is 
required to be able to identify dyads suitable for this type 
of intervention before a crisis occurs. A Dutch study found 
that female carers living with dementia patients appeared 
to be sensitive to the intervention (Vernooij-Dassen, Felling, 
& Persoon, 1997).

Support groups

The number of well-designed studies of mutual support 
groups is limited, so the evidence on support groups at 
this stage is not established but is emerging. Carers having 
something in common with each other is an obvious factor 
that contributes to mutual support and this is one area in 
which it appears that particular sub-groups of carers may 
benefit (Shanley et al., 2004).

Sub-groups of carers

There is little evidence that the needs of carers vary 
systematically based on the diagnosis or type of person 
they are caring for (e.g., frail aged versus disabled, or stroke 
patient versus dementia). Instead, this seems to depend 
on the specific needs of the care recipient, particularly 
for attributes such as a patient’s challenging behaviours. 
Interventions with carers of people with dementia have 
been the subject of the most research and the evidence is 
therefore strongest for this group. Research into effective 
interventions for carers of the frail aged is surprisingly 
sparse. For example, we could find no intervention papers 
on “co-dependent” carers (i.e., elderly couples who are each 
other’s carer and care recipient).

While there are some survey data on employed carers, no 
studies were found that specifically addressed how best to 
address their needs. There is also little evidence on what 
interventions are most effective for carers in different types 
of relationships with the care recipient: parents, spouses, 
children, friends, resident and non-resident carers. It is clear, 
however, that the same interventions may achieve different 

behavioural and psychological symptoms of dementia and 
reduced carer stress, with no adverse effects on patients. A 
large randomised trial in the US provided assessments of 
patients and carers, case management and care planning, 
including facilitated access to subsidised community-based 
services (Gaugler, Kane, Kane, & Newcomer, 2005). This 
tailored, preventative strategy appeared to help carers adapt 
earlier to the demands of dementia care, ultimately delaying 
nursing home placement of the patients.

In Finland, a randomised trial of case management included 
access to physicians, services, advocacy, psychological 
support and counselling for family carers and patients 
with dementia over a two-year period (Eloniemi-Sulkava, 
Rahkonen, Suihkonen, Halonen, Hentinen, & Sulkava, 
2002). The support program had long-term effects and 
helped carers to return to a normal life, with more leisure 
activities after their caring duties ended (due to the death 
or institutionalisation of the patient).

A Canadian trial found that tailored packages of services 
delivered over 22 months to older people with disabilities 
and their carers reduced acute hospital utilisation by 50% 
compared with the control group (Béland et al., 2006). 
Carer satisfaction after 12 months was significantly higher 
than for controls, although there were no differences in 
carer burden between the two groups. Early supported 
discharge after stroke, consisting of a four-week tailored 
home-based program of rehabilitation and nursing services, 
produced good outcomes for care recipients and reduced 
carer burden (Teng et al., 2003).

Education

We found 16 evaluation studies, of which 5 provided 
Level 1 evidence. Successful approaches for dementia 
carers include a 12-month, moderate-intensity exercise 
program (Castro, Wilcox, O’Sullivan, Baumann, & King, 
2002); small-group classes on managing anger or depression, 
based on principles of cognitive behavioural therapy (Coon 
et al., 2003); environmental skill-building with adaptive 
equipment (Gitlin et al., 2003); and two sessions of in-home 
training provided by nurses, with follow-up telephone 
support (Huang, Shyu, Chen, Chen, & Lin, 2003).

An Australian randomised controlled trial of a psycho-
educational intervention for family carers of palliative care 
patients found that two home visits, a telephone call and 
a carer guidebook did not improve carers’ preparedness 
to care, self-efficacy or competence, nor alleviate their 
anxiety (Hudson, Aranda, & Hayman-White, 2005). However, 
participants who received the intervention reported a 
significantly more positive carer experience than those 
who received standard care.

Family support

We identified two randomised trials of family support 
interventions, delivered by nurses or other trained staff in 
the home setting, and including role modelling, problem-
solving, coaching and emotional and practical support. The 
effectiveness of this type of intervention depends on the 
skills of the provider, and may be affected by the complexity 
of the carer’s situation, and factors such as competing 
demands, health problems and past family relationships 
(Mahoney, Trudeau, Penyack, & MacLeod, 2006). Observation 
of the carer–care recipient dyad is essential in order to 

Reviews of psychosocial and counselling 
interventions for carers have generally found 
positive effects
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the logic or acceptability of what was offered to the carer. 
The characteristics of the research participants (carers and 
care recipients) are generally poorly described and very few 
studies appear to consider the fit between carers’ stated or 
assessed needs and the goal of the care or model of service 
provided. The notable exception was those interventions 
that included a comprehensive assessment.

Consequently, results from evaluative research and 
systematic reviews of the literature on existing programs 
to support carers in their role (educational interventions, 
respite services, support groups) have not been conclusive. 
The services offered do not seem to have an impact on carer 
burden; that is, the interventions are not therapeutic in the 
sense of reducing a carer’s score on a particular burden 
scale in the short term. Nevertheless, such services may 
be preventive or protective in the sense that a carer might 
feel better, although no less burdened, or more capable of 
staying in the same caring situation for longer.

A number of reasons have been outlined to explain this 
(Ducharme, Lebel, Lachance, & Trudeau, 2006). The outcome 
measures used may not have been sufficiently sensitive 
to change, while elements of the interventions may have 
not been specific enough to meet carer needs. Further, 
the evaluation designs often have not been adequate to 
enable researchers to determine which components of 
multidimensional interventions were effective and which 
were less so.

Taking into account the limitations of the research to date, 
as described above, the key findings across the literature are 
summarised in Box 2.

Discussion
Carer research is characterised by problems of controlling 
for the inherent variability and complexity of conducting 
research in community settings. The pragmatic concerns of 
service delivery and the attitudes of the caring professions 
were recognised as barriers to research on effectiveness 
by Cochrane (1972) in his seminal work, Effectiveness 
and Efficiency: Random Reflections on Health Services. 

outcomes for different carers. For example, Sörenson and 
colleagues (2002) found that spousal carers benefit less 
from interventions than adult children, and carers of people 
with dementia benefit less than other carers.

One study found that spouse carers of dementia patients 
were more likely to feel sad, lonely and depressed after 
cessation of caring, whereas non-spouse carers reported 
feelings of relief, suggesting that different supports are 
needed during and after care for these sub-groups of carers 
(Eloniemi-Sulkava et al., 2002).

Several studies have been reported on carer interventions 
for specific cultural groups. But no studies were found 
comparing the needs of carers from different cultures 
or the effectiveness of interventions across different 
cultural groups.

Only one study was found that focused on Indigenous 
carers (McGrath et al., 2006). This was a study of the need 
for carer services for palliative care patients, rather than 
the effectiveness of such services. Lack of local respite 
services was documented to be negatively impacting the 
ability of carers to fulfil their caring duties and placing 
undue physical, emotional and economic stress upon 
carers, patients and their families. Lack of access to local 
respite services was found to be forcing rural and regional 
patients to relocate to metropolitan areas away from family, 
community and land, to which strong ties are held. The 
authors reported that lack of respite services was found to 
obstruct patients’ and carers’ wishes for death to occur in 
their local community setting.

Methodological issues in carer research

Little is known about the effective “dose” of carer support 
interventions or the best time for their delivery. Evaluation 
studies in community care settings often fail to provide full 
details about the intervention, making it difficult to judge 
what was actually delivered.

However, a lack of good evidence for whether an intervention 
is successful or not is not the same as having evidence of its 
ineffectiveness, as often the problems are methodological 
(with the design of the study) rather than associated with 

   Giving information alone (whether verbal or written) is not effective.

    Although there have only been a small number of studies 
investigating case management and care coordination and their 
impact on the carer, the available evidence is promising.

    The overall evidence on the value of counselling and psychosocial 
interventions is positive. However, some studies and reviews report 
no measurable effects.

    There is little evidence on the effectiveness of different types 
of counselling or on dose effects. Likewise, the evidence on the 
effectiveness of counselling and other psychosocial interventions for 
different types of carers (spouses, parents, children, resident, non-
resident, employed, young, old, etc.) is not strong.

    Respite care can provide small benefits. However, some studies and 
reviews report no measurable effects.

   The overall evidence on educational and psycho-educational 
interventions is good, especially for carers of people with dementia, 
mental illness and disability.

   Reviews of family support services for patients with a mental illness 
conclude that family support interventions are effective.

   There is emerging evidence that support groups may be appropriate 
for carers of culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds, 
carers of children with disabilities and carers of people with mental 
illness.

   There is good evidence for the effectiveness of multicomponent 
interventions.

Box 2: What works to help carers: Evidence of effectiveness
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   There is very little in the published literature about 
how to support adolescent carers.

   There is a clearer picture emerging from longitudinal 
studies on “transitions” into and out of the carer role, 
and of factors that may help strengthen the capacities 
of the growing number of employed carers, many of 
whom are not linked in to the service system.

This picture from the literature points to a set of useful 
research questions and implies a range of strategies that 
include: understanding why carers may not use services such 
as respite, getting information to people who may not identify 
themselves as carers, providing more flexible respite and 
service arrangements, and removing workplace disincentives.

Multicomponent interventions had significant 
positive effects on carer burden.

Policy implications

The national legislative and policy context shows increasing 
sophistication in the understanding of carers and their 
roles. Carers have moved from being essentially marginal to 
policy formation to now occupying a more central position 
and the needs of carers have become a focus of effort in the 
community care sector in their own right.

Advocacy groups, along with state and territory 
governments, have highlighted a need to merge the various 
types of respite under a common set of guidelines and a 
funding model that would encourage greater equity and 
consistency. The different eligibility criteria for the growing 
range of programs, entitlements and allowances at state, 
territory and national levels pose a continuing challenge for 
integration (see, for example, Leutz, 2005). The aim of better 
integration is to reduce the complexity for the consumer/
client/carer and improve the flow of information across the 
range of human services.

Overall, there is a need to define roles more clearly and to 
work more closely for the benefit of carers. A focus is also 
required on restorative and rehabilitation strategies as a 
common component of training and support for carers and 
workers in the community care sector. The caveat about a 
common approach is that younger people with a disability 
and their carers may still require tailored programs 
so as not to be lost in demands from the much larger 
numbers of care recipients in the frail aged group. That 
implies considerable development work on information 
management and the use of common assessment and care 
planning systems that is yet to be consistently and widely 
applied in the disability sector.

A consistent approach is also needed in order to avoid 
exacerbating fragmentation and to ensure any new 
approaches to carer support mesh with the wider system 
reform agendas: between sub-programs within the National 
Respite for Carers Program; with systems of income support 
for carers; with the disability sector; and with state- and 
territory-based carer support programs.

While there are some gaps and inconsistencies, the overall 
variability in the approaches to carers’ issues is minimal 
compared with the amount of common ground that they 
share. The various carers’ charters, schemes for companion 

Ambivalence towards evaluation can be expected where 
support for carers “is essentially a moral, rather than a 
technical endeavour”, with “assurance derived from an 
unanalysable moral imperative” (Macdonald, 1997, p. 122).

Practice implications

The review highlights the fact that research can add 
value to service provision. Building a stronger and more 
standardised research culture in the carer support sector 
is the obvious backdrop that is needed, against which a 
series of specific strategies might stand out. These would 
be: improving access to small grants so that services can 
evaluate themselves with consistent methods; encouraging 
the use of common tools for evaluation so that a lot of small-
scale activity might add up to something more substantial; 
and providing a useful platform (or a clearinghouse) so 
that local lessons can be easily and practically shared with 
others.

Strategies for service improvement can have a strong 
(but still highly variable) base of evidence that could be 
promoted as a platform on which to build:

   There is a reasonable evidence base regarding the 
effectiveness of respite and counselling, although there 
is not much evidence about specifics such as the type 
of counselling or the number of sessions.

   There is a reasonable evidence base on other 
interventions not usually funded/provided—for 
example, education/psycho-education—especially 
for carers of people with dementia, disability and for 
mental illness support groups. The overall evidence is 
promising and there is emerging evidence about new 
support models; for example, the establishment of 
support groups via telephone and videoconferencing 
shows promise as a strategy to support rural and 
remote carers. The evidence on support groups is 
sufficient to justify carefully evaluated pilots.

   There is a need to be clear about the goals of an 
intervention. This requires good initial assessment and 
periodic re-assessment to determine if the goal of the 
intervention should change.
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cards to improve access to community events, and the 
activities of the carer-related programs at state and territory 
level all have similar aims and eligibility criteria. This is a 
testament to what has already been achieved over the past 
decade in building a national approach and to the degree 
of coherence that can be brought about by well-networked 
carer advocacy and support groups.

Policy analysis, research and development work in 
identifying a common set of points in a national carers’ 
charter would be straightforward, as would the promotion 
of nationally consistent eligibility criteria for a range of 
support and entitlement programs such as carer allowances 
and payments and companion cards. This would improve 
equity and access for carers across all jurisdictions.

Research implications

The carer research literature contains multiple 
recommendations for well-designed randomised controlled 
trials and there is no doubt that these are required to 
strengthen the evidence base for carer interventions. That 
said, the methodological challenges in conducting better 
(and more powerful) studies should not be underestimated.

Despite these challenges, there is a strong case for 
promoting and supporting more rigorous studies through 
the peer-reviewed grant processes of the National Health 
and Medical Research Council, Australian Research Council 
and other research funding bodies—so long as these are 
relevant to the priorities in the field of carer support. In 
the process, the research implications of studies to date, as 
described in the Effective Caring report (Eagar et al., 2007), 
need to be considered.

There is also a need to systematically collect better 
assessment data on those carers already accessing carer 
support services and to use that information routinely 
to measure outcomes for carers. This could provide a 
basis for the benchmarking of carer support services. 
Existing carer assessment tools and clinical outcomes 
and benchmarking centres (e.g., the Australasian 
Rehabilitation Outcomes Centre, the Palliative Care 
Outcomes Collaboration and the Australian Mental 
Health Outcomes and Casemix Network) provide useful 
examples of such models (CHSD, 2007).

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2007), in a 
submission to the national Review of Subsidies and Services, 
proposed a suitably protected, linked national database 
incorporating information from programs relevant to carers, 
including the Aged Care Assessment Program, Community 
Aged Care Packages and Extended Aged Care at Home, 
National Respite for Carers Program, Residential Aged Care 
program, and Home and Community Care.

Identifying the needs of Australian carers, and producing 
and using the best available evidence to shape programs 
that meet their needs, is a national priority and there is a 
role for the research community in building that priority 
into health and social policy. That, in turn, might strengthen 
a “virtuous circle” where effective services (based on better 
evidence), with communication of the findings, leads to 
better policy to support even more effective services.
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Sole-parent families make up a significant and increasing 
minority of the various family structures in contemporary 
Australia. In 2004–06, families headed by a sole parent 
represented more than one-fifth of families with children 
under the age of 15 years, an increase from 14% in 1986–88 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2007a). Numbers of 
sole-parent households are likely to continue to increase 
into the future, with a projected growth from 838,000 
households in 2001 to almost 1.2 million households in 
2026, or a 42% increase (ABS, 2004). Such figures indicate 
an imperative to ensure that the conditions under which a 
child or young person is living in a sole-parent household are 
as conducive to their health and wellbeing as possible. This 
article explores themes within the literature on sole-parent 
families and considers the extent to which sole parenting 
itself, and/or associated factors, impact on outcomes for 
children. What helps sole-parent families, in terms of a more 
sophisticated understanding of their needs and methods of 
support, is also considered.

Types of sole-parent families
There are varying pathways by which sole-parent families 
are created, including marriage and de facto relationship 
breakdown, sole-parenting as a lifestyle choice for 
unpartnered women who wish to have a child through 
fertility treatments or brief planned or unplanned sexual 
encounters, or young unmarried mothers who decide to 

complete an unplanned pregnancy (Stanley, Richardson, 
& Prior, 2005). Separated parents are also increasingly 
less likely to repartner, leading to a continuation of a 
sole-parenting situation, and a small number become 
sole parents due to the death of their partner (de Vaus, 
2004). Two important points can be gleaned from this. 
Historically, there has been a stigma attached to sole 
mothering in particular, with single mothers being seen 
as immoral, to blame for their unmarried state, and less 
desirable community members (Stanley, Richardson & 
Prior, 2005). Yet sole parents are clearly a diverse group 
and can be well-resourced, indicating that a stereotypical 
view of an unwed, young and welfare-dependent single 
mother is likely to be non-representative in contemporary 
Australia. Even if single mothers are young and on welfare, 
there is some UK evidence to suggest that in the longer 
term, they are more likely than other sole parents to make 
successful new families, or establish themselves as working 
sole parents (Marsh, 2004). Although the level of support 
and circumstances for young single mothers will vary from 
country to country, this is a heartening finding.

Secondly, in the case of relationship breakdown, financial, 
emotional and practical impacts are likely to be present 
simultaneously with the challenges inherent in raising a 
child outside of the traditional nuclear family. The enduring 
and often difficult challenges that co-parenting (or a lack of 
co-parenting) brings may be an additional strain. As such, 
the emotional and social challenges of sole parenting can 

Sole-parent families
Different needs or a need for different perceptions?
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with young children are the loneliest and have the lowest 
levels of support and friendship of men and women in 
any household situation (Flood, 2005). Single fathers also 
generally have worse physical, emotional and mental health 
than men in other types of households (Flood, 2005).

What helps?
Under such circumstances, it is not surprising to see that 
children from sole-parent families are at greater risk of 
adverse outcomes when compared to children from intact 
families. This relationship, however, is complex, and the size 
of the differences in relevant research is not large (Pryor & 
Rodgers, 2001). Poor outcomes are therefore not a foregone 
conclusion. So what do we know about what makes a 
resilient and effective sole-parent family?

Several studies have indicated that it is increasingly clear that 
family processes (e.g., inter-parental relationship, parenting 
practices), as opposed to structure (e.g., number, gender or 
sexuality of parents), contribute to determining a child’s 
current and future wellbeing (Burke, McIntosh, & Gridley, 
2007). For example,  Amato & Fowler (2002), using a nationally 
representative data set in the US, examined three parenting 
practice variables (parental support, monitoring and harsh 
punishment) and their effects on three child outcomes 
(adjustment, school grades and behaviour problems). They 
found that longitudinal associations between parenting 
practices and children’s outcomes did not depend on 
parental factors, including family structure, race, education, 
income or gender. In other words, this study suggests that 
there may be a core set of parenting practices that influence 
child outcomes, regardless of family structure.

Data from the Family Strengths Research Project (Silberberg, 
2001) suggests that the presence of two particular sets of 
circumstances were important to the strength of sole-
parent families: support from extended family and friends, 
and a positive co-parenting arrangement. In the case of 
family breakdown and post-separation parenting, children’s 
adjustment is protected by factors such as low inter-parental 
conflict, effective and constructive management of conflict 
when it does exist, quality of the parent–child relationship, 
cooperative co-parenting (including good communication), 
and nurturing, authoritative parenting from at least one 

be many and varied, which inevitably has implications for 
child wellbeing.

Disadvantages associated with sole 
parenting
Research indicates that there is little doubt that sole-parent 
families are at an increased risk of disadvantage in terms 
of employment, housing, income and social participation 
(ABS, 2007a). For example, households comprising one 
parent with dependent children in 2005–06 had a mean 
income of $446 per week, similar to that of older couples 
($458 per week). However, only 13% of sole parents fully 
owned their home, indicating that a substantially greater 
proportion of sole parents had to make mortgage or 
rental payments from their income. The estimated risk 
of being in housing stress1 is highest for sole parents 
as compared to singles and to couples with or without 
children (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2007). 
In 2003–04, housing tenure security of sole parents was 
quite different from that of couples—sole parents with 
children under 15 years were most commonly renting 
their accommodation (ABS, 2007a). Insecure tenure (i.e., 
a lack of permanent housing) has potential implications 
for health and wellbeing (Australian Housing and Urban 
Research Institute, 2006).

We need to consider why sole-parent unions are 
scrutinised, as opposed to pursuing the need to 
adopt a blanket approach to supporting stability  
in relationships regardless of family structure. 

Differing household types are also associated with different 
levels of financial stress. For example, of the 623,000 adults 
in sole-parent households with dependent children in 2006, 
38% were at risk of not being able to raise $2,000 in an 
emergency, compared with 11% of the 4,574,000 adults 
in couple households with dependent children. Forty-
eight per cent of adults in sole-parent households had at 
least one cash flow problem (compared to 19% of adults in 
couple households with dependent children); and 34% of 
adults in sole-parent households had at least one instance 
of spending more than they earned (compared to 23% of 
those in couple households with dependent children) (ABS, 
2007c).

The experience of relationship breakdown, parenting 
responsibilities and/or financial and other disadvantages 
may all serve to have a considerable impact on a sole 
parent’s psychological wellbeing. Loxton, Mooney, and 
Young (2006), using data from two cohorts of the Australian 
Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health, found that the 
psychological health of sole mothers had an increased 
risk of being poorer than that of other women of their 
age, particularly for those aged 47–52 years. Sole mothers 
aged 22–27 years had an increased risk of experiencing 
both suicidal thoughts and actual self-harm than other 
women of their age, and both groups had more than twice 
the risk of experiencing depression. The impact of sole 
parenting on fathers is also important. One study, using 
data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) survey, has indicated that single fathers 
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Time Use Survey, found that although sole mothers spend 
many more hours a day in the company of their child(ren) 
than partnered mothers—a considerable restraint on their 
time—their total workload (both paid and unpaid) is no 
greater or more difficult than partnered mothers. However, 
because they do spend considerably more time in the 
company of their child(ren) and with no other adult, the 
need for child supervision is a real constraint on a sole 
parent’s ability to conduct activity, including work, outside 
the home. This may, however, indicate that sole parents are 
at times a captive audience, and methods of support such as 
outreach service provision or work from home options are 
very real ways in which sole parents can be supported to 
increase the likelihood of a good home environment.

Family stability
One important factor that arose in Pryor and Rodger’s 
(2001) review of the literature regarding children in 
changing families is that children who experience multiple 
family transitions are at a greater risk of adverse outcomes. 
Hayatbakhsh, Mamun, Najman, O’Callaghan, Bor, and Alati 
(2008) also found that changes in maternal marital status in 
the first five years of a child’s life, measured by the mother’s 
frequency of divorce, separation from partner and changes of 
partner, was associated with earlier substance use (alcohol, 
cigarettes, cannabis). In the British lone parent cohort 
study (Marsh, 2004), children from backgrounds where a 
single parent had formed a stable couple union fared most 
favourably, and children whose parent entered a short-
term relationship fared least well in the areas of physical 
wellbeing, social adjustment and education outcomes. 

With the likelihood that a significant number of children 
will spend time in a sole-parent family, Cherlin (2008) called 
for consideration of the idea that a stable sole-parent family 
environment may be preferable to an unstable union between 
a mother and a new partner that has arisen for financial 

parent (McIntosh, 2003). It makes sense, however, that broadly 
speaking all of these themes are important to any family.

Combating loneliness associated with sole parenting (Flood, 
2005), particularly if associated with unemployment, also 
appears to be important. The British lone parent cohort 
study (Marsh, 2004) found that lone parents who suffered 
the most ill health in the 10-year study period were those 
who were out of work at the beginning and end of the study, 
and who remained living alone. This raises the question of 
the importance of loneliness as a significant variable behind 
poorer outcomes for sole parents and, by association, their 
children (Marsh, 2004). Parents who are distracted by the 
demands of social, emotional and financial disadvantages and 
the possible elements of a sub-optimal relationship with an 
ex-partner, are unlikely to be functioning at their full capacity 
and thus able to consider their children’s needs effectively.

The level of social and economic disadvantage in the family 
also appears to play a role (Spencer, 2005; Stanley et al., 
2005), and issues in families that lead to adverse outcomes 
for children may have pre-dated sole-parenthood status 
(Pryor & Rodgers, 2001). The overall message that may be 
construed from the literature is that sole parenting per se 
may not lead to adverse outcomes for children. Where child 
and parent health are good, income is sufficient, there is 
an extended family and/or social network, the family has 
secure housing, and access to services is available, there is 
no increased risk of poor outcomes (Stanley et al., 2005).

Taken together, these studies indicate that factors likely to 
facilitate a good home environment for growing children are 
consistent across a range of family structures. The challenge 
for service providers and policy-makers is to help identify 
the set of factors that may limit or enhance the ability of sole 
parents living under a range of circumstances to provide 
such a home environment, and respond accordingly. Time 
use studies provide some insight into these challenges, 
outside of the expected financial and social constraints. 
Craig (2004), for example, analysing data from the ABS 

While consideration of the child’s best interests in separated families is foremost, the health and wellbeing 
of the sole parent cannot be disregarded. 
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functioning well. If, as we know, children fare best under 
stable circumstances—in any family structure—then we 
need to work hard to ensure that the same or possibly 
an even greater level of support, encouragement and 
acknowledgment is given to sole parents who do choose 
to repartner.

This includes careful consideration of the messages that we 
give to children about the types of families in which they 
are growing up. As Stanley et al. (2005) suggest, damage 
to children can be caused by comments that are made 
publicly or privately about “different” families, which can 
be personally hurtful and undermine a child’s confidence 
in their family, even if their family is doing comparatively 
well. However, as stated by Marsh (2004), “normative ties 
binding relationships—family formation and family income 
support—are loosening” (p. 12). This may be a positive shift 
for children in sole-parent families that in itself will have 
benefits for their wellbeing. As Grayling (2008) states: “there 
can (also) be and are good and happy families with only 
one parent in them, and achieving this is the desideratum 
that society should work towards without preconceptions 
about traditional models and numbers” (p. 5).

Service and policy response
Increasing pressures in the current economic climate, 
such as housing and financial crises, are likely to hit a 
sole-parent household hard, not only in terms of material, 
but also psychological stress. It seems timely then to ask 
how sole parents can be supported to offer the caring and 
connected relationships that children need amidst these 
“adult” challenges. If the parent is struggling to provide an 
environment that fosters caring and connectedness, other 
adults who are significant in the child’s life may need to be 
encouraged to take on this role. Maintaining a sense of balance 
may also help sole parents to cope. For example, exposure 
to excessive hours of watching television is considered to 

reasons, and that family policies should be directed to assisting 
sole-parent families alongside the support shown for marriage. 
Cherlin argued that such assistance—including income support 
that diminishes any financial imperative to repartner—can 
be provided in a way that increases stability in these families 
without providing a disincentive to future marriage.

Helping sole parents to establish and maintain a sole-
parent family environment that is conducive to their child’s 
mental health, but also their own, is clearly an imperative. 
But there are some fundamental assumptions that need 
to be addressed where questions about the benefits of 
repartnering exist. A strong, low-conflict union is desirable 
in any relationship into which a child is born. Targeting sole 
parents and their unions implies that existing marriages 
and relationships are automatically preferable, conflict-
free, stable environments for children for no other reason 
than their two-parent structure. We need to consider why 
sole-parent unions are scrutinised, as opposed to pursuing 
the need to adopt a blanket approach to supporting 
stability in relationships regardless of family structure. This 
includes recognition and acceptance that some two-parent 
households are potentially more harmful to children than 
some sole-parent households. 

There are also questions around whether the needs of sole 
parents and their children are fundamentally at odds. If, for 
example, we know that marriage is a good insulator against 
loneliness (Franklin & Tranter, 2008) and mental health 
problems (Waite & Gallagher, 2000), then the sole parent’s 
engagement in such a union, if successful, is likely to have 
positive spin-offs for the child. Yet there is an inherent risk 
in sole parents pursuing a relationship, in that the child may 
be exposed to negative outcomes if the union does not 
work. Whose rights take precedence, and who decides?

In this sense, while consideration of the child’s best interests 
in separated families is foremost, the health and wellbeing 
of the sole parent cannot be disregarded. It is also in the 
child’s best interests to have a parent who is coping and 

The need for child supervision is a real constraint on a sole parent’s ability to conduct activity, including 
work, outside the home.
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3  Dr Jan Pryor is Chief Commissioner, Families Commission, New Zealand, and 
Director, Roy McKenzie Centre for the Study of Families, Victoria University 
of Wellington. The Families Commission Research Symposium was held in 
Wellington, New Zealand, on 18 June 2008.
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have a negative impact on children’s wellbeing;2 however, if 
it offers the only opportunity for a sole parent to complete 
important tasks without interruptions, then a balance may 
need to be struck between activities that potentially impact 
on child health and dealing with parental stressors that may 
also impact on child health.

An awareness of the particular and enduring challenges that 
sole parents face will assist policy-makers and practitioners 
to address the needs of both sole parents and their children. 
Inherent in this is the need for professionals to be aware 
of and step back from their personal position on changing 
families and approach the subject as dispassionately as 
possible (Pryor & Rodgers, 2001). As Dr Jan Pryor stated at 
a New Zealand Families Commission symposium in 2008,3 
there are few scripts in place for how to behave in these 
changing times for families; as long as children are safe from 
harm, we should celebrate diversity and support the core 
functions of a family, no matter the structure. Additionally, 
we should strive to recognise the various hardships and 
challenges that sole-parent families have faced over time, 
and help them to positively express the resilience that they 
may have shown in the face of adversity.

There is also a need for greater subtlety in the recognition 
of the particular challenges that sole parents may face in 
improving the outlook for themselves and their children. 
These may be physical (for example, the restrictive 
need to be present even when the child is sleeping) or 
psychological (for example, not wanting to access help for 
fear of judgement). Sole parents may find particular benefit 
in being directed to information on good parenting practices 
in a range of different and accessible media, particularly the 
Internet. Telephone parenting help lines are a good example 
of a service that could meet the needs of sole parents, but 
wider examination of the use of technology as a means to 
access an audience who are often limited by their lack of 
spare time and mobility may be pertinent.

Conclusion
The aim of this article has been to bring together some of the 
literature related to sole parenting and examine themes and 
ideas, in order to articulate an approach to responding to the 
needs of sole parents. While by no means a comprehensive 
review of the literature, it indicates that there may be little 
necessity in dealing with sole-parent families in a different 
way to other family types when examining issues such as 
parenting practices or relationship stability. Practical and 
psychological limitations on engaging sole parents in family, 
relationship and parenting support programs, however, may 
need further consideration. In all, a more sophisticated and 
non-judgemental approach to issues faced by sole parents 
is required.

Endnotes
1  According to Yates and Milligan (2007), housing affordability is compromised 

when households in the bottom 40% of income distribution spend more than 
30% of their household income on housing, adjusted for household size. Those 
who do not have affordable housing according to this criterion are said to be 
experiencing “housing stress”, which may be measured in terms of people’s 
subjective experiences of managing housing costs (Yates & Milligan, 2007) 
and/or material hardship.

2  See <www.csiro.au/resources/WellbeingForKids-ScreenTime.html> for more 
information.
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In recent decades, the debate about the causes and 
consequences of poverty has moved away from the rather 
narrow historical focus on the lack of income of certain 
groups. The terms “social exclusion” and “social inclusion”, 
which originally were largely developed in the European 
context (especially France), were intended to provide a 
contrast to the notion of poverty that focused excessively on 
the lack of money at a particular point of time, and instead 
focus on the dynamic social processes that perpetuate the 
lack of social participation in the workings of society (Finer 
& Smyth, 2004). In a sense, these terms are an attempt to 
create a positive agenda for social policy, but they can be 
no less culturally specific than the notion of poverty. Each 
nation (and communities within nations) can have its own 
view about what constitutes a good society and what 
constitutes poverty.

As it was originally conceived, the term “social exclusion” 
implied deficits in a range of outcomes and incorporated 
any failure to develop positive behaviours associated with 
these outcomes. The term “social inclusion” was intended to 
move away from this deficits focus and highlight a greater 
range of behaviours and outcomes that were consistent 
with social participation. That is, social inclusion is not 
necessarily as prescriptive as social exclusion in defining 
what constitutes social participation. However, in practice, 
there may be little difference between the two concepts 
in the extant public debate. In a sense, this article explores 
whether social inclusion and social exclusion are just the 

obverse of one another by analysing some current debates 
surrounding policies for Indigenous Australians.

Indigenous people are among the most socially excluded in 
Australia (Hunter, 2000, 2005). Hunter (1999) demonstrated 
that Indigenous disadvantage is multidimensional and 
argued that Indigenous poverty is different to other forms of 
poverty in Australia in the prevalence and depth of poverty 
experienced. Furthermore, the multiple disadvantages that 
are experienced by many, if not most, Indigenous Australians 
indicate that Indigenous disadvantage is complex and 
multigenerational and cannot be reduced into one simple 
static notion of Indigenous poverty.

Indigenous disadvantage provides a contrasting perspective 
that might illuminate the difference between social inclusion 
and social exclusion. Social inclusion was defined by the 
European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN), Ireland (2005) as:

Ensuring the marginalised and those living in poverty have greater 
participation in decision making which affects their lives allowing 
them to improve their living standards and their overall well-being.

It is difficult to argue with these sentiments, but it is 
also difficult to reconcile this definition with the various 
attempts to operationalise the notion of social inclusion 
(or, for that matter, social exclusion). The European Social 
Inclusion Strategy is part of the European Council’s Lisbon 
Agenda of 2000, which aims to modernise the European 
Union social and economic model. Some of the structural 
indicators developed to evaluate the Lisbon Agenda were 

Indigenous social exclusion
Insights and challenges for the concept of social inclusion

Boyd Hunter
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hinders the willingness of many Indigenous Australians to 
engage with the mainstream economy. Related questions 
can be asked about whether their economic participation 
is affected by the failure to: clarify the existence of all 
Indigenous-specific rights related to native title in all 
circumstances, eliminate ongoing racial discrimination, and 
resolve the nature and extent of Indigenous representation 
in the political system. Of course, one could argue that 
such issues are important in their own right, but one of the 
motivations for this paper is to make the case that it is not 
possible to address the broader notion of social inclusion 
without taking such issues seriously.

This paper is not an attempt to definitively describe 
what social exclusion and social inclusion are or should 
be. There is a growing body of literature that explores 
the nature and extent of social inclusion. For example, 
Harris (2004) provided a schema to understand the social 
inclusion/exclusion discourse by attributing more or less 
weight to “social order” versus “social justice”, and “social 
solidarity” versus “participation”. Interested readers 
are also referred to research conducted at Macquarie 
University’s Centre for Research on Social Inclusion as a 
starting point for understanding the multitude of issues 
that need to be considered in the Australian context.2 
Another useful contribution can be found in Hayes, Gray, 
and Edwards (2008).

Indigenous disadvantage is multidimensional and is 
different to other forms of poverty in Australia  
in the prevalence and depth of poverty experienced.

This paper illustrates some challenges that arise for the 
notion of social inclusion (or social exclusion) from recent 
attempts to address Indigenous disadvantage. The next 
section reviews some recent public debates: the Northern 
Territory (NT) intervention in Indigenous communities 
and the future reforms of the Community Development 
Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme.3 The paper then 

classified by Atkinson (2007) as measuring social inclusion; 
however, almost all such indicators focus on economic 
participation (e.g., youth educational attainment, poverty 
rate after social transfers, long-term unemployment 
and regional cohesion as measured by the variability of 
regional employment rates). While the narrow focus 
may be a result of the difficulties of measuring complex 
social phenomenon and the need to find “accountable” 
international benchmarks, they seem to miss a crucial 
aspect of social inclusion: local participation in decision-
making, and social and cultural wellbeing.

At this stage, it is important to ask what one believes 
that Indigenous and other disadvantaged Australians 
are being socially included in. This question can be re-
phrased as: What are Indigenous people being socially 
excluded from? Furthermore, and most importantly, does 
it matter to Indigenous people? If social exclusion is 
important, how should policy be constructed to take it 
into account? This paper is an attempt to address these 
difficult questions.

The Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage (OID) framework 
(developed by the Productivity Commission) is a product of 
the Council of Australian Government’s (COAG’s) response 
to the “reconciliation decade”.1 It describes several outcomes 
and risk factors that capture some important aspects of 
the multidimensional nature of Indigenous disadvantage 
(Hunter, 2007b). The Steering Committee for the Review 
of Government Service Provision (SCRGSP) publishes a 
biannual report that evaluates progress against selected 
indicators from the framework (SCRGSP, 2007).

The form of social exclusion embodied in the OID 
framework is fundamentally based on the notion of 
exclusion from some mainstream norm, as it does not 
include any Indigenous-specific indicators of cultural 
wellbeing (Taylor, 2008). The framework provides an 
example of a narrow conception of social exclusion that 
focuses almost exclusively on economic participation. 
Indeed, it is possible that the failure to acknowledge 
the importance of social and cultural wellbeing directly 
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The second piece of legislation, the Social Security and 
Other Legislation Amendment (Welfare Payment Reform) 
Bill 2007, combined three elements: welfare reform specific 
to the Northern Territory; welfare reform specific to Cape 
York; and a broader welfare reform package announced a 
little earlier. The government proposed to quarantine various 
income support payments and direct Indigenous families to 
provide basic necessities such as food, clothing and shelter 
for their children, rather than supporting substance abuse 
and gambling.

The third and final piece of legislation was the Families, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs and Other 
Legislation Amendment (Northern Territory National 
Emergency Response and Other Measures) Bill 2007, 
which amended existing legislation to include bans 
on pornography and changes to the permit system. Rather 
than the total scrapping of the permit system in all NT 
Indigenous communities, as had been proposed in the 
original press conference, the Bill only lifted the requirement 
for permits to visit Aboriginal land in townships and access 
roads and airstrips.

These Bills were passed without substantial amendment on 
16 August, after a one-day review in the Senate. Interested 
readers are referred to overviews by Altman and Hinkson 
(2007) and Hughes (2007) of the arguments for and against 
the intervention.

Hunter (2007a) argued that Indigenous policy such as the 
NTER can be characterised as a “wicked problem”. The 
original definition of “wicked problems” was elaborated in 
Rittel and Webber (1973); however, the following discussion 
uses a definition from Conklin (2003), which identifies four 
characteristics of wicked problems: 

  the problem is not understood until after a solution has 
been formulated;

  stakeholders have radically different world views and 
different frames for understanding the problem;

  constraints and resources for solving the problem 
change over time; and

  the problem is never solved (completely).

Therefore the notion of a “wicked problem” does not refer 
to the inherent evil of the widespread child abuse; rather, 
it is a technical term used to characterise a complex, 
multidimensional problem and is arguably related to the 
concept of social exclusion/inclusion. Indigenous policy is 
one of the most complex areas facing governments, as it 
involves many issues that do not exist for other Australians: 
a dynamic cultural life; a need to change social norms; 
unique forms of property rights, such as native title; and the 
intergenerational transmission of disadvantage, sometimes 
arising from historical government interventions (such as 
the Stolen Generations).

Mainstream Australian society is likely to have different 
perspectives on the problem from Indigenous 
stakeholders, who are more likely to emphasise land rights, 
cultural difference and injustice. Whatever the merits 
of the intervention into Northern Territory Indigenous 
communities, it is unlikely to succeed without both long-
term bipartisan commitment of substantial resources and 
a meaningful process of consultation with Indigenous 
peoples. One of the fundamental concerns about the 

discusses Indigenous disadvantage in terms of the notion 
of cumulative or circular causation, before providing some 
concluding remarks to tie the discussion together.

Lessons from recent public debates

The Northern Territory intervention

One crucial feature of the Northern Territory National 
Emergency Response (NTER; also known as the NT 
intervention) was that there was virtually no consultation 
with state and territory governments or local Indigenous 
community elders before the policy framework was 
announced. The lack of communication with Indigenous 
representatives may have been a result of the abolition 
of ATSIC, which resulted in there no longer being any 
recognised local Indigenous authority with which 
governments can talk. Even Noel Pearson was only 
given 15 minutes’ warning of the Government’s planned 
intervention (Pearson, 2007).

The NTER was introduced on 21 June 2007 by former 
Prime Minister John Howard and Minister Mal Brough with 
the rather military mantra of “stabilise, normalise and exit” 
(Altman & Hinkson, 2007). The reference to “normalise” 
begs the question as to whose “norm” was being used? 
Altman (2008) recently argued that international best 
practice in development literature is to have policies 
that are participatory, bottom-up and culturally informed. 
Furthermore, and this is particularly relevant to this paper, 
he argued that the intervention failed to take into account 
Indigenous aspirations and perspectives and hence he was 
sceptical of the efficacy of the overall policy framework.

After heated public debate over the “national emergency”—
and clarification of the more controversial proposals 
(e.g., compulsory health checks were to be less invasive 
than had been feared)—three Bills were introduced to the 
Commonwealth Parliament on 7 August 2007, comprising 
480 pages of legislation relating to alcohol restrictions, 
pornography bans, changes to the permit system and 
township leasing, and the quarantining of welfare 
payments.

The Northern Territory National Emergency Response Bill 
2007 provided a legislative framework for:

   alcohol restrictions to stem the instances of family 
violence and sexual abuse of children;

   computer audits to detect prohibited pornographic 
material;

   five-year leases to better manage investments to 
improve living conditions in townships;

   land tenure changes to enable town camps to become 
normal suburbs;

   the appointment of government business managers in 
Aboriginal townships to manage and implement the 
emergency measures;

   the removal of customary laws as a mitigating factor for 
bail and sentencing conditions; and

   better management of community stores to deliver 
healthier and more affordable food to Indigenous 
families.
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Johns (2008) argued for a policy of “economic integration” 
on the grounds that the “modernisation project” is 
necessarily inconsistent with cultural maintenance.4 While 
Hunter (2007a) raised the prospect that there is some 
partial inconsistency or trade-off between modernisation 
and cultural maintenance, it is an empirical question as to 
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 
some employment and education options. However, 
the evidence seems to indicate that such fears can be 
overstated. For example, Hunter (2007b) showed that 
youth who speak an Indigenous language are actually more 
likely to attend school. Notwithstanding, Johns has made 
an important point that has implications for the debate 
about social inclusion and hence this issue will be revisited 
in the concluding section.

Johns (2008) has provided a radical proposal whose 
bottom line is that policy should change the set of 
incentives for mobility facing Indigenous people by 
removing unconditional income support and services 
provided in such communities by CDEP schemes or other 
government initiatives. The optimal level of mobility 
depends on both the individual costs and benefits of 
moving (and perceptions of those costs and benefits) and 
the social costs and benefits of that mobility. Even if one 
is willing to ignore Indigenous perspectives on culture 
and interventions made on their behalf, it is not entirely 
clear that mobility will necessarily result in the benefits 
anticipated by Johns—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 strains on kinship ties and obligations) and the 
difficulties 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 Indigenous culture 
has a considerable market and non-market value to both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.

NTER is that it involves the suspension of the Racial 
Discrimination Act 1975 and all the rights embodied in 
that legislation.

One of the main debates surrounding the NTER is whether 
the trade-off between Indigenous rights and socio-economic 
status is being taken into account. The existence of this 
trade-off means Indigenous Australians must “own” both 
the problem and solution (Henry, 2007). If behavioural and 
attitudinal change is required, then an adequate process of 
consultation with Indigenous people is obviously crucial 
to securing their cooperation. Imposing solutions from 
above is not only profoundly illiberal, they are unlikely to 
be solutions at all.

A recent paper by former Commonwealth Minister Gary 
Johns (2008) took up this argument by asking whether the 
underlying cause of Indigenous disadvantage in the NT is 
a “wicked problem” or the result of the “wicked policy” of 
self-determination. Johns argued that Indigenous people 
should face the true costs of their decision to stay in 
remote communities and that Indigenous disadvantage can 
be solved by changing the system of government support 
and infrastructure—that is, to encourage mobility to more 
bouyant labour markets where jobs are available. One issue 
with this argument is that it ignores some of the difficulties 
that Indigenous workers encounter in securing jobs in urban 
labour markets. One important constraint in this regard may 
be the existence of ongoing labour market discrimination 
(Hunter, 2004). Another issue is the mismatch between 
the skills demanded by employers and the skill sets that 
Indigenous people may have.

If social inclusion policies ignore cultural issues 
entirely, then policy-makers will lay themselves open 
to the criticism that they are just updated versions 
of assimilation practices. 
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From a national perspective, CDEP jobs are also important 
for much natural resource management 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. The current round of reforms of the CDEP scheme 
is being publicly debated and another government report is 
due in the near future (Australian Government, 2008).

One aspect of Johns’ argument that it is difficult to 
disagree with is that the CDEP scheme certainly supports 
the existence of remote Indigenous communities that 
might not continue to exist if all government support 
were withdrawn. In that sense, the CDEP scheme provides 
tangible support to Indigenous culture in such areas. 
Hunter (2008) argued that mainstream (non-CDEP) jobs 
provide more protection against entrenched Indigenous 
disadvantage than CDEP scheme jobs. Consequently, one 
can argue that there is, in a sense, a trade-off between 
cultural maintenance (which is clearly supported by 
the CDEP scheme) and other important socio-economic 
dimensions of Indigenous social exclusion.

Whatever one’s position on the validity of the arguments 
put forward by Johns (2008), public debate would be 
enhanced by further evaluation of the extent of trade-off 
between cultural maintenance and integration into the 
mainstream economy—an issue that researchers and policy 
makers cannot ignore. Using Harris’ (2004) terminology, 
is there some substitutability between “solidarity” and 
“participation”, or are these concepts complementary? 
The debate about the NTER also illustrates that similar 
questions can be asked about the relationship between 
“social order” versus “social justice” dimensions of social 
inclusion. Similar tensions are implicitly embedded in the 
OID framework.

The OID framework: Interactions 
between priority outcomes
Intuitively, there is some reason to believe that it is crucially 
important to provide a safe, healthy and supportive family 
environment with strong communities and cultural identity. 
It is tempting to say that this positive family environment 
facilitates positive child development and lessens crime 
and self-harm, which in turn circumscribes economic 
outcomes and wealth creation. An alternative hypothesis is 
that economic and social outcomes depend on the types 
of families in which Indigenous families live. Given that 
it is very difficult to simultaneously model all the inter-
relationships, the following discussion often focuses on 
Indigenous crime and educational attendance in order to 
illustrate some of the relevant issues.

Hunter (2007b) argued that policy-makers should 
understand behavioural interactions rather than focus on 
measurement for its own sake. The existing OID framework 
lists 12 headline indicators to capture Indigenous 
disadvantage5—all of which can be measured using the 
2002 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 
Survey (NATSISS)—and categorises them under the three 
priority outcomes identified in Figure 1. Less than 2% of 
Indigenous NATSISS respondents had no disadvantage in 
the proxies available for these headline indicators. The 
obverse of this is that over half experienced four or more 

Source:  SCRGSP (2007)

Figure 1 Priority outcomes in the OID framework

Safe, healthy and supportive  
family environments, with 
strong communities and 

cultural identity

Positive child development  
and prevention of violence,  

crime and self-harm

Improved wealth creation and  
economic sustainability for 

individuals, families and 
communities

indicators of disadvantage at the same time. Furthermore, 
Hunter used statistical methods to demonstrate that 
Indigenous disadvantage is multidimensional and cannot 
be reduced to a single dimension such as poverty. As such, 
the notion of social exclusion (and social inclusion) could 
potentially be important for understanding Indigenous 
disadvantage, as it provides a framework for measuring 
the many factors that affect Indigenous wellbeing. It could 
be used by policy-makers to unpack how multiple factors, 
not just the low level of income, perpetuate Indigenous 
disadvantage.

The OID framework is closely related to the United 
Nation’s Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which 
have been criticised by the United Nations Permanent 
Forum on Indigenous Issues for being inadequate with 
respect to incorporating Indigenous concerns, interests 
and interpretations (Taylor, 2008). That is, the MDGs 
do not provide an adequate framework for measuring 
Indigenous wellbeing.

Indigenous-specific considerations are recognised in some 
countries when measuring wellbeing. In New Zealand, 
the Māori Statistics Forum (which includes Māori leaders 
and academics) explored such issues in some detail and 
recommended a framework for measuring Māori wellbeing 
that should capture: the sustainability of Te Ao Māori 
(the Māori world view); social capability and human 
resource potential (i.e., not social capital); economic and 
environmental self-sustainability; and empowerment and 
enablement (Taylor, 2008). That forum recommended 
125 indicators, of which 68% were Māori-specific. The 
framework recommended by the Māori Statistics Forum 
has since been reflected in other Indigenous statistical 
collections (the Te Hoe Nuku Poa longitudinal study and 
Inuit and Saami surveys). If policy-makers are interested in 
Indigenous wellbeing and not just a narrow definition of 
social exclusion, then there needs to be some engagement 
with these issues.

In theory, the social inclusion (and to a lesser extent social 
exclusion) literature is consistent with the promotion of non-
discrimination, the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives in 
laws, policies and programs, and the promotion of full and 
effective participation in decisions that affect Indigenous 
people. However, in practice it has been difficult to redefine 
the development processes to ensure that they recognise the 
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such themes, titled: Strong Foundations: Rebuilding Social 
Norms in Indigenous Communities.7

Economics has the concept of an externality whereby some 
benefits and costs of social interactions are borne by people 
who are not directly involved in the interaction. Theories 
that involve social externalities, such as the effect of peer 
groups and dysfunctional communities, are particularly 
important for the argument presented in Hunter (2007b), 
because they suggest that there are theoretical reasons why 
the OID indicators are sequentially linked rather than being 
functionally independent.

Causation is always tricky to identify adequately, but 
Hunter (2007b) presented some evidence that alcohol/
substance abuse, peer effects, community violence 
and Indigenous crime are important determinants 
of Indigenous participation in school, which in turn 
determines future economic outcomes in the community, 
and feeds back to drive negative behaviours, such as 
alcohol/substance abuse, community violence and so 
on. Hunter (2007a) suggested that the disadvantages 
measured in the OID priority outcomes accumulate 
over time and hence the social problems in many 
Indigenous communities reinforce one another over 
several generations. Further evidence of cumulative 
causation playing a role is provided in the significance 
(and importance) of the role of peer group effects and 
the immediate social environment on the educational 
participation of Indigenous teenagers.

In order to assist the reader in understanding the argument 
in Hunter (2007b), some of the major results are presented 
here. Figure 2 charts the rate of completion of Year 12 by 
crime outcomes (i.e., the age at which a person was first 
charged) to illustrate the importance of interactions with the 
justice system in affecting future outcomes for Indigenous 
youth. The I-bars indicate the 95% confidence intervals for 
the respective estimates (i.e., the range over which 95% of 
estimates will be found).

Indigenous people who have never been charged with 
an offence are three times more likely to have completed 
education to Year 12 than those who were first charged 
before their 18th birthday (i.e., before their “majority”).8 
Consequently, Figure 2 provides a clear indication that 
early involvement in the justice system is associated with 
disruptions to the process of human capital accumulation.9 
Given that the effect of being charged is manifest for the 
substantial numbers of Indigenous people who were charged 
as young as 8 years old, arguably there is a need for a greater 
focus on developmental environments within families.

Speaking an Indigenous language is associated 
with a significant increase in school attendance. 

In formally modelling the effect of being involved in the 
criminal justice system on the process of human capital 
accumulation, we need to be mindful of the possibility of 
reverse causation. In particular, are the sorts of children 
who do not attend school also the sorts of children who are 
going to be involved in criminal activities?

Many economic studies have demonstrated a relationship 
between social background and educational attainment 

different “world views” of Indigenous and other Australians, 
let alone deal with the enormous cultural diversity within 
the Indigenous population.

Hunter (2007b) attempted to tease out some behavioural 
interactions between OID priority outcomes by using the 
concept of cumulative or circular causation, which had 
its origins in the old institutional economics literature of 
Thorstein Veblen. In the context of Indigenous disadvantage, 
the most relevant reference to cumulative causation is 
that by Nobel-prize-winning economist Gunnar Myrdal, 
whose later writings were heavily influenced by Veblen’s 
brand of institutional economics. Myrdal’s most influential 
and landmark book, An American Dilemma: The Negro 
Problem and Modern Democracy, was originally published 
in 1944—the “dilemma” referred to in the title is the co-
existence of American liberal ideals and the miserable 
situation of the black population:

White prejudice and discrimination keep the Negro low in standards 
of living, health, education, manners and morals. This, in its turn, gives 
support to white prejudice. White prejudice and Negro standards thus 
mutually “cause” each other. (p. 75)

Myrdal (1944) saw a vicious cycle in which whites oppressed 
blacks, and then pointed to blacks’ poor performance as 
the reason for the oppression. The way out of this cycle, he 
argued, was to either cure whites of prejudice or improve 
the circumstances of blacks, which would then disprove 
whites’ preconceived notions. Myrdal called this process 
the “principle of cumulation”. Cumulative causation models 
are a general class of models that involves a feedback loop 
where outcomes reinforce one another.6

One subset of models that could be classified as involving 
cumulative causation are models where outcomes 
for individuals or groups affect related outcomes for 
other people. For example, peer groups are likely to be 
particularly important in the context of Indigenous 
Australia, as they can explain how individuals’ norms and 
behaviours are shaped by the norms and behaviours of 
the people with whom they associate. Noel Pearson’s 
Cape York Institute recently ran a conference built on 

Source:  Dodson and Hunter (2006, p. 30)

Figure 2  Relationship between Indigenous adults being 
charged for a crime and completing Year 12,  
by gender
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rather than a test of a specific theory—that is, it is a step towards 
hypothesis construction rather than hypothesis testing.

From the outset, it should be clear that there is no neat 
division between the theories of Indigenous crime or 
arrest and individuals’ education decisions. Sociological and 
anthropological theories detail the factors—both alienation 
and conflict-based—that simultaneously lead to both higher 
rates of arrest and lower rates of education. Neo-classical 
theories in economics also predict strong linkages between 
the educational decision and the allocation of time implied 
by the “choice” to engage in criminal activities.10

The Developmental Crime Prevention Consortium 
(1999) described how the developmental processes 
facing children and youth are crucial determinants of the 
eventual experience of individuals within the criminal 
justice and education systems. The developmental theories 
of crime and educational participation are consistent with 
a theory of cumulative causation, as both emphasise the 
importance of historical processes, dynamic pathways 
and feedback mechanisms (such as peer effects). Even if 
alcohol and substance abuse had their roots in “alienation” 
and “conflict”, developmental theories emphasise their 
role as perpetuating pathways that lead to crime and, 
hence, they could in some sense be considered causes of 
Indigenous crime.

Hunter (2007b) attempted to put some structure on 
the empirical analysis to make statements that take into 
account the possibility that reverse causation is distorting 
the measured effect of arrest on educational participation. 
As with previous studies, being arrested was modelled as 
being driven by socio-economic and demographic factors 
(Hunter, 2001), but it was important to identify “instruments” 
that were correlated with arrest but not correlated with 
educational participation. One such instrument was whether 
an individual respondent was taken from their family as a 
child and therefore had experienced severe disruption to 
their early family life.11 Table 1 reports the main results of the 
empirical analysis of the 2002 NATSISS in Hunter (2007b), 
which found that the arrest of Indigenous youth is one of 
the major factors driving low rates of school attendance. 
The results are reported in terms of the percentage change 
in the probability of being at school for 13–17 year olds. The 
main point to note is that the effect of arrest on attendance 
is extremely large, at around 25 percentage points. Indeed, 
it is larger than almost any other effect, with the exception 
of marital status.

While all the results in this table are significant, the reader 
should pay particular attention to the third line, which 
shows that speaking an Indigenous language is associated 
with a significant increase in school attendance of 
around 20 percentage points.12 The other issue to note in 
Table 1 is the marginal effect in the last three lines, which 
illustrates that social influences within the household/
family are important. This can also be interpreted in terms 
of cumulative causation in that individual outcomes affect 
peers, which feeds back to affect the individual respondent 
in question. Indigenous disadvantage is clearly entrenched 
because of a web of intertwined circular causation (or 
cumulative causation) whereby Indigenous disadvantage 
feeds back onto itself to reinforce the disadvantage and 
potentially lead to a vicious cycle.

(e.g., Haveman & Wolfe, 1995). Todd and Wolpin (2003) 
described children’s educational development as a 
cumulative process, influenced by their history of family and 
school inputs as well as inherited endowments. While we 
do not have direct information on educational achievement, 
it is likely that educational participation will be affected by 
the same range of family and school variables that have 
been identified as being relevant for agents involved in 
making decisions regarding the educational development of 
children. Indeed, educational participation is a precursor to 
educational achievement. In terms of theories of Indigenous 
violence and crime, readers are referred to Weatherburn 
and Snowball (2008).

In general, the existing econometric analyses of education 
outcomes do not examine the role of crime in educational 
outcomes because of a general lack of adequate data that 
combines details of interaction with the criminal justice 
system and educational institutions. Another possible 
explanation for the lack of analysis in this area is the 
apparent incompatibility of several prominent theories of 
arrest and education.

The following empirical analysis must be viewed as a 
preliminary examination that scopes possible explanations 

Table 1  Marginal effects on school attendance,  
13–17 year olds

Including peer 
group factors 

%

Parsimonious 
specification 

%

Basea probability 41.4 48.9

Marginal effectb

Arrested in last 5 years –25.3 –24.4

Males –2.6 –2.8

Torres Strait Islander 2.7 3.9

Other urban areas 1.4 1.7

Rural areas –3.8 –3.0

Remote areas –18.9 –20.9

Married 27.9 25.4

Sole parent 25.6 23.5

Live in a mixed family 5.2 5.8

Engaged in hunting and gathering –18.3 –21.6

Spoke an Indigenous language 18.5 18.5

Had a long-term health condition 12.3 12.6

All major household utilities provided 
at residence 19.1 19.3

Other residents of household  
aged between 13 and 17 had  
been arrested –12.3

Other residents of household aged 
18 and over had been arrested –6.2

Other residents of household aged 
between 13 and 17 going to school 12.6

Note:  a Base = Aboriginal; living in an Aboriginal-only household in an urban region 
outside capital city; is single without children under 13; does not engage in 
hunting and gathering or speak an Indigenous language; does not speak 
Indigenous language; does not have a long-term health condition; has a room in 
a house where all the major utilities work; other household members have not 
been arrested in the last five years; and other household members are either at 
school or have a post-schooling qualification. b Percentage change in probability 
of attendance at school for a hypothetical reference person (relative to the base 
case or ommited category).

Source: Hunter (2007b, Table 3)
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and the public, that the government cannot fix any 
problem unless it fixes all of them. He argued that under 
social inclusion the task of governments and their welfare 
bureaucracies suddenly extends from sorting out the 
problems associated with poverty to finding remedies for 
more abstract conditions, such as cultural deprivation and 
the absence of social capital. While Pearson was referring 
to bureaucratic over-reach and policy hubris, it is difficult 
to argue with his original sentiment. Indeed, there is a 
risk that the notions of social inclusion, and to a lesser 
extent cumulative causation, can lead to a sort of policy 
nihilism where the magnitude of the task seems too 
complex and too hard. Unfortunately, there is not much 
one can do about this if the dimensions of disadvantage 
are inextricably linked.

Notwithstanding such pessimism, it is possible that 
some policy options are “dominant”, in that one might 
initiate a virtuous cycle. Policies that effectively address 
alcohol and substance abuse might be one such set of 
policies—addressing both the supply of such substances 
(by regulation and enforcement of regulations) and the 
demand for them (e.g., through consistent volumetric 
taxation of alcohol). However, it is preferable that such 
policies be implemented with the full consultation and 
participation of local Indigenous communities to minimise 
countervailing tendencies where people attempt to get 
around the relevant regulations and taxation. The important 
point is that any such policies should minimise the extent 
to which they induce countervailing dynamics in which 
start a sort of vicious cycle of alienation and “learned 
helplessness” (Hunter, 2007a). Ignoring the roles of culture 
and the need for meaningful consultation is problematic; 
not least because it does not encourage Indigenous people 
to take ownership of the issues underlying social inclusion 
(and exclusion).

Indigenous disadvantage is clearly entrenched 
because of a web of intertwined circular causation 
whereby Indigenous disadvantage feeds back onto 
itself to reinforce the disadvantage and potentially 
lead to a vicious cycle.

Developmental theories offer the best prospect for 
inducing an effective policy that enhances social 
inclusion. However, in order to provide evidence about 
which developmental theories are supported, we need 
longitudinal data on Indigenous youth and children. At the 
time of writing, Footprints in Time: The Longitudinal Study 
of Indigenous Children (LSIC) is in the field and hopefully 
this will provide some useful data in the coming years.14 
It is anticipated that LSIC will demonstrate the crucial 
role that functional Indigenous families and communities,  
and not just economic policies, play in providing 
employment opportunities.

The main challenge for the social inclusion framework that 
has emerged from the recent public debate about Indigenous 
disadvantage involves a range of difficult issues surrounding 
cultural maintenance; in particular, the possibility that 
there is a trade-off between cultural wellbeing and socio-
economic outcomes. The evidence presented in Table 1 
seems to indicate that this trade-off is not an issue—indeed, 

As indicated above, the main argument in Hunter (2007b) 
is that there is a circle of causation spanning the priority 
outcomes in the OID framework that takes place over 
several generations—that is, with Indigenous disadvantage 
cumulating over time. In general, it is not possible to 
entirely discount the possibility of some reverse causation 
between the indicators that proxy various measures of the 
priority outcomes. While this issue does not really affect 
the overall existence of cumulative causation (indeed it 
might just add to the complexity of interactions), it can be 
argued that reverse causation is a second-order concern. 
Improved wealth creation will affect child development; 
however, child development is most likely to be enhanced 
through the benefits and resources conferred on the family, 
community and schools. For example, the various income 
management systems run by Centrelink13 are designed 
to stop family resources being dissipated on “grog” and 
gambling and hence create strong communities. Another 
relevant issue is that there is a temporal issue for reverse 
causation in that the wealth created down the track 
cannot be retrospectively invested in the child since that 
child would by then be an adult.

The intergenerational accumulation of disadvantage 
is clear when analysing Indigenous disadvantage. For 
example, Dodson and Hunter (2006) demonstrated that 
later Indigenous generations had higher crime outcomes, 
relative to the rest of their generation, when their parents 
and grandparents were members of the Stolen Generations. 
A major question remaining is whether social inclusion 
provides a framework/rationale for effective policies to 
counteract such tendencies.

Cumulative causation and social 
inclusion policy
The above discussion has ranged over a variety of topics on 
Indigenous disadvantage; but what implications, if any, do these 
issues have for the notion of social inclusion? For example, what 
does the notion of cumulative causation have to offer social 
inclusion policy? For one, the inter-relationships between the 
various dimensions of disadvantage are complex and probably 
reinforce one another. Therefore, picking policy winners may 
not be that useful, as one or more other aspects of disadvantage 
may still prevent outcomes from entering a “virtuous 
cycle” (which, unlike a vicious cycle, reinforces a reduction  
in disadvantage). Improving Indigenous educational facilities 
will not by itself overcome Indigenous disadvantage because 
the effects of communities, families and peers are likely to 
undermine and counteract any such initiatives. That is, policies 
that seek to achieve social inclusion need to be multifactorial 
(i.e., addressing multiple factors simultaneously).

World renowned economist Amartya Sen made the important 
point that “the language of exclusion is so versatile that 
there may be a temptation to dress up any deprivation as 
a case of exclusion” (Sen, 2000, p. 9). The complex inter-
relationships between the various dimensions of Indigenous 
disadvantage identified in this paper and extant literature 
make it particularly difficult to credibly identify the nature 
and extent of the inter-relationships, and hence the empirical 
evidence of the direction of causality is tentative at best.

Christopher Pearson (2008) pointed to another danger—
the perception will arise, in the minds of policy-makers 
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Conclusion
In summary, Indigenous disadvantage is complex and 
multidimensional and the notions of social exclusion and 
social inclusion seem particularly relevant. However, a 
definition of social inclusion that includes local decision-
making has not been implemented in Australia. It is 
theoretically difficult to achieve this when there is a wide 
cultural gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
perspectives on the issues involved. Consequently, there 
is little effective difference between social exclusion and 
inclusion as an organising principle for Indigenous policy. 
Notwithstanding these impediments, this article argues 
that it is important to attempt to reconcile these disparate 
perspectives to engage the Indigenous community so  
that problematic behaviours can be addressed in a 
constructive manner.

Endnotes
1  The so-called “decade of reconciliation” corresponded to the period over 

which the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (CAR) was active. The formal 
end of this “reconciliation decade” occurred on 4 December 2000 when CAR 
submitted its final report to the Federal Parliament.

2  The Centre for Research on Social Inclusion’s research clusters include: 
“Migration, multiculturalism and nation”, “Critical theory and social hope”, 
“Welfare, care and social policy”, “The postcolonial world and globalisation”, 
and “Inclusion and exclusion in urban and regional spaces”. More information 
is available at: <www.crsi.mq.edu.au/research/research_clusters.htm>.

3  The original CDEP scheme converted notional equivalents of the 
unemployment benefit entitlements of Aboriginal people in remote areas into 
grants to Aboriginal organisations so that paid, part-time community work 
could be provided to appropriate residents.

4  The “modernisation project” is not a formally constituted project, but rather 
refers to efforts to enhance the capacity of those engaged in customary 
Indigenous society to actively interact with the modern economy.

5  The 12 OID headline indicators are: life expectancy at birth; disability and 
chronic disease; years 10 and 12 retention and attainment; post-secondary 
education—participation and attainment; labour force participation and 
unemployment; household and individual income; home ownership; suicide 

speaking an Indigenous language is associated with higher 
participation in the mainstream education system than 
would otherwise be the case.

If social inclusion policies ignore cultural issues entirely, then 
policy-makers will lay themselves open to the criticism that 
they are just updated versions of assimilation practices. Goot 
and Rowse (2007) distinguished between the doctrine of 
assimilation, which makes assertions about the permissible 
differences within a nation, and assimilation as a diverse 
range of government practices aimed at people whose 
difference is understood to be a “problem”. One example of 
the latter is the practices that led to the Stolen Generations 
(National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families, 1997). 
Some commentators have argued that such practices may 
not have been a bad thing and may ultimately have improved 
the socio-economic circumstances for those Indigenous 
people who were taken from their families. The available 
evidence does not support this proposition. Borland and 
Hunter (2000) and Hunter (2007b) have both shown that 
being taken from one’s natural family is associated with a 
higher rate of interaction with the criminal justice system, 
but is not associated with a significantly better employment 
or educational outcomes.

Being taken from one’s natural family is  
associated with a higher rate of interaction with 
the criminal justice system, but is not associated 
with a significantly better employment or 
educational outcomes.
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and self-harm; substantiated child abuse and neglect; deaths from homicide and 
hospitalisations for assault; family and community violence; and imprisonment 
and juvenile detention rates (SCRGSP, 2007).

6  In abstract technical terms, cumulative causation is defined as a positive 
feedback, in which the “system” responds to a perturbation or shock in the 
same direction as the perturbation. A negative feedback is where the system 
responds in the opposite direction to the perturbation. If not controlled by 
countervailing tendencies, a positive feedback loop can run out of control 
and can result in the collapse of the system. This is called a “vicious circle” (or, 
in Latin, circulus vitiosus). Note that the terms “positive” and “negative” do 
not mean or imply desirability of the feedback system. The negative feedback 
loop tends to slow down a process, while the positive feedback loop tends to 
speed it up.

7 For details, see <www.cyi.org.au>.

8  There is less systematic variation for those who were charged after they 
reached their majority. While being charged at 35 years of age or older is 
also associated with relatively low rates of school completion (to Year 12), 
this is likely to reflect a cohort effect, as it was relatively unusual for older 
Indigenous people (who by definition are aged over 35) to have finished 
secondary school.

9  “Human capital” is a term economists use to describe productive skills. The 
skills could be innate or may be enhanced through either experience or 
engagement in a formal educational process.

10  Economic-based rational choice models of crime draw on a well-developed 
theoretical structure of time allocation and labour supply under both 
certainty and uncertainty (Becker, 1975; Phillips & Votey, 1988). Unfortunately 
such models are simplified for analytical purposes by treating crime as “work” 
rather than “leisure”. This assumption is contestable where crime is conducted 
without regard to pecuniary gains. In the Indigenous setting, this theory is 
particularly problematic because few Indigenous crimes are associated with 
any financial gain (Hunter, 2001).

11  This variable can be taken to be an instrument in that it is historically 
determined and will not be affected by recent processes/decisions that drive 
the propensity to be arrested (or indeed the decision to attend school).

12  The result for “had a long-term health condition” may seem counter-intuitive at 
first glance. However, the fact that Indigenous teenagers with such conditions 
are just over 12 percentage points more likely to be attending school probably 
reflects the lack of exit opportunities for this group (e.g., employment in low-
skilled occupations).

13  For example, the quarantining of welfare payments in some Indigenous 
communities as part of the NTER.

14  For more information, see <www.fahcsia.gov.au/internet/facsinternet.nsf/
research/ldi-lsic_nav.htm>.
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Early intervention has a long history, with an impressive 
literature on the efficacy of a range of approaches to 
addressing the consequences of family disadvantage and/or 
dysfunction for children (Hayes, 2007a, 2007b). Increasingly, 
the focus is on how interventions early in life can break 
cycles of intergenerational transmission of the effects of 
disadvantage and the impacts of dysfunctional parenting 
(Hayes, 2006). Such interventions are an important aspect 
of contemporary approaches to addressing poverty, 
child abuse and neglect, drug and alcohol misuse, and 
involvement in criminality—the broad set of problems 
that often contribute to social exclusion (Frazer & Marlier, 
2007). Key issues in the literature relate to the duration of 
prevention and early intervention efforts and how this is 
associated with whether their benefits are sustained or not 
(Hayes, 2007a). Arguably, many short-duration programs 
have short-term impacts, but their longer term efficacy to 
overcome intergenerational transmission of disadvantage 
and dysfunction is debatable.

Newpin (New Parent Infant Network), first established in 
the UK in 1982, is distinguished from other intervention 
approaches by its focus on multiple components delivered 
with greater intensity over a longer period than many 
other initiatives. The program develops supportive, non-
judgemental, non-hierarchical communities of support 
within which mothers (and, more recently, fathers) can 
address the residues of their own negative experiences in 
childhood and see how these influence their feelings and 
actions in relation to their children. As such, it goes beyond 
the typical parameters of parent education and support 
to address some of the entrenched emotional, attitudinal 
and behavioural impediments to effective and empathetic 
parenting. The objective of Newpin is to improve the quality 
of relationships between parents and children in ways that 
reduce risk and vulnerability and enhance protection and 
resilience. The focus has tended to be on those who are at 
risk of parenting problems.

On the tenth anniversary of the introduction of Newpin to 
Australia, it is fitting that UnitingCare Burnside has published 
a very valuable volume capturing the insights of program 
designers, staff, volunteers and, most importantly, parents 
from a diverse range of backgrounds who have participated 
in Newpin. The chapters provide very detailed insights 
into the principles and approaches to practice that are at 
the heart of Newpin and that distinguish it so clearly from 

other parent education and support programs. As such, it 
provides a rich picture of how Newpin works, its essential 
features and the challenges that may be encountered in 
its implementation. Particularly valuable are the chapters 
outlining how Newpin was initially developed in the UK, 
extended to Northern Ireland, and established in six centres 
in New South Wales, Victoria and Tasmania, operated by 
UnitingCare Burnside, Bethany Community Support and 
Northern Newpin respectively.

Although some material has been derived from earlier 
publications, and there is some overlap of content across 
chapters, these do not detract from the value of the 
volume. The book provides particularly useful insights into 
the extent of the impacts that it has had on parents and 
their children. It contains information on the evaluation 
of its effectiveness, including the results of a randomised 
control trial of the Newpin Antenatal and Postnatal Project 
that demonstrated the efficacy of Newpin in reducing the 
occurrence of maternal depression.

In addition to the research and evaluation data, it is the 
personal stories of life change in the face of considerable 
challenge that speak most compellingly of the value of 
Newpin. These show how the sustained commitment 
of volunteer “befrienders” and program staff can assist 
troubled parents to confront their inner concerns and outer 
challenges in a way that liberates them from the burden 
of the past and enables them to address oppressive factors 
in the present to embrace the prospect of more hopeful 
futures for them and their children.
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Institute activities

The Legislation and Courts Project: A project examining the implementation of the 
Family Law Amendment (Shared Parental Responsibility) Act 2006

Rae Kaspiew

The Legislation and Courts Project 
(LCP) is a series of studies examining 
the implementation of the 2006 
changes to the law governing post-
separation parenting disputes. It is 
one of three components in the 
Institute’s evaluation of the family 
law reforms.

Key aims of the Family Law 
Amendment (Shared Parental 
Responsibility) Act 2006 (SPR 
Act 2006) were to strengthen 
legislative support for children to 
maintain meaningful involvement 
with both parents after separation 

and to ensure they are protected from harm from abuse, 
family violence and neglect. The legislation was part of a 
package of changes introduced by the former government 
from 2006. The Institute was commissioned to evaluate 
the changes and conduct associated longitudinal research 
(see Family Matters 77). This multidimensional evaluation 
has three arms: the Families Project (see Family Matters 
81), the Service Provision Project and the Legislation and 
Courts Project.

The LCP is examining the implementation of the SPR Act 
2006. This legislation made significant amendments to Part 
VII of the Family Law Act 1975 (Cth), which governs the 
resolution of disputes between parents (and potentially 
other parties, such as grandparents) over arrangements for 
their children after separation. Key aspects of the changes 
include: a requirement for families to attend family dispute 
resolution before filing a parenting application in court 
(with some exceptions, such as where a matter is urgent 
or there are concerns about family violence and/or child 
abuse); a presumption in favour of equal shared parental 
responsibility; an increased emphasis on the need to protect 
children from harm from exposure to family violence and 
abuse; and a series of provisions designed to support the use 
of processes in the family law courts that are less adversarial 
and more child-focused.

These changes inform the key themes being examined in 
the Legislation and Courts Project. These themes are: (a) 
family dispute resolution and the legal sector; (b) shared 
parenting; (c) protection from family violence, child abuse 
and neglect; and (d) child-focused dispute resolution in 
the family law courts. The Legislation and Courts Project 
is based on the collection of data from multiple sources 
through five different studies. Three of the larger studies are:

   Component 1—Interviews and focus groups with 
family law system professionals. This qualitative 
study examines the experiences of family law system 
professionals with the implementation of changes. 
In 2008, a series of interviews and focus groups with 
judges, barristers, solicitors, registrars and family 
consultants was conducted in Melbourne, Sydney, 
Brisbane and Perth. Cooperation with the data 
collection process was secured from the Family Court 
of Australia, the Family Court of Western Australia and 
the Federal Magistrates Court, various legal professional 
bodies, Legal Aid Commissions and community legal 
centres.

   Component 2—File analysis. This study is based on 
the collection of quantitative data from court files. 
Among other things, these data shed light on orders 
that are made (by consent and judicial determination) 
concerning parental responsibility and the time that 
children spend with each parent. The Institute has 
had the cooperation of the Family Court of Australia, 
the Federal Magistrates Court and the Family Court of 
Western Australia for this study.

   Component 3—Family Lawyers Survey 2008. 
This study is based on quantitative data from an 
online survey of family lawyers conducted between 
November 2008 and February 2009. Issues canvassed 
in the study include lawyers’ experiences with key 
aspects of the legislation, such as the presumption in 
favour of equal shared parental responsibility and the 
provisions designed to place greater emphasis on the 
need to protect children from harm from exposure 
to abuse, neglect and family violence. The Family Law 
Section of the Law Council of Australia assisted the 
Institute in contacting participants for this study.

Together, the studies in the LCP provide insight into how 
the legislation has affected advice-giving and decision-
making practices in the family law sector and what 
impact it has had on patterns in post-separation parenting 
arrangements for children that are made by consent and 
judicial determination. Along with the other arms of the 
evaluation—the Families Project and Service Provision 
Project—the LCP will contribute to an assessment of the 
impact of the 2006 changes and will assist in informing 
future policy development.
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Update: Growing Up in Australia

International Women’s Day

The third wave of data collection for Growing Up in 
Australia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 
(LSAC) has recently been completed, with around 86% of 
the study families originally recruited during 2004 taking 
part. This is a good result by international standards.

Preparations are well underway for the fourth round of the 
study, with the first visits commencing later this year. In 
addition, study families will be contacted by mail in June 
this year with a “between-waves” questionnaire, focusing on 
children’s family and school experiences, as well as their 
use of media and technology.

The fourth wave brings a number of changes to the study. For 
the first time, parents and children will use a computer to 
answer the questions and the children will use headphones 
to listen to an audio recording of the questions. Also for the 
first time, interviewers will work with the 10–11 year old 
children to learn about the children’s activities throughout 
the day prior to interview . 

Agreement has been reached with state and territory 
jurisdictions to access children’s data from the National 
Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy Assessments, 
where parents have given permission for this. These data 
will provide a valuable new source of information on the 
children’s progress when they are in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9.

The use of the study data continues to grow, with over 
260 approved data users from both within Australia and 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies and the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) celebrated International 
Women’s Day by holding a joint morning tea for all their 
staff. Institute Director Professor Alan Hayes introduced 
the guest speakers—Roberta Cavanagh, ABS, and Marlene 
Burchill, University of Melbourne—who spoke about issues 
affecting them as Indigenous women, with Ms Burchill 
doing a short Q&A with the Institute’s Dr Daryl Higgins, 
General Manager (Research). Also in attendance from the 
ABS was Regional Director Carl Obst and Assistant Director, 
Statistical Coordination, Fiona Shalley.

internationally. Details of some of the published research can 
be found on the study website (details below). The second 
LSAC conference will be held in Melbourne in December 
2009. Keep your eye on the AIFS and LSAC websites for 
further details!

Institute researchers have presented findings from the study 
data at several conferences and other forums. Diana Smart 
presented an overview of the Home-to-School Transitions 
for Financially Disadvantaged Children report at the 
Annual General Meeting of the Smith Family in November 
2008. Jennifer Baxter presented a paper on “Parental Time 
With Children: Do Job Characteristics Make a Difference?” 
at the International Association for Time Use Research 
conference in Sydney in December 2008. Carol Soloff 
also attended the conference and met with international 
delegates to discuss the development of a new time use 
diary for children. Following the conference, the LSAC Data 
Manager, Sebastian Misson, co-hosted a workshop with Jude 
Brown, from the University of New England, on how to 
make best use of LSAC time use data.

The most recent LSAC Annual Report 2007–08 was 
published in December 2008. The report provides an 
overview of the study, information on the between-waves 
mailout questionnaire that took place in 2007 when children 
were 3–4 and 7–8 years of age, and articles on children’s use 
of technology, child care trends over time, working patterns 
and attitudes, shared parental responsibility, parents’ 
involvement in children’s education, child care quality, and 
long work hours and fathering. Copies are available online 
or from the Institute.

Negotiations are currently underway regarding conducting 
Waves 5–8 of the study. This will provide a unique 
opportunity to follow the paths taken by today’s Australian 
children as they grow up.

For more information on the study, see <www.aifs.gov.au/
growingup>.

Institute and ABS staff at their joint IWD event. l. to r.: Dr Daryl Higgins, Marlene Burchill, 
Roberta Cavanagh, Fiona Shalley, Professor Alan Hayes and Carl Obst.

Institute activities
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AIFS Library
The following selection of books on family-related topics are recent additions to the Institute’s Library. They are 
available through many academic and public libraries, or can be purchased from good book shops and are often 
available free online. Prices are given as and when supplied.

A picture of the nation: 
The statistician’s report 
on the 2006 Census, 
2006. 

(2008). Australian Bureau 
of Statistics. Canberra: 
ABS. Price: $25. Available 
free from: <www.abs.
gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/
cat/2070.0>.

Based chiefly on analysis of 
data from the 2006 Census 
of Population and Housing, 
this report presents statistical 
information and commentary 
on a wide range of topics 
concerning contemporary 
Australian society and trends. It 
contains overviews and articles 
organised into eight broad 
areas: population, cultural 
diversity, living arrangements, 
community, education, work, 
economic resources, and 
housing. Special topics include 
second-generation Australians, 
religion across the generations, 
children’s living arrangements, 
volunteering across Australia, 
caring across the life cycle, adult 
education, and skill shortages.

Measuring the social 
and emotional wellbeing 
of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. 

(2009). Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare. 
Canberra: AIHW. Price: $33. 
Available free from: <www.
aihw.gov.au/publications/
index.cfm/title/10685>.

For the 2004–05 National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Health Survey, an 
interim module was developed 
to examine social and emotional 
wellbeing, using the eight 
domains of psychological distress, 
impact of psychological distress, 
positive wellbeing, anger, life 
stressors, discrimination, cultural 
identification, and removal 
from natural family. This report 
examines the development and 
effectiveness of these domains, as 
well as providing survey responses 
and analysis of the data. Key 
findings from the data include that 
27% of respondents reported high 
levels of psychological distress, 
which is twice as high as the 
reporting rate of non-Indigenous 
Australians.

Child protection:  
A guide for parents  
and family members.

(2008). Western Suburbs 
Legal Service. Newport,  
Vic.: Western Suburbs  
Legal Service.

The Department of Human 
Services (DHS) is charged with 
managing child protection 
laws and services in Victoria 
and it can be stressful and 
confronting for parents to 
contact the department. 
This guidebook explains the 
powers and procedures of 
the DHS, legal and court 
processes, and individual’s 
rights and options when 
they are involved with child 
protection matters. It includes 
information on protective 
intervention reports and 
notifications, risk assessment 
and case conferencing, 
obtaining legal advice,  
the powers of the Children’s 
Court, court orders, and 
complaints and appeals.  
A directory of useful service 
and agency contacts is also 
included.

Tuning In To Kids: 
Emotionally intelligent 
parenting. Program 
manual. 

(2008.) Sophie Havighurst 
and Ann Harley. Melbourne: 
Mindful—Centre for 
Training and Research in 
Developmental Health, 
University of Melbourne. 
Price: $143.

The Tuning In To Kids program 
for parents provides support 
on early childhood emotional 
health. The program focuses 
on emotional competence 
and intelligence development 
in children, and the influence 
of the parents’ role in this 
development. This training kit 
provides resources for facilitators 
and professionals wishing to 
run the program, including 
session notes, handouts, and 
background information on 
the theory and research behind 
the program. Session topics 
include: Setting out: how to raise 
emotionally intelligent children; 
Understanding your child’s 
emotional experience; Problem 
solving and self-care when 
emotion coaching; Emotion 
coaching your child’s anger; and 
Emotionally intelligent parenting.

Book notes
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Melbourne: A social atlas. 2006 Census of Population and Housing

(2008). Australian Bureau of Statistics. Canberra: ABS. Price: $29. Available free from: 
 <www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/cat/2030.2>.

Available for all of the capital cities in Australia, this series of atlases showcases census data through 
maps. They highlight key social, demographic and housing characteristics of the urban population, 
including pictorial representations on population distribution and change, cultural diversity, labour 
force and education, income, families and household types, dwelling types, and public transport use. 
This particular edition focuses on the population of the greater Melbourne area, as well as the Victorian 
regional centre of Geelong, based on the 2006 Census of Population and Housing. Each map is 
accompanied by a brief commentary.

Knowing our place: 
Children talking about 
power, identity and 
citizenship.

(2009.) Judith Gill and Sue 
Howard. Camberwell, Vic.: 
ACER Press. Price: $49.95.

This book examines how 
children view their place 
in the world, drawing 
upon research with 400 
primary school students in 
metropolitan and regional 
South Australia. It examines 
children’s ideas of citizenship, 
national identity and their 
sense of belonging, and what 
it feels like to be Australian, 
with considerations for school 
curriculum and citizenship 
education. Chapters include: 
Children’s constructions of 
power, politics and democratic 
citizenship; Reflections on 

schooling, civics education 
and citizenship; Children’s 
constructions of citizenship 
and national identity; 
Schooling and a sense of 
place and belonging in an 
increasingly globalised world; 
Young Australians and the 
rural/urban divide; Young 
people talk about what it 
 feels like to be Australian;  
The remaking of images 
of country and belonging; 
Working with curriculum  
and young people’s imagined 
Australias; Challenges for 
citizenship education in 
contemporary Australia; 
and Schooling and the 
construction of allegiance. 

Mediating with families

(2nd Ed.). (2008). Linda 
Fisher and Mieke Brandon. 
Pyrmont, NSW: Thomson 
Reuters. Price: $74.95.

Volunteering: Why we 
can’t survive without it.

(2008.) Melanie 
Oppenheimer. Sydney: 
UNSW Press. Price: $39.95.

This book tells the story of 
volunteering in Australia since 
World War II, across many kinds 
of organisations, and argues 
that we have a unique way 
of volunteering in Australia. 
Using the examples of her 
grandmother—one of the 
founders of the CWA—and her 
mother—an active volunteer in 
World War II—the author shows 
that women have often been 
central to keeping communities 
going through their unpaid 
work. One-third of Australians 
volunteer on a regular basis, and 
the author stresses the need for 
volunteers to be recognised and 
rewarded.

Book notes

Blending the theory of mediation 
with its practice, the authors 
have written a guide for students 
or experienced mediators to 
give them the necessary skills, 
knowledge and understanding 
of mediation for families. They 
use case studies to demonstrate 
practical ways of dealing with 
the issues raised, including 
separating couples, step-
families, blended families and 
multigenerational families, wills 
and estates, and adoption, 
and they offer a range of 
approaches to family mediation. 
In this new edition, the authors 
examine the amendments 
to the Family Law Act 1975 
and recent developments 
in dispute resolution. The 
book also discusses dealing 
with people from different 
cultural backgrounds, as well 
as Indigenous mediation, 
and includes a glossary of 
terms used in mediation 
and additional references.
approaches to family mediation. 
In this new edition, the authors 
examine the amendments 
to the Family Law Act 1975 
and recent developments in 
dispute resolution. The book 
also discusses dealing with 
people from different cultural 
backgrounds, as well as 
Indigenous mediation, and 
includes a glossary of terms  
used in mediation and additional 
references.
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Australian Family Relationships 
Clearinghouse

Family Relationships Quarterly 
11 (2009, 29 pages)
This issue features a range of articles from both 
researchers and service providers. The opening article 
by Ben Edwards is a summary of the results from 
the Families Caring for a Person with a Disability 
Study, which examined the many emotional, physical, 
relational and economic costs associated with 
caring. The study provides a valuable insight into the 
experience of carers and how the family relationships 
sector can support them in their critical role. Ian 

Thomas summarises extensive data on the characteristics of MensLine callers and 
the nature of their presenting problems over a recent 12-month period. More 
than 68,000 calls to the telephone counselling line were analysed, and the article 
provides a fascinating insight into the scope and nature of issues for men and 
the much-needed work of MensLine in responding to these issues. The Program 
Spotlight this quarter shines on the P5 Program (A Participatory Program Promoting 
Pleasurable Parenting), and Ruth Weston and Lixia Qu provide a comprehensive 
Trends and Statistics article on attitudes to divorce in Australia, including gender and 
age differences. Other features include an update on the Service Provision Project, 
one of the research components of the Family Law Evaluation being conducted by 
AIFS, a conference review on the Family Relationship Services Australia conference 
in November 2008 and literature highlights on gambling.

Available online only at: <www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/newsletter/n11pdf/n11.pdf>.

AFRC Briefing 13—
Strengthening and repairing 
relationships: Addressing 
forgiveness and sacrifice 
in couples education and 
counselling (2009, 14 pages)
For many years, couples research has focused a great 
deal on marital distress and dissolution and, in particular, 
the types, frequency and management of conflict. 
However, some researchers are suggesting that there 

are limitations to the efforts being made to understand couple relationships through 
a narrow conflict lens. A richer understanding of couple relationships might be gained 
by moving the focus of research towards examining pro-relationship behaviours and 
attitudes that help to strengthen and repair a relationship. This paper examines the 
research on and application of two of these behaviours: sacrifice and forgiveness. 
It examines current thinking about what sacrifice and forgiveness are, including 
what they aren’t, and how they relate to relationship commitment and satisfaction. 
Research shows that healthy sacrifice and forgiveness can play a significant role in 
the ongoing quality and stability of a couple relationship and, therefore, incorporating 
the constructs of sacrifice and forgiveness into couples counselling and education 
can be quite effective in helping to improve relationships. The paper ends with a case 
study demonstrating the use of sacrifice and forgiveness in counselling and some of 
the complexities involved.

Available online only at: <www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/briefing/b13pdf/b13.pdf>.

National Child Protection Clearinghouse

Child Abuse Prevention 
Newsletter 17(1) (2009, 28 pages)
This edition of the Newsletter contains several 
interesting articles, including an article providing 
an overview of the recently released national child 
protection administrative data for the 2007–08 
financial year; an overview of a community services 
consultation forum held to discuss responses to 
Justice Wood’s report on the Special Commission of 
Inquiry into Child Protection in NSW; an article by 
Sarah Wise examining the Looking After Children case 
management system in the Victorian child protection 

system; a review of a book entitled Child Protection: Using Research to Improve 
Policy and Practice, edited by Ron Haskins, Fred Wulczyn and Mary Bruce Webb; an 
article providing an overview of new children’s books added to the clearinghouse 
library collection that aim to educate children about abuse and neglect, and support 
children in making disclosures of maltreatment; clearinghouse activities and events; 
and literature highlights.

Available at: <www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/newsletters/nl2009/17_1/17_1.html> 
and in print.

Australian Centre for the Study  
of Sexual Assault

ACSSA Aware 21 (2009, 16 pages)
This issue includes a feature article concerning 
sexual violence in computer generated spaces, 
“Virtual Violence”, written by Cameron Boyd, 
and a complementary article, “Virtual Harm and 
Attachment”, provided by Jessica Wolfendale. While 
Boyd asks if the representation of sexual violence 
in video games and virtual environments results in 
increased sexual hostility towards women, Wolfendale 
argues that we need to take the sexual violence, and 
victim responses to that violence, more seriously. Haley 
Clark reviews Trafficked by Kathleen Maltzahn, a book 

about the trafficking of women to Australia. There is also the usual In Brief section, 
which provides summaries and reviews of a number of other recent publications 
relevant to the sexual assault sector, and a bibliography of recent publications and 
articles related to sexual assault and violence against women.

Available at: <www.aifs.gov.au/acssa/pubs/newsletter/n21.html> and in print.
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All Institute publications apart from Family Matters are available free of charge. 
Online versions can be downloaded from the Institute’s website: <www.aifs.gov.
au> and printed copies, when available, can be obtained from the Institute.

Family Matters
Family Matters is the research journal of the Australian Institute of Family Studies—
the principal means by which the Australian and international community is 
informed about Institute and other family-related research. You can subscribe to 
Family Matters by completing the order form included in this issue. Renewal notices 
are mailed each year to existing subscribers.

Family Matters online

Family Matters is also available by online subscription from RMIT Publishing’s 
Informit e-Library at <search.informit.com.au/browseJournalTitle;issn=1030-
2646;res=E-LIBRARY>.
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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.
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