
Housing is of multi-
dimensional impor-
tance to Australian

families, providing shelter,
social status and some-

times financial gains. The
movement of families through

different sorts of housing at different phases
of their life course has typically been under-
stood as a ‘housing career’.

Through the economic certainty and stabil-
ity of the 1950s and 1960s, a link between life
cycle stage and housing moves became well
established, at least for certain class and cul-
tural groups. A series of typical cultural prac-
tices in relation to housing consumption were
mapped out. For example, young, single
adulthood was associated with entry to pri-
vate renting, typically in inner-city locations.
Partnering and child bearing were linked with
entry to home ownership in outer suburban
locations. Families then remained in the ‘family
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Institute from the point of view of the award
of new research and related contracts. 

Youth suicide
A major new contract provides the Institute
with resources for the period until 30 June
1999 to develop and implement a commu-
nication and dissemination program for the
Commonwealth funded National Youth Sui-
cide Prevention Strategy (for further details
see page four).

Youth suicide is a major cause of death
among young people in Australia (see the
article by David de Vaus in Family Matters
no.44, Winter 1996, pp.42–45). The Com-
monwealth Government has invested $32
million in the National Youth Suicide Pre-
vention Strategy in a major attempt to elim-
inate such tragic loss of life through the
development of innovative models of coun-
selling, support and outreach services for
young people and their families.

The contract was awarded competitively
to the Institute by Commonwealth Depart-
ment of Health and Family Services. Work in
connection with this contract will be carried
out primarily by the Institute’s Family
Information Centre; the staff of the Centre
have extensive experience of work of this
nature gained in the context of running the

National Child Protection Clearing House.
Some of the more clinically oriented work in
connection with the information program
will be carried out collaboratively with the
Centre for Adolescent Health at the University
of Melbourne with whom the Institute has
formed a partnership for this purpose.

Indigenous parents
A further major contract has been awarded
to the Institute, also by the Department of
Health and Family Services. This new fund-
ing has been awarded to resource an exten-
sion of the Institute’s Parenting-21 Project
to include indigenous communities of Cape
York and the islands of the Torres Strait.

Parenting-21 explores how contempo-
rary parents are bringing up the Australian
children who will live most of their lives in
the 21st century. The project focuses particu-
larly upon child rearing practices and atti-
tudes and how these relate to cultural beliefs
about the nature of childhood; of concern
also are the ways in which parents pass on
their values to their children. Input will be
obtained from young people, as well as
adults. The new contract will enable the
development of culturally sensitive and
appropriate ways to explore these issues
with parents from some of the country’s
indigenous communities.

This extension to Parenting-21 will be
implemented in collaboration with the
Department of Social and Preventive Med-
icine at the Cairns Campus of the University
of Queensland.

Child protection services
The Institute has also been awarded two
inter-related contracts by the Victorian
Department of Human Services. These relate
to the evaluation of the effectiveness of a
range of modifications to the delivery of child
protection services to families, currently being
trialled in three regions of the State of Victoria. 

T
he Institute’s core three-year Research
Plan is now in its third year and is
reaching the stage where important

new findings will emerge throughout the
year. Over the last 12 months a great deal
of effort has been put into collecting new
data; the next 12 months will bear the fruit
of these efforts with the intensive analysis
and reporting of results.

Data collection has been completed for
the first stage of the Australian Families
Across the Life Course Study, the Housing
Across The Life Course Project (for further
details see below), and the Later Life Fam-
ilies Project. These data are already pro-
viding valuable information about work 
patterns and preferences of women, mari-
tal satisfaction, retirement planning and
experiences, the impact of divorce on fam-
ily support in later life, and the possible
impact of housing policies on the housing
situation of Australian families. Data col-
lection for the Australian Divorce Transi-
tions Project is almost complete and the
project promises to provide new informa-
tion about the contemporary impact of
divorce on families and the effect of leg-
islative changes in this area.

In addition to collecting these new sets of
data we have continued to analyse existing
data sets to address our core research con-
cerns. The Australian Living Standards
Study continued to be used for work on
child care and indicators of the wellbeing of
children and adolescents, while Australian
Bureau of Statistics data are being analysed
to provide further insight into working hours
of families and intergenerational helping.

Research results will be published in
books, working papers and Family Matters
articles progressively over the next 12
months. 

The past few months have represented
an extremely successful period for the
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home’ until the death of a spouse or ill health
in old age forced a move to serviced accom-
modation, either formal or informal.

However, significant demographic, social
and economic changes have been and are
taking place in Australia to disrupt the exist-
ing patterns of interrelationship between life
cycle stage and housing career. The Institute’s
Housing Across the Life Course Project is thus
designed to ask: ‘How do families interpret
the new economic uncertainties characteris-
ing late 20th century life, and how does this
become manifest in different cultural practices
such as the housing career–family life course
nexus?’

S ince the 1980s the Australian economic,
political, cultural and demographic envi-
ronment has undergone and continues to

undergo widespread change. The contem-
porary period is characterised by increasing
uncertainty. In employment, each recession

since the early 1980s has left Australia with
a higher residual level of unemployment, yet
paradoxically employment numbers are also
historically high. Part-time and casual employ-
ment are both increasing, and many are
being forced into early retirement through
redundancy. The character of the job market
is shifting with old certainties, such as appren-
ticeships and lifelong employment in pro-
tected manufacturing or the public sector,
gone. These are being replaced by short-term
casual employment in new service industries
that are globally integrated.

With regard to commencing a housing
career, leaving the parental home at a certain
age has typically rested upon the attainment
or the search for economic independence
generated by employment. Today, however,
high levels of youth unemployment and
higher secondary and tertiary education
retention levels are either delaying and pre-
venting the early stages of the housing career,

H O U S I N G  A C R O S S  T H E  L I F E  C O U R S E
IAN WINTER outlines plans for analysis of new Institute data of families and their housing


