
dren living with them2 (down from 54
per cent to 46 per cent);

• seven per cent fewer young women
were living with a partner (down from
76 per cent to 69 per cent);

• five per cent more young women were
living in non-family circumstances –
that is, they were not living with a part-
ner nor with dependent children (up
from 16 per cent to 21 per cent).

These are quite significant changes in the
lives of women aged 25–34 within a
decade. This age range represents the
major childbearing years for women. In the
period from the mid-1980s to the mid-
1990s, more than six in ten of the births that
occurred were to women aged 25–34. But
between the mid-1980s and the mid-1990s,
the annual birthrate for women aged 25–29
years declined from almost 15 per cent to
almost 13 per cent of women giving birth
during the year. 

During the same period, the birthrates
of women aged under 25 have also
declined. In 1985, almost 10 per cent of
young women aged 20–24 years gave birth
during that year. By 1995, the annual fig-
ure had declined to 7 per cent. This, too,

support continued to be paid to women
and decisions were still based on legal
advocacy and judicial discretion.

In Australia, the 1975 Family Law Act
had allowed wide judicial discretion in
dividing property to ensure that the divi-
sion was ‘just’ and ‘equitable’, but had not
assumed a 50/50 division. Spousal support
was viewed as temporary, ‘rehabilitative’,
and a ‘bridge between marriage and the
labour force’ (Funder, Harrison and Weston
1993, p.26).

In Canada, divorced women were
expected to be self-supporting after 1985,
even if they had young children, although
the new law still contained some judicial
discretion with respect to spousal support,
especially for older women unable to find
work and long-term homemakers with few
job skills (Diduck 1990). Nevertheless, by
the 1990s, only 16 per cent of women
asked for spousal support and only 6 per
cent received it (Richardson 1996).
Furthermore, by the end of the 1980s most
Canadian provinces had amended their leg-
islation to presume that property would be
divided 50/50 unless it was proven that this
would lead to inequity.

Child Custody

Historically, Canadian fathers were granted
legal custody of the children during and

after marriage. In practice, however, moth-
ers often cared for their children following
desertion or annulment of the marriage. In
1917, British Columbia became the first
province to recognise legally a mother’s
right to custody; Quebec, in 1964, was the
last province to do so (Dawson 1990, p.64;
Dranoff 1977, p.36). 

By the 1940s, however, the practice of
awarding legal custody to fathers had
reversed to a presumption of maternal
custody based on prevailing ideas about
maternal bonding and the ‘tender years
doctrine’. As in Australia, Canadian moth-
ers lost custody only if they were found to
be ‘unfit’ mothers (that being, if they aban-
doned the children, engaged in ‘immoral’
behaviour, were alcoholics or were
deemed to be mentally ill). 

By the 1970s, laws and judicial practices
in many countries including Canada and
Australia had moved away from the idea
that children could be the property of
either parent, and began to base their
decisions on ‘the best interests of the child’.
The 1985 Canadian reform clearly stated
that either parent or both parents could be
granted custody or legal decision-making
concerning the child, and that this decision
should be based on the ‘best interests of
the child’ rather than parental rights.

Despite these legal changes, most

Australian and Canadian parents decide that
the children should live with their mother
after divorce. When the Canadian courts
become involved in custody decisions, 74
per cent of children are awarded to their
mothers, 12 per cent to fathers and 14 per
cent to both parents (Statistics Canada 1995,
p.25). Joint custody was unavailable as a
parenting option prior to the introduction of
the 1985 Canadian divorce law. 

The percentage of fathers receiving sole
custody, however, has remained stable
over the years. Canadian fathers typically
do not ask for custody (Drakich 1988;
Richardson 1996). Some feel they cannot
handle it with a full-time job, and a small
percentage believe that the courts will not
give it to them. Fathers also typically
believe that their children will be better off
with their mother or do not want to deprive
her of custody. Furthermore, fathers tend
not to have developed a close relationship
with their children because their wives
have usually been mediators between
them and the children (Dulac 1995).

In Australia, the Family Law Act was
amended in 1995 to change the language
of parenting after divorce, removing
notions of ownership, such as ‘custody’ and
‘guardianship’, and replacing them with
‘parental responsibilities’ (Funder 1996).
Divorcing parents are now expected to
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ten-year period from the mid-1980s to the
mid-1990s, among women aged 25–34
years:

• ten per cent fewer young women had
dependent children living with them
(down from just under 70 per cent to
just over 59 per cent);

• the impact of this general trend on
those in the labour force has been that
8 per cent fewer young women in the
paid workforce had dependent chil-

Y O U N G  W O M E N  
D E L A Y I N G  F A M I L I E S

Much of the commentary on women
and children in the 1980s and 1990s
has been about the increasing labour
force participation of women with 
children. A counter trend, as swift
and dramatic, has been masked by

this focus, but is likely to have some
impact upon the environment in
which family-friendly workplace 

policy is framed. 

CHRISTINE KILMARTIN 
discusses a silent revolution among

young women.

I n the mid-1980s1, 46 per cent of all
women aged 25–34 years who had
the care of dependent children were in

the labour force. By the mid-1990s, this had
increased to 54 per cent. This is, by now,
a well-recognised trend.

What is not so well-recognised, how-
ever, is that over that period, of all 25–34
year old women in the labour force, the
percentage who had the care of dependent
children had dropped in an almost iden-
tical way – from 54 per cent in the mid-
1980s to 46 per cent in the mid-1990s.
How can this be so?

It is because two trends have been
working in parallel. The first is the trend
for more of those women who have chil-
dren to stay in, or return to, the workforce
after the birth of a child or during the
early child-raising years. The second trend
has been occurring with somewhat less
fanfare, perhaps because it has not
attracted the need for specific services. As
Table 1 shows, it is a trend towards non-
family living among young women, and is
driven largely by declines among young
women who have the care of dependent
children and to a lesser extent by declines
among young women living with a partner.

Table 1 shows that at the end of the 



make a parenting plan for their child(ren)
with the assistance of counselling, concilia-
tion and mediation. Both parents retain
parenting responsibilities (formerly ‘joint
custody’ and ‘guardianship’ of the child).
Only time will tell whether changing the
wording of the law will have any impact on
patterns of residence and daily care. In
both Australia and Canada, mothers tend to
remain the ‘residential’ parent and the main
daily care provider after divorce.

Child Support

Canadian law has always expected fathers
to support their children, but enforcement
procedures tended to be lax and were
often left to the custodial parent (usually
the mother). 

The 1985 Canadian divorce law used
gender-neutral language and made it clear
for the first time that mothers were
expected to support their children finan-
cially. But unlike the Australian Child Sup-
port Scheme (introduced in 1988),
Canadian awards continued to be set by
judges in court. Consequently, child sup-
port decisions varied considerably with
legal advocacy and judicial discretion and
could not be said to be based on the cost
of childrearing, the non-custodial parent’s
income, or equitable sharing between 

partners (Galarneau 1992). By the 1990s,
awards tended to comprise only 7 per
cent of the payer’s median income and 12
per cent of the custodial parent’s median
income (Galarneau 1992). In 1996, a fed-
eral/provincial/territorial committee rec-
ommended national guidelines for child
support decisions.

The Australian Child Support Enforce-
ment Scheme has served as a model for
several jurisdictions including Britain and
Canada and claims a collection rate of 73
per cent, although this figure has been
questioned (Alexander 1995). Among crit-
icisms of the Scheme has been its failure

to target self-employed people (payments
are deducted from the PAYE salaries of
non-custodial parents), for failing to deliver
efficiently the payment it collects, for poor
communication with clients, for excluding
children born before 1989, for applying the
formula too inflexibly, and for liaison and
logistics problems between the two
bureaucracies running the Scheme
(Alexander 1995). Nevertheless, the col-
lection rate has improved since its intro-
duction. Furthermore, child support
assessment has been removed from the

courts, standardised and indirectly paid,
thus avoiding continued contact between
former spouses. By Canadian standards,
this is a vast improvement.

The Canadian provinces have tightened
their enforcement procedures since the
1980s, but the systems have been less com-
prehensive and less effective than the
Australian child support scheme. Because
jurisdiction for the enforcement of child
support is provincial (resulting in twelve
different systems), enforcement procedures
vary between provinces and some default-
ers choose to relocate to avoid payment. 

Since 1987 the federal government has
shared information
with the provincial
governments to
help locate these

defaulters. However, while some provinces
have focused their enforcement systems on
welfare recipients, others have based their
reforms on a first default principle. This
means that the government scheme for
tracking defaulters only works for parents
who make a complaint about unpaid child
support. A further factor in Canadian child
support is that Canadian child support
enforcement systems treat these payments
the same as any other form of income and
subtract welfare benefits from the families
receiving support. In other words, the

Family Matters No.46 Autumn 1997 Australian Institute of Family Studies 53

Females aged 25–34
Total: In labour force: Total: Total:

% with % with % in couples % not in
dependants dependants (with/without own families#

dependants)

mid-1980s 70 54 76 16
mid-1990s 59 46 69 21

# not living with a partner or with dependent children
Source: ABS (various years), Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Families. Catalogue No. 6224.0.

Females aged 20–24
Total: In labour force: Total: Total:

% with % with % in couples % not in
dependants dependants (with/without own families#

dependants)

mid-1980s 24 9 40 55
mid-1990s 18 8 29 65

# not living with a partner or with dependent children
Source: ABS (various years), Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Families. Catalogue No. 6224.0.

has shown up in the family arrangements
of young women.

Table 2 shows that at the end of the
period from the mid-1980s to the mid-
1990s, among all young women aged
20–24 years:

• six per cent fewer young women had
dependent children living with them
(down from 24 per cent to 18 per cent);

• eleven per cent fewer young women
were living with a partner (down from
40 per cent to 29 per cent);

• ten per cent more young women were
living in circumstances other than with
their own formed family (that is, they
were not living with a partner nor 
with dependent children, although an
increasing number were living with
their own parents).

Although there has been some increase in
birthrates over the decade among women
in their thirties, that catchup has not been
sufficient to make up for the losses at the
younger age range. The birthrates for

women aged 30–34 years increased from
9 per cent in 1985 to almost 11 per cent in
1995, and for women aged 35–39 years
from just under 3 per cent to just over 4 per
cent. The percentage of women aged
35–44 who have the care of dependent
children dropped slightly over the decade,
from 79 per cent to 76 per cent, and the
percentage living with a partner from 82
per cent to 78 per cent.

The intersection of trends has meant that
between the mid-1980s and the mid-1990s,
there has been no increase in the per-
centage of the female workforce with chil-
dren under the age of ten years (23 per
cent at both time periods). In the coming
decade, if current trends continue, this
percentage is likely to drop as the partic-
ipation rate of women with children in the
workforce stabilises while the participation
rate for women without children continues
to grow.

This should be reasonably good news
for employers who want to offer addi-

tional flexibility to parents with young
children because it means that costs are not
likely to increase significantly. On the
other hand, if the voices of parents with
young children are dulled by a drop in
numbers, it behoves employers to ensure
that they continue to focus on the needs
of such families, and not let them get
buried in the larger section of the work-
force who do not have such needs.

The latest Australian Bureau of Statistics
child care survey (ABS 1996b) indicates that
growth in demand for formal child care has

Table 1 Labour force and fami ly  s tatus  of  females  aged 25–34 year s ,
mid -1980s and mid-1990s, Australia

Table 2 Labour force and fami ly  s tatus  of  females  aged 20–24 year s ,
mid -1980s and mid-1990s,  Austra l ia

The 1985 Canadian divorce law . . . made it clear . . . that 
mothers were expected to support their children financially.

➤



children are no better off if the money
comes from the government or from the
children’s non-residential parent. 

Despite these criticisms, Canadian
default rates have decreased with the new
enforcement systems, although 50 per
cent to 70 per cent of cases are still in
default (i.e. either the total amount was
not paid, was not paid on time, or was not
paid at all) (Fine 1994). Considerable
research has been done in Canada con-
cerning the non-payment of child support.
Recent data from New Brunswick indicate
that there is full compliance in 58 per cent
of child support cases, while the percent-
age of fathers who clearly refuse to pay
(‘dead-beat dads’) is only about 10 per
cent. Some defaulters are temporarily
unable to pay, caught in administrative
disputes, or in the process of having the
award adjusted in court (Lapointe and
Richardson 1994).

Poverty, Divorce and 
Advocacy Groups

In both Canada and Australia, lone moth-
ers tend to live in poverty. In Canada, 44
per cent rely on social assistance for at least
some of their income; 57 per cent of lone
mothers are employed; and about 80 per
cent of those employed work full-time

(Statistics Canada 1996). There is no sole
parent pension or any other special ben-
efit for low-income mothers in Canada. 

In Australia, the employment rates of
lone mothers are much lower, with around
44 per cent employed, and about half of
these employed full time. Poverty among
lone mothers continues to be influenced by
labour force participation rates, by the
types of (low-wage) jobs they are able to
accept, by high unemployment rates, by
low rates of social assistance, and by lack
or low levels of child support. About 89 per
cent of lone mothers receive the Sole Par-
ent Pension (DSS 1996).

Controversies over divorce and sup-
port laws are largely gender-based in
Canada. Fathers’ rights groups continue to
argue that mothers are being given pref-
erence in custody cases and that fathers are
being asked to pay too much in property
settlements and child support. Especially
when men repartner, they and their wives
argue that they cannot support two sets of
children. They also claim that men fail to
pay child support because their former
wives deny them access to their children;
because they are unemployed, underem-
ployed or have cash-flow problems and
cannot afford to pay; or because they are
asked to pay too much (Crean 1988;
Richardson 1996).

Feminist groups, on the other hand,
argue that the courts give custody to moth-
ers because fathers do not want the respon-
sibility. Furthermore, they argue that
because women are given inadequate
social support for mothering, accepting
custody after divorce usually leads to
poverty for women. Joint custody often
means that the father acquires decision-
making over their children while the
mother shoulders the burden of daily care.
It also means that the mother cannot move
to another location without the father’s per-
mission, thereby reducing employment
opportunities or a chance to begin a new
life (Crean 1988; Drakich 1988). 

Canadian feminists also emphasise that
fathers tend to become interested in their
children only after divorce. They argue that
custody after divorce should normally be
given to the primary caregiver during mar-
riage (Boyd 1989) and that child support
should be paid indirectly through an
agency, as in Australia, to avoid continued
enforced contact between former partners.

Despite their efforts, fathers’ groups
have not been effective in curbing the
widespread trend to reform legislation on
child support enforcement. Furthermore,
research undertaken by the Canadian gov-
ernment has failed to support the inequal-
ities in the law alleged by these groups.
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slowed considerably over the years
1993–1996. Most of that slowing has come
from increased provision to meet demand,
but some of it is coming from a slow-
down in growth of overall numbers of
children. The combination of this new
labour force analysis and the 1996 child
care data suggest that the recent assessment
of demand made by the Economic Plan-
ning Advisory Commission (EPAC 1996)
might be an upper range of possible need
for child care.

One recent policy for which the effects
might be felt upon this age range is the
increase in direct costs of education to stu-
dents, and a prolonged impact on wages
during the early years of workforce par-
ticipation and repayment of those costs.
The likely effect will be to push out the
ability to enter the house purchase market;
and unless more young people decouple
home ownership from the start of a fam-
ily, there will be some flow-on effect to the
age of first childbearing, compounding
the trends described.

Beyond those policy implications lies
the need for further exploration of the
meaning of these trends for young women.
Are we looking at a generation which has
needed to gain a hold in the workforce
before they can think about having fami-
lies? Are we looking at a generation for
whom the only age-specific achievements
which will not stretch out almost forever
are those associated with the biological
clock? Young people may have to prolong
the age by which they achieve a secure job,
secure housing, and secure relationships,

but the one time point which is rather
less flexible is the end of the child bearing
period for women.

These trends are likely to be reflected
in many post-industrialised countries but,
set in a total international context, they are
well ahead of the declines in birthrates
throughout the major populations of the
world. They suggest that countries like
Australia may be on the edge of a revised
form of policy agenda for families, one
which recognises that a declining number
of people are likely to participate in the
raising of families as a direct experience.

How far these trends will go is not
clear. Australia’s Total Fertility Rate, at
1.824 for 1995, is still considerably higher
than the figures for recent years in coun-
tries like Hong Kong (1.2), Italy (1.3), and
Japan and Greece (each 1.4) (ABS 1996a),
although it is falling and is likely to con-
tinue to do so into the near future. Canada
and the United Kingdom have current
Total Fertility Rates similar to those in Aus-
tralia, while the United States and New
Zealand have rates at around replacement
level (2.0). Australia is likely to remain
closer to these latter groups of countries,
with which it shares other similar trends,
into the near future.

Nevertheless, the data in this article
show that the re-ordering of the lives of
young women over the past decade will
continue to impact upon the revision of
policy and the distribution of paid work.
The biggest impact of all, though, may be
upon the lives of young people them-
selves, deciding in an indecisive world

about the value of children. Policy devel-
opment which allows this decision to be
well-balanced, and not driven solely by
economic hardships at the beginning of the
traditional family life cycle stages, is to be
encouraged.

References

ABS (various years), Australian Bureau of Statistics,
Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics
of Families, Catalogue No. 6224.0, Canberra.

ABS (1996a), Australian Bureau of Statistics, Births
Australia, 1996, Catalogue No. 3301.0, Canberra.

ABS (1996b), Australian Bureau of Statistics, March
1996, Child Care Australia, Catalogue No.
4402.0, Canberra.

EPAC (1996), Future Child Care Provision in Aus-
tralia: Task Force Final Report, Economic Plan-
ning Advisory Commission, AGPS, Canberra.

Notes
1 In this article, the term mid-1980s refers to the
years 1984–1986, and the term mid-1990s to the
average of the years 1994–1996, in order to smooth
the variation in annual figures.

2 The data are drawn from household labour
force surveys. They do not measure the number
of births women have had, but rather the compo-
sition of the household in which women are liv-
ing. There may therefore be a small group of
women who have had children but are not living
with them. There may also be a small groups of
women who have not had children but are caring
for the children of a partner. The data do not allow
an analysis of these circumstances, nor of any
change in these circumstances in the time period.
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