
ticular sub-groups in society of these perceived trends in
social exchange. In the final section the concept of social cap-
ital has recently been discussed by both sides of politics and
in section four social capital is assessed as a means of
increasing social exchanges.

ROLE OF FAMILY, ROLE OF GOVERNMENT

There has long been debate about the proper role of gov-
ernment in providing services and support for individuals and
families in need, and the extent to which the framework of
government should intervene in the lives of citizens through
its regulations and laws. This section introduces the litera-
ture on the role of the state in its social exchanges with fam-
ilies and identifies some of the social value issues which have
made the appropriate roles of families and governments a
lively area of debate. 

The rationales for government and community interven-
tion or assistance for families discussed by different authors
can be classified in terms of a continuum ranging from social
support for the individual and family to social control in 
the interests of various groups including taxpayers, middle
class nuclear families or, in the terms of Marxist authors, the 
ruling classes. 

P
eople seek to meet their needs through their relationships
with family, relatives and friends, and also by drawing 
upon a range of community, government and commercial
services. These institutions are an important determinant
of family wellbeing – influencing, for example, access 

to employment, child care, health services, and eligibility for social 
security income.

The interactions of family members with community organisations,
the state and the market are covered in this paper by the broad term
‘social exchanges’.

Along with many western countries, Australia is experiencing 
substantial change in the nature and levels of family social
exchanges, sometimes with major implications for family wellbeing
and stability. 

To begin exploring some of the major recent changes affecting fam-
ily responsibilities, this paper provides an overview of key areas of
literature on social exchanges between families and the state. The
paper identifies four broad issues of importance to these social
exchanges and provides an introduction to the debates in the liter-
ature on these themes.

The first section focuses on the role of the state in its social
exchanges with families. The second section examines the major areas
where changes are taking place in the boundaries between families
and the state. Section three discusses the impact on families and par-
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Most families have contact each day with a

range of people and organisations beyond

the household, including community, 

commercial and government bodies.

This paper provides an overview of key 

areas of literature on the implications of

changing relations between families and

other institutions, particularly changes in

the roles of government and families in

meeting the needs of family members.

Issues  in  the  

Changing Patterns o



F SOCIAL EXCHANGES

Welfare role of the state

In exploring the balance between state, family and individual
responsibility in social policy, McDonald (1990) suggests that fam-
ilies today are at the centre of an ideological debate the origins
of which can be traced back to the 1960s and 1970s when there
was a substantial expansion of the freedom of individuals in many
areas of life, including the family. With divorce easier to obtain,
and the greater availability and reliability of contraception,
higher levels of social security payments for the aged and sin-
gle parents, and growing opportunities for employment, there
has been a considerable expansion of options for women.

The changes in family composition and functioning which
began in the 1960s and 1970s, were not universally accepted,
however. The idea that changes in western societies since the
1960s have been associated with an increasing incidence of 
various sorts of individual and social problems and instability is
a common theme in the literature on family change with refer-
ences to crisis going back many years (Edgar 1983 – crisis of 
parenting; McCallum 1993 – youth crisis, and Ryan 1997 –
mother’s crisis). One author refers to the worldwide crisis in par-
enting (Miles 1994). The new opportunities for women fuelled
debates about the impact on children of mothers working, the
rise in the number of sole parent and ‘alternative’ families, and

the rising costs of federal expenditure on traditional ‘family
provided’ services such as child care. 

Cox (1998) points out that in addition to criticism of rising wel-
fare costs the welfare state now suffers criticism for fostering
dependency, social isolation and the breakdown of public
morality.

In examining the arguments about government support encour-
aging dependency, Miller (1996) observes that lone parents, espe-
cially single mothers, are seen by some as being ‘the epitome of
the failure of the family . . . happily leaving the taxpayer to meet
the costs of their personal choices: costs that include rising rates
of juvenile delinquency and crime, drug abuse and second-gen-
eration unemployment and lone parenthood (Miller 1996:98). 

A further dimension of the current anxiety, McIntosh (1996:154)
suggests, is ‘the notion that lone motherhood and irresponsible
fatherhood are part of a self-reproducing underclass’.

Smart (1997) maintains that at present there is a kind of ‘col-
lective hand-wringing’ over the state of the family and marriage:
‘The family, which should be a supplier of model citizens, is seen
as, all too often, producing the underclass. Broken homes are said
to produce social misfits who, in turn, produce broken homes.
The debate has been modelled by two dominant discourses. One
arises from a post-war psychology which seeks to find the
cause of social problems in the psyches of individuals who do
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discussed include: applicability of the criminal offence of rape to
the marital situation; cohabitation; child abuse; disputes between
long-term foster parents and natural parents; refusal of medical
treatment to children; medical treatment imposed by parents on
children; incest. Bates argues that the government should inter-
vene not only to preserve and protect the family as a social unit
but also, within broad limits, to improve the quality of family life. 

Others reject single reason grounds for government inter-
vention. Explanations in terms of either rational humanitarian
reform or social control, or in terms of the distinction between
state and civil society, the public and the private, the individual

and the social, McCallum (1993)
argues, are too simple to apply to
the complex range of interests,
strategies and investments involved
in the formation of modern child
welfare strategies.

Eekelaar’s (1984) analysis of the
relationship between law and fam-
ily maintains that the law performs
three types of social function. The
first is regulatory, which is con-
cerned with providing a mecha-
nism for the allocation and
devolution of resources on the basis
of a set of assumptions about the
nature of society which are taken as
given. The second is coercive, which follows the traditional Marx-
ist analysis of law as an instrument of class oppression. The third
is normative, in which law is used as a mechanism for transmitting
normative standards, drawn from a prevalent ideology, and dis-
persing them among the population at large. 

Eekelaar’s view is that the functions of law in relation to fam-
ily living are not constant and, at different times, it is possible to
see changes in one or more of these elements. 

There is thus recognition that the self-reliance expected of indi-
viduals and families and the expectations of government support
vary over time in response to the impact of economic, political
and social factors. Changes in the views of academics, the com-
munity and policy makers may occur slowly over many years,

not conform to a moral or statistical norm. The other arises from
the politico-moralism of the New Right which recognises only
one kind of family organisation as legitimate.’ (Smart 1997:304)

Maas (1983) also identifies the ideological or normative nature
of some analyses and policy proposals on issues of the break-
down of the family and welfare state dependency – sometimes
seeking to reduce taxes or to reimpose traditional tasks on
women. Rather than recognising value differences, some seek
to use the term ‘the family’ for ideological purposes. In these cir-
cumstances, according to Maas, states not defined as ‘family’ are
devalued; institutions and social settings other than those typi-
fied by separate family units are regarded as inferior when pro-
viding care, support or even companionship; women are
encouraged to return to the home, and then called on to take
greater responsibility for the young, aged, sick, disabled, unem-
ployed and poor; the ethic of individualism is pushed to promote
the view that families should stand alone, look after their own
and not seek assistance from outside.

Maas maintains that advocates of high levels of individual-
ism/self-provisioning at least implicitly argue that the burden of
providing care and assistance is not to be borne by the entire com-
munity via the raising and distributing of government revenues;
instead it is to be taken by the individuals in need or their fam-
ilies, supplemented with resources and services through the old
charity model. The ideology of the traditional family can be used
to discourage collective solutions in favour of blaming individuals. 

However, Moore (1989) rejects much of the framework of indi-
vidual versus government as the fundamental choice in meeting
social needs, describing this as a false choice, damaging to the
recipients of care, to women as caregivers, and as a basis for
developing services. Moore maintains that it is necessary to
reframe the issues and discourse around community care in order
to pose strategies that women can pursue in what are increas-
ingly being known as the ‘welfare wars’ – that is, political
attacks on welfare and the privatisation of services. 

In summary, the debate on the responsibilities of parents and
the state has largely focused on three main issues. First, changes in
women’s roles, the introduction of no fault divorce, and extension
of government income support were held to be major factors in
increased marital instability – a crisis of parenting. Second, some
observers perceived changes within the family as contributing to
increasing problems for society, particularly due to the behaviour
of young people: a crisis of socialisation and social control. Third
(and related to the changing role of women in the home and
growth in the community services sector), government expendi-
ture on transfers and services were said to have generated a ‘tax-
payer backlash’ and moves to reduce government expenditure.

Regulatory role of the state

There is also a diversity of views on how much governments
should make laws and regulations (for example on adoptions,
child support) which seek to control social exchanges. Carring-
ton (1991), for example, suggests that within liberal democratic
societies, intervention into family life exceeds the proper limits
of the state, subverts the division between public and private
spheres, and threatens the sacred autonomy of the family.
Hence it is only through the failures of families that state and pub-
lic powers find a cause to legitimately intervene. 

Carrington argues that child abuse, juvenile delinquency,
truancy and parental incompetence provide socially acceptable
routes for state intervention, whereby children can be removed
from families and placed under state supervision, under the 
pretext of the liberal state. So the autonomy of the family comes
to depend not on legal rights, but on competence. Families in
working class areas and Aboriginal communities enjoy a loosely
supervised freedom provided they meet certain basic social
expectations about sending their children to school and con-
trolling their public behaviour. According to Carrington, child pro-
tection policies are directed at ‘incompetent parents’ and ‘bad
mothers’ under the pretext of ‘saving children’.

Bates (1984) points out that there are good policy and philo-
sophical reasons why the law should intervene actively in the
internal and external dynamics of family relationships. Issues 
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gradually influencing the balance of competing opinions on
appropriate levels of self-provisioning and the purposes of out-
side intervention, and eventually result in shifts in the boundaries
of government and family responsibilities. 

CHANGING PHILOSOPHIES AND BOUNDARIES

The changes in society which represent new patterns of inter-
action between families and other institutions are a major seg-
ment of the literature relating to social exchanges. This section
outlines three major areas of change in the boundaries between

government and family respon-
sibilities which have occurred in
the last 20 years (or are cur-
rently still in train). These
themes of change in social pol-
icy are described below in
terms of advances in technol-
ogy, factors increasing the
responsibilities of parents, and
changes in service delivery. 

Advances in technology

Government policies can effect
relations with families in diverse
ways, including the provision of
support programs and by-laws
and regulations governing the
social exchanges between fam-
ilies or with other institutions. 
Over the last 20 years, as

advances in the capacity and cost of medical technology which
can produce or prolong life became issues of public debate, there
has been extension of government regulations in relation to sur-
rogacy, IVF and euthanasia. Access to reproductive technology
is a major issue in the final report of the National Bioethics Con-
sultative Committee (1991), and the issues surrounding IVF
continue to generate debate in a number of fields. According to
Carrick (1997), three recent legal decisions, involving discrimi-
nation against an unmarried woman, de facto couples and a les-
bian, have shown laws governing reproductive technologies to
be in conflict with laws prohibiting discrimination. Medicare
rebates for IVF treatments were reduced by the new federal gov-
ernment (Siedlecky 1996).

Issues of information and control have been a major theme of
debate on surrogate motherhood – see, for example, ‘Surrogacy:
in whose interest?’ (Meggitt 1991); and Hepburn’s (1992) discus-
sion in relation to IVF: who directs, decides, profit, and knows best?’ 

Deciding when the quality of life is so low that the individual,
family or society should allow or assist people to die is one of the

issues discussed by ethicist Peter Singer (1994) in his book
Rethinking Life and Death. Aspects relating to the proper role of
families and government are explored further in the literature on
euthanasia (Amarasekara 1997; Martyr 1996 – Down’s Syndrome;
Hooper et al 1997 – depression), abortion and programs to assist
childless couples. 

Although many of these issues affect relatively small numbers
of families, they illustrate a changing pattern of interaction
between families and government. 

Changes which put increased responsibilities on parents

A second major trend in recent years has been to increase
parental responsibility for the control and support of their ado-
lescent children. With the Common Youth Allowance, for exam-
ple, the Commonwealth has withdrawn payments of income
support to students and the unemployed under 18, and imposed
a parental means test on students up to age 25. This shifts
responsibility for the financial support of unemployed people and
students under 18 from the state to parents, and asserts that par-
ents with sufficient income should continue to meet the costs of
students up to the age of 25. 

Extensions to the regulatory role of governments also can be
seen in several policy areas, especially relating to single parents
and young people. The Family Law Reform Act 1995 replaces the
familiar concepts of custody and access with a new concept of
parental responsibility. Objects and principals of the new Act are
discussed in Kennedy (l997), who covers such issues as consensual
arrangements for children in parenting plans; parenting orders;
welfare orders; the interests of the child and family violence. 

Watt (1994) describes parental responsibility for children as
the new focus in family law. The New South Wales Parliament
has passed The Children (Parental Responsibility) Act 1994
which Swain (1997) says has been criticised because it recrimi-
nalises what are essentially welfare issues and impacts dis-
parately on different sections of the community, particularly
Aboriginal youth and those from non-English-speaking back-
grounds. One lawyer’s assessment is that by this law New South
Wales joins Western Australia and Tasmania ‘in the international
hall of shame for the human rights violations that laws such as
this allow’ (O’Sullivan 1995).

In Western Australia in 1994, Operation Sweep was based on
a previously unused section of the Child Welfare Act which gives
police the power to pick up young people on the street who are
in ‘moral danger’ and take them to their place of residence (Boyle
1994). (See also Western Australian Crime (Serious and Repeat
Offenders) Sentencing Act 1992).

Campion (1995) maintains that parents are now being held to
account by society for their failure to deliver the sort of citizens
society wants. After examining current state and territory legis-
lation covering parental responsibility, restitution and compen-
sation, Hil (1996) suggests that the approach ‘transforms failure
as a parent into a crime’. He asks to what extent should parents
be held responsible, and consequently punished, for the actions
of their children. 

In an article entitled ‘Regulating youth space: are young peo-
ple losing the struggle for a space of their own?’, White (1997)
examines issues of curtailment of youth movements, including
youth curfews, private security, local government planning and
parental responsibility. In America, a survey by the United States
Conference of Mayors found that 276 of 347 responding cities
(80 per cent) had a nighttime curfew on teenagers, with 76 
cities having a daytime curfew as well, to reduce truancy (USA
Today 1997)

The introduction of mandatory reporting for cases of sexual
abuse, violence and neglect represented a further expansion of
the state’s role in terms of intervention aimed at protecting the
rights of children against their parents (Tomison l996; Bryan 1995).

Other recent work on government intervention in relationships
between adults and children includes Stuhmcke (1996) on sur-
rogacy law, Ban (1994) on legal recognition of customary adop-
tion practices of Aborigines, and Hewitson (1997), who develops
an economic model of the market for surrogate motherhood. Meg-
gitt’s (1991) paper draws some parallels between surrogacy and
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scope of market exchanges through user pays principles. A 1994
report notes trends to ‘government provision of social services
through non-profit organisations’ (Western Australian Municipal
Association 1994), including corporatisation, creation of service
delivery agencies and competitive tendering. Baker (1997) notes
that recent policy changes which reduce welfare services often
use the language of economic rationalism: governments arguing
that there is ‘no choice’ but to reduce expenditures as levels of
public debt and high interest rates cripple the
ability of governments to finance programs.
The solution proposed is smaller government,
carefully targeted social programs, and more
reliance on families and the private sector for
services and support. 

Fogarty (1994) looks at deinstitutionalisation
and the integration into the community of physi-
cally and intellectually handicapped people. He
assesses the balance of responsibility between
the community as a whole (that is, the corporate
state of Victoria) on the one side and the individ-
ual (or family) on the other. Fogarty’s conclusion
is that there has been an abandonment by the
state of some of its core responsibilities and the
imposition of these responsibilities on individu-
als and families without proper planning, prepa-
ration and support. This effects the flow of social
exchanges between governments and families
by increasing the responsibilities of families and
community sector organisations.

Cant (1992) notes that community care policies in Australia
have looked to the community to augment the meagre, formally
provided services to families which care for their children with
disabilities. However, there may be very little care where fami-
lies are isolated from the support of kin, friends and neighbours
(for example, isolated families with a disabled child) imposing
heavy burdens on families and children. 

IMPACT OF CHANGES 

In the previous section it was suggested that major changes are
taking place in social exchanges arising from revised philosophies
on the proper responsibilities of government and families. This
section looks at the literature on the impact of new patterns of
social exchange on families, and identifies some of the issues on
which there has been relatively little research.

adoption, raising several additional areas – adoption, fostering,
institutional care – where there are major issues of the rights of
the child, parents and the state, determining the competence of
natural, adoptive or foster parents, and conditions under which
children should be removed.

Changes in service delivery

Changes in service delivery represent a third area of change in
government and family interactions, affecting families across the
life cycle. Major changes in this sphere include deinstitutionali-
sation, user pays, privatisation, and contracting out of services.
These changes have increased the number of handicapped, sick
and elderly people being cared for by relatives, and the avail-
ability, cost and quality of many services.

While some additional community support resources have
been provided by governments (after school programs, HACC
services), the changes have generally resulted in more respon-
sibilities or costs for parents, especially mothers, of preschool chil-
dren, handicapped children and aged parents.

Some of the policy positions adopted in the 1980s are now
being implemented. The 1983 submission of Women Who Want to
be Women to the National Women’s Advisory Council, for exam-
ple, started from the value position that child care is primarily a
parental responsibility, and urged that a means test be applied in
provision of child care, that any financial aid be given to the par-
ents in need rather than to institutions providing child care, and
that the recipient parents should be able to decide whether to use
the aid so that one parent can stay out of the workforce and care
for the children. The abandonment of traditional roles within the
family, they argued, have freed
men from family responsibility
and led to an increase in juvenile
delinquency (Butler 1983).

Changing philosophies in one
sphere, a greater reliance on mar-
ket forces in economic manage-
ment, for example, have at times
been extended to other policy
areas. The influence of major
authors like the Industry Com-
mission, the Economic Planning
Advisory Commission (EPAC), and
the Social Policy Research Centre
(SPRC) can thus extend well
beyond the primary focus of their
reports.

The SPRC’s conferences and
reports – for example, Remapping
the Boundaries (Saunders and
Eardley 1997), and Rethinking the
Fundamentals (Saunders and
Shaver 1993) – provide a substan-
tial body of analysis on many of
the developments relating to shifts
from public to family responsibil-
ity for many support services,
which has occurred with deinstitu-
tionalisation, privatisation, and increased use of user pays princi-
ples. Land (1995), for example, describes the shift in the United
Kingdom from the state being a provider of welfare services to the
regulator (and sometimes funding body) of services. Profit and
non-profit organisations are invited to competitively tender for
many welfare services. De Carvalho (1997) has talked of the ‘mar-
ketising’ of the non-market voluntary sector. Moves to deinstitu-
tionalisation and the containment of rising health costs have
resulted in expansion of domiciliary services and increased
demands on relatives as carers (Ralph and Usher 1997: Craze
1986). However, in ‘When markets fail’, Myles (1997) questions
whether the welfare state is withering away and identifies some
new welfare state models, including subsidising low wage
employment through means tested child supplements.

The privatisation and contracting out of service delivery is a
major change of the 1990s in Australia, generally increasing the
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Questions about the differential impact of changes in the organ-
isation of welfare services and their real objectives are raised by
Glanville (1985) in ‘Privatisation, the latest weapon in the oppres-
sion of women?’, and more recently by Fox Harding (l996) in
‘Parental responsibility: the reassertion of private patriarchy’. Craze
(l986) also argues that privatisation of services depends upon the
relocation of responsibility for care from low paid (often women)
workers to unpaid relatives (most often women).

Ethnicity and cultural differ-
ences raise further questions
about differential impacts of
changing levels of institu-
tional support on family
functioning. Clearly there
are differences between
groups in what they believe
it is appropriate for parents
and other family members to
provide for their children,
what they believe can be
purchased, without detri-
ment to the child, through
the market, and what they
believe should be provided
or financed more collec-
tively (Ingoldsby and Smith
1995; Roschelle 1997). 

Ahmed (1996) argues that
Australian society’s lack of
focus on ethically responsi-
ble nuclear families is the
cause of rising delinquency,

crime, drug use, teenage pregnancy and welfare dependency.
Australia cannot be truly multicultural, the author suggests,
unless Islamic law is incorporated in the framework of family law
courts and changes made in the structure of the family, includ-
ing the position of women, the sanctity of marriage and the role
of parents.

Kilic (1997) writes of problems that arise when notions of a
universal gender identity, a common ‘sisterhood’, are applied to
specific sub-groups of women in Australia. The author notes that
women from non-English- speaking backgrounds, Aboriginal
women, and women from the ‘third world’ have become increas-
ingly vocal in their critiques of what they see as the hegemony
of the interests of white, Anglo, middle-class women in con-
temporary feminist discourse. According to Kilic, recognition of

the validity of multi-faceted analyses of gender, class, race and
ethnicity as being operant in all women’s lives can only enrich
feminist discourse and practice.

Indigenous people are another group with interests affected by
the debate on self-reliance, provision of resources and social con-
trol. According to Rowse (1994), the Aboriginal people of Central
Australia live within a regime of welfare colonialism with lives
affected, but not fully determined, by state structures and policies

which purport to help them to be self-determining.
The Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody, The Report of the National Inquiry into the
Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Children from their Families, and the social implica-
tions of land rights are ‘high profile’ potential starting
points for research on self-reliance and the role of the
state for Aboriginal people.

Other issues include the incorporation of
(Aboriginal) values in the design and delivery of ser-
vices (Pohl l994) and the unintended effects which
helping services can have on behaviour (such as
eroding self-confidence and creating dependency).
Rosen (1994) maintains that mental health profession-
als have inadvertently broken the spirits of the men-
tally ill, disempowered them and their families, and
deskilled the community from knowing how to look
after their own. Not only have Aboriginal and Maori
people been dispossessed by white society, but they
have also often been dispossessed of appropriate and
effective mental health care, Rosen argues.

Moynihan’s (1965) much reported work on
fatherless negro families and poverty in the United
States stimulated many subsequent studies of sole
parent families, dependency, disadvantaged neigh-
bourhoods, and the intergenerational transmission of
poverty. Gregory and Hunter’s (1995) work on polar-

isation and ghettos has recently provided some new echoes of
the culture of poverty debate.

Determining the impacts of changes in the boundaries between
social institutions leads to several other branches of social
research: the measurement of changes in family functioning and
wellbeing, the evaluation of changes in programs for income and
service provision, and the complications of longitudinal studies.
The objectives of measuring individual and family wellbeing and
comparing the impact of different circumstances on wellbeing
has received considerable research attention (Stedman et al
1996; Ellerman and Strahan 1995). Hoagwood and Erwin (1997)
provide a ten-year overview of research on effectiveness of ser-
vices for children. Bowling (1997) reviews quality of life scales.

Often evaluation is carried out by reference to several crite-
ria which cannot sensibly be reduced to a single measure. Alt-
man and Hunter (1997), for example, argue that in the assessment
of poverty among Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders, con-
certed analysis of several social indicators will provide a better
perspective on indigenous wellbeing than one single measure
of wellbeing. Travers and Richardson (1993) suggest that the con-
cept of complex equality (see Walzer 1983) is useful in evaluat-
ing the changes in social policy affecting families in the 1990s:
are the criteria for allocation in the market sphere (income or
wealth) becoming predominant in other spheres (determining,
for example, who gets health care or legal justice)? 

Government and community attitudes to providing support
or seeking self-reliance can reflect a range of sometimes con-
tradictory objectives. Objectives of equality and rights of the indi-
vidual, for example, come into conflict with measures aimed at
changing from public to family provision of services. 

Difficult judgments may be required where indicators suggest
that conditions have improved on some criteria but deteriorated
on others, or where the gains of some groups or individuals in the
family have to weighed against the losses of others. Relevant fac-
tors in any assessment, and the weight to be placed on them, may
also depend on viewpoint: for example, differing between cultural
groups, between taxpayers and families, and even between mem-
bers of the same family (Noller et al 1992; Deal 1995).
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Finally, as new patterns of social exchange may take some
years to have a discernible effect, research to assess the impacts
on families may require collection of retrospective information
or a longitudinal study. However, in any significant time period,
other changes affecting outcomes are likely to have occurred and
this can make it difficult to measure the impact of a policy change
and establish causation. 

CONCEPT OF SOCIAL CAPITAL AND RELATIONSHIP
WITH SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS

As outlined in the first section, the 1990s have seen a debate about
the rising costs of government pensions and problems of wel-
fare dependency, attitudes to work, authority and responsibility
for dependents, and the intergenerational transmission of poverty.
The basis of social trust is said to be in decline, as indicated by
the growth of walled housing estates, falling rates of partic-
ipation in most aspects of community life (Putnam 1995) and
increasing calls for more law and order (Latham 1998).

This section discusses social capital as a concept which has
been proposed by commentators from both sides of politics
as a means of improving the relationships of individuals and
families in their social exchanges in the community, in the
workplace, and as citizens and consumers.

Wilson (1997:745), for example, maintains that an agenda
for the next century is to build social capital and civic com-
mitment and counter ‘the psychological, spiritual and eco-
nomic malaise in communities throughout the world’.

Cox (1995, 1997), Latham (1997, 1998), Norton (1997), and
Stewart-Weeks (1997) are among Australian contributors to
the literature on measures which increase trust and mutual-
ity and generate social capital. Some members of the Australian
Government have also expressed the view that the family and
community sector should step into some roles that they
believe can be better done by them than by government. 

For most commentators, social capital refers to relationships
of trust and reciprocity. The institutions said to be fuelled by
such relationships are those of the neighbourhood and com-
munity (Stewart-Weeks 1997) and, for some writers, also
includes corporate sectors (Coleman 1988, Wilson 1997).
These are explicitly not market relationships, nor bureaucratic
ones. Like other forms of capital, social capital is productive,
making possible the achievement of certain ends that would
not be attainable in its absence (Coleman 1990). 

Social capital differs from social exchanges in that it is the
existence of the relationship that is important, not the amount
of actual exchange that occurs. Boisjoly et al. (1995) hypothe-
sise that families who have social capital stocks may make dif-
ferent decisions from those without them. It may be that children’s
capacity to access assistance when emergencies or other unfore-
seen circumstances occur is more important than whether they
actually receive such funds; they base their decision on having
that back-up available. Knowing that help is available, for exam-
ple, may enable young adults to engage in behaviour that
unconnected adults cannot attempt – undertaking further stud-
ies, starting a business, buying a home. 

The literature also maintains that social capital creates local
economic development through its characteristics of interpersonal
trust, civic commitment and organisational capability. Citing
Fukuyama, Wilson (1997) emphasises the importance of social
capital for efficient cooperation: ‘The moment that trust breaks
down among members of a business network, relations have to
be spelled out in detail, unwritten rules codified, and third par-
ties brought in to resolve differences’ (Fukuyama 1995: 342). 

The generation of social capital

An understanding of how social trust is generated and maintained
is clearly an important research question in order to improve the
social exchanges between families and other institutions. 

Coleman (1990: 305) describes a number of ways in which
social capital can come into existence – for example, through
actions which generate obligations and expectations. If A does
something for B and trusts B to reciprocate in the future, this estab-

lishes an expectation in A and an obligation on B to keep the
trust. This obligation can be conceived of as a ‘credit slip’ held
by A to be redeemed by some performance by B. Multiple credit
slips constitute a large body of credit on which A can draw if nec-
essary. The extent to which social capital is generated in this way
will vary with social structures. In social structures where indi-
viduals seek to be self-sufficient, depending on each other less,
there are few of these credit slips outstanding at any time.

Norms and effective sanctions are another source of social capi-
tal. Effective norms that inhibit crime in a city make it possible for
women to walk freely outside at night and for old people to leave
their homes without fear. Norms in a community that support and
provide effective rewards for high achievement in school greatly
facilitate the school’s task. A prescriptive norm that constitutes an
especially important form of social capital within a collectivity is
the norm that one should forgo self-interests to act in the interests

of the collectivity. The philo-
sophical ideals of self-suffi-
ciency, self-interest and indi-
vidualism, Coleman
maintains, are opposed to
those of social responsibility,
benevolence, charity toward
others and humanitarianism.

Sturgess (l997) has sought
to set out the conditions 
for continued cooperation
between self-interested indi-
viduals. For the maintenance
and growth of social capital,
relationships between indi-
viduals must be sustained,
rather than one-off interac-
tions, so that each person has an expectation that they will need
to cooperate again in the future. 

Further, those involved must treat each other as equals, rather
than subordinates in an authority relationship, as each party can
withdraw from the development of the relationship. These rela-
tionships rely heavily on trust and unspoken norms of reciprocity,
rather than on legal rules or formalised contracts (Sturgess
1997). A relationship of trust is more likely if there is complete
or substantial knowledge about each other’s past performance
and there is a high degree of shared norms or beliefs. 
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There is recognition that
the self-reliance expected
of individuals and families
and the expectations of
government support vary
over time in response to 
the impact of economic,
political and social factors.



capital. McIntosh (1996) maintains that the family as an institu-
tion is essential to forming class divisions and handing them down
from generation to generation. It is argued that the family is fun-
damentally a selfish institution, encouraging a morality of ‘char-
ity begins at home’, which is the antithesis of collectivist or truly
communitarian values, and weakening involvement in non-
familial networks and institutions. 

The debate about the nature of the relationship between the
family and social capital has some on the Right maintaining that
the family is a private domain – a domain that should only be
considered separately from the public sphere of social capital.
Others on the Right and the Left readily include the family in a
broad definition of the community sector.

In research terms this raises a similar question to that of the
relationship between social capital and the state. Do strong fam-
ily relationships of obligation crowd out relationships of trust and
reciprocity that social capital outside the family depends upon?
Where family supports are strong, will social capital develop? Or,
does strong social capital in fact assist the development of
strong family relationships?

CONCLUSION

Australian and overseas literature suggests that a re-patterning
of social exchanges is taking place, with an emphasis upon
encouraging families to become self-reliant. Fundamental research
issues arising from these changes include the impact of the
changed institutional mix upon the quality of care and support
being received, the impact it has upon the families providing that
care and support, the potential for increasing the stock of social
capital, and the effects of family or community social exchanges
on the levels of economic and social inequality. These issues
raised by the literature will be the subject of further examination.
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