
I t is often in the face of change that we
examine the obvious, the things we

take for granted. The introduction of the
Child Support Scheme in Australia chal-
lenged the common wisdom (which was
not, in fact, common practice at the time)
that parents give day-to-day financial sup-
port to children with whom they may not
live.

And so it may be with notions of
parental responsibility: everyone ‘knows’
what parents should do for their children,
yet rethinking language and terminology
highlights disparities in our understanding.

Imminent changes to family law, set out
in the Family Law Reform Act No.1
(Children), will alter the way the law talks
about parental responsibilities for their
children after separation. The language of
law shifts from using the words ‘custody’
and ‘access’, with their connotations of
parental rights, to the words ‘residence’
and ‘contact’, which carry less baggage
from common law notions of ownership
and control.

Proposed changes are driven by the
desire to place at the heart of the law the
child’s right to continuing care and nur-
ture, to safety and reasonable peace pro-
vided by parents. The converse of this aim
is to de-emphasise parental rights except
in the service of the child’s wellbeing.

The Attorney General’s Department
has commissioned the Australian Institute
of Family Studies to evaluate the impact
of the reforms to the Family law Act on
our understanding of parental responsi-
bilities. To understand how Australians
view the responsibilities of parents, the
Institute is carrying out a random survey
of Australian households. The survey will

include parents who have divorced under
the current law and exercise their parental
responsibilities under various conditions.
We know little about what Australians
think parents should do for their children;
increasing our understanding will give us
a yardstick to measure the appropriatness
of the Family Law Act 1975 in current 
circumstances.

The central purpose is to ask a spec-
trum of people what they think parents are
responsible for under different conditions
of residence and contact. For example,
they will be asked to consider the respon-
sibilities of biological parents who live
with their children and also those who live
apart from their children.

When we put together this picture we
will have a profile of how Australians
expect parents to care for and nurture
their children. This might be seen as a
benchmark in Australian expectations and
attitudes.

From this benchmark picture of
parental responsibility, it is intended to
repeat the survey to evaluate the impact
of changes to the Family Law Act on our
understanding of parental responsibili-
ties. To assess changes the survey will be
repeated about two and five years after the
Family Law Act reforms have been in
operation.

Whatever the repeated surveys show
by way of change, the initial survey will
provide a snapshot of our current under-
standing which will be a useful baseline
for policy makers in a range of child and
family services.

– Kate Funder
AIFS Principal Research Fellow

Urie Bronfenbrenner called ‘unreasonable’ –
commitment to securing the wellbeing of the
children in one’s care;  every child needs at
least one person in her or his environment
who is so committed.  In turn, there need
also to be persons and systems in the
parental environment to support parents in
the discharge of their roles.

Thus defined, being a parent does not
involve performing all the functions of par-
enting oneself;  the fulfilling of these func-
tions can be socially distributed and
parenting can be shared.  Where such dis-
tributed parenting is necessitated as a conse-
quence of economic conditions and social
policy then it also becomes a responsibility
for social policy to ensure that there are
structures in place to support parents in their
commitment to securing the wellbeing of
their children.

What implications does such a perspec-
tive on parenting and its sharing, have in the
context of current reviews of child care in
Australia? One is that child care cannot be
simply a child minding or baby-sitting ser-
vice, one that does no more than ‘look after’
children while the parents are absent.
Construed as distributed parenting, good
child care performs some of the functions of
parents themselves, in particular, the creation
of environments of the kind that facilitate the
emergence of the bonds of trust between
child and carer that become, in turn, the
foundation for the development of children’s
physical, social, emotional and intellectual
competence and wellbeing.

Another implication of the construction of
child care as distributed parenting is that care
providers must work with parents to create
partnerships to ensure, together, the creation
of a genuinely family-centred service.  Child
care is there neither to substitute for parents
nor to tell parents how to rear their children.
Child care must become a service the primary
objective of which is to support parents in
their role of securing the wellbeing of their
children; it is providers who have to meet the
needs of parents and children, not the reverse. 

To secure a quality child care service for
Australia, to ensure the emergence of a ser-
vice fit for its purpose of sharing in the parent-
ing of the nation’s children will require it,
among other things, to be fully staffed by pro-
fessional personnel trained and experienced
in early years care and education.  To secure
continuity and stability in retaining such 
personnel will require their conditions of
employment and remuneration to be
improved well beyond those that presently
exist in major parts of the sector.  We need
also to ensure that group sizes and staff–child
ratios are appropriate to the ages of the chil-
dren involved.  The research evidence indi-
cates staff training and continuity, group sizes
and staff–child ratios to be among the most
important factors in the creation of a quality
child care service.  

These are some of the issues that should
feature in current debates and reviews about
the future of Australia’s child care service.  A
service of the calibre envisaged here will not
come cheap but, ultimately, it is the only
kind of service we can afford. 
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