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Families caring
Diverse care work of families in Australia

‘Family’ is synonymous with ‘caring’ interdependencies. The essence of much of the dependency is not only financial ties

and obligations, but also the interrelating roles of giving and receiving care: both physical, as well as emotional care and

support. Caring defines what it means to be part of a family: the responsibility–and the desire–to care for those to whom

we are biologically or emotionally connected.

So, ‘family’ embodies ‘caring’… or does it?

There are a number of challenges to this view. What does it mean if people are unable (or are unwilling) to care for 

family members due to their own personal ill health, multiple caring responsibilities or work commitments? Or what

does it mean when parents are deemed by the state to be unfit to care, and their neglectful or abusive behaviours have

resulted in their children being removed from their care?

In this special issue of Family Matters, the authors highlight the different ways in which families engage in ‘care work’,

and address a number of issues that affect the nature of care, the ability of family and parental substitutes to provide

this care, and the impact that it has on them. Caring is used widely to refer to a range of caregiving behaviours and 

relationships. The topics covered in these research and viewpoint articles can be summarised into three broad themes:

(a) care for people with a disability; (b) care for children; and (c) care in response to violence or neglect.
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Care for people with a disability

There are five articles in this edition that describe
aspects of care for a person with a disability, and the
impact on carers and their families. Two provide
data from large-scale, national surveys.

Edwards, Higgins and Zmijewski provide some 
early descriptive data from a new study looking at
the characteristics of people caring for a family
member with a disability and the social support 
networks of carers. Hales provides an overview of
the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ 2004 survey
data on patterns of informal care for people with 
a disability in Australia. Looking at a specific type 
of family care work, Murray analyses qualitative
data on mothers of children with an intellectual 
disability whose children are transitioning from
educational to supported adult vocational opportu-
nities. Drawing on his role as a parent-carer of a
young adult with a severe life-long disability, as well
as his time as Chair of the National Disability 
Advisory Council 1996-2005, Ian Spicer AM,
emphasises the importance of there being alterna-
tive care and support arrangements so that families
are able to choose to play this important caring role.
Finally, Joan Hughes provides the perspective of
Carers Australia, as the peak body for state/terri-
tory carer-support organisations, on the burden of
care. 

Care for children

In three different articles in this edition, the
authors consider some of the daily care work under-
taken by families: parents caring for young children
and the patterns of children’s time-use that parents
encounter as part of their care role; gender and
equity issues in balancing care responsibilities with
workforce participation; and community perspec-
tives on caring for children.

The principle task of caregiving in the majority of
families is care of children. But what types of activ-
ities does this involve? And what is the association
between the multiple tasks that parents have (e.g.,
those in paid employment) and the ability to pro-
vide quality care for young children? Baxter and
Hayes draw on a unique data setfrom the Growing
Up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Aus-
tralian Children that is being conducted by the
Australian Institute of Family Studies and analyse
time-use diary data to provide a detailed descrip-
tion of 4-year-olds’ typical daily activities, and how
these are associated with family type, the number
of siblings, parental employment, parental educa-
tion, and—importantly—children’s developmental

outcomes. In her viewpoint article, Professor Fiona
Stanley AC—2003 Australian of the Year—writes
about the importance, from a community perspec-
tive, of providing quality care for children and
investing in their health and wellbeing. Reflecting
key findings from “It’s About Time”, the Hon John
von Doussa QC, President of the Human Rights and
Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC), high-
lights the need to consider a gendered perspective.
Just as the benefits of family roles are not evenly
distributed (men benefit more from marriage than
women; see Dempsey, 2002; England, 2000); the
care responsibilities within families are not spread
evenly, and their impact is not necessarily the same
for men and women.

Care in response to violence or neglect

Finally, there are five articles that cover a range of
types of ‘care work’ in response to children and
adults who have been subjected to sexual assault,
violence or neglect.

Morrison looks at the impact for those caring for
victims of crime: parents coping with a child victim
of sexual abuse, and the ‘ripple effect’ on families 
of adult sexual assault. The role that families play 
in responding to, and caring for, people who have
been sexually victimised is important, and yet 
there is little recognition of the importance of 
this care work, or of its impact on families, as well
as victim/survivors. Two articles address the ways
in which we look after vulnerable children and
young people in out-of-home care: understanding
the identity issues and needs of foster carers (Riggs
et al.) and the responsibilities of the ‘state as 
parent’ for vulnerable children (by the Victorian
Child Safety Commissioner, Bernie Geary OAM).
Finally, two articles describe recent research proj-
ects in the Australian Capital Territory (Baldock)
and Western Australia (Horner et al.) looking at
issues faced by grandparents who take on parenting
tasks for their grandchildren, particularly because
of parental drug/alcohol issues and the risk of abuse
or neglect.

Overall issues

Across all of the data and perspectives covered in
this issue, a strong theme that emerges is that car-
ers need recognition and support – valuing parents,
understanding identity needs of foster parents; sup-
porting grandparents who are caring, and those
caring for a person with a disability. The range of
support required includes financial, respite, oppor-
tunities for skill development and emotional
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and their impact on carers. Such factors include:
whether the carer is cohabitating or legally married;
whether non-biological family relationships (e.g.,
step-parents, non-kinship carers, same-sex relation-
ships, adoptive relationships, etc.) affect the
willingness to undertake care tasks or affect the
impact on carers, care recipients and other families;
the impact of divorce, re-marriage and multiple rela-
tionships (e.g., having four parents to care for) and
the possibility of diffusion of responsibility (particu-
larly in relation to elder care).

It is also important to consider whether the issues
are different for particular cultural groups, such as
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, new
migrants (particularly refugee/asylum-seekers), or
other culturally and linguistically diverse groups.
Many of these issues are critical in Australian
Indigenous communities, where a greater propor-
tion of children are in the care of kin, such as
grandparents – yet these carers have multiple car-
ing roles, and face significant material disadvantage
(Higgins et al., 2005, 2007).

Meeting the challenge

Currently in Australia, we are beginning to look at
patterns of care at the broadest level. Governments
now recognise the need for there to be an adequate
population of working-age, employed people to pro-
vide the income and human resources to meet the
care needs of an ageing Australian population.
According to the Australian Government’s second
Intergenerational Report (IGR2; Australian Govern-
ment, 2007), the gap is predicted to widen over the
next 40 years. In the report, it highlights that a pre-
dicted increased expenditure on aged pensions and
aged care as a major contributor to the projected rise
in the proportion of Government spending relative to
GDP. This is due to the rapid increase in the number
of people over age 65, which is expected to rise to
25% of the total population in the next 40 years.

The corollary of this is that as a proportion of the
total population, the number of people in the tradi-
tional working age (and, for our purposes, the
principal age of carers) is expected to fall by 8%
over the same period (down to 60% of the popula-
tion). Although the IGR2 predicts an increase in
spending on aged care (particularly in the growing
group of people aged over 85), it does not address
the number of informal carers needed to supple-
ment or replace formal aged carer services – or the
cost of reduced labour-force participation and/or
the income support needs of these carers.

In order to be prepared to meet this challenge, there
is a need for a strong evidence-based approach to 

support. The authors raise other important issues
such as:

an ageing “care force” (grandparents, and other
foster or kinship carers);

caring beyond the nuclear family;

multiple care roles, and the ‘sandwich’ genera-
tion (including care needs of individuals
themselves, their partners, their parents, and
their children);

the interaction between informal care work and
paid employment (while work is an additional
time burden, it has also been shown to have pos-
itive impacts on carers – financially, as well as
the provision of social connections and opportu-
nities for external interactions; see Lewis, Kagan,
Heaton, & Cranshaw, 1999);

the personal impact of caring (both the emo-
tional burden of caring and the health impact);

the broader impact of care work on families; and

the appropriate response from a healthy and
‘caring’ community to these issues.

Providing informal care for family members can be
intrinsically rewarding, and often carers cite the
personal satisfaction as a motivation for caring –
and one of its key rewards, along with a belief 
about the quality of care they provide. However,
data from the ABS Survey of Disability, Ageing and
Carers, as well as the Australian Institute of Family
Studies’ collaborative research study with the 
Australian Government Department of Families,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs–the
2006 Families Caring for a Person with a Disability
Study–demonstrate a range of ways in which carers
experience difficulties in the areas of mental and
physical health, finance, workforce participation,
family wellbeing and social connections due to the
demands of their care work.

Horner et al. also provide a useful schema for
understanding the processes by which caring has its
impact on carers. Consistent with other models of
family stress (e.g., McCubbin & Patterson, 1983),
they describe the way that family stress due to car-
ing is influenced by both (a) the strengths and
resources that carers have available; and (b) per-
ceptions of the family situation and coping style.

Further examination

Although these articles present new data and high-
light existing issues and perspectives, there remain
some unanswered questions in relation to the effect
of particular factors on the nature or patterns of care,
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policy and practice. We need to understand what
kinds of care are being undertaken in Australia. Who
is undertaking this care? Who is available to assist
and support carers? What do they need assistance
with – and under what circumstances? What is the
impact on carers (in terms of psychological and
physical health, employment, relationships, income,
etc.)? What are the implications for government
policies, and delivery of support services for families
and individuals? The articles in this issue of Family
Matters provide a sound starting point for this task of
building an appropriate evidence base for policy and
service provision.

This special issue of Family Matters on ‘families 
caring’ is timely. Despite the large number of Aus-
tralians engaged in a variety of different formal and
informal care work, little is known about its exact

variety of ways in which family ‘care work’ happens
in Australia, and the ways that carers—and their
families—perceive their role and its impact.
Emphasising the extent and impact of care, and
how families structure themselves around the care
needs of individuals provides an important 
insight into the future needs of families and how
policies can continue to address these issues 
to improve the wellbeing for all families and indi-
viduals who are giving care, and those who are
needing care.
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nature, extent and impact. So far, it has remained
an under-researched area. The new data the
authors present here provide an important step for-
ward. The Institute was also keen to have a focus on
these issues, as they relate to all four of the themes
identified in our Research Plan 2006-2008: family
relationships; children, youth and patterns of care;
families and work; and finally, families and commu-
nity life. ‘Caring’ has relevance to these four themes
in terms of the needs of care-recipients, the impact
on carers, and their families.
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it will benefit society as a whole if paid and unpaid
work (i.e., care work) is shared more evenly across
the community, particularly between men and
women. This means incorporating men’s roles as
carers in policy and organisational practices, and
bringing about both structural and cultural change
in workplaces and the wider society in order to
facilitate this occurring.
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