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Alan Hayes

As I write, I am once again reminded of the inexorable pace 
of change. My last report highlighted the global recession 
and explored some of the likely consequences for families. 
While the downturn continues, the focus is now turning 
to consideration of the recovery, how it might unfold and 
the likely continuing impacts, given that unemployment is 
expected to continue to rise for some time yet.

Social inclusion, exclusion, inequality  
and mobility
I am also mindful of the continuing interest in topics relat-
ed to social inclusion and exclusion, income inequality and 
intergenerational mobility. The Australian Social Inclusion 
Board has released a set of valuable background papers 
and A Compendium of Social Inclusion Indicators that 
provide a first collection of a wide range of Australian so-
cial inclusion data. The publication earlier this year of The 
Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do 
Better, authored by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, 
provides a fascinating set of insights into the links be-
tween income inequality and the costs that societies bear 
as a result of the gap between advantage and disadvantage. 
Using data for OECD countries and for states of the United 
States of America, they argue that less equal societies show 
higher levels of social, educational and health problems 
than those displaying greater equality. While the strength of 
the relationships is open to debate, the general argument 
is compelling and relevant to the consideration of policy 
responses to address inequality and social exclusion.

This year, I have continued to speak on topics related to 
social exclusion, inequality and disadvantage. On 2 April, 
I addressed the ACOSS National Conference on the topic 
Social Inclusion: Possible Impacts and Probable Residues 
of the “Great Recession”. In the address, I explored some 
of the relationships between inequality and exclusion, 
highlighting the disproportionate impacts of economic re-
cessions on those who were already disadvantaged prior to 
the downturn. I also highlighted the extent to which this 
recession might be different to previous ones, emphasising 
the issues of higher levels of household debt, and greater 
dependence on dual incomes, overtime and working in 
more than one job, as well as the implications of reduc-
tion in wealth among older Australians for their retirement 
plans. I also considered the fact that greater safety nets 
are in place than in previous recessions and that the need 
for urgency of response has been recognised by our and 
other governments. In the following week, I presented 
the keynote address at the NSW Health Child Abuse and 
Sexual Assault (Adult and Child) Forensic and Medical 
(CASAFAM) Symposium, held at the University of Sydney, in 
which I discussed statistics on incidence and prevalence, 
describing the dimensions of vulnerability, and exploring 

the challenges confronting services in responding to child 
abuse, neglect and sexual assault, all of which can exacer-
bate exclusion.

Over recent months, two valuable events have focused 
on social inclusion and extending the policy agenda in 
this area. The first, the Social Inclusion Research Forum, 
was held at Melbourne University on 25 and 26 June. The 
forum was hosted by the Brotherhood of St Laurence and 
the Social Inclusion Project, a cross-faculty research effort 
resourced under the university’s Social Justice Initiative. It 
included speakers from the United States and the European 
Union, as well as from around the country. Professor Hilary 
Silver, from Brown University, delivered the opening ad-
dress, exploring what social inclusion means and how 
it differs from social exclusion. Mr Eric Marlier, Scientific 
Adviser at the CEPS/INSTEAD Research Institute, in 
Luxembourg, discussed the development of and learnings 
from the approach to social inclusion in the European 
Union. With excellent papers by the international and 
Australian speakers, it was a very worthwhile event.

Equally valuable was the National Roundtable on Family 
Violence and Social Inclusion, again held at the University 
of Melbourne and hosted by FAIR (Family Violence 
Actioning Interdisciplinary Research), a collaborative initia-
tive of the Department of General Practice, the Department 
of Social Work and The McCaughey Centre, within the 
School of Population Health. Chaired by Naomi Eisenstadt 
CB, Director of the UK Social Exclusion Taskforce, the 
Roundtable was addressed by the Chair of the National 
Council to Reduce Violence Against Women and Children, 
Ms Libby Lloyd, and the Chair of the Australian Social 
Inclusion Board, Ms Patricia Faulkner AO. Lively discussion 
followed on the insights from practice for policy, gaps in 
our understanding of the issues and the appropriate policy 
responses, the extent to which current frameworks allow 
concurrent action on family violence and social inclusion, 
and directions for future research to inform policy and 
practice.

AIFS plans
Renewing the Institute’s plans for the coming years has 
involved reviewing our strategic direction and range of 
research activities and priorities. Following extensive con-
sultation with staff and external stakeholders, AIFS’ new 
strategic and research plans came into effect on 1 July 
2009. The new plans align with the financial year, rather 
than calendar year, consistent with our statutory reporting 
requirements.

Director’s report
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Strategic Plan
The Institute has set out its overarching direction, and the 
strategies it will deploy to achieve its goals in the three-
year AIFS Strategic Plan 2009–12.

The plan outlines the core messages about who we are, 
what we do and how we work. Our strategic goals are to:

  conduct high-quality research, relevant to policy and 
practice, on a broad range of issues regarding families 
in Australia;

  expand, through collaborative partnerships, 
understanding of factors affecting families;

  increase the effectiveness of our communications to 
foster greater understanding about factors that affect 
families; and

  build our organisational capability to achieve research 
and communications objectives.

Our performance in achieving these organisational goals 
has been matched to the trend and performance indicators 
as forecast in our budget statements, and to be reported in 
our annual reports to Parliament.

Research Plan
In accordance with the Institute’s overarching strategic di-
rection, the new AIFS Research Plan 2009–12 builds upon 
and extends the themes of the previous Research Plan and 
reflects the Australian Government’s policy priorities in the 
work and family and social inclusion spaces.

The title of the new Research Plan is “Sustaining Families 
in Challenging Times”. Under this rubric, the plan frames 
a wide range of activities, including longitudinal studies, 
management of clearinghouses, research streams and com-
missioned projects. These research activities address one or 
more of the following themes within the plan:

  economic wellbeing of families;
  families and work;
  social inclusion;
  violence, abuse and neglect;
  family transitions and family law; and
  children, young people and their families.

The Research Plan has been developed with extensive 
input from stakeholders across the country. Consultations 
took place in all capital cities and a number of regional 
locations with a range of Australian Government agencies 
and representatives from local, state and territory gov-
ernment departments, universities, peak bodies and 
community sector organisations.

The Institute’s Advisory Council has also provided exten-
sive input to the development of the plan. Following the 
Council’s endorsement, the Parliamentary Secretary for the 
Prime Minister, the Hon. Anthony Byrne MP, approved the 
Research Plan, along with the Strategic Plan.

The Research Plan has been reproduced in this issue of 
Family Matters on pp. 55–65.

Conferences
Institute staff have been very active in presenting their 
research at key international and national conferences. Dr 
Daryl Higgins presented a keynote address, Disabilities 
and Sexuality, to the 19th World Congress for Sexual 
Health, in Göteborg, Sweden. Dr Matthew Gray presented 
a paper entitled The Effect of Relationship Breakdown on 

Poverty and Social Exclusion to the 16th Foundation for 
International Studies on Social Security (FISS) International 
Research Seminar on Issues in Social Security, held in 
Sigtuna, Sweden. The seminar theme was “Social Security, 
Poverty and Social Exclusion in Rich and Poor Countries”. 
Following the seminar, Dr Gray held valuable discussions 
with the Social Policy section of the OECD and met with 
Professor Henri Leridon and his colleagues who are manag-
ing a new French national longitudinal study of children. 
These are very valuable links.

Dr Leah Bromfield and Ms Carol Soloff represented 
the Institute at the Australasian Human Development 
Association (AHDA) Conference in Adelaide in July. Also in 
July, a strong contingent from AIFS attended the Australian 
Social Policy Conference, convened by the Social Policy 
Research Centre (SPRC) and held at the University of 
New South Wales. I was most impressed with the standard 
of the Institute presentations and the excellent, unsolic-
ited feedback from other delegates. The Institute was also 
strongly represented at the Household Income and Labour 
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Conference, convened by 
the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social 
Research, at the University of Melbourne. Again, Institute 
papers were very professionally presented and equally well 
received.

AIFS Advisory Council
The AIFS Advisory Council provides specialist advice to 
me as Director of the Institute. Most recently, the Council’s 
contribution to the development of the Research Plan has 
been highly valued and most constructive.

As the terms of appointment of the first members of 
the Council ended on 30 June 2009, there arose an op-
portunity to align the terms of the council memberships 
with the three-year period covered by the new Strategic 
and Research Plans: 2009–12. This arrangement will en-
able members who advised on the development of the 
Research Plan to provide advice on its implementation, as 
well as to assist in the development of the next Research 
Plan for 2012–15.

As part of this change in our advisory structure, I farewell 
two members of the Council.

The inaugural Chair of the Council, 
Ms Dianne Gibson, has been a vital guid-
ing light for the Institute over many 
years, having also been a member and 
then the last Presiding Member of the 
Institute’s Board of Management. She 
has made an outstanding contribution to 
the Institute over a period of nine years, 
having guided the development of three 
Research Plans and Strategic Plans and transition of the 
Institute to operating under the Financial Management 
and Accountability Act 1997. Ms Gibson made positive 
contributions to Institute conferences in 2003, 2005 and 
2008, as well as to the International Forum on Family 
Relationships in Transition, held in Parliament House, 
Canberra, in December 2005. Her insights in the areas of 
family-related research and wealth of experience in the 
Family Court, social policy, and the development and imple-
mentation of family services have been greatly valued and 
directly contributed to the calibre of the research outputs 

Outgoing Chair,  
Ms Dianne Gibson
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Government at the Australian National University—a 
distinguished labour market, social policy and 
education economist;

 Professor John Dewar, Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
(Global Relations), University of Melbourne—with 
responsibility for internationalisation, development and 
alumni, and knowledge transfer as well as an eminent 
researcher in family law;

 Dr Marie Leech, Principal of Sancta Sophia College 
within the University of Sydney—with a long career in 
social policy, research and practice; and

  Professor Paul Smyth, Professor of Social Policy, 
University of Melbourne, and General Manager, 
Research and Policy Centre, Brotherhood of St 
Laurence—undertaking research and development 
around partnership solutions to Australia’s social 
problems, contemporary Australian social policy, 
local governance, and Australian and international 
perspectives on social inclusion.

And, as always, the Institute welcomes the nomination 
of a delegate by the Secretary of the Department of the 
Prime Minister and Cabinet to represent the interests of 
the portfolio. This role has been filled since August 2008 
by Mr Ben Rimmer, Deputy Secretary, Strategic Policy and 
Implementation, Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet.

With the new Council being appointed for the full three 
years of the new Research and Strategic Plans—1 July 2009 
to 30 June 2012—I am sure the work of the Institute will 
continue to benefit from the impressive range of knowl-
edge and insight around the Council table. I greatly look 
forward to working with Professor Howe and the Council 
members.

Concluding comments
While the new Strategic and Research Plans frame the 
next three years, a number of major milestones have 
been achieved in 2009. One that needs to be highlighted 
was marked by the release of two reports on the National 
Evaluation of the Stronger Families and Communities 
Strategy (as FaHCSIA Occasional Papers Nos. 24 and 25) 
that have informed consideration of the continuing value 
of place-based family and community intervention initia-
tives. These reports present the findings from one of the 
most extensive multi-site evaluations of area-based early 
interventions undertaken in Australia. As such, this evalu-
ation has considerable relevance for policy and practice 
in this country and internationally. The evaluation reflects 
the very productive collaboration between the Institute 
and the lead agency, the Social Policy Research Centre, at 
the University of New South Wales. I have been delighted 
that two of Australia’s oldest social policy research or-
ganisations could work together on this ground-breaking 
evaluation. This is but one example of the Institute’s com-
mitment to rigorous, responsive and relevant research that 
benefits Australian society.

Reference
Wilkinson, R., & Pickett, K. (2009). The spirit level: Why more equal societies 

almost always do better. London: Allen Lane.

from the Institute during her time on the Board and the 
Council. Ms Gibson’s many outstanding contributions to 
the Institute are most gratefully acknowledged.

Ms Thelma Gertz is also retiring from the Advisory Council. 
As Coordinator, Indigenous Education, Diocese of Townsville 
Catholic Education, Ms Gertz has brought to AIFS her lead-
ership in developing policies and practices to improve 
outcomes for Indigenous children and young people. Ms 
Getz’s contributions are greatly appreciated.

I am delighted to announce the ap-
pointment of the new Chair of the 
AIFS Advisory Council, Reverend the 
Honourable Professor Brian Howe AO. 
Professor Brian Howe is a Professorial 
Associate at the Centre for Public Policy, 
School of Social and Political Sciences, 
University of Melbourne. As well as hav-
ing served as Deputy Prime Minister of 
Australia (1991–95) and as a member of 
the Federal Cabinet (1984–96), Professor 

Howe also held a range of ministerial portfolios in the 
fields of defence, social security, health, housing and com-
munity services. His administration of these portfolios was 
distinguished by a number of major policy initiatives: in 
social security reform of family payments and the introduc-
tion of child support, and in health of the National Mental 
Health Strategy and the Commonwealth Dental Scheme.

In January 2008, Professor Howe was appointed an Officer 
of the Order of Australia for his services to education and 
the community as an academic, an advocate for social sus-
tainability and a facilitator of debate about public policy, 
the development of public administration, theology, and 
the arts. He brings a wealth of experience and expertise 
in relation to public policy, particularly in the housing, em-
ployment and welfare sectors, including disability issues.

We also welcome a new member, Ms Muriel Bamblett AM. 
Ms Bamblett is a Yorta Yorta woman who is the CEO of the 
Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency. She recently retired 
after 10 years as Chairperson of the Secretariat of National 
Aboriginal and Islander Child Care (SNAICC), Australia’s 
national peak body for Indigenous children. Ms Bamblett, 
who was recently appointed an Adjunct Professor at 
LaTrobe University’s School of Social Work and Social 
Policy, will bring to the Advisory Council her particular ex-
pertise in the area of Indigenous child and family welfare.

To provide for continuity in the Advisory Council, five 
members have been reappointed:

 Ms Glenys Beauchamp, Deputy Secretary, Department of 
Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 
Affairs—with oversight of family programs and payments, 
including implementation of the Government’s paid 
parental leave scheme; child support reforms; children’s 
policy with an emphasis on driving COAG’s commitment 
to implementing the National Framework for Protecting 
Australia’s Children; women’s programs; disaster 
preparedness and recovery; community engagement and 
a range of community-based programs. Ms Beauchamp 
transferred to the Department of Prime Minister and 
Cabinet in August 2009.

 Professor Bruce Chapman AM, a Professor of 
Economics in the Crawford School of Economics and 

New Chair of the AIFS 
Advisory Council, 
Reverend the Hon. 
Professor Brian Howe AO
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Ben Edwards

When this issue of Family Matters was conceived, 
the Australian economy was predicted to go into recession.  
The Treasury predicted unemployment to rise to 8.5% 
by 2010–11, and the 2009 labour force figures from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics had unemployment at a 
seasonally adjusted 5.8%, up 1.9% from its lowest point in 
February 2008. Given the unemployment rate was steady 
from June to July 2009, there is still some uncertainty about 
Australia’s future economic circumstances, the Reserve 
Bank has now suggested that the effects of the global eco-
nomic downturn will not be as severe as first anticipated. 
Despite this, there are likely to be long-term effects from 
the economic slow-down—with unemployment and long-
term unemployment continuing to rise—that will have 
significant social costs for Australian families. Two of the 
articles in this issue (Gray, Edwards, Hayes, & Baxter; and 
Kalil) directly address the potential of the global recession 
to affect Australian families, while another (Edwards, Baxter, 
Smart, Sanson, & Hayes) addresses the impact of financial 
disadvantage on children’s readiness for school. While 
these articles suggest that addressing the needs of the long-
term unemployed will be critical, another important lesson 
is that the vulnerable and disadvantaged are likely to be dis-
proportionately affected by the economic downturn. The 
provision of quality services such as education and child 
care may be required to mitigate the effects of long-term 
unemployment on vulnerable families and children and to 
reduce the negative intergenerational impacts of this eco-
nomic downturn. Historically, particular geographic areas 
have also been more vulnerable to economic downturns, 
so area-based interventions to address unemployment and 
the social needs of families and their children may also 
prove to be useful.

A key focus of the social inclusion agenda is the unin-
tended consequences of how institutions, policies and 
services can operate to exclude disadvantage groups in 
society (Hayes, Gray & Edwards, 2008). In the context of 

an economic downturn, where the disadvantaged are more 
likely to be adversely affected, social inclusion becomes 
even more important. Articles in this issue address the 
interaction of policies, services and institutions, and the 
vulnerable with the employment prospects of those in 
out-of-home care; the economic consequences for single-
parent families of the changes to the child support and the 
Welfare-to-Work reforms; and how the Victorian legal sys-
tem has responded to family violence.

There are likely to be long-term effects from the 
economic slow-down—with unemployment and 
long-term unemployment continuing to rise—that 
will have significant social costs for Australian 
families.

Gray et al. provide a broad-ranging review of the potential 
impacts on Australian families of the global recession. To 
provide some context, the paper provides information on 
the rates of unemployment and long-term unemployment 
since 1980 to the present day. Gray et al. then point out 
that several demographic changes mean that this economic 
downturn will be different for families than in previous 
years. Women are now engaged in the labour force at much 
higher rates than previously and, as a consequence, there 
are more dual-income families. They also point out that 
single-parent families may be particularly vulnerable in 
difficult economic times, given their reliance on a single 
income. Surprisingly, there is little direct evidence of the 
effect of unemployment in economic downturns on fami-
lies, but there is fairly good international evidence on the 
impact of unemployment on families more generally. Gray 
et al. summarise evidence on the scarring effect of unem-
ployment, and the impact of unemployment on mental and 
physical health, crime, family functioning and children. Also 
discussed is the impact of economic downturns on broad-
er contextual factors, such as the geographic concentration 
of unemployment and disadvantage, housing, and social 
exclusion. There have been some substantial falls in asset 
values, particularly in the stock market, and this has flowed 
through to superannuation balances. Gray et al. suggest 
that this may have an impact on families, as older workers 
may delay their retirement.

Kalil also reviews the effects of joblessness, but with a 
more specific focus on family relations and children’s de-
velopment from a US perspective. She highlights theories 
that are relevant to investigating child development and 
family relationships in the context of an involuntary job 
loss. She reports that large-scale longitudinal studies gener-
ally find adverse effects of parental job loss on children’s 

Hard times
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education and long-term employment prospects. Kalil also 
discusses the implications of mothers’ and fathers’ jobless-
ness for family relationships and child development, and 
for families with different ethnic backgrounds.

Edwards, Baxter, Smart, Sanson, and Hayes examine the 
consequences of living in financial disadvantage on chil-
dren’s school readiness and the role that other risk and 
protective factors play. The paper is part of a large project 
commissioned by the Smith Family in 2008. In this paper, 
the authors report that children from low-income families 
have lower cognitive and learning skills. When other child, 
parental and community factors are taken into account, 
language skills are significantly lower for children from dis-
advantaged families, but not pre-literacy or pre-numeracy 
skills. A wide range of risk factors are associated with 
low school readiness and these are likely to underpin the 
links between financial disadvantage and school readiness. 
Children living in financial disadvantage have a greater 
number of risks for low school readiness than their more 
advantaged counterparts. The findings make clear that chil-
dren from financially disadvantaged families are at greater 
risk of poor school readiness, due to the much higher 
rates of risk factors evident among this group and the total 
number of risks experienced.

Findings from large-scale longitudinal studies 
generally find adverse effects of parental job loss 
on children’s education and long-term employment 
prospects.

Mendes reviews studies examining the employment out-
comes of young people leaving state out-of-home care. 
Employment programs designed to support young people 
leaving care are described in the United Kingdom, North 
America and Australia. While these young people are a pop-
ulation that is small in number (there were 4,448 15–17 
year olds in out-of-home care at 30 June 2008; Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2009), the available re-
search evidence suggests that they may be left with a 
“legacy of disadvantage” when compared to children grow-
ing up in more stable family environments. The current 
evaluations examining what works in improving employ-
ment outcomes of care leavers have some limitations, but 
they suggest that there are some things that can be done to 
support this vulnerable group of young people to get a job.

Patulny reports on a study of social contact among retired 
men and women. He finds that retired men spend less 
time with family and friends outside of the household than 
men who are not retired. For retired women the opposite 
pattern emerges, as they report spending more time with 
family and friends who live outside of the household com-
pared to women who are not retired.

Judith Peirce, a former Commissioner of the Victorian Law 
Reform Commission, provides an historical account of 
factors that have led to the development of the Victorian 
Family Violence Protection Act 2008. She discusses some 
of the limitations of the previous legislation and recent de-
velopments to establish a more responsive family violence 
system in Victoria.

Together these articles provide some insights into how the 
economic downturn and institutions, policies and services 
can operate to exclude or include the marginalised in soci-
ety. It is hoped that the lessons in how the vulnerable and 
disadvantaged may be affected can be used to inform fu-
ture policies, interventions and practices designed to assist 
them.

References
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2009). Child protection Australia 

2007–2008 (Child Welfare Series No. 45). Canberra: AIHW.

Hayes, A., Gray, M. C., & Edwards, B. (2008). Social inclusion: Origins, concepts 
and key themes. Canberra: Social Inclusion Unit, Department of the Prime 
Minister and Cabinet.
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at greater risk of poor school readiness, due to the 
much higher rates of risk factors evident among this 
group and the total number of risks experienced.
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While Australia is in a stronger position than many oth-
ers, the global recession generated by the financial crisis 
in 2008 is nevertheless having a significant impact on the 
Australian economy. The full impacts of the global reces-
sion remain uncertain, but unemployment has risen from 
4.3% in September 2008 to 5.8% in July 2009 (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2009b) and is likely to rise fur-
ther (Treasury, 2009).1

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), in its June 2009 Economic Outlook 
report, concluded that while Australia is being affected by 
the global recession, the recession’s impact will be less 
severe than the OECD average. Australia’s highly expansion-
ary fiscal and monetary policy setting, combined with its 
resilient financial sector, have been important contributors 
to the relative strength of its economy.

Despite the relatively strong position of the Australian 
economy compared to other OECD economies, the in-
creases in unemployment will have negative effects on 
Australian families. This article provides a summary of 
research on the consequences of previous economic reces-
sions for families over both the short- and longer term. It 
also draws some broad implications for policy responses 
to mitigate the negative impacts. Others have provided de-
tailed analysis of the likely impact of economic downturns 
on the Australian labour market (e.g., Borland, 2009) and 
therefore in this article we summarise the wider range of 
likely impacts and focus on the flow-on effects for families.

There are a number of mechanisms by which a recession 
may affect families. The main ones are:

 falling output and consequent reductions in labour 
demand, resulting in reduced working hours and 
unemployment;

 diminishing asset values;

 reduced capacity to manage living expenses and 
service debt;

 geographic concentration of disadvantage; and

 increased uncertainty and fear about the future.

Recessions can also have significant behavioural impacts 
that can extend to groups beyond those who become un-
employed. A few examples are:

 elevated joblessness among young people, which 
influences their decisions to enter and/or remain in 
education, and delays in leaving home;

 delayed formation of committed relationships and 
reduced rates of fertility;

 decreased demand for child care or use of cheaper, 
potentially lower quality, unregulated child care;

 deferral of retirement or premature retirement in 
response to job losses; and

 return of retirees to the labour market, in competition 
with younger workers for existing jobs.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. The 
next section provides a summary of the impacts of the 

Matthew Gray, Ben Edwards, Alan Hayes and Jennifer Baxter

The impacts of recessions on families
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unemployment will be any less significant an issue this 
time around or that the impacts on families will be less 
significant. This is because the increases in the number of 
long-term unemployed over the next 12–24 months will be 
driven largely by inflows into unemployment, which then 
flow through to long-term unemployment 12 months later.

Despite the relatively strong position of the 
Australian economy compared to other OECD 
economies, the increases in unemployment will 
have negative effects on Australian families.

The experience of the previous two recessions can be 
used to provide a guide as to the possible impacts of the 
current economic downturn on the number of long-term 
unemployed. We use the Australian Treasury forecast that 
the unemployment rate will roughly double from its low 
point of 3.9% in February 2008 to reach 8.5% in June 2011. 
This forecast matches closely the actual experience of the 
two most recent recessions, during which the unemploy-
ment rates roughly doubled. In the 1982–83 recession the 
number of long-term unemployed approximately tripled 
and in the 1989–93 recession the number increased by a 
factor of roughly 3.5. Assuming that the current econom-
ic downturn follows a similar pattern, at least in terms of 
the relationship between the unemployment rate and the 
number of long-term unemployed, then we can assume 
that the number of long-term unemployed will roughly tri-
ple. This means that the number of long-term unemployed 
could increase from around 65,000 to around 200,000 by 
mid-2011. It is important to emphasise that these estimates 
are based on the simplest possible method and are merely 
designed to illustrate the likely impact of increasing unem-
ployment rates on the number of long-term unemployed. 
For a sophisticated analysis of the relationship between 
the unemployment rate and the number of long-term un-
employed, see Chapman, Junankar, and Kapuscinski (1992), 
and Chapman and Kapuscinski (2000).

While the unemployment rate is a useful measure of the 
impact of recessions on the labour market, it has several 
limitations. Firstly, the unemployment rate is calculated 

previous two recessions on the Australian labour market. 
Trends in receipt of income support payments are then de-
scribed and the implications of recessions outlined. In the 
following section, issues relating to families with depend-
ent children and their participation in the labour market 
are examined. The impacts of unemployment on families 
are next discussed, including the impacts of unemploy-
ment on subsequent labour market outcomes, mental and 
physical health, crime, family functioning, children’s de-
velopment, housing and the geographic concentration of 
unemployment and disadvantage. Finally, the potential im-
pacts of falling asset values on families are outlined before 
the conclusion.

The impacts of recessions on the labour 
market
The primary effects of recessions on families are via their 
impacts on unemployment and reductions in working 
hours. This section provides a brief overview of trends in 
unemployment and long-term unemployment since 1980.

Figure 1 shows the number of unemployed and the un-
employment rate over the period June 1980 to June 2009. 
Over this period there were two recessions. The precise 
start and end dates of recessions depend upon the meth-
od used to date the turning points in the business cycle. 
Borland (2009), using the dates at which the rate of unem-
ployment reached cyclical peaks and troughs, dated the 
recessions as being from the second quarter (April–June) 
of 1981 to the second quarter of 1983 and the fourth 
quarter (October–December) of 1989 to the third quarter 
(July–September) of 1993. The main points to be taken 
from Figure 1 are:

 during previous recessions, the unemployment rate 
and the number of unemployed increases very quickly 
and then decreases slowly during subsequent periods 
of stronger economic growth; and

 the unemployment rate and the number of 
unemployed were lower at the start of the current 
economic downturn than they were at the start of the 
early 1990s recession. The unemployment rate was 
5.8% in December 1989 and 4.4% in December 2008 
(the first quarter of negative GDP growth during the 
current economic downturn).

Figure 2 shows the number of long-term unemployed 
(12–24 months) and very long-term unemployed 
(24 months plus) and the unemployment rate over the 
period 1980–2009. The main points to be taken from this 
figure are that:

 the number of long-term and very long-term 
unemployed increases dramatically during recessions;

 the number of long-term and very long-term 
unemployed continues to increase after the 
unemployment rate has ceased increasing; and

 the total number of long-term unemployed in 
December 2008 was 65,600, compared to 107,400 at 
the start of the early 1990s recession (December 1989).

The fact that the number of long-term unemployed is 
lower at the start of the current downturn than at the start 
of previous recessions places Australia in a relatively strong 
position. This does not mean, however, that long-term 

Figure 1  Number unemployed and unemployment rate, 
June 1980 to June 2009
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Borland (2009) analysed the sources of change in the rate 
of unemployment in Australia over the period 1977 to 
2008 and found that most of the increase in unemploy-
ment during recessions is driven by the decrease in the 
full-time employment rates of males. The early evidence 
from the current economic downturn that the decreases in 
employment have been much larger for men than women 
(ABS, 2009b) is similar to the experience of the last two 
recessions.

Another way to look at the impact of recessions and eco-
nomic downturns is to examine changes in the aggregate 
hours worked, calculated monthly for all employed people 
in Australia (ABS, 2009b). The advantage of this indicator is 
that it captures the effects of a decline in employment rate 
as well as a reduction in hours worked by those that are 
employed. In the recession from 1989 to 1993 the aggre-
gate monthly hours worked closely followed the reduction 
in the number of employed people. However, a notable 
feature of the current economic downturn is that these 
two indicators have not been so closely aligned. The trend 
data in aggregate monthly hours worked has fallen earlier 
and been greater than the reduction in the number of em-
ployed people and suggests that those in paid employment 
have been working reduced hours but have not been laid 
off at the same rate as in previous economic downturns. If 
this trend continues and people are working fewer hours 
for a long period of time this will still have significant im-
pacts on families. However, if the reduction in working 
hours is a temporary phenomenon then the impact of this 
economic downturn on families is likely to be less severe.

Receipt of income support payments
The proportion of the working-age population receiving 
income support payments3 (not including family tax ben-
efit [FTB] or child care payments) has increased over the 
last thirty years, although there has been some decrease 
in recent years as a consequence of the strong economic 
conditions from the mid-1990s through to 2008 (Harmer, 
2008).

as the number unemployed divided by the number un-
employed plus the number employed (the labour force). 
Movements from being not in the labour force (NILF)2 
into employment or unemployment and movements from 
being employed or unemployed to being not in the labour 
force will affect the unemployment rate. This means that 
the unemployment rate may not fully capture the impact 
of an economic downturn on the number of people who 
are involuntarily jobless. This can occur if people without a 
job become discouraged from looking for work and hence 
withdraw from the labour force (the discouraged or mar-
ginally attached workers). Secondly, the different rates of 
participation in the labour force for men and women make 
comparisons of the unemployment rates between men 
and women complex. An alternative measure that is not 
sensitive to the proportion of the not-employed who are 
unemployed or not in the labour force is the proportion 
of the working-age population (15–64 years) that is not 
employed.

Figure 3 shows the trends in the proportion of the work-
ing-age men and women who were not employed for the 
period June 1980 to June 2009. For women, there is a long-
run trend to a decrease in the proportion who are not 
employed (52.1% in June 1980 to 33.7% in June 2009) and, 
conversely, a higher proportion who are employed (47.9% 
in June 1980 to 66.3% in June 2009). In contrast, for men, 
there is a long-run trend towards a higher proportion being 
not-employed (17.9% in June 1980 to 22.8% in June 2009).

The impact of the previous two recessions on the propor-
tion of the working-age population who are not employed 
differs between men and women. For men, the proportion 
who are not employed increases quite sharply during re-
cessions and then comes down very slowly during periods 
of stronger economic growth. It never recovers to the pre-
recession rate. For women, there is only a slight increase in 
the proportion who are not employed during recessions, 
and then the longer-term trend of increasing employment 
rates resumes (see Borland, 2009, for a detailed analysis of 
this issue, including differences between men and women 
in the trends in participation in the labour force).

Figure 2  Number of long-term and very long-term 
unemployed, June 1980 to June 2009
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Figure 3  Not-employed men and women as percentage 
of population, aged 15–64 years, June 1980 to 
June 2009
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majority of children live with two parents, and in only a mi-
nority of these families is neither parent employed. Further, 
a trend towards a higher rate of female employment has 
meant that families often have two incomes to draw on, 
which can provide some protection in the event of job loss 
by the main earner. However, families’ financial commit-
ments often rely on the contribution of two incomes, and 
they may therefore still face considerable difficulties if the 
labour market income of one parent is reduced or lost.

Single-parent families are particularly vulnerable in a 
recession, as job loss can lead to considerable financial diffi-
culties. Compared with other OECD countries, Australia has 
relatively low rates of employment of single mothers and a 
relatively high proportion of children growing up in a sin-
gle-mother household (Whiteford, 2009). This means that, 
overall, compared with other OECD countries, Australia 
has a relatively high rate of families with children in which 
no adult is employed. The number of jobless households 
in Australia has fallen only relatively slowly over the last 
decade (from 18% in 1983 to 13% in 2007), despite the 
strength of the economy over this period (Hayes, Gray, & 
Edwards, 2008).

During the previous two recessions, the proportion of 
families with children that were jobless increased and fell 
at a slower rate during the recovery than did the general 
unemployment rate (Whiteford, 2009).

Impacts of unemployment on families
Unemployment and subsequent labour 
market outcomes

The experience of long-term unemployment can have 
a permanent scarring impact on the future labour 
market incomes of individuals in the form of lower em-
ployment rates and lower wages if a person is re-employed 
(Arulampalam, 2001; Arulampalam, Gregg, & Gregory, 2001; 
Narendranathan & Elias, 1993). Long-term unemployment 
has longlasting negative impacts upon future earnings, but 
for those who experience short-term unemployment, earn-
ings generally recover over time.

While the proportion of the working-age population 
receiving income support payments has decreased 
somewhat in recent years, the proportion receiving the 
Disability Support Pension (DSP) has continued to grow. 
The majority of those receiving the DSP remained on this 
payment for almost the entire 11-year period from 1996 to 
2007 (Gregory, 2009). For men receiving unemployment 
payments (Newstart) in 1996, one-third spent more than 
5 of the next 11 years in receipt of this payment. A pro-
portion of these men also moved from Newstart to other 
income support payments (Gregory, 2009).

The current economic downturn will result in a large in-
flow of new recipients to unemployment-related benefits 
and a reduction in the rate of outflow to employment. 
For example, between February 2008 and July 2009, the 
number of Newstart recipients increased 26.1% from 
443,916 to 559,577, and the number of Youth Allowance 
(other) recipients increased 20.1% from 69,728 to 84,065 
(Department of Education, Employment and Workplace 
Relations [DEEWR], 2009). It is also possible that there will 
be an increased rate of movement onto DSP among those 
of working age. If this occurs, it will further exacerbate 
long-term disengagement from the labour market.

Families with dependent children and 
the labour market
Maternal employment

Women are now more likely to be employed than they 
were in previous recessions. In June 2008, 40% of mothers 
in couple families with dependent children were employed 
part-time and 25% were employed full-time (ABS, 2008). 
The increases in female employment have meant that fami-
lies have become more dependent on the incomes of both 
parents and are therefore vulnerable to job loss by either 
parent.

Jobless families with children

For families with children, having an employed parent is 
an important means of avoiding financial hardship. The 
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Children’s development

Although there is surprisingly little evidence about the 
direct impact of parental job loss on children’s develop-
ment, there is strong evidence that poverty has detrimental 
impacts (e.g., Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997). On balance, 
the evidence is that children from low-income families 
are more affected by parental job loss than their peers in 
more affluent families (e.g., Coelli, 2005). There is also evi-
dence that the psychological impacts of unemployment on 
parents can adversely impact upon parenting and, conse-
quently, children’s wellbeing. Evidence on this dates from 
the Great Depression and studies of the impacts of subse-
quent recessions (e.g., Elder, 1999; Solantaus, Leinonen, & 
Punamäki, 2004).

Recent Australian evidence has also identified the detri-
mental impact that long-term unemployment can have on 
the educational outcomes of the next generation. Children 
growing up in a household where their parent received six 
or more years of income support payments were less likely 
to complete Year 12 and less likely to obtain a tertiary en-
trance score than children who lived in households that 
had no income support (Baron, 2008).

There are some studies that directly examine the detrimen-
tal impacts of parental job loss on children’s educational 
prospects. For instance, primary school children with fa-
thers who lost their job4 were more likely to repeat a grade, 
be suspended or expelled (Kalil & Zio-Guest, 2008), while 
adolescents were more likely to drop out of secondary 
school or not go on to attend university (Coelli, 2005).

Parental job loss has also been found to have an impact on 
the economic prospects of their children 13 to 18 years 
later (Oreopoulos, Page & Stevens, 2005). For young people 
whose fathers had lost their jobs when the young people 
were teenagers, their average earnings over a 5-year period 
were 9% lower than other young people and they were 
more likely to receive unemployment benefits and other 
forms of social assistance (Oreopoulos et al., 2005).

Housing

Australian households currently have high levels of debt 
and interest payments as a proportion of household 
disposable income compared to the long-run average, not-
withstanding a decrease in debt levels following recent 
interest rate cuts (Reserve Bank of Australia [RBA], 2009).

Although arrears rates on housing loans are relatively low, 
many families are now reliant on having two income earn-
ers. For these families, a decrease in hours or loss of a job 
are likely to result in very significant financial hardship and, 
for a small proportion, foreclosure on their housing loan or 
default on other debts.

Geographic concentration of 
unemployment and disadvantage
Job losses in recessions tend to be concentrated geographi-
cally. Recent work has identified two types of suburbs 
that are likely to be most affected by job losses (Baum & 
Mitchell, 2009):

Mental and physical health impacts

Unemployment can have a detrimental effect on the men-
tal health of those becoming unemployed. The effects of 
unemployment on mental health cannot be explained 
purely by the negative impacts of unemployment on in-
come (Clark, 2003; Paul & Moser, 2009).

Unemployment has a greater negative impact upon:

 those living in a household in which the other 
members are not employed (Clark, 2003; Mendolia, 
2009, but see also Scutella & Wooden, 2008);

 younger workers (less than 25 years of age) (Morrell, 
Taylor, Quine, Kerr, & Western, 1994);

 older workers (over 50 years) (Paul & Moser, 2009; 
Scutella & Wooden, 2008); and

 those who are psychologically vulnerable prior to 
unemployment (Mendolia, 2009).

The longer the duration of unemployment, the greater the 
negative impact upon mental health. There is evidence that 
there is a sharp increase in the impact of unemployment 
on mental health after three months of unemployment, 
with a further increase occurring after about 30 months of 
being out of work (Paul & Moser, 2009). While it appears 
that individuals can adapt to being unemployed in the 
medium term, over the longer run the cumulative psycho-
logical effects are substantial.

Research suggests that counselling and other therapeu-
tic interventions can result in an improvement in mental 
health as well as an increased rate of finding paid employ-
ment (Butterworth & Berry, 2004; Paul & Moser, 2009). 
However, such interventions are very resource-intensive 
and therefore difficult to bring to the scale required follow-
ing a serious economic downturn.

Studies that follow the same group of people over time 
have found that becoming unemployed is associated with a 
slightly higher risk of suicide (Mortenson et al., 2000).

Crime

It is unclear as to the extent to which an increase in un-
employment leads to increased crime rates in the short 
term. In general, otherwise law-abiding individuals do 
not respond to unemployment by becoming criminals 
(Weatherburn, 2002). However, in the longer term, the 
poverty and stress associated with unemployment may 
have a disruptive effect on parenting, increasing the risk 
that children from long-term jobless households will be-
come involved in antisocial behaviour, including crime 
(Weatherburn, 2002; Smart et al., 2005).

Family functioning

The economic and psychological impacts of unemploy-
ment can place relationships under strain (Conger & Elder, 
1994; Elder, 1999; Liker & Elder, 1983), and in previous 
downturns rates of relationship breakdown have increased 
slightly (Charles & Stephens, 2004; Kraft, 2001; Mendolia & 
Doiron, 2008). The longer the duration of unemployment, 
the greater the risk of detrimental impacts on relationships 
(Kraft, 2001). Again, relationship vulnerability that exists 
prior to a recession is a risk factor (Mendolia & Doiron, 
2008).
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Following the introduction of the Superannuation 
Guarantee during the 1990s, 91% of the em-
ployed population now have superannuation 
savings (ABS, 2009d). The value of superannuation 
funds’ assets under management fell by 14% over the 
year to December 2008, compared with a decade-av-
erage annual growth rate of around 16% (RBA, 2009). 
It is estimated that over the first 9 months of 2008, the  
value of superannuation investment funds fell by around 
$100 billion.

While there have also been falls in house prices, these have 
been much more modest, with signs of a recent recov-
ery. In March 2009, it was estimated that house prices in 
Australia had fallen by around 4% since their peak in March 
2008 (RBA, 2009). This compares to falls of 10–25% in the 
US and 20% in the UK. More recent data on house prices 
for the eight Australian capital cities suggests that while the 
previous four quarterly changes in house prices were nega-
tive, there was a 4.1% increase in house prices from the 
March to June 2009 quarters (ABS, 2009a).

The falls in asset values only have a major direct impact on 
those with significant assets. The majority of households’ 
assets are in property. Superannuation and shares comprise 
only a small proportion of households’ assets, with the ex-
ception of the highest net worth households. The majority 
of debt is related to property loans (ABS, 2007). This means 
that the majority of families will not be greatly affected by 
the fall in asset prices, the impacts of which will be over-
whelmingly felt by higher net worth families.

While the direct impacts of the falls in asset values will be 
relatively small for most families, there are some groups, 
apart from higher income families, who are likely to be 
significantly affected. These include older workers who are 
about to retire, retirees who rely to a significant degree on 
investments (including superannuation) for their income, 
and families who experience significant income drops as 
a result of unemployment or reduced hours and, as a con-
sequence, are unable to manage their living expenses or 
service their mortgages or other debts. Again, the impacts 
are likely to be disproportionately severe for lower income 
families.

One of the key factors in deciding to retire is financial 
security. More than half of Australian men and two-fifths 
of women who intend to retire expect that superannua-
tion, an annuity or an allocated pension will be their main 
source of income (ABS, 2009c).

On the other hand, falls in asset values will mean that some 
people will postpone their retirement. Others who have 
recently retired may seek to return to the labour market. 
A result of this is that highly skilled retirees who return 
to the labour market may crowd out younger, less skilled 
people from employment, although the extent to which 
they compete for entry-level jobs is debatable. Involuntary 
joblessness may also lead to early retirement and a greater 
reliance on the Age Pension.

Many employees transition into retirement by switching to 
a less demanding but also less secure job that is part-time, 
casual or on a contract basis, or they become self-em-
ployed. These jobs are more vulnerable in a recession.

A consequence of the falling value of assets of middle- to 
upper-wealth households is that their capacity to provide 

 traditionally disadvantaged areas in metropolitan and 
rural areas, where unemployment is compounded by 
other problems; and

 newer suburbs in the outer metropolitan fringe and 
rural areas that have ties to manufacturing.

Over the period 1976 to 1991, locational inequality in-
creased as a consequence of reduced demand for workers 
in manufacturing in particular geographic areas and in-
creased demand for workers in the service sector in other 
areas (Hunter, 1995). Geographically concentrated job loss-
es will result in further concentration of such locational 
disadvantage. More disadvantaged areas will also attract still 
greater concentrations of unemployed people and their 
families through residential mobility because of cheaper 
rents.

In summary, concentration of unemployment in particular 
areas will exacerbate levels of neighbourhood disadvan-
tage, which in turn is associated with poorer outcomes for 
children and poorer health in adults, as well as reduced 
educational opportunities and job prospects (Edwards 
& Bromfield, 2009; Galster, Marcotte, Mandell, Wolfman, & 
Augustine, 2007; Kawachi & Berkman, 2003; Leventhal & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2000).

The impact of falling asset values on 
families
There have been very substantial falls in the value of assets 
over the past 12–15 months. The Australian share market 
fell 54% from its peak in November 2007 to its trough in 
March 2009 (Debelle, 2009). While this decline is similar in 
percentage terms to that in other countries, the Australian 
market has returned to the levels of mid-2005, and recently 
the US and European stock markets have returned to their 
2003 and 2004 levels (Bloomberg, 2009).

Those most likely to experience unemployment 
during a recession are young people leaving 
education, the low-skilled and recent migrants.
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ice responses that reduce the adverse social consequences 
of unemployment will need to be a priority.

The impacts of unemployment, and in particular long-
term unemployment, can result in a person experiencing 
multiple disadvantage, leading to increasing social exclu-
sion over time. The experience in Australia, the UK and 
the EU over the last fifteen years is that, despite a period 
of very strong economic growth, too many people are 
socially excluded (Hayes et al., 2008). Targeted policy and 
service sector responses are needed to overcome social 
exclusion—in particular, entrenched, deep-seated and geo-
graphically concentrated social exclusion.

There are long-run costs from the intergenerational im-
pacts of economic downturns, and addressing these are 
imperative. The early child care, education, health, family 
relationship and mental health sectors have an important 
role to play in protecting from these impacts children, 
particularly in families experiencing unemployment. One 
challenge is that children are often removed from child 
care for economic reasons by families experiencing unem-
ployment. This is likely to be a particular issue for children 
from disadvantaged families, for whom the evidence is that 
they will benefit the most from high-quality child care. 
Policies aimed at addressing geographically concentrated 
disadvantage will also be important.

The demand for social services provided by governments 
(e.g., Centrelink at the Commonwealth level, and many 
state and territory departments) and private and commu-
nity sectors is already rising, and will rise very substantially 
as unemployment rates increase. This will place great de-
mands upon all of these sectors. Examples of services for 
which the demand will increase include mental health 
and family relationship services, financial and material sup-
port, housing, and employment/training services (Access 
Economics, 2008). A risk is that in responding to the newly 
unemployed, the long-term disadvantaged may be crowded 

financial transfers within the family is reduced. Examples 
include financial assistance to children in post-secondary 
education, to adult children who are purchasing a home or 
to elderly parents.

Concluding comments
The experience of previous recessions is that involun-
tary unemployment typically has negative economic, 
social, physical health and psychological impacts, which 
can flow on to other family members, including children. 
However, most of the negative effects are reversible if the 
unemployed person is re-employed relatively quickly. For 
those who are unemployed for extended periods, however, 
the negative impacts become much greater, and in some 
cases they are permanent (the so-called “scarring impact 
of unemployment”). Those most likely to experience un-
employment during a recession are young people leaving 
education, the low-skilled (i.e., those with low levels of 
human capital) and recent migrants (Borland & Kennedy, 
1998).

This means that the single most important prior-
ity for reducing the negative impacts of recession on 
families is to minimise the loss of jobs and to maintain 
workers’ connections with the labour market whenever 
possible. A part-time or lower skilled job than that available 
in pre-recession times is better than no job at all. Given 
that long-term unemployment is most damaging, particular 
attention will need to be paid to maximising the move-
ment of the long-term jobless (including those on income 
support) to employment.

Another key learning from previous recessions is that 
long-term unemployment will not be significantly reduced 
unless there is a long period of strong economic growth. 
Alongside macroeconomic policies, social policies and serv-

The single most important priority for reducing the negative impacts of recession on families is to minimise the 
loss of jobs and to maintain workers’ connections with the labour market whenever possible.
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out, thereby perpetuating their disadvantage and further 
entrenching their exclusion.

Just as with the economic stimulus, early attention to so-
cial policy responses will be important if the likely short-, 
medium- and long-term negative impacts on families of the 
recession are to be effectively anticipated and mitigated.

Endnotes
1 Unemployment rates are from the seasonally adjusted series.

2 The category “not in the labour force” consists of those who are not em-
ployed and who are not classified as being unemployed because they do not 
want to be in paid employment or they want to be in paid employment but 
are not available to start a job or are not actively looking for employment and 
therefore do not meet the criteria for being classified as being unemployed.

3 Income support payments include payments such as Parenting Payment, 
Newstart, Disability Support Pension and Carer Payment.

4 Mother’s involuntary job losses have not been found to be associated with 
poor child outcomes. The reason for this is not clear. The data from these 
studies were relatively recent and are from the US and Canada, and therefore 
would reflect the contemporary shift from sole breadwinner to dual-income 
families (Coelli, 2005; Kalil & Zio-Guest, 2008).
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Economic instability and job losses remain permanent 
features of the American and Australian economies. The 
United States unemployment rate reached 9.4% in May 
2009 and, according to government statistics, the number 
of unemployed persons increased by 7.0 million since the 
recession officially began in December 2007 (US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2009b).

The number of unemployed persons in Australia has also 
increased substantially over the past year. Although the 
May 2009 unemployment rate (5.7%) was lower compared 
to the US (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2009b), it 
rose sharply from 4.8% in January 2009 (ABS, 2009a).

How will families and children 
be affected?
Without a doubt, the effects of parental joblessness on the 
wellbeing of families and children have rarely been more 
relevant than in the current economic climate. The present-
day economic shifts represent key social forces capable of 
shaping the future life courses of American and Australian 
children. Workers who lose jobs suffer substantial periods 
of unemployment and loss of earnings. Parental wellbe-
ing, marital relationships and socialisation practices may 
also be affected. Although understanding the mechanisms 
that link parental job loss to family and child wellbeing has 
been a central question in the social science literature for 

the past two decades, the nature of children’s experiences 
in families with jobless workers is not fully understood.

Without a doubt, the effects of parental joblessness 
on the wellbeing of families and children have rarely 
been more relevant than in the current economic 
climate.

What is known suggests that job loss can have wide-
ranging negative impacts. For example, job loss negatively 
affects families economic security (see, e.g., Farber, 1993; 
Jacobson, LaLonde, & Sullivan, 1993; Stevens, 1997), and 
this is reflected in families reducing their food expendi-
tures, moving and relying on public assistance (Yeung 
& Hofferth, 1998). Job loss also negatively affects adults’ 
physical and mental health (e.g., Kessler, Turner, & House, 
1987, 1988, 1989) and marital relationships (Conger & 
Elder, 1994), and increases the likelihood of divorce (Yeung 
& Hofferth, 1998). In part via these effects on family eco-
nomic and relationship factors, parental job loss can go on 
to negatively affect children’s wellbeing and achievement 
(Conger & Elder, 1994; McLoyd, 1998; McLoyd, Jayaratne, 
Ceballo, & Borquez, 1994). These associations, however, 
do not capture the many potentially different patterns of 
associations that might exist in different subgroups. This 
article summarises theoretical perspectives and empirical 
research on this topic from the US and other countries. It 
will also present some avenues for future research in this 

Ariel Kalil

Joblessness, family relations  
and children’s development
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area and will conclude with a few thoughts about the 
role for public policy intervention to help support jobless 
families.

Economic consequences of joblessness
Job loss has both immediate and long-term economic ef-
fects. Farber (1997) estimated that workers who lose their 
jobs involuntarily in the US had a large (35%) probability 
of being unemployed following a displacement, were 5% 
more likely to work part-time than they were prior to the 
displacement, and earned 13% less upon re-employment. 
Ruhm (1991), using data from the US Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics, found that job loss was associated with 
longer term losses as well; displaced workers displayed 
increased unemployment and decreased wages up to four 
years following displacement. Jacobson et al. (1993) also 
found longer term economic losses among “high-tenure 
workers” (those born between 1930 and 1959 who had 
the same principal employer from 1974 to 1979). Using 
Pennsylvania administrative data, the authors found that 
those workers who suffered a job loss had earnings that 
were 25% lower 5 years later. Finally, Stevens (1997) found 
that multiple job losses for a given worker are common 
and play an important role in persistent earnings and wage 
losses.

Consequences for child development
What are the implications of these economic setbacks for 
family processes and child development? Unfortunately, 
we know little about the long-run consequences of pa-
rental job loss for children. Consequently, the potential 
implications of job loss and joblessness for intergenera-
tional economic mobility are unclear (but see Oreopolous, 
Page, & Stevens, 2008, for a recent exception). However, 
there is increasing evidence that parental job loss adversely 

affects children’s educational attainment (see, e.g., Kalil & 
Wightman, 2009). In today’s economy, a child’s educational 
attainment strongly influences his or her earnings and is a 
key determinant of economic mobility. For example, in the 
US in 2008, those with just a high school degree had me-
dian weekly earnings of US$591, while the median weekly 
earnings of college graduates was US$978 (US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2009a). In an era of rising income inequal-
ity, understanding the impact of economic shocks in one 
generation on the future opportunities of the next genera-
tion has never been more important (Mazumder, 2008).

Theoretical frameworks
Two theories, drawn from economics and psychology re-
spectively, are prominent and can help guide work in this 
area. The “investments” perspective (see Becker & Thomes, 
1986) posits that unstable or insufficient work limits 
families’ economic resources; in particular, the income nec-
essary to purchase the resources and goods (e.g., schools, 
housing, food, and safe and cognitively enriched learning 
environments) that are critical for successful development 
(Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997). In addition to the level 
of income, the source of income also appears to matter. A 
decline in families’ work hours and income is associated 
with an increased reliance on public assistance (Yeung & 
Hofferth, 1998), and greater receipt of welfare income is 
associated with children’s lower academic achievement, 
perhaps due to stigma (Morris, Duncan, & Rodrigues, 2004).

In situations where parents purchase their children’s edu-
cation directly, either by sending them to private schools 
or financing their college education, the loss of resources 
may be especially potent. For example, Dynarski (2003) 
found evidence that credit constraint—that is, the inability 
of families to finance their children’s post-secondary edu-
cation—is a significant obstacle when federal assistance is 
not available. Kane (2001) and others argued that the fact 

Job loss negatively affects families’ economic security, adults’ physical and mental health and marital relationships 
and increases the likelihood of divorce.
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Indeed, it likely takes a sensitive and responsive parent to 
scaffold children’s experiences with purchased “inputs” 
into development, such as books and toys. Nevertheless, 
research suggests that economic investments tend to link 
income (level and stability) to measures of children’s cog-
nitive achievement, while parenting behaviours more often 
account for linkages between economic conditions and 
children’s emotional adjustment (Yeung et al., 2002).

Despite the rise in maternal employment, it is 
possible that mothers’ involuntary job losses 
nevertheless do not have as great a negative 
impact on marital quality as do fathers’ involuntary 
job losses. 

A third theoretical perspective suggests that children’s ob-
servations of their parents’ work experiences shape their 
own views of their future economic opportunities, and 
this may be associated with their academic performance 
and attitudes. In this perspective, children’s and parents’ 
expectations play a prominent role. Parents can serve as 
role models for their children’s attitudes and behaviours 
via their own interpretation of job loss and unemployment 
experiences. On one hand, children who witness their par-
ent’s job loss may be motivated to stay in school in order 
to eventually secure better or more stable jobs than the 
ones their parents are able to obtain. Conversely, children’s 
pessimistic perceptions of their parents’ labour market 
experiences could diminish motivation and lead to behav-
iours such as disengagement from school or work (Barling, 
Dupre, & Hepburn, 1998; Galambos & Silbereisen, 1987).

Empirical evidence from quantitative 
studies
Relatively few papers have examined the effects on chil-
dren of parental job loss using high-quality longitudinal 
population data. Of these, most have focused on children’s 
educational attainment and human capital development. 
Because most of these studies have been conducted by 
economists, a focus on such outcomes is not surprising. 
But it is also the case that the large-scale longitudinal data 
that lend themselves to this question tend to have better 
measures of children’s educational attainment and human 
capital development than, say, children’s emotional or be-
havioural development. More studies focused on the latter 
outcomes are needed.

Using the US Survey of Income and Program Participation, 
Kalil and Ziol-Guest (2008) found that fathers’ involuntary 
job losses increase the likelihood that children will repeat 
a grade or be suspended or expelled from school. Coelli 
(2005) used the Canadian Survey of Labour and Income 
Dynamics to show that parental job loss leads to an in-
crease in children’s probability of dropping out of high 
school and a decrease in the probability of entering uni-
versity. Also using Canadian data, Oreopoulos et al. (2008) 
found that the sons of workers displaced in 1982 from a 
sample of mid-sized firms had lower earnings between the 
ages of 25 and 31 and were more likely to receive unem-
ployment and social assistance. Kertesi and Kezdi (2007), 
using nationally representative data from the Hungarian 
Labor Force Survey on parents who unexpectedly lost 

that minorities and low-income whites tended not to take 
up educational options in the late 70s and early 80s was 
evidence that parental income is vital to children’s access 
to the education market and that credit constraints restrict 
this access.

Carneiro and Heckman (2003) suggested that these trends 
point to the importance of providing a household environ-
ment that supports children’s educational preparedness. 
They argued that higher incomes enable parents to buy 
higher quality environments that produce children who 
are differentially capable, motivated and empowered by 
their parents to take advantage of educational opportuni-
ties. Yeung, Linver and Brooks-Gunn (2002) found that 
the positive association between family income and chil-
dren’s cognitive development is mediated by investment 
in a stimulating learning environment. Yeung and Hofferth 
(1998) found that families who experience severe income 
losses are especially susceptible to cuts in expenditure and, 
similarly, Stephens (2001) found that consumption is sig-
nificantly reduced as a result of permanent earnings shocks 
such as job loss. These findings suggest that job losses can 
diminish the family’s ability to invest in the resources nec-
essary to promote children’s cognitive development and 
educational attainment.

A second theoretical perspective, the “family stress” per-
spective, emphasises parents’ psychological resources and 
parenting behaviours as key links between adverse so-
cial conditions and child development. According to this 
model, unstable work and unemployment is psychological-
ly stressful for parents (see Conger & Elder, 1994; McLoyd  
et al., 1994), which in turn inhibits parents’ emotional 
warmth and increases parents’ erratic or disengaged behav-
iours. Ineffective parenting can lead to poorer adjustment 
in the children (Elder, Nguyen, & Caspi, 1985; McLoyd, 
1998).

The potential consequences of job loss and joblessness  
on parents’ marital relationship are often considered to be 
part of the family stress perspective. When spouses experi-
ence economic hardship, they may suffer individually and 
as a couple. Marital conflict is a significant element of fam-
ily functioning and has known adverse consequences for 
children’s adjustment and wellbeing (Cummings & Keller, 
2007).

The association between joblessness and marital stress can 
occur in part via the psychological stress of the job loss, 
which itself can be a function of the real and perceived 
economic consequences of losing a job. Although there 
is substantial empirical support for this hypothesis, much 
of it is derived from relatively small, local samples, such as 
families experiencing the farm crisis in the US Midwest 
in the 1980s (see, e.g., Conger, Rueter, & Elder, 1999). 
However, several studies using large-scale representative 
data from the US and internationally address the impact 
of involuntary job loss on family functioning and have 
found positive association between job loss and the risk of 
divorce (Charles & Stephens, 2004; Rege, Telle, & Votruba, 
2007a; Yeung & Hofferth, 1998), which can pose risks to 
children’s development (Simons, Lin, Gordon, Conger, & 
Lorenz, 1999).

In considering these two different theories (economic 
investments versus parental stress and behaviour), it is 
important to note that they are not mutually exclusive. 
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Insights from qualitative data: Parental 
job loss and children’s world views
Recent qualitative evidence from the US sheds light on 
other family processes that are shaped by parental job 
loss, and points to attitudes and expectations that youth 
in jobless families might make with respect to their own 
education and human capital development. These attitudes 
may affect the choices that youth make at key future points 
in their life course. In-depth US work by Mendenhall, Kalil, 
Spindel, and Hart (2008) found that respondents who 
were recently jobless often used the job loss experience 
as a real-life lesson to help launch their teenage children 
into adulthood and prepare them for the world of work. 
For example, some jobless parents reported that they took 
the opportunity to impress upon their children the les-
sons they thought children needed to thrive in the “new” 
job market; that is, to be prepared for the possibility that 
they could lose their jobs even if they are good at what 
they do. Another lesson parents tried to impart to children 
was that the children would not be able to count on stabil-
ity or permanent employment in their future careers and 
that children must be prepared for this new workplace 
model. Ways in which parents emphasised preparing for 
this reality included advising children not to expect cor-
porations to be loyal to their employees and therefore to 
take specific steps to protect themselves from being overly 
dependent on employers. Some jobless parents urged their 
children to develop skills that could be “transferable” to a 
new employer, so that if they were fired, they would not 
lose the investment that they had put into learning a skill. 
Other parents went further and encouraged their children 
to own their own businesses, hoping that this path would 
afford their children greater control over their own desti-
nies. Underlying these messages is the notion that children 
will need to adopt more of a “free agent” or entrepreneurial 
mentality to succeed in the “new” world of work.

their jobs during the post-communist transition of Hungary, 
found significant effects of parental job loss on children’s 
probability of dropping out of secondary school. Finally, 
Rege, Telle, and Votruba (2007b), using Norwegian registry 
data, showed adverse effects of fathers’ job losses on chil-
dren’s educational attainment.

Canadian research has shown that children’s perceptions 
of their parents’ job insecurity are negatively correlated 
with the children’s belief in the Protestant work ethic 
(i.e., that work is inherently good and fulfilling and that 
hard work can overcome obstacles to success). As expect-
ed, when students had a low Protestant work ethic they 
were more likely to display low motivation to work. In a 
related study, Barling, Zacharatos, and Hepburn (1999) hy-
pothesised that watching one’s parents experiencing job 
insecurity would be stressful and elicit feelings of uncer-
tainty and powerlessness in children. The results showed 
that undergraduates who perceived their parents to be in-
secure about their jobs were distracted cognitively and had 
worse academic performance.

Finally, Kalil and Wightman (2009), using the US Panel 
Study of Income Dynamics, found that parental job loss 
is associated with a lesser likelihood of youths obtain-
ing any post-secondary education. This study also aimed 
to explore the mechanisms linking these phenomena. 
Correlated adverse economic conditions, such as long-term 
unemployment, explained only a modest share of these 
impacts, suggesting a potentially important role for fac-
tors described in the family stress or “family expectations” 
model (see also Rege et al., 2007b). Kalil and Wightman 
also found suggestive evidence that parental college degree 
attainment mitigated the adverse associations between job 
loss and college-going. Because those models controlled 
for income, that finding is suggestive of a protective role of 
education in terms of parents’ and children’s aspirations or 
expectations.

The impact of joblessness may not only differ across groups defined by race, but also those with different levels 
of wealth and economic resources.
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have only rarely been posed in the context of parental 
joblessness. Despite the rise in maternal employment, it is 
possible that mothers’ involuntary job losses nevertheless 
do not have as great a negative impact on marital quality as 
do fathers’ involuntary job losses. In fact, two recent studies 
(Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008; Rege et al., 2007b) have shown 
that mothers’ job losses do not have any adverse effects on 
children’s educational attainment. This might be a function 
of cultural expectations and the subjective meanings at-
tached to social roles; in particular, the persistent cultural 
emphasis on the role of father as breadwinner (Charles 
& James, 2005; Gerson, 1994; Nomaguchi et al., 2005; 
Rosenfield, 1992). And, although men’s time with children 
has been rising over time, women still assume the primary 
care of children (Bianchi, 2000). Thus, women who experi-
ence involuntary job losses may more seamlessly substitute 
the role of household manager and caregiver during pe-
riods of joblessness, thus minimising marital conflict. In 
contrast, it may be far less normative for fathers to transi-
tion to this role, which could spark marital conflict and 
interfere with good family relations. In short, it is possible 
that mothers’ time during a separation from employment 
is more productively spent in household management and 
investing in children, thereby dampening adverse effects of 
the involuntary nature of the separation.

The role of race/ethnicity

There are many important reasons to consider the role of 
race/ethnicity as it relates to the impact of joblessness on 
family relations and child development. In the US research 
context, this line of work has most often compared the 
experiences of black and white families. As an example, 
several strands of US research suggest that black workers 
may be more severely affected by job loss than their white 
counterparts. First, young black workers are more likely 
to suffer a job loss than are young white workers (Farber, 
1993), and others have found that black families with chil-
dren are twice as likely as whites to experience both a 
major income loss and a reduction in work hours (Yeung 

Subgroup differences: The importance of 
gender and race/ethnicity
It is important to note that not all families will be affect-
ed equally by the experience of job loss and joblessness. 
However, very little research on the links between parental 
joblessness and child development has explored differenc-
es across key subgroups. Two promising avenues for future 
research include examining differential impacts of moth-
ers’ versus fathers’ joblessness for family relations and child 
development, and also examining differences across race/
ethnic groups.

Mothers’ versus fathers’ joblessness

Existing research has emphasised the (typically negative) 
impact on the family of fathers’ involuntary job losses and 
joblessness. An important omission is the lack of emphasis 
on the experiences of working mothers. A singular focus 
on fathers was perhaps more relevant in an era when fa-
thers were more typically primary breadwinners and 
fathers’ work-role identities predominated over other fam-
ily roles, such as caregiver. However, scholars have noted 
historical shifts in gender role attitudes that have altered 
the landscape of fathers’ roles, from a pre-occupation with 
the father as economic provider to the more modern em-
phasis on fathers as nurturers and co-caregivers (Pleck & 
Pleck, 1997). In addition, the typical US family now con-
tains two earners and, in about a quarter of dual-earner 
families, working mothers are the primary breadwinners 
(Crompton & Geran, 1995; Nomaguchi, Milkie, & Bianchi, 
2005). It is thus important to examine the impact of moth-
ers’ as well as fathers’ employment experiences and, more 
importantly, to examine the impact of one parent’s em-
ployment experiences in the context of those of the other 
parent.

The rise of dual-earner and “mother breadwinner” fami-
lies has raised new questions about gender and parental 
roles within marriages and families, but these questions 

There is increasing evidence that parental job loss adversely affects children’s educational attainment.
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Wealth and other economic resources can affect a family’s 
ability to sustain itself through a job loss. Having financial 
assets that can be liquidated or against which families can 
borrow, or having recourse to assistance from family and 
friends, can mitigate the negative effects of a parental job 
loss by alleviating economic pressure and serving as a “psy-
chological buffer” against worries about the future. Parents 
in families with few assets or little equity to draw upon 
may be particularly pessimistic about their children’s fu-
ture in the event of a household economic downturn. The 
transmission of these beliefs and expectations may affect 
the youth’s own expectations and behaviours. Similarly, 
adolescents’ reactions to parental employment downturns 
may be moderated by the knowledge that vital financial 
resources are available from sources other than parents’ 
current earnings. This may be especially important during 
adolescence, when families are making plans for children’s 
college attendance and how to finance it. Conley (1999) 
showed that family wealth is a significant predictor of 
children’s college completion and that it accounts for a 
substantial amount of the black–white difference in educa-
tional attainment. These findings suggest that the impact of 
joblessness may not only differ across groups defined by 
race, but also those with different levels of wealth and eco-
nomic resources.

Other reasons why the impact of job loss on family rela-
tions and child development could differ across race/
ethnic groups relate to the different ways in which jobless-
ness is interpreted within families, or the psychological 
aspects of how job losers and their children make meaning 
out of and respond to these experiences.

One possible factor could be discrimination. In the US, 
there is accumulating evidence from audit studies and 
field experiments to suggest that blacks do experience dis-
crimination in the labour (and housing) markets (Favreault, 
2008), and such discrimination, perhaps in part through 

& Hofferth, 1998). Wilson, Tienda, and Wu (1995) found that 
among college graduates, blacks are 2.24 times as likely to 
be dismissed or laid off as whites. In general in the United 
States, the black unemployment rate runs about twice 
as high as that for whites (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2009b).

Second, the consequences of job loss appear to be more se-
vere for blacks in the US. Farber (1997) reported that blacks 
are about 13% less likely than whites to be employed fol-
lowing a job loss. Farber (1993) also reported that black 
women in particular suffer larger negative employment ef-
fects of job loss than do white women. Spalter-Roth and 
Deitch (1999) found that displaced blacks are more likely 
than their white counterparts to fall from professional or 
managerial to lower level occupations and to move from a 
job with health insurance benefits to re-employment with-
out health insurance.

Third, studies show that black families, at all levels of the 
socio-economic spectrum, have fewer economic resources 
with which to buffer the shock of job loss. In 1994, more 
than 50% of blacks, compared to just 15% of other house-
holds, had no money in either a cheque or savings account 
(Oliver & Shapiro, 1997). Further, well-documented differ-
ences in black and white wealth might also make the job 
loss experience different for families in these two groups. 
Race differences in wealth far exceed race differences in 
income, occupational, and educational levels. For exam-
ple, whereas the typical white family has assets totaling a 
median of $72,000, the median net worth of the typical 
black family is only $9,800 (Conley, 1999; Oliver & Shapiro, 
1997). Home ownership, which is the primary method of 
equity accumulation for most American families, also var-
ies significantly by race. In 1997, only 44% of blacks owned 
their own homes, in contrast to 71% of whites (Conley, 
1999).

Policies that help increase families’ economic security may be important in helping pave the way for future 
generations to achieve socio-economic success
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parental job loss. Parents’ cultural capital and connections 
may also play a role in resilience to adverse economic 
events in families. Youth’s own aspirations and beliefs 
about, for example, the utility of education for economic 
success may be differentially affected. Family relations and 
psychological resources could be differentially strained, 
and this could lessen the support that youth receive dur-
ing childhood and the transition to adulthood to make and 
execute plans for their future.

Understanding the magnitude of the impact of parental 
joblessness on children’s development and the pathways 
through which these phenomena are linked could inform 
public policy in several ways. For example, results might 
inform programs aimed at mitigating the economic shock 
of job loss. Such programs could involve direct financial 
assistance to families, such as unemployment insurance 
programs, or they could help to promote parents’ job 
search skills, training for a new occupation, or education 
in effective money management. Not only might such 
programs help families to smooth consumption and mini-
mise declines in child-specific investments, but they could 
also affect the families’ emotional wellbeing by lessening 
perceptions of economic strain and concomitant psycho-
logical distress.

Programs aimed at mitigating the economic 
shock of job loss. Such programs could involve 
direct financial assistance to families, such as 
unemployment insurance programs, or they could 
help to promote parents’ job search skills, training 
for a new occupation, or education in effective 
money management.

Alternatively, given limited public support (at least in the 
US context) for direct financial assistance to families, pro-
grams geared at helping families cope with the emotional 
impact of job loss might be more plausible. Many different 
facets of families’ experience of economic hardship can be 
targeted for prevention. These could include adolescents’ 
worries about the family’s economic situation and the im-
pact that it might have on future options, concerns about 
parents’ wellbeing and marital relationship, and heightened 
conflict among family members (Conger, Conger, Matthews, 
& Elder, 1999). For instance, programs could provide refer-
rals or information regarding mental health services, or 
teach parents and adolescents to share information about 
plans to reduce economic stress and to work together 
to develop constructive strategies to realise these plans. 
Greater scientific energy needs to be devoted to under-
standing and solving the problems faced by jobless families.
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Current conceptualisations of children’s school readiness 
(e.g., Hair et al., 2006) include multiple facets of children’s 
lives, such as their language development, cognitive abili-
ties, general knowledge, approaches to learning, social/
emotional development, and physical health and devel-
opment. However, in this paper we focus on children’s 
cognitive and learning skills. The findings are from a recent 
report commissioned by the Smith Family and undertaken 
by Institute staff and Professor Ann Sanson (Smart, Sanson, 
Baxter, Edwards & Hayes, 2008), which addresses social/
emotional elements of school readiness in addition to cog-
nitive and learning aspects.

The first section of this paper provides a short summary 
of the research literature and describes two theoretical 
models that seek to explain why financial disadvantage is 
related to school readiness. For this paper, we use low in-
come as the measure of financial disadvantage, as it is the 
most widely used in the literature and the results are similar 
for other measures of financial disadvantage (see Smart et 
al., 2008). We then present evidence of a consistent associa-
tion between low income and the cognitive and learning 
components of children’s school readiness at 4–5 years 
of age. The extent to which low income is an independ-
ent risk factor for low school readiness net of other child, 
parental and community factors is then examined. We find 
that there is evidence of an independent, albeit modest, 
association between financial disadvantage and one cogni-
tive measure of school readiness, but not for the other. A 
wide range of risk and protective factors associated with 

The transition from home to school is a major change in 
children’s lives. It marks the first compulsory and universal 
point of contact between children and social institutions 
beyond their home and neighbourhood. The transition to 
school can be a challenging period for children, as they 
have to adjust to a generally much larger institution than 
they have previously encountered—with its own culture, 
rules and expectations—along with new people (both 
teachers and school mates), and the new physical environ-
ments of classrooms and playgrounds.

Children vary in their “readiness” for this change in their 
lives, with marked differences visible in their cognitive and 
social/emotional skills when they enter school. The impor-
tance of making a good transition to school is indicated 
by evidence that school readiness is predictive of later 
outcomes: children who are less “ready” are less likely to 
excel academically, and are more likely to have behavioural 
and emotional problems, be retained in a grade or drop 
out of school (Blair, 2001; Duncan et al., 2007; Reynolds 
& Bezruczko, 1993). Such children are also more likely to 
become teenage parents, engage in criminal activities and 
have poorer employment records (Schweinhart, 2003).

Given this evidence that a “good start” to schooling is so influ-
ential for later wellbeing, researchers have tried to identify the 
factors and processes associated with children’s readiness for 
school. School readiness encompasses not only the children 
themselves, but also their school, family and community (Hair, 
Halle, Terry-Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins, 2006).

Ben Edwards, Jennifer Baxter, Diana Smart, Ann Sanson and Alan Hayes

Financial disadvantage and  
children’s school readiness
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Most of the findings cited in the review came from North 
American and British studies. Although there is Australian 
research that addresses school readiness and effective tran-
sitions among Australian children in general (e.g., Dockett 
& Perry, 2001), there appears to be little Australian research 
looking particularly at the home-to-school transitions of 
children living in financially disadvantaged households. 
Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children (LSAC) is the only comprehensive, 
contemporary large-scale longitudinal study examining 
Australian children’s cognitive, socio-emotional and physi-
cal development over the important transition period into 
school that also collects extensive data on children’s home, 
child care, preschool and school experiences (Sanson, 
Nicholson, et al., 2002). It thus provides a unique oppor-
tunity to examine the factors that contribute to the school 
readiness of Australian children, including those living in 
financial disadvantage.

Why are there links between school 
readiness, financial disadvantage and 
other risk factors?
Two influential models provide explanations for the 
links between financial disadvantage and poorer school 
readiness.

The family stress model proposes that the effect of income 
on children’s school readiness is through its impact on fam-
ily relationships and interactions. For example, financial 
stress and poverty have been found to influence children’s 
behaviour problems through their effect on parents’ 
emotional health, marital relationships and parenting prac-
tices (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1994; Jackson, Brooks-Gunn, 
Huang, & Glassman, 2000; Linver, Brooks-Gunn, & Kohen, 
2002; Yeung, Linver, & Brooks-Gunn, 2002). While parent-
ing style has also been found to mediate the relationship 
between income and children’s cognitive outcomes (Guo 
& Harris, 2000), this pathway is weaker and less consistent 
than for behavioural outcomes (Jackson et al., 2000; Linver 
et al., 2002). From the perspective of the family stress 
model, financial disadvantage influences children’s behav-
ioural outcomes (and to a lesser extent their cognitive and 
learning capacities) by draining parents’ psychological and 
emotional resources, which in turn can disrupt parent–
child interactions and parenting styles.

The investment model, which focuses on the cognitive 
and intellectual climate in the family, postulates that chil-
dren from low-income families have fewer opportunities 
to develop their skills because financial strain limits their 
parents’ ability to invest in a cognitively stimulating home 
environment, nutritious food, high-quality child care and 
safe living conditions. Longer work hours can also limit 
the time parents can spend with children. Higher income 
levels have been found to be associated with higher lev-
els of parental involvement and increased availability of 
stimulating materials (Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, & Coll, 
2001; Hart & Risley, 1995; Votruba-Drzal, 2003). More spe-
cifically, the Home Observation for Measurement of the 
Environment (HOME) index—a composite measure incor-
porating parents’ engagement with children, the availability 
of cognitively stimulating materials and the physical condi-
tion of the home—has been found to be a strong mediator 

school readiness are identified, including child and paren-
tal characteristics, parenting style, the family educational 
climate, early education and care, and neighbourhood char-
acteristics. These risk and protective factors are also likely 
to underpin the links between financial disadvantage and 
school readiness. To illustrate this point we create an index 
of risk factors for low school readiness. The index shows 
that most children living in financial disadvantage have a 
greater number of risks for low school readiness than chil-
dren not in financial disadvantage.

What past research tells us
A comprehensive review of the Australian and international 
literature on how financial disadvantage may be linked to 
poorer school readiness identified a number of risk and 
protective factors related to children’s readiness for school 
(see Smart et al., 2008). Major conclusions were:

  child, family and community characteristics all 
influence children’s school readiness;

  individual child factors and family factors appear to 
have a stronger impact on children’s school readiness 
than community-level factors;

  the child characteristics of early cognitive ability 
and temperament have been consistently found 
to influence children’s cognitive and behavioural 
readiness for school;

  among numerous other family characteristics, 
parenting style, the home learning environment, 
maternal education and family income seem to be the 
most influential in determining school readiness;

  not only do parenting and the home environment have 
a strong direct effect on school readiness, they are also 
crucial mediators of the relationship between financial 
disadvantage and school readiness; and

  although community-level variables appear to have a 
smaller impact on children’s school readiness, child 
care and preschool attendance have been consistently 
found to affect early child development.
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effect by providing a more stimulating environment than is 
present in impoverished homes.

The family stress and investment models are also likely to 
be complementary. There is, for example, evidence that 
aspects of the family stress model (e.g., parenting and 
maternal emotional distress) mediates the relationship be-
tween home environment and behavioural development 
(Yeung et al., 2002).

Summing up, although the complex relationship between 
income and child development is yet to be fully under-
stood, the evidence suggests that the family stress model 
may provide a better explanation for the relationship be-
tween income and children’s emotional and behavioural 
outcomes (through parenting practices), while the invest-
ment model may best explain the relationship between 
income and children’s cognitive outcomes (through the 
home physical and learning environment). It is more likely, 
however, that these models act in unison or interactively 
and are not mutually exclusive.

Method
Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children (LSAC) aims to shed light on the de-
velopment of the current generation of Australian children, 
and to investigate the contribution of the children’s social, 
economic and cultural environments to their adjustment 
and wellbeing. More specifically, it seeks to improve under-
standing of the complex interplay of factors that foster or 
impede healthy early childhood development, to identify 
opportunities for early intervention and prevention in pol-
icy areas concerning children and families, and to inform 
the policy debate in general. The study employs a cross-
sequential design with 10,090 children in two age cohorts 
of approximately equal size: children born between March 
2003 and February 2004 (infancy; B cohort) and children 
born between March 1999 and February 2000 (early 

of the relationship between income and children’s cogni-
tive outcomes (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1994; Linver et 
al., 2002; Smith, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1997). Higher 
HOME scores have also been found to reduce the harmful 
impact of low family income on children’s school readi-
ness (Dearing, McCartney, & Taylor, 2001). In addition, the 
quality of the home environment has been found to be an 
intervening link between income and children’s emergent 
literacy, behavioural and emotional adjustment (Foster, 
Lambert, Abbott-Shim, McCarty, & Franze, 2005).

Furthermore, financial disadvantage can affect the neigh-
bourhoods in which families live. Low-income families are 
often forced to reside in impoverished neighbourhoods 
that are characterised by high crime and unemployment 
rates, and limited availability of resources such as play-
grounds, parks, child care and health care facilities.

The non-maternal child care and preschool programs in 
which parents enrol children can also be affected by finan-
cial disadvantage. Parents with higher levels of income and 
education can not only afford more expensive (and hence 
generally higher quality) care, but are also more likely to be 
concerned about the characteristics of the preschool their 
children attend (Melhuish et al., 1999; National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, Early Child Care 
Research Network, 1999). Research on disadvantaged chil-
dren attending high-quality child care programs, such as the 
HighScope Perry Preschool Program, Early Head Start pro-
gram and Abecedarian Project, indicates that high-quality 
preschool programs can improve children’s cognitive and 
social/behavioural readiness for school (Frede & Barnett, 
1992; HighScope Educational Research Foundation, 2006; 
Ramey & Ramey, 2004; Reynolds, 1995; Schweinhart, 2003; 
Schweinhart, Barnes, & Weikart, 1993). Furthermore, the 
finding that preschool and child care attendance is more 
beneficial for disadvantaged children suggests that high-
quality early care programs can have a compensatory 

The family stress model proposes that the effect of income on children’s school readiness is through its impact 
on family relationships and interactions.
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standardised direct assessments administered by interview-
ers, namely: the Who Am I? (WAI) test (de Lemos & Doig, 
1999), which assesses children’s ability to perform pre-
literacy/pre-numeracy tasks such as reading, copying and 
writing letters, words and numbers; and a specially adapted 
version of the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) 
(Dunn & Dunn 1997), which assesses receptive language 
and vocabulary. Since the WAI and PPVT do not provide es-
tablished cut-off points by which to identify children who 
are not “school ready”, the lowest quintile was chosen as 
the cut-off point for each of these indicators to identify 
children with low school readiness.

Measures of financial disadvantage

There are a number of possible indicators of financial disad-
vantage, but most research to date has used either income 
or a composite measure such as socio-economic status 
(SES). Several possible measures were available within the 
LSAC dataset, including: low income, financial hardship, 
parental perceptions of being “poor” or “very poor”, and 
parental reports that their major source of income was 
derived from government allowances or benefits. Close to 
three-quarters of the LSAC sample did not experience any 
of these four types of financial disadvantage, but when they 
did, most commonly this was on more than one indicator 
of financial disadvantage (Smart et al., 2008, Appendix B.2). 
Smart et al. first investigated the association between each 
of these measures of financial disadvantage with the meas-
ures of school readiness and progress. They found a very 
similar picture across the four measures of financial disad-
vantage, so despite them tapping partially distinct aspects 
of disadvantage, as far as school readiness is concerned, 
they appeared to operate similarly. We thus chose family 
income as the measure of financial disadvantage for sub-
sequent analyses, since this is the most robust and also the 
most commonly used indicator in the literature.

The measure of income was derived from the primary 
carer’s report of her own income as well as her partner’s, 
if she had one. This gross weekly parental income was ad-
justed, or equivalised, for household size and composition 

childhood; K cohort). It is planned to follow these cohorts 
for at least 14 years via biennial data collection waves. For 
the current study, we used Wave 1 data for the early child-
hood cohort (4–5 year olds, n = 4,983).

The sample of 5,107 infants and 4,983 children aged 4–5 
years was recruited from the Medicare enrolments data-
base in 2004. A two-stage clustered design was employed, 
first selecting postcodes, then children, thus allowing 
the analysis of children within communities. Children in 
both cohorts were selected from the same postcodes, 
with about 40 children per postcode usually invited 
to participate in the study in the larger states, and usu-
ally about 20 children per postcode in the smaller states 
and territories. Stratification was used to ensure propor-
tional geographic representation for states/territories and 
capital city statistical division. Further information on the 
sampling is provided by Soloff, Lawrence, Misson, and 
Johnstone (2006). The sample is broadly representative of 
all Australian children (citizens and permanent residents) 
in each of the two age cohorts. Children in some remote 
parts of Australia were excluded because of the extremely 
high data collection costs in these areas (see Gray & Smart, 
2008).

The investment model, which focuses on the 
cognitive and intellectual climate in the family, 
postulates that children from low-income families 
have fewer opportunities to develop their skills 
because financial strain limits their parents’ ability to 
invest in a cognitively stimulating home environment, 
nutritious food, high-quality child care and safe living 
conditions.

Measures of school readiness

The specific indices used to assess learning aspects of 
school readiness at 4–5 years of age (preschool for the ma-
jority of children) comprised two measures that were both 
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Links between financial disadvantage and 
children’s school outcomes

The previous analysis indicates that there is a reasonably 
strong relationship between family financial disadvantage 
and school readiness, but it does not take into account 
the effect of other factors that might influence children’s 
school readiness or the links between family financial 
disadvantage and school readiness. That is, it may be that 
financial disadvantage does not in itself lead to poorer out-
comes, but reflects the presence of other characteristics 
that are more commonly found in financially disadvantaged 
families than non–financially disadvantaged families.

Characteristics suggested as important by the literature re-
view and that were available within the LSAC dataset were 
used in these analyses (refer to Smart et al., 2008, for de-
tails), including:

  child characteristics—gender, persistent temperament 
style, and age;

  parental characteristics—paternal absence/presence 
and employment status, maternal employment status, 
maternal age, maternal education, maternal Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander background, maternal country 
of origin/facility with English and maternal mental 
health;

  parenting style—parental warmth, hostile parenting, 
parental consistency and use of reasoning;

  family educational climate—frequency of reading to 
the child, other home learning activities, number of 
children’s books in the home, and amount of television 
watching;

  neighbourhood characteristics—neighbourhood 
socio-economic disadvantage and metropolitan/non-
metropolitan and remoteness of residence; and

  children’s child care/preschool experiences.

Using multivariate analysis, associations between school 
readiness and financial disadvantage as well as these other 
characteristics were explored. The inclusion of variables 
other than financial disadvantage in the analyses enabled 
us to determine whether financial disadvantage itself re-
mains a unique predictor of low school readiness once 
other factors are taken into account. Logistic regression 
was used, which is appropriate when the variable of inter-
est has only two possible values (in this case, low school 
readiness versus adequate school readiness).

Results from these analyses suggest that when financial dis-
advantage was included along with other variables in the 
multivariate analyses, it remained a significant, albeit mod-
est, risk factor for low PPVT scores (24% of the financially 
disadvantaged group of children were predicted to have 
low PPVT scores, compared to 19% of the non-disadvan-
taged group; odds ratio = 1.38), but was not a significant 
risk for low WAI scores (16% of the financially disadvan-
taged group of children were predicted to have low WAI 
scores, compared to 18% of the non-disadvantaged group; 
odds ratio = 0.85).

The multivariate analyses also confirmed that a large 
number of other risk and protective factors were related 
to cognitive and learning measures of school readiness.1 
These include:

in order to take into account differences in the costs of 
living, using the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) equivalence scale. Following 
Bradbury (2007), families whose income was in the lowest 
15% of the LSAC sample distribution of equivalised income 
were categorised as being financially disadvantaged. The av-
erage parental income for this group was $183 per week; 
most (90%) were in the range from $83 to $236.

Results
Financial disadvantage and cognitive aspects 
of school readiness at 4–5 years

Figure 1 shows relationships between low income and 
children’s cognitive skills, as assessed by the PPVT and WAI 
test. It shows the percentage of children with low pre-liter-
acy/pre-numeracy skills and low receptive language skills 
from financially disadvantaged and non–financially disad-
vantaged families.

Figure 1  Children from financially disadvantaged (FD) 
and non–financially disadvantaged (non-FD) 
families with low PPVT (receptive language) 
and Who Am I (WAI) scores
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The “I” bars at the top of the columns in Figure 1 represent 
the 95% confidence intervals. Where confidence intervals 
for the columns being compared do not overlap, we can be 
95% confident that the values are significantly different. As 
an example, for the two left-hand columns, the confidence 
interval for the group of children from financially disad-
vantaged families does not overlap with the confidence 
interval for the group of children from non–financially 
disadvantaged families, indicating that there are significant 
differences in the percentage of children in these two 
types of families who had low PPVT scores.

Children from low-income families were significantly more 
likely to have lower levels of receptive language skills as 
measured by the PPVT. Approximately twice as many chil-
dren from financially disadvantaged families were in the 
low PPVT category (40%) compared to their peers from 
non–financially disadvantaged families (around 20%). A sim-
ilar, less powerful, pattern of differences was also found for 
pre-literacy/pre-numeracy skills, as evident from their WAI 
scores.
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  parental characteristics—father absence, father 
unemployment, mother unemployment, mother less 
than 22 years of age at the birth of the child, mother 
having completed less than Year 12 education, mother 
born overseas and having poor English, and maternal 
psychological distress;

  parenting style—lower warmth, higher hostility, lower 
use of reasoning and lower consistency;

  family educational climate—reading to the child on 
fewer than 3 days per week, fewer other home learning 
activities, fewer than 30 children’s books in the home, 
and higher levels of child television watching; and

  neighbourhood characteristics—high socio-economic 
indexes for areas (SEIFA) disadvantage and remote non-
metropolitan area.

Figure 2 shows the distribution of risks within financially 
disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged families. Clear dif-
ferences were evident, with 41% of non-disadvantaged 
families exhibiting zero or one risk, compared with 
only 11% of financially disadvantaged families. At the 
other extreme, 40% of financially disadvantaged families 
experienced five or more risks, compared with 14% of non-
disadvantaged families. This higher prevalence of risk in the 
financially disadvantaged group helps explain the lower 
school readiness of these children.

Figure 2  Distribution of risks among financially 
disadvantaged and non–financially 
disadvantaged families
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Note: Due to rounding, percentages may not total to match figures in the text.

To summarise the results, there is evidence of a consistent 
association between financial disadvantage and cognitive 
and learning components of children’s school readiness at 
4–5 years of age. There is not clear evidence to suggest that 
financial disadvantage is a strong independent risk factor 
when other child, parental and community factors are in-
cluded. Family financial disadvantage had an independent, 
albeit modest, association with one cognitive measure of 
school readiness when other aspects of the child, family 
and community were included, but not for the other. These 
analyses also identified a wide range of risk factors (which 
tended to be more common in financially disadvantaged 
families) and these are likely to underpin the links between 
financial disadvantage and school readiness. The type and 
range of risk factors also suggest that both the family stress 
and investment models are relevant to our understanding 
of financial disadvantage and children’s school readiness.

  child characteristics—being male (risk), having a 
less persistent temperament style (risk), being older 
(protective);

  parental characteristics—mother’s education (less than 
Year 12 attainment conferring risk and a university 
education being protective), mother’s age being 
less than 22 years old when their child was born 
(risk), mother’s labour force participation (being 
in employment tended to be protective), mother’s 
Indigenous background (risk);

  parenting style—inconsistent parenting style (risk);

  family educational climate—the child is read to on 
fewer than 3 days per week (risk), having fewer than 
30 children’s books in the home (risk);

  neighbourhood characteristics—family residence 
in a disadvantaged area (risk), residence in a non-
metropolitan but accessible area (protective); and

  children’s child care/preschool experiences—children 
not being in formal care or pre-school education (risk), 
children being in school (protective).

Most risk and protective factors applied similarly to both fi-
nancially disadvantaged and non–financially disadvantaged 
groups. The exceptions included maternal employment 
and children being read to. For the financially disadvan-
taged group of children only, maternal employment was 
associated with better performance for both pre-literacy/
pre-numeracy skills and language skills. Similarly, children 
being read to on fewer than 3 days a week was a stronger 
risk for low language skills for financially disadvantaged 
than non-disadvantaged children. Thus, there was only 
limited support for the notion that in an environment of fi-
nancial disadvantage, adaptive parent and family factors are 
more important for children’s cognitive school readiness.

However, it is important to recognise that many of the risk 
factors for low school readiness are more common in fi-
nancially disadvantaged families than they are in other 
families (see Appendix Table A1). In particular, compared 
to non–financially disadvantaged families, within financially 
disadvantaged families the father was more often absent or 
not employed;2 mothers were more often not employed, 
more likely to have incomplete secondary education and 
more likely to be relatively young; parents were more 
likely to exhibit low levels of parental warmth and consist-
ency, and to read to their child less often; and children had 
fewer books and watched more television. Further, 41% of 
children in financially disadvantaged families lived in the 
lowest neighbourhood SES quintile.

Exposure to a greater number of risks may contribute—in 
addition to the effects of individual risk factors—to the 
propensity to have lower school readiness among finan-
cially disadvantaged children. In fact, other research shows 
that poor outcomes can be related to the total number 
of risk factors encountered by a child, rather than to any 
single risk factor (Ackerman, Izard, Schoff, Youngstrom, & 
Kogos, 1999; Burchinal, Roberts, Hooper, & Zeisel, 2000).

To examine the occurrence of risks among financially dis-
advantaged and non-disadvantaged children, a combined 
risk index was developed. The index was formed by iden-
tifying and summing the family and neighbourhood risk 
factors (listed below) that were applicable to each child.3
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of children, the enhancement of parents’ education and 
parenting skills, and health care. Families Learning Together 
integrates four streams of learning within a single cohesive 
learning system for parents and their children by providing:

  early education and development for children—to aid 
their cognitive and non-cognitive development and 
assist their transition to school;

  parenting education for adults—to build their 
confidence and capacity to provide a stable home 
environment;

  parent and child together time—to improve skills and 
strengthen relationships and communication within 
families; and

  adult education for parents—to assist them in 
engaging in learning opportunities and improving their 
prospects for entering the workforce.

Similarly, the Australian Pathways to Prevention program 
(Homel et al., 2006) promotes child language and social de-
velopment in a highly deprived community, and has been 
found to improve language, cognitive school readiness, and 
many aspects of children’s behaviour.

These combined programs address a number of the risk 
factors identified in this paper, such as parenting, educa-
tional stimulation and neighbourhood disadvantage.

With few exceptions, the same child, family and 
community factors affect school readiness in 
children from both financially disadvantaged 
and non-disadvantaged families, but that these 
factors tend to be more common in the financially 
disadvantaged group. 

Strengths and limitations
One of the strengths of the present study was the use of 
multiple methods and multiple informants in assessing the 
relationship between financial disadvantage and school 

Implications for intervention
Based on the current findings, it is evident that, with few 
exceptions, the same child, family and community factors 
affect school readiness in children from both financially 
disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged families, but that 
these factors tend to be more common in the financially 
disadvantaged group. Additional support is thus needed for 
financially disadvantaged families as they tend to carry a 
greater cumulative burden of risk. However, it is also im-
portant to recognise that the financially disadvantaged 
group comprises only 15% of the population (as defined in 
this paper) and so does not include the bulk of those with 
low school readiness. Consequently, to focus policy and 
service provision efforts solely on financially disadvantaged 
children would miss many children in need of support to 
become school-ready. An alternative approach is to focus 
efforts on risk factors that are strongly related to school 
readiness, irrespective of a family’s financial status. Because 
of the higher prevalence of these factors in the financially 
disadvantaged group, interventions targeting these vari-
ables would apply particularly, but not exclusively, to that 
group.

To date, the most promising strategy for improving school 
readiness among disadvantaged children in the US has 
been the delivery of multimodal programs that combine 
high-quality early education with parent support. Such 
programs are characterised by not only a cognitively stimu-
lating curriculum, but also attention to health, nutrition, 
parenting and family support services, and are delivered 
by well-trained staff in small groups. An example is the 
combination of the Head Start program, which contains 
both a child and parent program (National Head Start 
Association Research & Evaluation Department, 2008), 
with Webster-Stratton’s The Incredible Years parenting pro-
gram (Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2008). Together they result 
in improvements in most aspects of school readiness, in-
cluding greatly improved child behaviour.

An Australian model is The Smith Family’s Families Learning 
Together model, which combines the education and care 



30  |  Australian Institute of Family Studies

children in school readiness and to assist in helping all 
children make a positive start to school.

Endnotes
1  Risk factors are defined as factors that increase the statistical the probability 

of a negative outcome occurring, while protective factors lessen the prob-
ability of a negative outcome.

2  Having a father absent or not employed was a risk factor for children’s poor 
social and emotional outcomes but not cognitive and learning components 
of school readiness.

3  An important assumption in the risk index is that risks are additive. This may 
not always be the case, as two risk factors may interact with each other to 
the further disadvantage of the child. For instance, Edwards (2005) reported 
that living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood had a greater impact for boys’ 
socio-emotional outcomes than girls’.
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readiness. The school readiness measures were based on 
standardised direct assessments, while financial disadvan-
tage and many of the other risk and protective factors were 
reported by parents.

The variables included in the multivariate analyses covered 
the great majority of factors identified in past research as 
being relevant to school readiness. However, a few addi-
tional factors have been implicated in some studies (e.g., 
parental cognitive ability). These variables were not in-
cluded for a range of reasons, including their absence from 
the LSAC dataset or their lack of variability and, more im-
portantly, the need to focus on those factors most strongly 
implicated in existing research and/or those most amena-
ble to change.

Children from financially disadvantaged families 
are at greater risk of poor school readiness, due 
to the much higher rates of risk factors evident 
among this group and the accumulation of risks 
experienced.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the findings from this large-scale Australian 
study show many consistencies with the international 
research into the type of factors found to be relevant to 
children’s school readiness. Most factors applied similarly 
to children from financially disadvantaged and non–finan-
cially disadvantaged households, although some distinct 
relationships were found for particular groups.

The findings make clear that children from financially 
disadvantaged families are at greater risk of poor school 
readiness, due to the much higher rates of risk factors 
evident among this group and the accumulation of risks 
experienced.

The implications drawn from the findings could be used 
to guide future interventions to reduce the gap between fi-
nancially disadvantaged and non–financially disadvantaged 
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Appendix

Table A1  Profile of financially disadvantaged and 
non–financially disadvantaged groups

Financially 
disadvantaged

Non–
financially 

disadvantaged

Child characteristics

 Male gender 52% 51%

 Low persistence 22% 24%

 Age (months) 57 57

Parental character istics

Directly linked to low income

 Father resident in home, employed 30% 90%

  Father resident in home, not employed 24% 2%

 Father absent 46% 8%

 Mother not in the labour force 66% 35%

 Mother unemployed 11% 8%

 Mother works part time 18% 42%

 Mother works full-time 6% 16%

Not directly linked to low income

 Mother < Year 12 education 44% 23%

  Mother completed Year 12 education 47% 49%

  Mother completed bachelor degree  
or higher

9% 28%

 Mother aged < 26 years 12% 4%

  Mother is of Indigenous background 6% 2%

 Mother is Australian-born 68% 76%

  Mother is non–Australian born,  
good English

24% 22%

  Mother is non–Australian born,  
poor English

8% 2%

 Maternal psychological distress 7% 3%

Parenting style

 Lower warmth 23% 21%

 Higher hostility 16% 12%

 Lower use of reasoning 19% 17%

 Lower consistency 36% 20%

Family educational climate

 Reading to child < 3 days per week 37% 22%

 Low other home learning activities 29% 27%

 < 30 children’s books in home 35% 16%

 High TV watching 43% 28%

Neighbourhood characteristics

 High SEIFA disadvantage 41% 22%

 Metropolitan 58% 65%

 Accessible non-metropolitan 38% 31%

 Remote non-metropolitan 4% 4%

Child care

 Informal or parent-only care 11% 4%

 Child care 18% 22%

 Preschool 51% 59%

 School 21% 16%
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times the average unemployment figure (19.5%) for young 
people as a whole in that age range (Broad, 1999).

The introduction of the Children Leaving Care Act 2000 
led to some improvements in English policy and legisla-
tion, including the setting of specific targets for increasing 
the participation of care leavers in employment, education 
and training (Broad, 2005a; Dixon, 2007). However, results 
have continued to be relatively disappointing. For example, 
a 2003 study of 36 young people leaving care in Yorkshire 
found that 33% were unemployed, 11% were carers, 14% 
were in full-time education, and only 42% were either in 
employment or training. One year later, 36% were unem-
ployed, 12% were carers, 4% were in full-time education, 
and only 48% were in employment or training (Allen, 
2003).

A large-scale survey of 6,953 care leavers from local 
authorities in England and Wales in 2003 found some im-
provement, particularly in regard to the percentage of 
care leavers engaged in further education. However, 29% 
remained unemployed (Broad, 2005b). A later study of 106 
young people in seven English local authorities found that 
only 10% were in full-time employment one year after leav-
ing care. A total of 56% of the group were not in education, 
employment or training (Dixon, 2007). A national survey 
suggested that overall participation by care leavers in 
England in education, employment or training at 19 years 
of age had risen from 49% in 2002–03 to 63% in 2006–07. 

Leaving care is formally defined as the cessation of legal 
responsibility by the state for young people living in out-
of-home care. However, in practice, leaving care is a major 
life event and process that involves transitioning from 
dependence on state accommodation and supports to 
self-sufficiency. Young people leaving out-of-home care are 
arguably one of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 
groups in society. Compared to most young people, they 
face particular difficulties in accessing age-appropriate 
developmental and transitional opportunities. Care leav-
ers have been found to experience significant health, 
social and educational deficits, including homelessness, 
involvement in juvenile crime and prostitution, mental 
and physical health problems, poor educational outcomes, 
inadequate social support systems, and early parenthood 
(Cashmore & Paxman, 2007; Community Affairs References 
Committee [CARC], 2005; Maunders, Liddell, Liddell & 
Green, 1999).

Employment outcomes for care leavers tend to be par-
ticularly poor, which leaves many of them reliant on 
income security payments and living in acute poverty 
(Beihal, Clayden, Stein & Wade, 1995; Hai & Williams, 2004; 
Raychaba, 1988; Stein, 2004; Stein & Carey, 1986; Wade & 
Dixon, 2006; Wade & Munro, 2008; West, 1995). A 1998 UK 
survey of 2,905 care leavers found that 11% were work-
ing full-time, 4% were in part-time employment, 28% were 
involved in training or further and higher education, and 
51% were unemployed. The 51% figure was two and a half 

Philip Mendes

Young people transitioning from state  
out-of-home care
Jumping hoops to access employment
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Factors that contribute to poor 
employment outcomes
The poor employment outcomes for care leavers can 
be attributed to a range of pre-care, in-care and post-care 
experiences. Many care leavers have experienced and 
are still recovering from considerable physical, sexual or 
emotional abuse or neglect prior to entering care. These 
traumatic experiences can negatively affect attachment 
and brain development, and lead to long-term problems in 
social functioning, relationships and economic participa-
tion. Associated challenges include coping with separation 
from natural families and the accompanying anger, loss and 
grief; making peace with their biological families; relating 
to new families; and establishing connections with other 
significant adults in their social environment (Maluccio, 
Krieger, & Pine, 1990).

These experiences of trauma, separation and rejection may 
contribute to ongoing social, emotional and psychological 
disturbances, developmental delay and significant behav-
ioural difficulties, compared to children and young people 
from a supportive family background (Mudaly & Goddard, 
2006). Unless this “legacy of disadvantage” is sufficiently 
addressed by in-care supports, it may undermine the life 
chances and particularly the employment prospects of 
many young people in or leaving care (Dixon, 2007).

The quality and stability of the in-care experience is also 
highly significant. Many young people have experienced 
inadequacies in state care, including poor-quality car-
egivers, and constant shifts of placement, carers, schools 
and workers. Some have also experienced overt abuse, 
including sexual and physical assault, and emotional mal-
treatment. This lack of stability, continuity and consistency 
undermines their social and educational/training oppor-
tunities, and hinders their capacity to make a successful 
transition towards independence following discharge from 
care (Broad, 2007; Cashmore & Paxman, 1996). Conversely, 
children who experience supportive and stable place-
ments, including an ongoing positive relationship with 
social workers and significant others, are far more likely 
to overcome the adversities resulting from their pre-care 
and in-care experiences, and prosper when they leave care 
(Allen, 2003; Cashmore & Paxman, 2007; Dixon, 2007).

There needs to be a greater emphasis on providing 
career advice within the leaving care planning 
and review process in order to facilitate an early 
assessment of strengths and aspirations, and 
enable skill deficits to be addressed earlier. 

There is a strong correlation between educational expe-
riences and career opportunities. UK research suggests 
that around 54% of young people in care departed school 
in 2002–03 without formal qualifications, compared to 
only 5% of other school leavers. And only 1% of care leav-
ers attended university, compared to 38% of the general 
population (Dixon, 2006; Wade & Dixon, 2006). Similarly, 
an Australian study, based on interviews with 41 care leav-
ers in NSW, found that 12 months after leaving care only 
just over a third had completed Year 12, and one in five had 
not even completed Year 10. A further interview conducted 
4–5 years after leaving care found that 30 out of the 41 

However, this still compared unfavourably with 85% for all 
young people in this age group (Fearn, 2008).

US studies also suggest an over-representation of care leav-
ers among the unemployed (Foster Care Work Group, 2004; 
Geenen & Powers, 2007; Pecora et al., 2006; Reilly, 2003). 
For example, a 2004 study of young people who had left 
foster care 2–4 years earlier found that only half had at-
tained regular employment (Casey Family Programs [CFP], 
2004). And a Midwest evaluation of 603 young people who 
had left foster care one year earlier reported that while 
92% had accessed some paid work, most were unable to 
secure regular employment, and only 40% were currently 
employed (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). A follow-up inter-
view at age 21 with the same cohort found that 70% had 
worked at some point since the last interview, but 50% 
were currently unemployed (Courtney et al., 2007).

Leaving care is a major life event and process that 
involves transitioning from dependence on state 
accommodation and supports to self-sufficiency.

Australian research on leaving care outcomes is compara-
tively limited. It tends to be based on small-scale studies of 
care leavers in particular states or territories that are mostly 
descriptive and exploratory in nature rather than focused 
on examining causal relationships or the effectiveness of 
programs (Cashmore & Mendes, 2008). Nevertheless, the 
findings are consistent with those of international studies.

For example, a longitudinal New South Wales study initially 
interviewed 47 young people three months before they 
left care. Only a few of these young people had enjoyed 
successful long-term employment, and 36% were formally 
unemployed (Cashmore & Paxman, 1996). A further inter-
view 4–5 years after they left care found that only one in 
four of the young people were in full-time employment, 
full-time education or both part-time employment and 
education, compared to over 70% of 20–24 year olds in the 
general population. Overall, 44% of the care leavers were 
either unemployed or not in the labour force (Cashmore & 
Paxman, 2007).

Similarly, a survey of 60 care leavers in Victoria—consist-
ing of 30 young people who had experienced positive 
outcomes (having supportive social support networks 
and outcomes) and 30 young people who had experi-
enced negative outcomes (lacking social connections and 
relying heavily on income, housing and other health and 
welfare support services)—found that just 14 of the young 
people were employed, and only three of these were in  
full-time employment. A massive 71% of respondents were  
unemployed (Raman, Inder & Forbes, 2005). A recent quali-
tative study of 20 care leavers aged 18–25 years in Victoria 
found that only five of the young people were engaged in 
paid employment or apprenticeships, two were working 
on a casual basis, and 13 of the 20 were unemployed and 
reliant on Centrelink payments (Moslehuddin, 2009). In 
addition, a national study of 1,234 care leavers who had re-
ceived assistance from the Transition to Independent Living 
Allowance Scheme between June 2003 and March 2005 
found that 56% were either registered as unemployed, or 
not in employment, education or training (Morgan Disney 
& Associates, 2006).
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Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory 
are all currently developing service responses (Create 
Foundation, 2008).

Post-care experiences and supports also have an impact on 
employment outcomes. The attainment of stable post-care 
accommodation is a key prerequisite for pursuing career 
opportunities. However, many care leavers experience 
housing instability or outright homelessness. This reflects 
the high mobility of many young people while in care, 
the unplanned and unprepared nature of many departures 
from state care, the absence of sufficient life skills required 
to live independently, and the lack of an option to “return 
home” if the initial independent living arrangements do 
not work out. Housing insecurity makes it very difficult 
for them to focus on career plans, and to meet employer 
expectations that they can be reliably contacted via a reg-
ular address or phone number (Allen, 2003; Dixon, 2007; 
Morgan Disney & Associates, 2006). For example, a number 
of care leavers in a Victorian study were enrolled in ap-
prenticeships and other training courses, but were unable 
to complete their training due to a lack of stable accommo-
dation (Moslehuddin, 2009).

In addition, care leavers often lack the social support net-
works typically utilised by young people as they transition 
from child welfare dependence to adult independence. 
For example, most young people participate in casual 
or holiday work experiences, and are likely to access ca-
reer opportunities through family, extended family, family 
friends and religious, sporting or cultural associations. In 
contrast, care leavers may not have access to any of these 
community connections or supports (Department for 
Education and Skills, 2007; Smith, 2008).

Associated challenges include coping with 
separation from natural families and the 
accompanying anger, loss and grief; making peace 
with their biological families; relating to new 
families; and establishing connections with other 
significant adults in their social environment.

Some care leavers also experience significant personal 
problems. For example, the emotional effects of physical, 
emotional and sexual abuse often predispose young peo-
ple in care towards psychological disruption, depression 
and even suicide. Care leavers are also more likely to use, 
and occasionally abuse, drugs and alcohol. Such behaviour 
often serves as a form of escape from past childhood abuse 
and any associated emotional disturbance (Maunders et al., 
1999; Stein, 2004). In addition, these young people tend to 
be over-represented in the criminal justice system due to 
a number of factors, including inadequate accommodation 
or homelessness, poor educational experiences, underly-
ing anger and resentment towards the state care system, 
and the absence of effective legal advocacy and support 
(CARC, 2005). And some care leavers have significant intel-
lectual or physical disabilities, including learning deficits, 
that may further hinder their motivation and ability to se-
cure employment (Allen, 2003; Biehal et al., 1995; Dixon, 
2006, 2007; Ward & Pearson, 2003; Wells & Zunz, 2009).

Two specific groups of care leavers face additional chal-
lenges. One is the significant number who become teenage 
parents. Many in this group lack family supports and 

young people had at least undertaken some further educa-
tion. But most had completed short-term limited vocational 
courses rather than longer term qualifications (Cashmore, 
Paxman, & Townsend, 2007).

Those young people who achieve educational qualifi-
cations are far more likely to attain good employment 
outcomes and higher earnings (Leigh, 2007). Conversely, 
many young people in care struggle academically due to 
learning and behaviour problems, lack of continuity in 
placements and schools, and low expectations from social 
workers, teachers and carers. Thus, these young people are 
far less likely to attain satisfactory employment in a com-
petitive youth labour market (Allen, 2003; Cashmore & 
Paxman, 2007; Crawford & Tilbury, 2007; Dale, 2000; Dixon, 
2007).

Another important factor is the age at which young people 
leave care, and the accelerated nature of the transition to 
independence. Many young people currently experience 
an abrupt end to the formal support networks of state care 
at 16–18 years of age, and transition directly into home-
less services. That is, the state as corporate parent fails to 
provide the ongoing financial, social and emotional sup-
port and nurturing offered by most families of origin. This 
ending of support crucially coincides with either the final 
years of schooling or the beginning of attempts to gain em-
ployment (Ward, 2008).

Research suggests that this transition needs to be less 
accelerated, and instead become a gradual and flexible 
process based on levels of maturity and skill development, 
rather than simply age. Those who leave care at an older 
age—preferably 18 years or over—are more likely to par-
ticipate in education and employment because they are 
provided with greater ongoing social and economic sup-
port. Conversely, those who leave care at 16 or 17 are less 
likely to participate (Wade & Dixon, 2006; Dixon, 2007).

There has been recognition of this argument by many 
Australian state and territory governments. As early as 1996, 
New South Wales introduced both legislative and policy 
supports for young people leaving care. Western Australia, 
Queensland, South Australia and Victoria have also made 
significant recent progress in this direction. Tasmania, the 
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they have small sample sizes and lack comparison groups 
or long-term analyses of outcomes. Nevertheless, despite 
these methodological limitations, the studies cited below 
do provide some evidence of what works in promoting 
better employment outcomes for care leavers.

United Kingdom

The UK Department for Education and Skills argues 
that corporate parents—organisations that have an on-
going obligation to offer everything that a good parent 
would—have the same responsibility as natural parents to 
assist young people to search for and attain employment. 
Consequently, a number of specific work experience or 
training programs have been established by local authori-
ties in the UK to improve the employment opportunities 
of care leavers (Department for Education and Skills, 2006, 
2007). Most of these programs include a needs assessment 
that considers the young person’s particular skills and 
learning needs, and a job readiness course that covers in-
troductory or refresher workshops in IT skills and basic 
literacy and numeracy. Other examples of targeted career 
support include work experience placements within a 
local authority, guaranteed interviews for care leavers who 
apply for council jobs, and matching care leavers with 
training providers (Daniel, 2002; Dixon, 2006).

Some of these programs appear to be associated with posi-
tive outcomes (Department of Health, 2002; Dutton, 2006). 
For example, Broad (1999) conducted a national survey of 
leaving care projects in England and Wales to assess the 
impact of legislative changes on outcomes for care leavers. 
He found some evidence of achievements in the area of 
employment and, specifically, described the activities of the 
London Borough of Lewisham in providing career planning 
and training to care leavers. Since the implementation of 
the program, there had been a reduction in unemployment 
among the 325 young people involved in the borough, 

struggle to access suitable child care and transport that will 
enable them to participate in training or employment. They 
may also be caught in a “benefits trap”, fearing that they 
will actually be worse off in low-paid employment than 
if they stayed on parenting payment. Qualitative research 
suggests that they understandably decide to concentrate 
on being good full-time parents, and elect to delay pursu-
ing education or career goals until their children are older 
or starting school (Allen, 2003; Cashmore & Paxman, 2007; 
Daniel, 2002; Dutton, 2006; Surcouf, 2006).

Another group is those care leavers living in rural or remote 
areas who lack adequate transport for accessing available 
education, employment and training opportunities. Some 
of them attempt to resolve the problem by attaining a driv-
ing licence and purchasing a car. But this can prove to be 
a time-consuming and expensive process. Other related 
problems include the general lack of job opportunities 
in regional and rural communities, and the reluctance of 
some young people to relocate away from important per-
sonal support networks (Allen, 2003; Dixon, 2007; St Luke’s 
Anglicare & Whitelion, 2008; Wells & Zunz, 2009).

What do existing programs provide?
Currently, a range of employment support programs exist 
in the United Kingdom, United States and Australia. Many 
of these programs claim to be successful in promoting 
improved outcomes in training and employment. But the 
sample sizes involved, and the quality and independence 
of the evaluations of their effectiveness vary considerably.

This is a general problem with studies about leaving care, 
as relatively few have attempted to measure service effec-
tiveness via a quasi-experimental design.

For example, Nollan (2006) argued that most US studies 
are limited as measures of service effectiveness in that 

Many care leavers have experienced and are still recovering from considerable physical, sexual or emotional 
abuse or neglect prior to entering care. 
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Dixon (2007) argued that existing programs should be ex-
tended to ensure that all care leavers have access to work 
experience placements and opportunities for employment 
within the local authority. There could also be greater utili-
sation of partnerships with local businesses that are willing 
to train and potentially employ care leavers. Most recently, 
the UK government announced a plan to fund the National 
Care Advisory Service to organise work experience, train-
ing and mentoring programs for care leavers with a range 
of national employers, including Norwich Union, Serco, 
Reed and BAA. It is intended that individual career plans 
will be developed for care leavers, covering a period of 2–8 
years, and the National Apprenticeship Service will offer 
all care leavers an apprenticeship place from September 
2009. This initiative will be piloted in nine local authori-
ties in 2009–10, extended to half of England’s councils by  
2010–11, and then expanded nationwide (Vanderkar, 2009).

North America

In the USA, funding emanating from the Foster Care 
Independence Act of 1999 has been used to support the 
job prospects of young people transitioning from foster 
care (Michael, 2005). For example, the Job Corps program 
has been used to provide youth employment support over 
an extended period of time. This program provides 12 
months of employment and support services, including 
housing. It appears to have produced good outcomes in ed-
ucation and housing, and led to less offending and reliance 
on public assistance among care leavers. Similar positive 
outcomes appear to have been achieved by the Children’s 
Village Work Appreciation for Youth (WAY) Scholarship 
program, which works with young people in residential 
care or who have left (Dale, 2000).

Housing insecurity makes it very difficult for them 
to focus on career plans, and to meet employer 
expectations that they can be reliably contacted via 
a regular address or phone number

from 46% in 1993 to 26% in 1996. Dixon (2006) undertook 
a commissioned evaluation of the Starting Blocks Project, 
which aimed to establish a supported work placement 
scheme for care leavers in York. She argued that the pro-
gram was successful in providing a viable work placement 
model that enhanced the self-confidence, employment 
skills and work readiness of participants. However, only 
three young people were involved in the project.

Given their prior disadvantages, many care leavers 
need to be assisted via a structured supported  
employment program and work placement program 
in order to successfully pursue their career goals, 
and access the labour market.

Another successful model, operated by the Rhondda 
Cynon Taf Council, is a traineeship program for care leav-
ers that aims to improve their long-term employment 
outcomes. The program supports participants to develop 
greater self-confidence and self-esteem, independence 
skills, behaviour and attitudes that will facilitate gaining 
long-term employment, a strong work ethnic, and a viable 
career plan. Internal feedback from young people and serv-
ice managers suggests that participants have enhanced 
their employment skills and career prospects, but no exter-
nal evaluation has been conducted (Pugh, 2008). Similarly, 
the City of Islington’s Career Start program offers care 
leavers employment support activities such as work shad-
owing, work experience, short-term and long-term contract 
employment, apprenticeships and permanent jobs. To date, 
the program has provided 119 opportunities for 74 care 
leavers in these areas over a three-year period, with 46 of 
them having accessed more than one opportunity. Many of 
the young people involved present with considerable per-
sonal disadvantages, but have been assisted to overcome 
these barriers in order to successfully access employment 
and training opportunities. Feedback has been provided 
by both young people and employers, but there does not 
appear to have been any independent evaluation (Smith, 
2008).
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Towards better employment outcomes
Given their prior disadvantages, it is apparent that many 
care leavers need to be assisted via a structured supported 
employment program and work placement program in 
order to successfully pursue their career goals, and access 
the labour market (Cashmore & Paxman, 1996; Dworsky, 
2005). Such programs would ideally incorporate a number 
of key components.

Initially, there needs to be a greater emphasis on provid-
ing career advice within the leaving care planning and 
review process in order to facilitate an early assessment of 
strengths and aspirations, and enable skill deficits to be ad-
dressed earlier. This will help to provide care leavers with 
a positive career direction, so as to prepare them for work 
and training. This component would need to include more 
intensive targeted support for those with specific behav-
ioural problems or learning deficits (Dixon, 2007; Reilly, 
2003; Stein, 2004; Stein & Wade, 2003; Wade & Dixon, 2006).

Many young people in care struggle academically 
due to learning and behaviour problems, lack of 
continuity in placements and schools, and low 
expectations from social workers, teachers and 
carers.

In addition, care leavers need ongoing vocational assist-
ance to explore career options, develop career plans and 
goals, and access employment opportunities (Allen, 2003; 
Wade & Dixon, 2006; Wade & Munro, 2008). One Victorian 
study (Raman, Inder, & Forbes, 2005) suggested a potential 
model for a targeted job search and employment support 
program for each care leaver. The projected program would 
cost $15,867 per care leaver over a 7-year period, but this 
outlay would result in substantially higher savings if the 
young person was assisted into long-term employment in-
stead of becoming reliant on income support payments.

The proposed employment support programs would 
arguably work best as one part of a holistic leaving care 
framework, so that potential personal and social barriers 
to employment are addressed. That framework would ad-
dress both personal issues, such as emotional trauma and  
self-esteem and availability of supportive relationships, and 
structural issues, such as access to stable accommodation, 
health care and adequate financial support (Department 
of Child Safety, 2008; Dixon, 2006; Dixon, 2007; National 
Leaving Care Advisory Service, 2004).
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Social contact in older age is vital for wellbeing. Social 
isolation is a known risk factor for poor physical health 
outcomes (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2003) and depression 
(Hawthorne, 2008), and has been directly linked to age-
ing, in recognition that ageing presents increased risks of 
ending up alone through death of a spouse (Edelbrock et 
al., 2001). Certainly, sharing a household with a partner (or 
other relative/person) in old age greatly reduces the risk of 
social isolation, as partners and family living in the house-
hold are obvious sources of support.

However, links to the broader community of family and 
friends who live outside the household are important as 
well. Contact with family and friends outside the house-
hold provides additional support beyond that available in 
the household, and support for times when relationships 
inside the household are under strain (such as through sep-
aration or death of a spouse). Broader social contact, and 
the key events throughout the life course that disrupt it, 
are under-studied components of social isolation. One such 
event is retirement.

Intuitively, the act of retirement represents one of the 
most important social dislocations in the life course. The 
Queensland Government Department of Communities 
(QGDOC, 2007) interim report on reducing social isola-
tion among older people describes retirement as a critical 
life event in inducing social isolation, and suggests the cur-
rent focus of retirement preparation on financial planning 
should be broadened to address social issues. There are, 

however, no quantitative Australian studies to date that ex-
amine the specific effects of retirement on social contact.

A further complicating issue in examining retirement and 
social contact is the influence of gender. Some reviews 
(e.g., Russell, 2007) describe the social disadvantages faced 
by ageing women, while others suggest that it is older men 
who are more likely to be isolated in Australia (Findlay & 
Cartwright, 2002; QGDOC, 2007). An important issue in 
understanding disparities in findings is recognising the dif-
ferent ways of conceiving social isolation (as a feeling or 
an actual state) and different ways of measuring it, such as 
recording frequency of social contact (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics [ABS], 2007) or duration of time spent with oth-
ers (Robinson & Godbey, 1997).

This paper will compare retired and non-retired men and 
women in Australia, in terms of the frequency and duration 
of social contact with people outside their household.

Social isolation: Retirement, gender 
and “frequency” versus “duration” 
of contact
There is a well-established distinction in the literature on 
social isolation between actual lack of contact with oth-
ers and social and “emotional” loneliness, which refers to a 
subjectively perceived lack of contact (Flood, 2005; Green, 
Richardson, Lago, & Schatten-Jones, 2001; Hawthorne, 2008; 
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appropriate people in the definition. This is discussed in 
greater detail in the methods section below.

Gender is implicit in many studies of ageing and social 
isolation. Internationally, Ogg (2005) found that social ex-
clusion, incorporating measures of social isolation, is more 
prevalent among older women in a range of European 
countries. Arber, Davidson, & Ginn (2003) found that older 
UK men have fewer friends, are more socially isolated, are 
lonelier, and are less likely to have confidantes than older 
women.

In Australia, women in general perceive that they have 
greater levels of support, have more friends to confide in, 
have more contact with family and friends (ABS, 2007) 
and are less lonely than men (Flood, 2005). Findlay and 
Cartwright (2002) found a consistent pattern of older 
men being at greater risk of social isolation, while in a 
community-based study, Berry, Rodgers, and Dear (2007) 
found that older women have significantly more contact 
with friends and extended family than older men. There 
has been some contradictory evidence, however, with 
NSW Department of Health data revealing that older men 
are more likely to visit neighbours at least once a week 
than older women, consistent across a range of age bands 
(Centre for Epidemiology and Research, 2006). This high-
lights the issue of measurement; are measures of frequency 
of contact sufficient?

Time is an under-used measure of social contact, with no 
Australian study to date looking explicitly at social contact 
time among older persons or retirees, and with internation-
al studies producing mixed results. Robinson and Godbey 
(1997) found that older people spend less of their free 
time socialising, but did not provide details of how they 
defined “old”, whether being “old” is relevant to retire-
ment age and how ageing interacts with gender. Gauthier 
and Smeeding (2001) examined data from the US, the UK 
and the Netherlands, and found that after retirement older 

Howatt, Iredell, Grenade, Nedwetzky, & Collins, 2004; Van 
Baarsen, Snijders, Smit, & Duijin, 2001; Weiss, 1982). Many 
of the recent Australian studies on social isolation have ex-
amined perceptions (e.g., Flood, 2005; Hawthorne, 2008). 
Few studies have examined the actual lack of social con-
tact in Australia beyond basic descriptive analyses (e.g., 
ABS, 2007), and none in relation to retirement.

Retirement is complex. Smeeding and Quinn (1997) listed 
several possible definitions, including the end of labour 
supply, receipt of retirement income, and self-description, 
but ultimately suggested that retirement should be defined 
according to the use that is to be made of the term. Others 
concerned with measuring retirement (e.g., Bowlby, 2007) 
have agreed that defining it is complex, but have asserted 
that any definition must capture people of an older age 
who have generally ceased work.

In a comprehensive review, Weiss (2005) suggested that 
retirement can be defined according to three approaches. 
The first two overlap with those suggested by Bowlby 
(2007): an economic definition, where an older person has 
ceased work; and a sociological definition, where someone 
has finished a career and occupies a social niche in which 
it is socially acceptable to not be working, which can be 
equated with old age. Weiss also suggested a third defini-
tion: psychological, where the person self-identifies as 
retired. Weiss noted problems with each definition. People 
who are economically retired may still work part-time or 
desire further work. Those who are sociologically retired 
will usually be accepted as such on the basis of age, thereby 
excluding younger retirees. And those who are psycho-
logically retired may have retired from one job but started 
another, or continue to work in an informal capacity.

It therefore makes sense to adopt a definition of retirement 
that incorporates each of these facets of retirement—end-
ing work, reaching a socially acceptable retirement age and 
perceiving of oneself as retired—so as to include the most 

Social isolation is a known risk factor for poor physical health outcomes and depression and has been directly 
linked to ageing, in recognition that ageing presents increased risks of ending up alone through death of 
a spouse.



Familly Matters 2009  No. 83  |  41

In light of these issues, for this study, “retirement” was 
coded to incorporate aspects of all three definitions. The 
differences between the GSS and TUS definitions of retire-
ment limited the scope to compare completely integrated 
definitions, but a comparison based on integrating econom-
ic and sociological definitions was possible. Retirement 
was defined in the GSS (model 1) and the TUS (model 2) as: 
Anyone aged 65 and over who was not in the labour force. 
This enabled comparison between these two datasets and 
their different measures.

In addition, analysis was undertaken on a more complete 
definition of retirement, established in the TUS (model 3), 
that integrated all three aspects: Anyone aged 65 and over 
who was not in the labour force or anyone under the age 
of 65 who self-defined their main daily activity as “retired”.

This definition is still not wholly adequate. It excludes 
older persons who are psychologically or sociologically re-
tired but work a few hours a week,1 and younger retirees 
who do not self-define as retired. However, it was the best 
option available for capturing all the relevant aspects of re-
tirement in this analysis.

An age-restricted subsample was selected for this study. 
Since the focus of this study is on comparing men and 
women approaching or passing retirement age, it made 
sense to remove younger persons (< 45 years), who have 
very different patterns of social contact from the sam-
ple. It also made sense to remove very old people (75+ 
years) from the sample, to avoid the confounding effects 
of women outliving men and engaging in greater social 
contact by default or compensation. Full and age-restricted 
sample sizes, as well as the number of retired persons by 
definition, are displayed in Table 1, which shows sufficient 
sample numbers for the conduct of this study.

The GSS variable used in this study was clearly associated 
with having face-to-face contact with others: How often 
have you had face-to-face contact with family or friends 
that live outside the household?

The variables used from the TUS were constructed from 
time diaries combining time, presence of others (co-
presence) and activity data. The average daily amount of 
time spent with various others was calculated in minutes, 
and the main variable calculated in this manner from the 
TUS was: Time spent with friends/family from outside the 
household.2

Further variables were calculated to produce, in combi-
nation with time spent with family/friends outside the 
household, a complete set of categories that capture all 
possible combinations of co-presence. The categories 
record time spent:

  alone;

  with non-family/friends (colleagues, neighbours, 
housemates, other people’s children);

  with household family (partners, children, relatives); 
and

  with household family and others (friends, family 
outside the household, non-family/friends).

people re-orient themselves from work to passive activities 
(watching TV, reading books and similar activities) and not 
to socialising. Patulny (2007), in comparing socialising time 
across nine countries, found that being old and being fe-
male both negatively predict socialising time in regression 
analysis. There are limitations with these studies, however. 
Most use older data (from the 1980s and 1990s) and do not 
control for the effects of other variables upon social time.

It is also important to look at the effects of marital status 
in this mix. Single parenthood and relationship breakdown 
has been associated with increased incidence of per-
ceived social isolation (Flood, 2005) and social exclusion 
(Saunders, Naidoo, & Griffiths, 2007) in Australia. However, 
Robinson and Godbey (1997) found that social contact 
time is less common among persons who are married 
and parents of young children. More specific examina-
tions of ageing and marital status suggest that those who 
are old-aged and single are more likely to be socially iso-
lated (Green et al., 2001; Howatt et al., 2004) and socially 
excluded (Saunders et al., 2007) and less likely to volun-
teer (Warburton & Cordingley, 2004). Most of these studies 
focus on women and ageing; there are no Australian quan-
titative studies into the effects of retirement upon social 
contact among men of different marital status.

There is a need then to look at recent recall and time use 
data to examine the links between gender, retirement and 
social contact. In this paper, regression analysis is used to 
elucidate how gender and retirement predict social con-
tact (both separately and in interaction), with the results 
presented by marital status.

Data and methods
Data

Two national datasets were used in this study: the 2006 
Australian General Social Survey (GSS) and the 2006 
Australian Time Use Survey (TUS), both conducted by the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. The former asked questions 
about recalled frequency of contact with others, the latter 
about duration of time spent in the presence of others.

Operationalising the concept of retirement proved difficult 
because of the problems noted above in using only one of 
the definitions provided by Weiss (2005). Defining retire-
ment economically as simply being unemployed or not 
employed (or not in the labour force, NILF) would result 
in defining younger people not involved in formal work, 
such as full-time carers and housewives, as retired when 
intuitively they are not. Defining retirement sociologically 
as being part of a retired older (65+ years) community 
would exclude early retirees and include those who con-
tinue to work (formally) past retirement age. And defining 
retirement psychologically according to respondents’ own 
perceptions was subject to definitional problems. The 
GSS defined anyone not working or looking for work as 
“retired”, thus conflating psychological and economic defi-
nitions. The TUS definition excluded a range of main daily 
activities: formal work, informal care and housework, and 
community participation and voluntary activities. It was 
thus essentially “leisure-centric”, and excluded anyone in-
volved in useful or social activities that could characterise 
retirement in a certain age or the sociologically retired.
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social time that cannot be picked up just by controlling for 
being male or being retired separately.

Results
Descriptive data presents an immediately accessible pic-
ture of social contact, and is useful to examine before 
jumping straight to regression analysis with controls. 
Weighted frequencies and means for all variables were cal-
culated and are displayed in the tables below.

Descriptive data analysis

Frequency of contact

Table 2 shows the proportion of people in the Australian 
population aged 45–74 years who engaged in contact with 

Methods
As an initial examination, weighted frequencies and means 
for variables are provided in the results section. A series of 
ordinary least squares (OLS) linear regressions were also 
conducted on the key variable of contact with family/
friends outside the household.3 4

The main independent variables were sex and retirement 
status, with binary (dummy) variables coded for being male 
and being retired. Other dummy variable controls were 
created to allow for the influence of socio-economic/de-
mographic factors. Notable increases in isolation have been 
identified in specific contexts of social exclusion, such as 
among those who are socio-economically disadvantaged on 
the basis of income, employment and education (Hughes & 
Black, 2002; Saunders et al., 2007; Stone, Gray, & Hughes, 
2003). Controls were thus created for level of education, 
English-speaking ability, disability, income (personal weekly 
income), unemployment status, and the presence of de-
pendent children still living at home.

Controls for marital status were essential, and were created 
to separate partnered persons (married or de facto) from 
those who were living as single, and those who were sepa-
rated, divorced or widowed. Both these latter groups are 
likely to differ from partnered persons in terms of greater 
reliance on social networks outside the household, though 
those who have experienced separation may suffer a 
greater likelihood of insufficiency in their social networks, 
depending on how recent the separation occurred. 
Categories were omitted to create a reference category 
representative of an average, middle-class woman—a mid-
dle-income, middle-educated, English-speaking female who 
was married with dependent children living at home, not 
disabled, not retired, and not unemployed.

In addition to these controls, interaction effects between re-
tirement status and gender were also tested. An interaction 
effect examines whether two independent variables such as 
retirement status and gender have a different effect in com-
bination upon the dependent variable (family/friends social 
time) than they do separately (Jaccard & Turrisi, 2003).5 For 
example, the presence of an interaction effect between 
gender (say, being male) and retirement would suggest that 
being male changes the way in which retirement influences 
social time in a way that being female does not. In other 
words, being male and retired has a distinct effect upon 

Table 3 Amount of time spent with family and friends outside the household, TUS

Time spent with (co-presence) Non-retirees Retireesa

Male Female All non-
retirees

Male Female All retirees

Minutes per dayb Minutes per dayb

Friends/family outside the household 70.2 75.0 72.6 53.3 102.6 79.6

Alone 251.9 254.1 253.0 255.5 381.4 322.6

Non-family/friends (colleagues, neighbours, housemates, 
other’s kids)

209.0 148.6 178.8 51.3 45.1 48.0

Household family 777.6 812.7 795.1 944.1 770.3 851.5

Household family together with others (friends/family 
outside the household, non-family/friends)

111.9 137.4 124.6 123.1 124.4 123.8

Notes:  aRetirees are defined as those aged 65+ years and NILF. bEstimates of time spent in co-presence do not add up to 1,440 minutes per day (24 hours) due to the small amount of miscoded 
or unavailable co-presence data.

Table 2  Frequency of face-to-face contact with  
family/friends outside the household, GSS

Non-retirees Retireesa

Male Female All non-
retirees

Male Female All 
retirees

% %

Daily 15.6 18.8 17.1 16.4 17.6 17.1

Weekly 58.1 60.7 59.3 59.7 62.5 61.3

Monthly 
or less 

26.3 20.4 23.6 23.9 20.0 21.6

Note: a Retirees are defined as those aged 65+ years and NILF. Percentages may not total 
100% due to rounding.

Table 1 Sample sizes, GSS and TUS

Sample Dataset Male Female Total

Full sample GSS (no. of people) 6,250 7,125 13,375

TUS (no. of days) 6,385 7,232 13,617

Subsample aged  
45–74 years

GSS (no. of people) 2,763 3,070 5,833

TUS (no. of days) 2,845 3,114 5,959

Subsample aged 45–74 
years, retired persons by 
definition (models 1–3)

GSS (no. of people) 
(1)

443 598 1,041

TUS (no. of days) (2) 556 713 1,269

TUS (no. of days) (3) 762 861 1,623
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under-65 and self-defined. The results of the regression can 
be seen in Appendix 1.

Frequency of contact

With regards to predicting frequency of face-to-face con-
tact with family/friends outside the household (model 1), 
being male significantly predicted a reduction in frequency 
of contact of 0.12 points (on a scale from 1 = none to 6 
= daily). There was no change when the interaction term 
between being male and being retired was introduced 
(model 2) or when socio-economic/demographic controls 
were introduced (model 3), although retirement became 
significant and positive. There were clear and strong effects 
on social contact of controls associated with disadvantage 
(income, unemployment) and marital status (separated, 
divorced, widowed), but these did not change the gender 
and retirement results.

The strong but separate effects of gender (primarily) and 
retirement status (no interaction) can be seen in Figure 1,  
which displays mean scores for face-to-face contact pre-
dicted from the model. Error bars for each sub-population 
are included to indicate significant differences, which 
occur wherever any mean (top of coloured bar) does not 
overlap with the error bar of any other sub-population.

The separate (non-interactive) effects of each variable can 
be seen in the way that consistent differences in social 
contact remained between the two genders, and between 
retirees and non-retirees, even after allowing each of the 
gender statuses (men and women) to interact with retire-
ment separately in predicting social contact time. In other 
words, women were always predicted to have more so-
cial contact than men, regardless of retirement status, and 
although the differences between retired and non-retired 
persons were not as pronounced, retired men and women 
still had more contact than non-retired men and women 
respectively. The consistency of these differences is most 
apparent when only gender and retirement status were 
controlled for (blue columns), and they remain, despite the 
differences narrowing, after gender/retirement interaction 
effects and controls are introduced (grey columns).

Duration of contact

The TUS regressions revealed the strong effect of mari-
tal status upon duration of social contact outside the 

family/friends outside the household on a daily, weekly, or 
monthly or less basis, from the GSS data. There were only 
minor differences between retirees and non-retirees in 
face-to-face contact, with around 17% of persons in either 
case having face-to-face contact on a daily basis. The main 
divide was by gender, with a higher proportion of women  
(18–19%) involved in social contact on a daily basis than 
men (around 16%).6 This initial glimpse suggests that gen-
der is the more important factor in determining frequency 
of social contact.

Duration of contact

Table 3 shows the average minutes per day spent with fam-
ily/friends outside the household and with people in other 
categories, from TUS data. An interaction between gen-
der and retirement in duration of social contact is visible. 
Men and women spent fairly similar amounts of time with 
family/friends outside the household before retirement  
(70 vs 75 minutes per day), but retired men recorded 
much less time with family/friends outside the household  
(53 minutes), while retired women recorded much more 
(103 minutes).

Looking at the remaining categories of co-presence helps 
explain how the patterns of time spent with family and 
friends change. Part of the time went to activities that are 
necessarily not “social”, such as committed personal time 
(e.g., sleeping) and time devoted to care or housework. 
Despite this, there was still substantial variation in differ-
ent categories of co-present time between retirees and 
non-retirees. It would seem that when they retire, men free 
up time previously devoted to work and spend almost the 
same amount of time with non-family/friends as retired 
women (51 vs 45 minutes), while non-retired men spend 
much more time with non-family/friends (such as work 
colleagues) than women (3.5 vs 2.5 hours). Given that 
they work less, retired men should have more free time to 
spend socially with family/friends outside the household. 
Instead, retired men reported spending more time with 
the family with whom they live (wives/partners—an in-
crease from 13 to 15.7 hours); a finding strangely at odds 
with what women report. There was a very large increase 
in time spent alone for women who were retired (from 4.2 
to 6.4 hours), and while non-retired women spent more 
time with family members in the household (13.5 hours) 
than non-retired men (13 hours), this reverses in retire-
ment, with retired men spending a lot more time with 
family members in the household (15.7 hours) than retired 
women (12.8 hours).

Thus, retired men report a shift towards spending more 
time with partners, while at the same time retired women 
report a shift away from time with partners, and towards 
spending more time alone and with family/friends outside 
the household.

Regression analysis

Next we looked at how these results change in regres-
sion analysis when controlling for gender and retirement 
simultaneously. Seven models were run in all, predicting 
face-to-face contact (models 1–3), and time with family/
friends outside the household (models 4–6) with retire-
ment defined just as 65+ and NILF, and an additional TUS  
regression (model 7) for retirement defined to include 

Figure 1  Face-to-face contact with family/friends outside 
the household, by gender and retirement, GSS
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controls were included (blue columns), there were obvi-
ous separate gender and retirement effects similar to those 
recorded for the GSS analysis above, with men spending 
less time with family/friends outside the household than 
women, and retired men and women spending more time 
than non-retired men and women respectively. However, 
after interaction and demographics were controlled for 
(grey columns), substantial differences opened up between 
retired/non-retired women and retired/non-retired men; 
retirement affects each gender’s social time differently. 
Retired women recorded a big increase in time spent with 
family/friends outside the household, while retired men re-
corded a decrease. The gap between non-retired men and 
women narrowed considerably (but remained significant).

Marital status also had a substantial impact on amount of 
social contact time. Figure 3 shows mean scores according 
to whether the respondent was partnered, single, or sepa-
rated/divorced/widowed. With this analysis limited to the 

household (discussed further below), but in contrast to the 
GSS results, an interaction effect between gender and re-
tirement was also present.

Looking just at gender and retirement (model 4), the coef-
ficient for being male predicted a significant decline of 14 
minutes per day in time spent with family/friends outside 
the household, while being retired had no effect in itself; 
a result similar to the frequency of face-to-face contact re-
gression. However, adding the interaction term (model 5)  
rendered gender non-significant, while the interaction 
predicted a significant decrease of over half an hour per 
day (35 minutes) in social contact. These effects held up 
when other demographics were controlled for (model 6), 
although retirement status was no longer significant.

The interaction effect can be seen in Figure 2, where mean 
scores (and error bars) for time spent with family/friends 
outside the household are displayed. Before interaction and 

Figure 2 Amount of time spent with family/friends 
outside the household, by gender and retirement, TUS
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Figure 3  Amount of time spent with family/friends 
outside the household, by marital status, TUS
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Men rely substantially more than women upon their work-based networks for social contact outside the home, 
and retirement has an impact upon this kind of social isolation among men, regardless of their marital status.
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Conclusion
This study set out to examine the levels of social contact 
among Australian men and women in retirement, compar-
ing frequency and duration of social contact. In looking 
at frequency of social contact, gender seems to be a more 
important factor than retirement, in that descriptive and 
regression analyses show men having less frequent social 
contact and a greater risk of social isolation than women, 
whether comparing retired men and women or non-retired 
men and women.

However, in looking at time spent in contact with fam-
ily/friends outside the household, the interaction between 
being male and retired had a greater impact on social time 
than either variable did separately. Descriptive means show 
more solitary time spent among retired men and women, 
more social time spent with family/friends outside the 
household for retired women, but less social time for re-
tired men. Regressions controlling for the male/retired 
interaction—or allowing one gender (male) to change 
the way retirement influences social time differently from 
the other gender (female)—confirms this pattern, indicat-
ing that retired men had less social time than non-retired 
men, while retired women had more social time than non-
retired women. In addition, despite marital status having 
the largest impact on contact with family/friends outside 
the household, the negative effect on social contact of the 
interaction between being male and retired still remains.

Discussion and policy implications

There are certain methodological limitations to this study. 
The disparity in men’s and women’s recorded diary time 
with each other may relate to inaccuracies in recording 
time, since women show a propensity for better comple-
tion of time diaries (Egerton, Fisher, Gershuny, Pollmann, & 
Torres, 2004). However, this would indicate that men are re-
porting time spent alone as time spent with family/partner 
in the household; retired men would therefore still clearly 
be less social. Another potential problem is the conflation 
between retirement and age, in that effects attributable to 
the act of retiring here may simply be a result of getting 
older; however, the TUS sample does contain some early 
retirees, and both samples exclude older workers, so the 
sample here is certainly not synonymous with old age.

A more serious limitation is “omitted variables”, or the 
models not controlling for all appropriate covariates.7 One 
particular set of controls that are missing are indicators of 
birth/generational cohort, in that behaviours may be at-
tributable to generational differences (i.e., there may be an 
antisocial cohort of men), rather than ageing or retirement 
per se. One way to test this—and to test the actual effect 
of retiring over time, as opposed to comparing groups 
of retired and non-retired persons—is to use panel data. 
However, all Australian time use data is cross-sectional, and 
cannot observe changes, make causal inferences or control 
for omitted variables through fixed effects models; such 
panel studies are beyond the scope of this paper.

Other limitations stem from the definition of retirement. 
Analyses relating to the GSS exclude all early retirees 
(under 65), analyses relating to the TUS exclude early re-
tirees who do not self-define as retired, and all analyses 
exclude retirees over 65 who work a few hours a week 

TUS, calculations were made using the full definition of 
retirement status, including self-defined retirees. Partnered 
persons spent substantially less time in social contact with 
family/friends outside the household, while single per-
sons spent considerably more, and separated/divorced/
widowed persons spent the most. This is in keeping with 
the relatively greater support needs associated with not 
having a partner. A comforting observation is the resil-
ience of those who were separated/divorced/widowed; 
they showed no sign of lessened social contact with fam-
ily/friends outside the household in comparison to other 
groups.

Despite the powerful influence of marital status on social 
contact time, the interaction effect between retirement 
and gender remained. In all instances, retired men had 
less time with family/friends outside the household than 
non-retired men, while retired women had more time with 
family/friends outside the household than non-retired 
women. Retired men also had significantly less time with 
family/friends outside the household, for all marital status 
groups. The few prominent differences based on marital 
status were that among those with partners, retired women 
spent much more time with family/friends outside the 
household than anyone else; among singles, retired women 
had similar levels of contact to non-retired men; and among 
those who were separated/divorced/widowed, non-retired 
men had the most contact with family/friends outside the 
household.

This suggests that men rely substantially more than women 
upon their work-based networks for social contact outside 
the home, and that retirement has an impact upon this kind 
of social isolation among men, regardless of their marital 
status. However, the impact is likely to be more detrimental 
for single and separated/divorced/widowed men because 
of their lack of support from partners, family and friends in 
the household relative to other men and women of similar 
marital status.

Retired men had less time with family/friends 
outside the household than non-retired men, while 
retired women had more time with family/friends 
outside the household than non-retired women.
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appropriate in any instance where the “zeros”—that is, no social activity re-
corded that day—are meaningful data (Gershuny & Egerton, 2006). The lack 
of any social time is relevant to this study, because the focus was on examin-
ing the average duration of daily social contact across the whole age-specific 
population.

4  The TUS analysis also corrected for clustering of people within the sample, as 
each person completed two days’ worth of diaries.

5  Interaction effects test the compound effect of two differences on the 
dependent variable; in this case, the difference in time spent with family/
friends between men and women who are retired (difference 1), and the dif-
ference in time spent with family/friends between men and women who are 
not retired (difference 2); or the effect of switching from being neither male 
nor retired to being both male and retired.

6  Rates of contact were also calculated for non-face-to-face contact—through 
email, phone, mail—and for total contact with family and friends outside 
the household. Although rates of this type of contact were higher, a match-
ing pattern across gender and retirement appeared for these alternative 
measures.

7  The models generally have low r-square values, suggesting limited explanato-
ry power and potentially numerous omitted variables. However, the inclusion 
of the most appropriate controls to impact on social contact time suggests 
that additional controls are unlikely to change the observed relationship be-
tween retirement, gender and social contact.
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Appendix

Appendix 1  Frequency of face-to-face contact (GSS) and time spent (TUS) with family and friends outside  
the household, persons aged 45 to 74, OLS regression

DV=> Face-to-face contact with friends/family outside 
the household (scale 1–6)

Time spent with friends/family outside the household (min./day)

65+ and NILF retiree 65+ and NILF retiree Self-defined 
retiree

Model 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Adj R2 0.01 0.01 0.02 .001 .003 .090 .070

Intercept 4.95***

(0.02)

4.95***

(0.02)

4.82***

(0.05)

78.12***

(4.69)

74.09***

(4.94)

3.92

(11.00)

–6.39

(13.09)

Male –0.12***

(0.02)

–0.10***

(0.02)

–0.11***

(0.02)

–13.89**

(6.32)

–5.63

(7.10)

6.36

(7.14)

2.82

(8.07)

Retired 0.07*

(0.03)

0.10**

(0.04)

0.09*

(0.04)

8.15

(7.96)

25.75**

(11.72)

1.37

(11.19)

10.36

(11.02)

Male and retired (interaction) –0.08

(0.05)

–0.05

(0.05)

–39.24**

(15.57)

–26.49*

(14.69)

–28.22**

(13.84)

Post-Year 12 education –0.06

(0.04)

2.78

(4.05)

11.88

(9.53)

Less than Year 12 education –0.03

(0.04)

–4.32

(3.97)

5.08

(9.39)

English 0.05

(0.03)

10.02

(10.36)

3.59

(11.04)

Disability 0.04

(0.02)

–7.00

(6.34)

–4.22

(6.58)

Single –0.04

(0.04)

80.03***

(19.21)

68.51***

(17.43)

Separated, divorced or widowed 0.08**

(0.02)

135.44***

(12.28)

103.45***

(11.20)

Lowest three income deciles –0.07***

(0.02)

1.36

(4.20)

1.96

(7.67)

Highest three income deciles 0.07***

(0.02)

–2.52

(4.22)

4.55

(8.51)

Unemployed –0.21**

(0.08)

46.22

(42.19)

49.58

(45.77)

No children living at home 0.12***

(0.03)

44.51***

(6.00)

50.80***

(6.54)

Notes: * p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01.



48  |  Australian Institute of Family Studies

debates of that time (and which continues to this day) as 
to whether legal remedies for family violence should be lo-
cated in criminal or civil jurisdictions.2

The intervention order system was seen as pioneering 
legislation that would provide an accessible and free civil 
option for the protection of victims of violence. It could 
be accessed by an individual victim or by the police and, 
in theory, protection could be obtained 24 hours a day. 
However, problems of interpretation, widely varying atti-
tudes of police officers and magistrates, failure to enforce 
breaches, inadequate training of court staff, and lack of 
legal advice—to name a few barriers—soon led many vic-
tims to believe that an intervention order was “not worth 
the paper it was written on”. In short, the legislation was 
itself a “victim” of mainstream prevailing attitudes and in-
consistent approaches.

Independent and government reviews to monitor the 
Crimes (Family Violence) Act 1987 clearly identified se-
rious difficulties and barriers inherent in obtaining an 
intervention order (Hunter, 2005; Wearing, 1992, 1996). In 
2002, as part of its overall approach to system improve-
ment, the Victorian Government asked the Victorian Law 
Reform Commission (VLRC) to review the Act (Department 
of Justice, 2004).

Twenty years ago, there were few legal remedies for 
victims of family violence in Victoria and, despite its preva-
lence, family violence remained a largely hidden problem. 
Our institutions often failed to protect or properly support 
victims of family violence. The legal response to family vio-
lence was inadequate because its particular dynamics and 
effects were not well understood. Primarily, family violence 
was identified as physical assault. Other forms of violence, 
such as property damage, sexual assault, social abuse (re-
striction of social interaction), psychological or emotional 
abuse, verbal abuse and economic abuse were infrequently 
identified as grounds for a legal remedy.1

Traditionally, the law was reluctant to intervene in the area 
of family violence because it occurred in private and was 
considered to be beyond its realm. During the 1970s and 
1980s, there were calls for family violence to be recognised 
and treated as a crime and this influenced policy and jus-
tice system reforms in many Western countries, including 
Australia.

The focus generated by the women’s movement during the 
1970s led to the setting up of women’s refuges, and this 
increased the many pressures for reform placed on the 
Victorian government leading up to the introduction of the 
Crimes (Family Violence) Act 1987 (Vic.). The Act intro-
duced a civil remedy for family violence—the intervention 
order—but its title also reflected one of the principal 

Judith Peirce

Family Violence Protection Act 2008
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The task for the commission was to make recommen-
dations for changes to the law that would result in 
appropriate new legislation for a complex and diverse 
society and was no longer in denial as to the extent of fam-
ily violence and the damage it causes. This review of the 
legislation also ran parallel to unprecedented changes in 
Victoria in family violence policy development, service 
provision and police responses as recognition grew that 
a whole-of-system approach was required to impact on 
the complexity of family violence (Statewide Steering 
Committee to Reduce Family Violence, 2005).

For the first time, “family violence” has been defined 
and the Act incorporates examples referencing new 
definitions to ensure clarity in interpretation.

From 2001, resources were allocated to developing the 
fundamentals, principles and practices of a new responsive 
family violence system. These developments included:

  the Victorian Government’s Women’s Safety Strategy 
(Office of Women’s Policy, 2002);

  the Victoria Police (2004) Code of Practice for the 
Investigation of Family Violence;

  the Magistrates’ Court’s Family Violence Division, which 
developed and implemented specialist family violence 
courts (Magistrates’ Court of Victoria, 2009);

  the Statewide Steering Committee to Reduce Family 
Violence (2005), which developed a model for a multi-
agency integrated response;

  the Victorian Government’s strategy: “Changing Lives: 
A New Approach to Family Violence in Victoria”, which 
detailed a $35.1 million spending plan (Department for 
Victorian Communities, 2005);

  model programs targeting men who are subject to 
intervention orders, developed by the Department  
of Justice (2006); and

  the Victorian Indigenous Family Violence Task Force 
(2003) final report, released in December 2003. The 
Government’s response to this report in October 
2004 (Department of Human Services, 2004) included 
the establishment of the Indigenous Family Violence 
Partnership Forum, support for the establishment of 
Holistic Family Healing Centres, an Indigenous Men’s 
Resource Advisory Service and eight Indigenous Family 
Support Innovation Projects.

In this context, the VLRC made recommendations for 
changes that drew upon these initiatives. The new Family 
Violence Protection Act 2008 (Vic.) (FVPA) separates 
remedies for family violence from stalking and neigh-
bourhood disputes, and includes a clear statement of its 
aims and principles. The preamble includes four princi-
ples, including that non-violence is a fundamental social 
value, family violence is a fundamental violation of human 
rights, and that the justice system should treat the views 
of victims of family violence with respect. It also acknowl-
edges the gendered nature of family violence, the impact 
on children, its effect on the entire community, and that 
family violence extends beyond physical and sexual 

violence to emotional, psychological and economic abuse, 
and may involve overt or subtle exploitation of power 
imbalances.

For the first time, “family violence” has been defined and 
the Act incorporates examples referencing new definitions 
to ensure clarity in interpretation (FVPA s 5). Examples 
of economic abuse include behaviour that involves with-
holding or threatening to withhold the financial support 
necessary to meet the reasonable living expenses of the 
person or their child if they are entirely or predominantly 
dependent on the first person to meet those living ex-
penses (FVPA s 6, Examples). Examples of emotional or 
psychological abuse include behaviour such as repeated 
derogatory taunts (including racial taunts), threatening to 
withhold medication and preventing connections with 
family or culture (FVPA s 7, Examples).

The terms and conditions of orders may now be tailored to 
suit the victim’s situation and includes a presumption in fa-
vour of an order to exclude the perpetrator from the home 
(FVPA s 82).

Additional protections for children are included in the 
definition of family violence and include behaviour by 
a person that causes a child to hear or witness or other-
wise be exposed to family violence (FVPA s 5(1)(b)). The 
examples in the Act include overhearing threats of physical 
abuse, seeing or hearing an assault, comforting or provid-
ing assistance to a family member who has been physically 
abused, cleaning up a site after property has been inten-
tionally damaged, or being present when police members 
attend an incident involving physical abuse (FVPA s 5(1)(b), 
Examples).

Giving evidence in court was identified by some victims 
as a reason why legal protection was not pursued (VLRC, 
2006, p. 386). The new Act provides for alternative methods 
for giving evidence, such a closed circuit television, and 
gives the court expanded powers. For example, despite any 
rules of evidence to the contrary, the court may refuse to 
admit or may limit the use to be made of evidence if satis-
fied that it is just and equitable to do so (FVPA s 243). An 
important addition prevents respondents from cross-exam-
ining victims (FVPA s 244).

Police powers are significantly increased, such as the abil-
ity to hold and detain a perpetrator and to enable police 
officers to obtain temporary after-hours protection for a 
victim without needing a court order (see FVPA, Part 3).

These and other initiatives in the new Family Violence 
Protection Act provide an important element in our under-
standing of family violence and development of effective 
responses to it.

Additional protections for children are included 
in the definition of family violence and include 
behaviour by a person that causes a child to hear or 
witness or otherwise be exposed to family violence.
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For a copy of the report, the government response and associated 
documents, go to: <www.fahcsia.gov.au/about/news/2009/Pages/
TimeforActiontoReduceViolenceAgainstWomenandChildren.aspx>.

For more information about the ALRC inquiry, go to <www.alrc.gov.au/
inquiries/current/family-violence>.

Crimes (Domestic and Personal Violence) Act 2007 (NSW)
Changes to laws relating to apprehended violence orders (AVOs) in NSW, 
which came into effect in late 2008, include the following:

   the creation of a stand-alone Act, rather than provisions relating to 
domestic violence contained within the Crimes Act 1900 (NSW);

   the creation of the specific offence of domestic violence;

   the automatic generation of an AVO where a person is charged with 
certain personal violence offences;

   children automatically being included in an AVO unless there are good 
reasons not to do so; and

   expanded police powers to facilitate the making of interim AVOs by 
telephone, 24 hours a day, either at the request of victims or on their 
own initiative, to ensure the safety of a person or their property.

Domestic and Family Violence Act 2007 (NT)
As of 18 February 2009, the Northern Territory became the first jurisdiction 
in Australia to mandate the reporting of incidents of domestic violence, or 
anticipated domestic violence, where a woman’s life is believed to be in 
danger. The Domestic and Family Violence Act 2007 (NT) makes it an offence 
for an adult to fail to report an incident where they believe on reasonable 
grounds that:

   a person has caused, or is likely to cause, serious physical harm to 
another person within a domestic relationship; and

  another person’s life or safety is under serious or imminent threat.

Development of national plan to reduce violence  
against women
In late April 2009, the Australian Government released the report, Time for 
Action, prepared by the National Council to Reduce Violence against Women 
and their Children after widespread community consultation and a review 
of the research. The release coincided with the announcement that many 
of the recommendations prioritised in the report would be taken up by the 
government in the immediate future. These include the funding of:

   a new telephone and online crisis service, operating nationally, 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week;

   school-based programs on developing respectful relationships;

  a public education campaign; and

   research on the treatment of perpetrators and the development of 
nationally consistent laws.

 In addition, the government has undertaken to work closely with state 
and territory law reform commissions to improve the forensic response to 
domestic violence and assault by:

   establishing a national register to assist in the enforcement of 
protection orders across state borders;

   identifying best practice in the investigation and prosecution of sexual 
assault matters; and

   ensuring coronial recommendations relating to domestic violence 
deaths are implemented.

The Australian Law Reform Commission (ALRC), in conjunction with state 
and territory Law Reform Commissions, will also undertake a review of laws 
that deal with the safety of women and children. An advisory group will be 
established to inform the development of a national plan to reduce violence 
against women, due for release in 2010.

Other developments in domestic violence laws around the country …
Catherine Caruana
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Endnotes

1  For an overview of the background to the need for reform of Victoria’s family 

violence laws, see Victorian Law Reform Commission (2004).

2  For an analysis of these issues, see Victorian Law Reform Commission (2006), 

¶3.19–3.77.
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Proposed domestic violence law reform in South 
Australia

The South Australian Government has announced proposed changes to 
domestic violence and sexual assault laws in that state, following a review 
by Maurine Pyke QC. The changes include:

   increased powers to enable the complainant to stay in the family home 
and to impose conditions on an alleged perpetrator before the matter 
gets to court;

   a wider definition of violence to include sexual, economic and 
emotional abuse;

   removal of the ability of alleged perpetrators to personally cross-
examine alleged victims in court;

   a broadening of the kinds of relationships covered by the legislation to 
include carers; and

   higher penalties for breaches.

See <www.ministers.sa.gov.au/news.php?id=4451> for more information.

Review of the Tasmanian Family Violence Act 2004
A review of the first three years of operation of Tasmania’s Family Violence 
Act was tabled in the State Parliament on 13 March 2008. The review looked 
at the effectiveness of the legislation in furthering the objectives of reducing 
the level of violence, improving safety for adult and child victims of domestic 
violence and changing the offending behaviour of perpetrators.

While the report found that there had been an improvement in the protection 
of adult victims of violence (brought about primarily by a change in the 
culture and response of the police at the first point of contact), there was 
a lack of confidence among stakeholders that the reforms had resulted in 
improved safety for children. A lack of data made it difficult for the reviewers 
to report on the deterrent effect of the legislative scheme.

This concludes the first phase of the review, with a wider evaluation of the 
Safe at Home initiative—namely the service systems, protocols and systems 
that form part of the integrated response—currently being undertaken.

A copy of the report can be obtained at: <www.safeathome.tas.gov.au/
review_of_family_violence_act_2004>.

Best practice guidelines relating to family violence 
adopted by the Family Court

On 6 March 2009, the Family Court of Australia adopted new guidelines 
for dealing with matters involving family violence. The Family Violence Best 
Practice Principles provide judges with a checklist of matters to consider 
when making decisions and represents the final initiative in the court’s 
Family Violence Strategy, launched in 2004.

For a copy of the principles, see <www.familycourt.gov.au/wps/wcm/
resources/file/ebf1380f96dab25/FVBPP_April2009.pdf>.

New certificate to allow exemption from mandated 
family dispute resolution

From 3 March 2009, family dispute resolution (FDR) practitioners have 
additional grounds on which to issue a certificate exempting a party from 
being required to participate in mediation. Amendments to the Family Law 
(Family Dispute Resolution Practitioners) Regulations 2008 (Cth) now allow 
for certificates to be issued where the FDR practitioner becomes aware during 
the course of the family dispute resolution that it would be inappropriate to 
continue given factors already contained in regulation 25(2), such as the 
presence of violence, concerns about safety, power balances, risk to the child 
of abuse and the physical and/or psychological health of the parties.
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for children to be placed in state care. At present, judges 
are unable for constitutional reasons to make an order that 
a child be taken into care by a state authority. As such, they 
are sometimes faced with the situation where both parents 
are effectively dysfunctional and arrangements are made 
for the child to reside with the parent deemed to be the 
“least worst option”. The vision of a more unified family 
law and child protection system has long been champi-
oned by the former Chief Justice of the Family Court, 
Alastair Nicholson.

The involvement of grandparents and other family 
members in the lives of children who are the subject of 
contested proceedings has the potential of providing al-
ternative options when deciding issues of residence and 
contact. In January 2009, the Federal Attorney-General 
announced measures to assist grandparents to maintain 
positive involvement with their grandchildren following 
parental separation (Attorney-General of Australia, 2009). 
These will include a review of the ways in which Family 
Relationship Centres (FRCs) and a range of other post-
separation services can promote the role of grandparents 
in children’s lives and is in addition to funding provided 
to Legal Aid Commissions in 2008 to help facilitate the in-
volvement of grandparents and other family members in 
disputes over children, where appropriate.

The Australian Institute of Family Studies has also been 
commissioned to conduct a study on the impact of the 
2006 family law reforms on grandparents. For more in-
formation about the AIFS study, go to: <www.aifs.gov.au/
familylawevaluation/grandparents>.

Financial impact of child support formula 
changes
An Australian Government study on the financial impact 
of changes to the child support formula was released in 
August 2008. The findings were based on the child sup-
port liability as assessed (but not necessarily paid) under 
the new formula in a total of 691,000 cases, and modelling 
of the amount of Family Tax Benefits (FTB) that would be 
payable on these assessments. The results indicate a reduc-
tion in the total amount of child support as assessed to be 
transferred between parents and an increase in FTB pay-
able. Thirty-seven per cent of payees and 51% of payers 
were found to have net increases as a result of the reforms 
(i.e., they received more overall) and around 49% of payees 
and 33% of payers had net reductions (i.e., they received 
less overall). The magnitude of the loss or gain was $20 per 
week or less in the majority of cases and less than $10 per 
week in a large proportion of cases.

Restructure of federal family courts 
announced
The Australian Government has announced the accept-
ance of the recommendations of the 2008 report Future 
Governance Options for Federal Family Law Courts in 
Australia: Striking the Right Balance, a review into the 
structure and coordination of the federal family courts. 
The report, also known as the Semple report, concluded 
that the two-tier system consisting of the Family Court 
of Australia and the Federal Magistrates Court creates un-
necessary complexity, confusion and competition for 
resources and is not financially sustainable in the long 
term. While recommending that the two courts merge, the 
report stressed the need to preserve the “service culture” 
of the Federal Magistrates Court (i.e., their ability to deal 
with a large volume of less complex cases in an efficient 
and timely manner).

Six months after the release of the report, the government 
has announced that, as recommended, the Family Division 
of the Federal Magistrates Court will merge with the Family 
Court of Australia into a single Federal Family Court, with 
two divisions. Similarly, the general division of the Federal 
Magistrates Court (which deals with non–family law mat-
ters) will merge with a restructured Federal Court, also 
consisting of two divisions.

In relation to family law matters, the first tier of the Federal 
Family Court, staffed by existing Family Court judges, will 
hear appeals and more complex matters, while the bulk of 
matters will be handled by former Federal Magistrates (re-
named “judges”) in the second tier.

The restructure is expected to produce anticipated savings 
of $7.8 million over four years. In the interim, a joint man-
agement board of executives from both courts has been 
established to ensure that current resources are used as ef-
fectively as possible.

For a copy of the report, go to: <http://tinyurl.com/6rbvlr>.

Greater judicial powers for decisions 
about children at risk?
There has been some discussion in the media about moot-
ed changes to the Family Law Act 1975, that allow judges 
greater options in relation to the placement of children 
considered at risk of harm (Nader, 2008). The Chief Justice 
of the Family Court, Diana Bryant, has indicated that seri-
ous consideration should be given to extending judicial 
powers to allow orders to be made, in appropriate cases, 

Round-up of developments in family law
Catherine Caruana

Family law update
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The level of child support and FTB payable to around 13% 
of payees and 16% of payers remains unchanged by the 
reforms.

A copy of the report on the population impact of the new 
child support formula is available at: <www.fahcsia.gov.
au/sa/childsupport/pubs/PopulationImpact/Documents/
child_support_scheme_stage3_report.pdf.pdf>.

New accreditation and registration 
requirements for family dispute 
resolution practitioners
From 1 July 2009, all family dispute resolution (FDR) 
practitioners (including those authorised to provide FDR 
services on behalf of a registered family dispute resolution 
organisation) who are seeking new or continued registra-
tion with the national Family Dispute Resolution Register 
must meet the new accreditation standards, as set out in 
the Family Law (Family Dispute Resolution Practitioner) 
Regulations 2008. The register is maintained by the Federal 
Attorney-General’s Department.

Subsidised assessments and training will be provided to all 
practitioners included in the register at 28 February 2009 
by the Australian Family Dispute Resolution Training Group. 
Under the new scheme, all practitioners must demonstrate 
competency in three key areas, namely:

  responding to family and domestic violence;

  creating an environment that supports the safety 
of vulnerable parties in dispute resolution; and

  operating in a family law environment.

Practitioners will be unable to issue section 60I certificates 
until they have met these competency standards. For more  
information on the accreditation scheme, go to: <www.
ag.gov.au/www/a gd/a gd.nsf/Page/Families_Family 
RelationshipServicesOverviewofPrograms_Research 
andEvaluation_ForPotentialFamilyDisputeResolution 
Practitioners>.

For more information regarding the training process, go to: 
<www.fdrtraining.edu.au>.

In addition, draft guidelines on the working relation-
ship between Family Relationship Centres and Legal Aid 
Commissions are being prepared by National Legal Aid.

Referral of conflictual Child Support 
Agency clients to FRCs
Under a recently announced federal scheme, Child 
Support Agency clients who are in dispute over the care 
arrangements for their children will be referred to Family 
Relationship Centres for assistance in reaching agreement. 
Each month, approximately 700 child support decisions on 

the care of children are considered problematical, as par-
ents are unable to reach agreement (Minister for Human 
Services, 2009).

Movement towards a national approach 
on surrogacy
The release of a discussion paper in January 2009—by a 
joint working group consisting of the Standing Committee 
of Attorneys-General (or SCAG) and ministerial councils for 
Community Services and Health—has paved the way for 
further consideration of a national approach to surrogacy. 
The paper, A Proposal for a National Model to Harmonise 
Regulation of Surrogacy, marks the beginning of a period of 
public consultation on a range of proposals that may make it 
easier for heterosexual and same-sex couples to have chil-
dren via surrogacy. These include the ability of couples using 
surrogacy to be registered as parents, and making provision 
for the medical costs of the surrogate mother (while con-
tinuing to outlaw commercial surrogacy).

The discussion paper can be obtained from <www.
scag .gov.au/ l awl ink/ S CAG/ l l_scag .ns f / v wFi les/
S urrogacy_consultat ion_paper_FINAL.doc/ $ fi le/
Surrogacy_consultation_paper_FINAL.doc>; however, the 
deadline for submissions has passed.

Developments in same-sex relationships 
legislation
Federal

Four significant pieces of federal legislation affecting 
same-sex couples were assented to in late 2008. The most 
significant of these, the Family Law Amendment (De 
Facto Financial Matters and Other Measures) Act 2008, 
which brought all de facto couples,1 regardless of their 
gender mix, under the umbrella of federal laws relating to 
spousal maintenance and property settlement (including 
superannuation splitting), came into operation (in their en-
tirety) on 1 March 2009.

A de facto relationship is defined as one where two people 
of any gender combination who are not legally married or 
related by family are living as a couple on a genuine domes-
tic basis. The factors that may be considered in determining 
whether a de facto relationship exists (or existed) are list-
ed at s 4AA of the Family Law Act 1975, as amended by 
the Family Law Amendment (De Facto Financial Matters 
and Other Measures) Act 2008. The laws apply to couples 
who separated after the first of March 2009. See a previous 
Family Law Update (Caruana, 2008) for a more detailed dis-
cussion of this legislation.

Two other pieces of legislation, the Same Sex Relationships 
(Equal Treatment in Commonwealth Laws—Super-
annuation) Act 2008 and the Same Sex Relationships 
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Act 2008 (ACT)) in the establishment of a relationship 
register under the Relationships Act 2008 (Vic.). 
Registration with the Registrar of Births, Deaths and 
Marriages removes the requirement to provide proof 
of the relationship for the purposes of a number of 
Victorian and Commonwealth laws. The Act also 
broadened the scope of provisions relating to financial 
settlement following separation for heterosexual and 
same-sex de facto couples. However, these provisions 
have been largely eclipsed by the introduction of the 
Family Law Amendment (De Facto Financial Matters 
and Other Measures) Act 2008 outlined above.

  A Bill currently before the Victorian Parliament opens 
the way for single women and women in same-sex 
relationships to access assisted reproductive treatment. 
The Assisted Reproductive Treatment Bill 2008 (Vic.) 
will come into effect on proclamation, which is 
anticipated to be no later than 1 January 2010.

New certificate to allow exemption from 
mandated family dispute resolution
From 3 March 2009, family dispute resolution practition-
ers have additional grounds on which to issue a certificate 
exempting a party from being required to participate in 
mediation. Amendments to the Family Law (Family Dispute 
Resolution Practitioners) Regulations 2008 (Cth) now 
allow for certificates to be issued where the FDR practi-
tioner becomes aware during the course of the family 
dispute resolution that it would be inappropriate to contin-
ue given factors already contained in regulation 25(2), such 
as the presence of violence, concerns about safety, power 
balances, risk to the child of abuse and the physical and/or 
psychological health of the parties.

Endnotes
1  Except those ordinarily resident in the only non-referring states, South 

Australia and Western Australia. Same-sex couples resident in Western 
Australia, however, have had access to the state family court since 2003.
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(Equal Treatment in Commonwealth Laws—General 
Law Reform) Act 2008, were assented to in December 
2008. These Acts have the effect of removing discrimina-
tion against same-sex couples that currently exists in a 
myriad of areas governed by federal laws. The majority of 
the changes to the 84 Commonwealth laws effected by this 
legislation will take effect on 1 July 2009 (unless otherwise 
indicated). These include:

  social security and family assistance: recognition of 
same-sex relationships and the children arising from 
them to provide the same access to social security and 
family assistance payments as heterosexual couples;

  child support: changes to the child support legislation 
to enable same-sex parents who separate to apply for 
child support;

  taxation: same-sex couples to receive the same 
relationship-dependent tax concessions as  
married couples;

  superannuation: partners and children from same-
sex relationships to be eligible for reversionary or 
death benefits under private and Commonwealth 
superannuation schemes;

  medical safety nets: same-sex partners and their 
dependent children are, as of 1 January 2009, 
recognised as a family for the purposes of the Medicare 
and Pharmaceuticals Benefits safety nets;

  immigration: same-sex couples and their children 
will be considered members of a family unit for visa 
purposes;

  citizenship: children of same-sex and opposite-sex 
couples who are the product of artificial conception 
procedures or approved surrogacy arrangements to be 
recognised in relation to citizenship—this came into 
effect 15 March 2009;

  aged care: same-sex couples will be treated the same as 
opposite–sex couples under the aged care income and 
assets test; and

  veterans affairs: same-sex couples will no longer be 
excluded from entitlements in relation to assistance 
to buy a home, access to pensions and death benefits 
(Attorney-General’s Department, 2009).

Also assented to in December 2008, the Evidence 
Amendment Act 2008 amends the Evidence Act 1995 
(Cth) by replacing the term “de facto spouse” with “de 
facto partner” to allow same-sex couples the same immu-
nity from being compelled to give evidence against their 
partner in criminal matters.

State

Other developments around the country affecting same-
sex couples include the following:

  Victoria has joined Tasmania and the ACT 
(Relationships Act 2003 (Tas) and Civil Partnerships 

Family law update 
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Planned research
Families are the foundation of communities and the fab-
ric of societies. In turn, their capacity to nurture and 
promote the wellbeing of their members requires that 
they are supported by a vibrant, caring and innovative so-
ciety. Economic and social policies intersect and underpin 
the capacity of families to sustain and contribute to their 
communities and the wider Australian society. Several inter-
related social trends have resulted in a major restructuring 
of family life and how families interact with one another, 
the market, the income support system and a range of so-
cial institutions. Examples of these trends include young 
people leaving home at older ages, increasing rates of de 
facto marriages, ex-nuptial births, relationship fragility, 
labour force participation of women, and changes to the 
ways in which care is provided to people with physical or 
mental disabilities or long-term health problems and the 
frail old-aged.

These trends have led to life courses and societies that are 
becoming increasingly complex. Many of our social struc-
tures, institutions and government policies continually 
need to evolve in response to these broad social changes. 
In turn, such responses will help shape the nature and 
strength of our society in the future.

At the time of developing this research plan, the world is 
experiencing a global recession. While the full impacts of 
the recession on the Australian economy are uncertain, un-
employment has already increased and it is likely to remain 
high for the period of this research plan. Understanding 
the factors that contribute to family members (particularly 
parents) finding jobs and how the risk of families becom-
ing long-term dependent on government benefits can be 
reduced will be of high priority for the Institute’s research 
program over the next three years. The potential impact of 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies seeks to increase 
understanding of factors affecting how families function by 
conducting research and communicating findings to policy-
makers, service providers and the broader community.

This research plan, guided in its development by the 
Institute’s Strategic Plan 2009–12, describes the areas in 
which the Institute intends to undertake research over the 
three-year period from July 2009 to June 2012. The research 
plan reflects the Institute’s positioning as an Australian 
Government statutory agency within the portfolio of the 
Prime Minister and Cabinet, along with its close links with 
the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services 
and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA), Attorney-General’s 
Department (AGD) and other Australian Government port-
folios, their departments and agencies, and with a range of 
other organisations, including state and territory government 
departments and agencies, non-government service and sup-
port providers, and other research institutes and centres.

The Institute’s research increasingly involves commis-
sions and contracts, and there is a need to be responsive 
to the changing external environment and emerging chal-
lenges, such as the high level of uncertainty that is likely 
to be generated by the current global recession. The plan 
therefore allows for the flexibility that is essential for this 
to be achieved, while at the same time ensuring that the or-
ganisation’s research informs the shaping of future policy 
priorities and is itself informed by theory and previous re-
search findings.

The development of this plan has evolved after exten-
sive formal consultations and informal discussions with 
a wide range of key stakeholders across the country. It 
builds upon and extends the research undertaken as part 
of the Research Plan 2006–2008. Performance against 
the previous research plan is reported in the Institute’s 
Annual Report.

Research plan 2009–12
Sustaining families in challenging times
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Cross-cutting themes
Indigenous Australians continue to be among the most dis-
advantaged groups in Australia, and COAG has endorsed 
several targets for closing the gap between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Australians. The Institute will undertake and 
disseminate research that increases understanding of the 
family-related and parenting factors that contribute to the 
high rates of mortality and morbidity among Indigenous 
children and will focus on the role of early learning, child 
care and family support in promoting the wellbeing and 
safety of Indigenous children and young people. Much of 
this work will involve appropriate consultation about re-
search questions and research designs and some will be 
undertaken in partnership with Indigenous Australians.

Where appropriate, each of the six themes in this research 
plan will provide particular focus on Indigenous, migrant 
and regional and rural families, as well as those with mem-
bers with a physical or mental disability or long-term 
health problems, or who are frail old-aged.

Issues of social inclusion and social exclusion, while com-
prising a theme in its own right, are also relevant to the 
other themes.

Finally, it is important to recognise that long-term unem-
ployment will be a significant issue for the period of this 
research plan that has impacts on all of the other themes.

Principles underlying the Institute’s 
research program
As outlined in the Strategic Plan 2009–12, the Institute fol-
lows the principles that its research is:

  rigorous, high-quality and credible;

  relevant to current and emerging policy, and 
professional, research and community interests relating 
to family functioning and wellbeing; and

  responsive, timely and targeted in its delivery.

Some of the research is Institute-initiated, while others are 
commissioned or contracted. Institute-initiated research 
is generally funded from the annual appropriation from 
Parliament. The research principles apply equally to all 
Institute work, regardless of the funding sources.

Research strengths
While some of the research conducted by the Institute 
will involve the development of new datasets, other work 
will be based on further analyses of those that already 
exist. These and other existing datasets, including those 
developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics, represent 
valuable resources for research on Australian families.

The Institute has developed considerable expertise in the 
collection and analysis of longitudinal data. It is responsible 

the recession on social exclusion, especially on those fami-
lies who are already struggling, is also an important issue. 
Research will also be undertaken into the nature of poli-
cies that mitigate the impacts of the recession on families 
and assist them during the economic recovery.

Another feature of this research plan is the focus on the 
life course from early childhood to the senior years, includ-
ing middle childhood, adolescence and young adulthood. 
Families are multi-age units and extend across generations 
and households, so life course and intergenerational per-
spectives are of key importance.

For the period of this plan, the role of families in influenc-
ing key life decisions made by or in relation to children 
and young people will be given enhanced focus, includ-
ing the roles that families play in educational, employment 
and relationship choices. Tracking relationships, family 
formation and demographic trends, and describing the di-
versity of Australian families are other areas of priority. 
Family functioning takes on a strengthened focus, with re-
search seeking to describe the determinants of cohesion, 
resilience and wellbeing on the one hand, and division, vul-
nerability and dysfunction on the other.

Finally, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 
Reform Council has been measuring the performance of 
the Commonwealth, state and territory governments in 
delivering on COAG’s national reform agenda. The Institute 
will have a role to play in this work by providing some of 
the evidence base in relation to families, including in areas 
relating to COAG National Partnership payments: early 
childhood education, Indigenous early childhood devel-
opment, social housing, homelessness, remote Indigenous 
housing, Indigenous economic participation, Indigenous 
remote service delivery, and low socio-economic status 
school communities.

Research themes
The Institute’s planned research program, Sustaining 
Families in Challenging Times, will thus focus on the fol-
lowing themes:

1. Economic wellbeing of families

2. Families and work

3. Social inclusion

4. Violence, abuse and neglect

5. Family transitions and family law

6. Children, young people and their families

The relevance of the Institute’s current research projects 
to each of these themes is described in Table 1 (p. 68). The 
key research aspects of these themes are discussed in the 
following sections of this plan.

The Institute will also continue to monitor and analyse 
broad social, economic and demographic trends.

Research plan 2009–12
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Table 1: Continuing projects
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ATP/TAC/RACV Collaboration C (TAC/RACV) 33

Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault C (FaHCSIA) 3 33

Australian Family Relationships Clearinghouse C (FaHCSIA and 
AGD)

33 3

Australian Temperament Project Joint funding ARC, 
AIFS, TAC, RACV

Profs Sanson, 
Toumbourou, Prior 
and Oberklaid

33

Carers of Family Members with a Disability C (Carers Australia) 3 33 3 3

Child Abuse and Family Law Proceedings I 33 33

Communities and Families Clearinghouse 
Australia

C (FaHCSIA) 3 3

Experiences of Parents and Children After Family  
Court Decisions About Relocation

ARC College of Law, 
ANU

33 33

Families in the Asia–Pacific Region I 3 3 3 33 33

Family Law Data Mapping Project C (AGD) ASSDA 3

Family Law Reform Evaluation and Associated 
Research

C (AGD and 
FaHCSIA)

3 3 3 33 33 33

Family Trends and Transitions I 3 3 3 33 33

Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study 
of Australian Children

C (FaHCSIA) FaHCSIA, ABS 
and 8 research 
organisations

3 3 3 3 33

Labour Market and Financial Consequences of 
Divorce for Families

I 33 33 3 33 3

Labour Market Issues for Families With 
Dependent Children

I 33 33 3 3 3

National Child Protection Clearinghouse C (FaHCSIA) 3 33 3

A national clearinghouse addressing Indigenous 
issues

C (FaHCSIA via 
AIHW)

AIHW 3 3 3 3 3

Negotiating the Life Course Joint funding ANU, 
ARC, AIFS, UQ

3 33 3 33

Neighbourhoods, Economic Disadvantage and  
Child Wellbeing

C (Benevolent 
Society)

33 33 3

Practice Guides for Working with Vulnerable  
Children and Families (multiple projects)

C (DHS)

C (Benevolent 
Society)

33 3

Research Utilisation C (ARC) ACCP 3 3

Rural and Regional Families: The Impact of 
Drought, Economic and Social Change

I ANU, La Trobe 33 3 3

Stronger Families in Australia C (FaHCSIA) SPRC 3 3 3 3

Time Use in Families I ANU 33 3 33

Understanding Contact Disputes C (AGD) Sydney Law 
School, University 
of Sydney

3 33 33
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for the design and methodological development of the na-
tional Longitudinal Survey of Australian Children (LSAC) 
and has been heavily involved in the development of the 
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 
(HILDA) survey and the Australian Temperament Project, a 
longitudinal survey of Victorian children that has been run-
ning since 1983.

The Institute has made a substantial contribution over the 
last three decades to identifying and understanding chang-
es in families and how they interact with the market and 
social institutions. The Institute will continue to play this 
role during the life of this plan.

The Institute will continue to monitor international de-
velopments in family research and policy and to consider 
their relevance to Australia. It is important that internation-
al research findings and policy solutions continue to be 
analysed and reviewed critically in order to identify appli-
cable lessons for Australia. The Institute also helps support 
research undertaken in other countries.

Theme 1: Economic wellbeing of 
families
This theme provides a focus on the economic wellbeing of 
families. The major focus will be monitoring the impact of 
the global recession on families.

1.1 The impact of the global recession on families
The Institute will conduct research that seeks to 
understand the factors that contribute to family mem-
bers (particularly parents) finding employment and 
influence the risk that families become long-term de-
pendent on government benefits. It will be particularly 
important to understand how different types of families 
are affected and how they fare once the economy begins 
to recover. Preventing social exclusion will also be impor-
tant and the Institute’s research will have a focus on this 
issue. Economic impacts that will be considered include: 
reducing working hours, underemployment and unem-
ployment, diminishing asset values, decreasing income, 
financial stress and hardship, and increasing indebtedness. 
It will be important to understand how the growth of part-
time employment, casual employment, agency work and 
self-employment will influence how the global recession 
impacts upon families.

There will also be research into the behavioural impacts 
of the recession, including to groups beyond those who 
become unemployed or underemployed. These impacts 
can arise from the economic repercussions themselves 
and from increased uncertainty and fear about the future. 
Examples of the types of impacts on which research will 
be conducted include:

  elevated joblessness among young people that 
influences their decision to enter and/or remain in 
education, and delays in leaving home;

  delayed formation of committed relationships and 
reduced rates of fertility;

  increased levels of conflict and stress in family 
relationships;

  decreased demand for child care or use of cheaper, 
potentially lower quality unregulated child care; and

  deferral of retirement, or premature retirement in 
response to job loss.

The evidence from previous economic downturns in-
dicates that those who are most vulnerable prior to the 
recession are likely to be the most affected in the long-
term. A particular focus will therefore be on those at risk of 
experiencing long-term joblessness. In addition to the eco-
nomic impacts, involuntary unemployment typically has 
negative social, physical health and psychological impacts, 
which can flow on to other family members, including chil-
dren. There is evidence that for those who are unemployed 
for extended periods, these negative impacts are much 
greater than for those who find new employment relatively 
quickly. Research will be undertaken into the social and 
health effects of joblessness—particularly long-term job-
lessness—on families, the nature of policies that are likely 
to be effective in mitigating these impacts, and how poli-
cies might change as the economy recovers.

1.2 Jobless families with children
Australia has a relatively high rate of families with children 
in which no adult is employed, compared with other OECD 
countries. Moreover, the number of jobless households in 
Australia has fallen relatively slowly over the last decade, de-
spite the strength of the economy over this period. As the 
effects of the global recession take hold of the Australian 
economy, the rate of jobless families with children is ex-
pected to rise. Given that it takes some time for people who 
lose their job at the beginning of an economic downturn 
to regain employment, we would expect more children to 
be growing up in these circumstances. Research will be 
undertaken into how the increases in unemployment, and 
particularly long-term unemployment, associated with the 
global recession are affecting different types of families (e.g., 
single-parent families, couple families, parents with low lev-
els of human capital, families with young children), and the 
extent to which the crisis increases the number of jobless 
families in which there are children. The work will focus on 
identifying the types of policies that seem most likely to be 
effective in containing or reducing the number of such job-
less families during the economic recovery.

1.3 Retirement incomes
The ageing of the Australian population will mean that the 
costs of the public pension system as measured by propor-
tion of GDP will increase in coming decades. The 2009–10 
Budget announced several changes that are designed to 
contain these increases. These include progressively increas-
ing the qualifying age for the Age Pension to 67 years and 
increasing the rate at which the pension is withdrawn, from 
40 cents for each dollar of additional income to 50 cents.
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and family responsibilities. Key questions are: Who has ac-
cess to different work practices? How are they used? and 
How effective are they in helping families balance work 
and caring responsibilities?

2.2 Labour force participation and caring for children
The paid employment arrangements of mothers are of 
particular interest, especially for mothers with very young 
children. A more comprehensive Paid Parental Leave 
Scheme for new parents will be introduced in January 
2011. Understanding the effects of this on return-to-work 
decisions, the division of paid and unpaid work (including 
parenting) between mothers and fathers, and the use of 
other services (including child care) will be a focus of the 
Institute’s research.

The incentives that the new government-funded Paid 
Parental Leave Scheme has on employer behaviour will be 
another area of policy interest. The availability of parental 
leave also has implications beyond those of labour force par-
ticipation, with links to breastfeeding and maternal and child 
wellbeing. Such relationships, along with parental leave in 
general, will continue to be examined by the Institute.

A particular issue that the Institute will examine concerns 
the extent to which workplace conditions, such as inflex-
ible working schedules, create barriers for the shared 
non-financial care of children within both separated and 
intact families.

More broadly, we consider the extent to which paid work 
arrangements affect family life and family wellbeing. 
Because of work, many people feel stressed, rushed and dis-
satisfied with the amount of time they have for their family. 
The Institute considers it important, then, to continue to 
investigate the ways in which family members manage 
their time, especially with regard to paid employment and 
the division of paid and unpaid work within families.

Australia has relatively low rates of employment of lone 
mothers. This trend contributes to the high rates of job-
lessness in Australian families with dependent children 
relative to OECD standards. The Institute plans to under-
take research into the reasons for these low employment 
rates, with possible explanations including the tax-benefit 
system and the impact it has on work incentives, child 
support policies, community expectations, the industrial 
relations system, and lone mothers’ educational levels and 
work preferences.

2.3 Labour force participation of those with caring 
responsibilities

People with caring responsibilities for a person with a phys-
ical or mental disability or long-term health problem, or the 
frail old-aged represent another important group on which 
the Institute will focus its research. Structural ageing of the 
Australian population means that more people will experi-
ence these caring responsibilities in coming decades.

In this context, Australians’ retirement incomes are 
becoming more dependent upon the value of their superan-
nuation. Understanding how family factors (such as taking 
time out of the labour market to provide care) affect the 
accumulation of superannuation is a topic of increasing 
importance, given the structural ageing of the population. 
While superannuation is a long-run issue, recent significant 
falls in equity markets have reduced the value of superannu-
ation considerably for some older Australians. This may also 
have an impact upon the workforce participation decisions 
of those approaching retirement and potentially of those 
who have just retired who may then seek to re-enter the 
workforce, as well as the ability of older Australians to pro-
vide intra-family financial support. These issues will be an 
area of active research during the life of this research plan.

1.4 Provision of government support to families:  
Cash versus in-kind transfers

Australia provides very significant levels of support to 
families, and the level of support has increased dramatical-
ly since the early 1980s. In general, governments provide 
social assistance in one of three ways—cash transfers, in-
kind transfers or tax relief—but there are differences in the 
extent to which each type of assistance is provided across 
OECD countries. Australia has one of the highest propor-
tions of social assistance to families provided in the form of 
cash payments and one of the lowest proportions provided 
in the form of in-kind transfers or tax relief, compared to 
other OECD countries.

Research will be undertaken into the implications of 
Australia’s reliance on cash payments for families and the 
nature of the benefits and disadvantages of providing social 
assistance to families as cash compared to the direct provi-
sion of services. The Institute is also intending to undertake 
cross-national comparisons of tax-benefit systems in order 
to better understand the effects of the Australian system on 
work incentives and living standards.

Theme 2: Families and work
Understanding the patterns of paid employment and unem-
ployment, as well as unpaid family or other work, and how 
such work interacts with family life and family members’ 
wellbeing is of ongoing importance. The Institute will build 
upon its research in this area by exploring work and family 
issues for families with dependent children and those with 
other caring responsibilities, including the impact of paid 
parental leave on workforce participation, the influence of 
paid employment on family life, and the determinants of 
the labour force status of those with caring responsibilities.

2.1 Employment conditions and standards
The new National Employment Standards will come into 
effect in 2010. Research in this area will focus on how 
workplace arrangements are affecting the ability of em-
ployees with caring responsibilities to balance their work 
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3.1 Geographic disadvantage
The Institute will seek to monitor the impact of the global 
recession on locational disadvantage and identify which 
areas are most affected. The implications for families living 
in these geographic areas will be researched, including the 
impacts on children’s wellbeing and the policies that will 
be most effective in minimising them.

Work undertaken by the Institute as part of the previous 
research plan—using the first wave of data from LSAC and 
the evaluation of the Communities for Children (CfC) pro-
gram (undertaken by the Institute in partnership with the 
Social Policy Research Centre)—has found that neighbour-
hood disadvantage influences the outcomes of children 
as young as four years of age. The impacts on children of 
living in a socio-economically disadvantaged neighbour-
hood will continue to be a focus. With four waves of data 
from LSAC becoming available during the period covered 
by this research plan, it will be possible to look at the ef-
fects of neighbourhood disadvantage for children up to the 
age of eleven. The interaction between how families parent 
their children and the neighbourhood environment will be 
considered. The implications of the continuing growth of 
major cities in Australia for the patterns of spatial inequality 
and social exclusion will be important, as will their impli-
cations for the development of efficient and well-focused 
community services.

This research will assist in identifying policies and models 
of service delivery that can be effective in reducing the ex-
tent of geographically concentrated disadvantage.

3.2 Children at risk of long-term disadvantage
Some children are more vulnerable to social exclusion due 
to their own characteristics or experiences, their families, 
the communities in which they live, or a combination of 
all three. The Institute will continue to investigate the cir-
cumstances that make some children more vulnerable to 
disadvantage and exclusion. Data from a variety of sources, 
including LSAC, will be used to explore these issues.

3.3 Climate change and drought
The impact of climate change has the capacity to widen 
social inequalities in Australia, as some areas may be dis-
proportionately affected. The Institute’s Rural and Regional 
Families study has been examining the impact of drought 
and social and economic change on 8,000 families in rural 
and regional areas. This study will continue to be used to 
further our understanding of how drought and climate 
change affects the wellbeing of families in regional and 
rural Australia.

The “tyranny of distance” presents a challenge for many 
families living in rural and remote areas of Australia. The 
Institute’s Australian Family Relationships Clearinghouse 
(AFRC) has examined how services can be delivered 
more effectively in rural areas through improved models 
of service delivery. Further work focusing on the location 

Older workers may also have distinctive needs within the 
workplace, and may face different difficulties in meeting 
their responsibilities to paid employment and to family (in-
cluding caring for a spouse or grandchildren). The Institute 
will explore the workplace experiences of older workers, 
looking at, for example, experiences of age discrimination 
and what factors enter into retirement decisions. Ways in 
which workplace arrangements can be structured in order 
to allow older workers to continue to be employed will be 
explored. This is an area of particular interest given that 
the employment rate of these older workers has increased 
significantly over recent years, although the experience of 
the past suggests that older workers are disproportionately 
affected by recessions.

2.4 Labour supply responses to the financial returns 
from paid employment

An important issue for many families is the financial incen-
tives to be in paid employment. While research has been 
conducted by others into documenting the incentives 
to be in paid employment generated by the income sup-
port and tax systems, much less is being undertaken on 
how families respond to these incentives (e.g., parents’ 
understanding of effective marginal tax rates and how the 
financial incentives affect their decisions). This is an area 
in which the Institute will continue to undertake research.

A key issue for parents in the labour market is hav-
ing access to appropriate forms of child care that 
enable their employment, while also providing a positive 
environment for their children. The Institute will continue 
conducting research on child care and its links with paren-
tal employment. A particular focus will be on how families 
with school-aged children manage out-of-school-hours care 
needs and the impact this has on parental employment 
circumstances.

Theme 3: Social inclusion
Governments around Australia have been establishing 
social inclusion agendas to prioritise the needs of the dis-
advantaged. A social inclusion agenda recognises that while 
poverty is a critical factor, it is not the only cause of exclu-
sion, and many groups are vulnerable to multiple forms of 
disadvantage. Social inclusion also recognises that it is im-
portant to identify the processes by which people become 
socially excluded. Given the multifaceted nature of social 
exclusion, social inclusion policy approaches underscore 
the importance of having “joined-up” services that respond 
to individuals’ needs and the interlocking nature of the 
problems they face.

While much of the research described under other themes 
is relevant to social inclusion, research that focuses explic-
itly on social exclusion will be undertaken as part of this 
theme.
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increased prominence. In April 2009, Protecting Children is 
Everyone’s Business: National Framework for Protecting 
Australia’s Children 2009–2020 and Time for Action: The 
National Council’s Plan for Australia to Reduce Violence 
Against Women and Their Children 2009–2021, were 
released.

Key themes in these plans include the need for:

  greater emphasis on prevention and early intervention 
services and how these can integrate with tertiary 
intervention services;

  system reform, coordination between sectors and 
workforce development;

  holistic approaches, embedded within broader social 
policy contexts (e.g., social inclusion, a public health 
approach);

  a direct focus on addressing violence and child 
protection issues in Indigenous communities and the 
underlying structural contributors; and

  establishing innovative, promising new ways of 
addressing the problems.

4.1 Abuse and neglect
Growing awareness of the problem of child abuse and 
neglect in the community, along with the introduction of 
mandatory reporting and other systems issues, have led to 
a substantial increase in the number of reports to statutory 
authorities about suspected harm to children. Around 80% 
of cases referred to child protection services are assessed 
as not requiring a statutory response; yet these families 
would benefit from services and supports to prevent their 
children from experiencing child abuse and neglect.

The Institute will continue to collate, synthesise and evalu-
ate the existing evidence base regarding child abuse and 
neglect, and its prevalence, causes and consequences. It 
will also undertake new research and “translate” research 
information for policy-makers and practitioners in areas 
such as:

  examining the prevalence of childhood abuse and 
neglect in a representative sample of young adults;

  analysing approaches to child protection and providing 
evidence-based information and advice to inform child 
welfare policy and practice in Australia;

  understanding the needs of complex families 
(including those experiencing family violence, mental 
illness, and drug/alcohol issues);

  equipping adult treatment service providers with 
information about parenting, child safety and  
wellbeing; and

  working with the sector to develop a national research 
agenda for child abuse prevention, child protection 
and out-of-home care to ensure there is an adequate 
evidence base to inform policy and practice decisions.

and access to services of disadvantaged groups, such as 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families or carers of 
people with a physical or mental disability, will enable im-
proved policies and services to be provided to families in 
rural Australia.

3.4 Disadvantage among Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children and their families

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples continue 
to be among the most disadvantaged groups in Australia. 
Recently, there has been an explicit policy focus on ad-
dressing the gap in life expectancy and other life chances 
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and 
their families and the rest of the Australian population. The 
Institute will continue to undertake research on the par-
ticular issues that Indigenous families face, and the policies 
that have the best chance of meeting their needs.

Particular attention will be paid to parenting and the role 
that families play in educational participation and out-
comes for Indigenous children. Research will also seek to 
understand the extent to which the differing outcomes for 
Indigenous children are a result of socio-economic disad-
vantage, geographic remoteness and the extent to which 
they are due to Indigenous-specific factors. There will also 
be a focus on what factors are associated with children 
doing well.

Examining the role that social and geographic communi-
ties play in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children’s 
development may also be important in developing better 
policies that address the gap between the life chances of 
Indigenous children and other Australian children.

Three waves of data from the Longitudinal Study of 
Indigenous Children (being undertaken by the Department 
of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 
Affairs) will be available during the period covered by this 
plan. This will provide the first large-scale longitudinal data 
on Indigenous children and their families and will be used 
by the Institute. Data from LSAC will provide comparative 
data for non-Indigenous children (and a smaller sample of 
Indigenous children), thus allowing comparisons between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous children.

3.5 Socially inclusive service provision and design
Given the multifaceted nature of social exclusion, a par-
ticular challenge is to design and enhance existing service 
provision to deliver integrated or joined-up services that 
address the needs of the most disadvantaged. The Institute 
will undertake research that enhances our understanding 
of how to provide and design socially inclusive services to 
families.

Theme 4: Violence, abuse and neglect
Recently, issues of child abuse and neglect, family violence, 
community violence and sexual assault have received 
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wellbeing, interpersonal relationships and families and 
workplace productivity.

This research will principally be undertaken through the 
Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault (ACSSA).

Theme 5: Family transitions and 
family law
Families are continually changing and evolving. For exam-
ple, rates of cohabitation have increased dramatically in 
recent decades and the number of children living in sin-
gle-parent families has grown. In addition, developments 
in family law have affected policies and practices in rela-
tion to family relationships and parenting arrangements. 
While there is a growing body of evidence on these and 
other trends and their implications for family wellbeing 
and policy, there is a need to continue to monitor how 
families are changing and the associated implications of 
such trends.

Work within this area will focus on: (a) family life transitions 
and associated challenges, (b) ageing and intergenerational 
relationships, (c) supporting relationship wellbeing, and  
(d) family law.

5.1 Family life transitions and associated challenges
The Institute will continue its role of monitoring trends in 
family life transitions—such as couple formation pathways, 
relationship stability, separation and divorce rates—and ex-
amining the way in which these transitions are negotiated, 
the wellbeing of family members and related community 
values.

Challenges confronted by step- (and blended) families, 
including those that cross household boundaries and “non-
residential” step-families, need greater research attention. 
Such families are more vulnerable to breakdown than first 
families, yet little is known about different patterns of step-
family dynamics in Australia, their causes and origins and 
their consequences for family members’ wellbeing. The 
Institute will conduct a comprehensive review of research 
into step-families, with a view to undertaking further work 
in this area.

The Institute will also examine the meaning of non-marital 
cohabitation for those concerned, the way in which these 
relationships unfold, and associated implications for family 
members, including any children of these relationships.

5.2 Ageing and intergenerational relationships
The ageing of the population will have fundamental 
impacts on virtually all aspects of family life. The work de-
scribed in several sections of the other themes relates to 
ageing, but it will be important to gain a more holistic un-
derstanding of the impacts of ageing on family life.

The Institute will continue to examine intergenerational 
relationships, including retirement issues, transfers of 

Families can also experience the long-term repercussions 
of childhood sexual abuse, highlighting the importance 
from a family perspective of understanding and improv-
ing the ways in which the needs of adult survivors of child 
sexual abuse are addressed.

This research will principally be undertaken through 
the Institute’s National Child Protection Clearinghouse 
(NCPC).

4.2 Family violence and separated families
Children are affected by violence directed towards other 
family members, and research has found that witnessing 
family violence increases their risk of directly experienc-
ing abuse. There are significant concerns about how to 
minimise the risk of violence directed by one parent to 
the other or to children post-separation. The Institute will 
focus on the interface between family law, family violence 
and models of appropriate service provision. The Institute 
will also undertake research on how the family law and 
child protection systems interact and ways in which this 
can be improved to reduce the risks of children experienc-
ing violence.

4.3 Sexual assault
Many Australian women are sexually assaulted, and the 
evidence reveals that in the majority of cases the victim 
knows her attacker. While less common, sexual assault of 
men is also an important issue. Sexual assault also has con-
sequences for the families of victim/survivors. The way in 
which families respond to a member who has been assault-
ed can have a major effect on the impact of the assault and 
the extent to which the victim/survivor recovers.

Research will be undertaken into the nature of policies 
and interventions that can help to prevent violence from 
occurring and that are most effective in reducing the inci-
dence and prevalence of violence, including sexual assault. 
Examples include programs that aim to raise community 
awareness, change attitudes that condone or excuse sexual 
violence, and promote respectful relationships (particularly 
among young people).

Research-based information is needed to support efforts 
to build the capacity of front-line service providers (e.g., 
crisis centres, mental health and other health professionals, 
community workers, youth workers). Work is also needed 
on the integrated service models that best meet personal 
and therapeutic needs.

Another area of research will relate to the legal respons-
es to sexual assault and the extent to which they can be 
modified to better take into account the needs of particu-
lar groups such as older victims, those in residential care, 
those who have a physical or mental disability, and survi-
vors of child sexual abuse.

Finally, the Institute will undertake research that seeks to 
better understand the effects of sexual assault on mental 
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  the impact of developments in the family law system as 
they continue to unfold, particularly issues concerning: 
(a) the restructuring of the system of federal courts 
exercising jurisdiction in the family law area; (b) 
links between the courts and relationship services, 
including Family Relationship Centres; and (c) the 
resolution of parenting disputes outside of the court 
system, and factors influencing the negotiation of these 
arrangements.

These priorities build on the Institute’s existing family law 
research program. This program comprises a range of sig-
nificant projects, the largest of which is the evaluation of 
the family law reform package and associated longitudinal 
research. The Institute will be reporting on its evaluation of 
the family law reform package in late 2009.

5.5 Child support
The Australian child support scheme has recently been 
significantly changed. The changes are aimed at having a 
scheme that better balances the interests of both parents 
and to be more focused on the needs and costs of chil-
dren. The changes involve the introduction of a new child 
support formula that more accurately reflects the costs 
of raising children, including the impact of the Family Tax 
Benefit payment, greater recognition of the costs of contact 
of non-resident parents, more equal treatment of children 
in first and second families, and improved enforcement of 
the scheme.

The Institute will undertake research into the impact of 
the new child support scheme, including the interactions 
between separated parents’ financial support of their chil-
dren and their non-financial involvement in their children’s 
lives, the financial living standards of resident and non-resi-
dent parents, and the extent to which compliance with the 
child support scheme changes.

Theme 6: Children, young people and 
their families
This theme focuses on the influence of families on children 
and young people. Projects within this theme will address:

  the conditions and circumstances that facilitate or 
impede effective parenting;

  the impact of intergenerational and financial 
disadvantage on children;

  family influences on children and young people’s 
educational choices;

  the early childhood care and education systems and 
their capacity to meet the needs of diverse families and 
children; and

  young people, risk-taking and positive development.

support between older parents and their adult children, 
and grandparent–grandchild relationships.

The level of involvement of grandparents in their grand-
children’s lives varies greatly, and our past research 
suggests that parental separation is often a catalyst for 
change in these relationships. Separated parents may facili-
tate, ignore or deny access to grandparents on one or both 
sides, while grandparents may offer stability and comfort 
to grandchildren during this difficult transition, or intensify 
problems by “taking sides”. The Institute is undertaking re-
search into such issues, with a view to suggesting ways in 
which to foster children’s access to child-focused, benefi-
cial grandparenting.

5.3 Supporting relationship wellbeing
The Institute will continue to undertake research into the 
factors that encourage healthy relationships, allow couples 
to effectively deal with conflict and to develop resilience 
in the face of adversity. Much of the Institute’s work in this 
area will be through the Australian Family Relationships 
Clearinghouse.

Strengthening family relationships is also a central objec-
tive of the 2006 family law reforms, entailing the creation 
of new relationship services and the expansion of others. 
The Institute is currently evaluating the extent to which 
these services are meeting this and other core policy 
objectives of the reforms. This multi-pronged project rep-
resents part of the Institute’s evaluation of the family law 
reforms.

5.4 Family law
The Institute’s work in this area is designed to monitor, as-
sess and inform policy and practice developments relating 
to family law. Areas of priority for new research include:

  the financial circumstances of separated families 
(including the way in which social and legal policy 
influences this);

  family violence, child abuse and family law, including 
the intersection between state-based legal systems, 
such as child protection and family violence programs, 
and the federal family law system;

  the dynamics of parenting arrangements and their 
immediate and longer term impacts on children;

  shared care arrangements after parental separation, 
their nature and implications for parents and children;

  the interactions between the changes to the child 
support scheme and the family law system that 
encourage shared parenting and the impacts of these 
changes on children;

  the treatment of children’s interests in the family law 
and child protection systems, particularly the model of 
child representation applied in the respective systems; 
and
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children from disadvantaged families and how those rates 
can be increased. Research will also be undertaken into 
how improvements in early childhood infrastructure (such 
as the joining up of child care and preschool education 
services) affect children’s development and wellbeing. The 
Institute will use data from LSAC as well as other surveys 
to explore these issues.

6.4 Young people, risk-taking and positive 
development

Adolescence and early adulthood can be a period of 
considerable risk-taking among young people. For ex-
ample, antisocial behaviour reaches a lifetime peak in 
adolescence, while rates of mental health problems, 
substance use and road crashes peak in early adulthood. 
The individual, family, peer and school factors that in-
crease or mitigate the risk of these health-compromising 
behaviours is a key issue that the Institute will address. 
In addition, the Institute will undertake research on the 
role of families in key life decisions of young people, 
such as their educational and career directions, interper-
sonal relationships, and involvement in communities and 
the broader society. Institute projects that will be able 
to address these issues include LSAC and the Australian 
Temperament Project.

Clearinghouses
The Institute strives to be recognised as a “centre for 
excellence” in the development and delivery of clearing-
houses. Our goal is to increase the accessibility of research 
information and to support people in making sense of the 
evidence base—“translating” and linking research findings 
into policy and practice.

The role of the clearinghouses is to provide valid, reliable, 
current, accessible, comprehensible and usable research 
and information. The clearinghouses support evidence-
informed decision-making in relation to specific areas of 
policy and professional practice for a range of government 
and non-government agencies by identifying, gathering, 
synthesising and publishing research and resources.

The Institute manages four clearinghouses and will be 
a partner in the operation of a fifth, each of which has a 
specific role in communicating information of relevance 
to its specific sector, and responding to the needs of gov-
ernments, key agencies involved in service delivery, and 
front-line workers. Our resources are also valuable tools in 
enhancing community understanding of the issues, and are 
drawn on by the media, researchers, students, peak bodies 
and individuals in the community, as well as our key target 
groups: policy-makers and practitioners.

  The Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual 
Assault (ACSSA) facilitates access to current 
information on sexual assault in order to assist in the 

6.1 Parenting
The early years of children’s lives are recognised as being 
crucial for their subsequent development and wellbeing. 
Many learning, health and adjustment problems in adoles-
cence and adulthood have their roots in children’s early 
experiences. Particularly important are children’s experi-
ences within their families, with the parenting they receive 
being one of the most powerful influences. The Institute 
will conduct research on the conditions and circumstances 
that assist or impede effective parenting. How parenting is 
learned is not well understood, although it is critical to pre-
paring parents for child rearing. The information sources 
and supports used by young parents, including teenage 
parents, and the effectiveness of differing resources will 
be a further area of research. While the early years are 
undoubtedly very important, children’s pathways can be 
changed by their later experiences and opportunities. As 
children move through middle childhood and adolescence, 
parenting approaches change. The Institute will undertake 
research into the challenges parents experience at these 
life stages and the efficacy of differing parenting approach-
es. Institute projects that will be able to shed light on these 
questions include LSAC and Family Pathways: The Study of 
Separated Families in Australia.

6.2 Intergenerational disadvantage
Particular family circumstances and conditions can place 
children and young people at risk of problematic out-
comes. The effects of parental job loss on children and 
families will be of increasing importance. Understanding 
the factors that assist families to cope with a loss of in-
come is critical to the provision of effective services and 
supports. Growing up in a disadvantaged household is as-
sociated with poorer outcomes for children over a range of 
areas of life. For instance, recent Institute research showed 
that children from disadvantaged households tended to 
be less ready for school than their more affluent counter-
parts. The factors that drive intergenerational transmission 
of disadvantage are less well understood, particularly in 
the Australian context. The Institute will conduct further 
research on these issues using data from LSAC and the 
Australian Temperament Project.

6.3 Early childhood care and education
There is a growing evidence base that the benefits of high-
quality child care and preschool education are greatest for 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds. The Institute 
will undertake research into how the early childhood care 
and education system affects children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and those at risk, and ways in which it can be 
modified to better meet their needs. Evidence from LSAC 
reveals that Australian children from the lowest socio-eco-
nomic status families have lower rates of use of the most 
beneficial types of child care than children from higher so-
cio-economic status families. Research will be undertaken 
into the reasons for the lower rates of use of child care by 
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“Telling stories”: Child abuse, neglect 
and adult sexual assault

Dr Leah Bromfield and 
Dr Antonia Quadara

Seminar held at the 
Institute on 1 May 2009
Report by Alister Lamont

The Institute’s first 
seminar of the year was 
presented by two of our 
leading researchers, Dr 
Leah Bromfield (Manager, 

National Child Protection Clearinghouse) and Dr Antonia 
Quadara (Coordinator, Australian Centre for the Study of 
Sexual Assault). Using a conversational format, the present-
ers discussed the shared experiences and needs of victims/
survivors of adult sexual assault and families who come 
into contact with child protection services.

In highlighting five particular areas they coined as “stories” 
for discussion, Dr Bromfield and Dr Quadara identified how 
adult sexual assault services and child protection services 
share clients (e.g., child victims, adult victims and adult sur-
vivors who are now parents) and that each group shares 
similar experiences relating to trauma and victimisation. 
The presenters also highlighted significant differences be-
tween both fields, particularly in relation to support needs 
and pathways into services.

The five stories discussed were: Symbolic economies of 
victimisation; Vulnerability to victimisation; Trauma; Who 
harms women and children?; and Systems responses. From 
these, Dr Bromfield and Dr Quadara highlighted several key 
similarities between the two fields, including factors relat-
ing to the “vulnerability of victimisation”, such as gender 
(girls/women experiencing sexual abuse at higher rates), 
domestic violence, mental health and substance abuse 
problems.

The key differences highlighted by the presenters included 
how child abuse and adult sexual abuse are depicted differ-
ently in the media. Depictions of child abuse tend to cast 
parents and the child protection system as being accounta-
ble for failing children, whereas adult assaults are depicted 
as being “random”, are often renamed as “scandals”, and the 
experiences of victims are rarely identified.

The most valuable area of discussion concerned the story 
of “Who harms women and children?”. Dr Bromfield dis-
cussed the fact that perpetrators of child abuse are usually 
parents, yet regardless of who is the main perpetrator, it 
is usually the mother who is involved in child protection 
services. Dr Quadara highlighted that therefore consider-
able overlap occurred in women’s experiences of domestic 
and/or sexual violence, as adult victims are often involved 
in child protection services as well. The key message was 
that adult victims of domestic and sexual violence can 

development of evidence-based strategies to respond 
to and ultimately reduce the incidence of adult sexual 
assault. The aim is to improve understanding of the 
effects of sexual assault and the impact into adulthood 
of child sexual abuse, as well as the response of 
services to the victim/survivors.

  The Australian Family Relationships 
Clearinghouse (AFRC) aims to facilitate easy access 
to research, good-practice examples, resources and 
relevant trends in families and relationships. The aim 
is to enhance family relationships across the lifespan 
by improving understanding of factors contributing 
to relationship wellbeing and by informing family 
relationship service provision in the areas of 
prevention, early intervention and post-separation.

  The Communities and Families Clearinghouse 
Australia (CAFCA) provides resources to assist 
those working in the field of early childhood and 
community development (including place-based early 
intervention and prevention, combating economic 
and social disadvantage, and building socially inclusive 
communities). Projects funded under the former 
Stronger Families and Communities Strategy have 
been a priority audience; however, the clearinghouse’s 
resources, particularly its collection of “promising 
practice profiles”, have wider application to 
communities throughout the country.

  The National Child Protection Clearinghouse 
(NCPC) conducts research and distributes information 
and other resources, including specialist advice 
on the latest developments in the field, in order to 
inform policy, practice and research into child abuse 
prevention. The aim is to improve understanding of 
child abuse and neglect and provide resources to those 
working to prevent child abuse, protect children and 
provide out-of-home care services.

  Finally, in partnership with the Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare (AIHW), the Institute will be 
establishing a national clearinghouse addressing 
Indigenous issues. This clearinghouse will focus on 
increasing understanding of the available information 
in relation to the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander individuals, families and 
communities. AIHW will host the clearinghouse on 
their website.

Concluding comment
While this research plan is ambitious, it contains ele-
ments of flexibility, for it is essential that the Institute is 
responsive to emerging issues relevant to the wellbeing 
and stability of Australian families. The Institute therefore 
welcomes feedback on the above research themes and sug-
gestions for further areas of research on emerging issues of 
concern to Australian families.

Research plan 2009–12 Institute seminars and events
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often be parents, yet services for adult victims are usually 
only adult-focused.

In identifying the similarities and differences between the 
two sectors, the presenters brought a greater insight and 
depth of understanding into how to better inform the serv-
ice system.

Home-to-school transitions for  
financially disadvantaged children

Diana Smart

Seminar held at the 
Institute on 2 July 2009
Report by Jenny Renda

In this seminar, Diana 
Smart, one of the Institute’s 
General Managers of 
Research, presented find-
ings from a recent study, 
commissioned by the 

Smith family, that used data from the Growing Up in 
Australia: Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) 
to examine how 4–5 year old children from financially dis-
advantaged families fare in relation to other children on 
cognitive and social/emotional aspects of school readiness 
and subsequent early primary school progress. Ms Smart 
revealed that, without considering other factors, there 
were clear links between financial disadvantage and poor 
school readiness, with the language area showing the most 
marked differences. However, she also noted the impor-
tance of acknowledging that the majority of children from 
financially disadvantaged families were found to be school-
ready, while 10–20% of those from families that were not 
financially disadvantaged were found not to be school-
ready, depending on the type of school readiness examined.

Ms Smart then discussed other factors that were associated 
with enhanced or reduced school readiness; for example, 
particular child and parental characteristics, family environ-
ment factors, child care/preschool experiences and local 
area characteristics. Once these aspects were included, 
family financial disadvantage was no longer a significant 
influence, with the exception of language skills. However, 
financially disadvantaged families were found to have a 
higher number of risk factors associated with low school 
readiness (such as a less educated or younger mother, 
being read to less than three days per week or not being 
in formal care or preschool education). Generally, risk and 
protective factors were similar for children from financially 
disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged families. Examination 
of early primary school progress revealed that children 
who were both from financially disadvantaged families and 
showed poor school readiness were at the greatest risk of 
poor outcomes.

Australian Institute of Family Studies 
Seminar Series and other events
The Institute Seminar Series features eminent speakers from the 
Institute and other organisations who focus on contemporary 
issues in national and international family research. The seminars 
provide a forum for discussion and debate on a diverse range of 
family-related issues relevant to policy-makers, practitioners and 
researchers. All seminars are free and open to the public.

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

Seminar Series presentations and other events are held in the 
seminar room at the Institute as well as at larger venues across 
the country.

Seminar and event material
If you can’t attend a Seminar Series or other event, the Institute 
provides open access to presentations and audio recordings via the 
Institute’s website: <www.aifs.gov.au/institute/seminars/seminars.
html>.

Forthcoming events
For details on forthcoming events, please refer to the Institute 
website: <www.aifs.gov.au/institute/seminars/seminars.html>, or 
subscribe to our email alert service, aifs-alert, at: <www.aifs.gov.
au/institute/lists/aifs-alert.html>.

For feedback, queries or to attend future events, please contact us  
by email at <aifs-seminars@aifs.gov.au> or phone the Institute on  
(03) 9214 7888 and speak with the External Relations team.

In concluding her presentation, Ms Smart highlighted the 
areas this research suggested could be targeted by policy 
or intervention to improve children’s school readiness. 
Given the similarity of risk factors for the financially disad-
vantaged and non-disadvantaged groups, interventions do 
not need to be tailored specifically to children from finan-
cially disadvantaged families. Rather, in addressing the risk 
factors associated with poor school readiness, the needs of 
these families are likely to be met. Strategies that address 
the needs of boys, build children’s capacity to persist and 
maintain their attention, encourage parenting that is con-
sistent and avoids harshness, encourage parents to read to 
their children, and enable participation in preschool educa-
tion, offer the most promising means of improving school 
readiness among children, from financially disadvantaged 
and non-disadvantaged backgrounds alike.
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Further information on LSAC: <www.aifs.gov.au/growingup>

The second wave of the qualitative study is currently in 
the field, with the Service Provision Project team conduct-
ing interviews both face-to-face and via the telephone. 
Interviews in this second wave of the study are being un-
dertaken with staff and managers from both services that 
participated in the first wave and services that have subse-
quently opened.

In both waves, the interviews explore service providers’ 
experiences of providing assistance to clients experiencing 
family relationship difficulties in the context of the chang-
es to the family law system.

Surveys of service provider staff

Online surveys of family relationship service provider staff 
have also been undertaken. The surveys explored similar 
themes to those of the qualitative study. The first of these 
surveys, conducted in early 2008, involved staff in services 
in operation as of 1 July 2006. This included staff in the first 
15 Family Relationship Centres and the Family Relationship 
Advice Line. More than 500 responses from across the sec-
tor were received. The second of these surveys, involving 
staff in all services funded as part of the FRSP, commenced 
in April 2009. Over 850 responses were received in the sec-
ond wave.

Survey of family relationship services’ clients

A survey of family relationship services’ clients took place 
during August 2009. This involved a sample of clients who 
attended these services from 2008 to March 2009. The sur-
vey was conducted online or via the telephone and asked 
clients about their experiences of attending the different 
family relationship services and the extent to which they 
believed these services were able to meet their needs.

In addition, de-identified administrative data for the fam-
ily relationship services program is also being analysed, to 
create a picture of service use across the sector since com-
mencement of the family law reforms.

The Australian Institute of Family Studies is undertak-
ing research about the changes to the family law system 
introduced by the Australian Government in July 2006. A 
key component of the evaluation is the Service Provision 
Project, which is exploring how the reforms are affecting 
the new and expanded family relationship services pro-
gram (FRSP), and the clients of these services.

The types of services included in the Service Provision 
Project are:

  specialised family violence services;

  men and family relationships services;

  family relationship counselling;

  family relationship education and skills training;

  family relationship centres;

  family dispute resolution;

  children’s contact services; and

  parenting orders programs.

The Service Provision Project comprises three main 
studies:

  qualitative interviews with service managers and staff;

  online surveys of family relationship services staff; and

  a survey of clients who have attended family 
relationship services.

This article provides a brief update about the progress of 
the three studies.

Qualitative studies

In late 2007, Institute researchers Kelly Hand and Lawrie 
Moloney visited family relationship service providers 
across Australia. Services taking part included the first 
15 Family Relationship Centres, the Family Relationship 
Advice Line and a number of different early intervention 
and post-separation services.

Evaluation of the family law reforms: The Service Provision Project

The longitudinal study of Australian children

Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal 
Study of Australian Children (LSAC)
2nd Research Conference

3–4 December 2009 
Rydges on Swanston, Melbourne

Conference enquiries to Ren Adams on  
(03) 9214 7888 or <lsac09@aifs.gov.au>

Institute activities
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Hard times

Australian Institute of Family Studies

The Institute is a statutory authority that originated in the Australian Family Law Act 1975. 
It was established by the Australian Government in February 1980.

The Institute promotes the identification and understanding of factors affecting marital  
and family stability in Australia by:

   researching and evaluating the social, legal and economic wellbeing of all 
Australian families;

   informing government and the policy-making process about Institute findings;

   communicating the results of Institute and other family research to organisations concerned 
with family wellbeing and to the wider general community; and

   promoting improved support for families, including measures that prevent family disruption 
and enhance marital and family stability.

The objectives of the Institute are essentially practical ones, concerned primarily  
with learning about real situations through research on Australian families.
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