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P eople live their daily lives relying on
a mixture of resources. Financial
resources often stem from their

own labour and earnings, but other needs
can be met through family networks of
either household members or wider kin
groups, and through other informal net-
works of friends, neighbours, social
acquaintances, work associates, religious
communities, social clubs and the like.
Thus, many goods, facilities and services
can either be purchased commercially or
gained through informal social exchange.

However, when personal resources,
family assistance and help from other
informal networks cannot provide ade-
quately for people’s needs, they may have
to call upon either government welfare ser-
vices, or community-based charitable
organisations. As discussed by Burbidge
elsewhere in this issue of Family Matters,
changes in the boundaries between fami-

lies and these other social institutions are
coming about in response to changing
national and international economic factors
and changing government philosophies
on welfare and services. 

This article examines the role of family
as one of the key institutions of support
and exchange within a changing social
environment. It asks what the family does,
what its members expect, and to what
extent it is comparable with other informal
or formal institutions in society.

By ‘family’ we refer not just to a nuclear
household, but to a wider range of relatives
by birth or by marriage (whether legal or
de facto) who may live in separate house-
holds but are linked by mutual experi-
ences, affection, obligations and exchange.

Australian research has identified the
importance of this wider, extended family
for help in settling into a new suburb
(Richards 1990), provision of child care
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examined how people mobilise support
and how they attempt to use formal and
informal channels when their own
resources are insufficient (d’Abbs 1991).
This research was motivated in part by
social policy debate about the ‘proper’
role of the state in providing support and
‘the degree to which informal support net-
works can be regarded as alternatives to,
or complementary to, formal support ser-
vices’ (d’Abbs 1991). 

In general, the study found that gaps in
the formal sector were not readily filled by
a greater use of informal networks of

friends, neighbours and the wider com-
munity. This was particularly so for main
income and employment needs, which
could only be adequately satisfied by the
formal sector, even though kin members
were often a source of information about
jobs and provided secondary financial
assistance. Family support also helped
alleviate the problems of accommodation
and practical support, particularly in the
case of youth unemployment.

The study looked at the mix of
resources used to cope with three situa-
tions of need – a serious illness in the
household, personal upsets, and unem-
ployment. Although care was sought from
professionals for acute medical problems,
convalescent care was provided almost
exclusively by spouses or female kin, and
rarely by neighbours, friends or other infor-
mal networks. Household help at times of
illness was also provided by female kin, but
some transport and child care was supplied
by friends and neighbours. Main income
support during illness was generally gained
from formal sources, but supplementary
financial support was often given by par-
ents or parents-in-law, and almost never by
other informal sources.

Importantly, the study found that in
the case of child care needs, friends and
neighbours did not compensate for the
absence of kin: ‘instead, parents relied
more heavily upon creches and child care
centres’ when kin were unavailable

(Wangmann 1995), reciprocal emotional
support (Moyal 1989), support for young
adults (Hartley 1992), and care of the aged
(Kendig and Rowland 1983). 

For example, a large Sydney metropol-
itan survey found that 80 per cent of
elderly people had at least one non-resi-
dent sibling or adult child to call upon for
assistance, and 56 per cent still had a
spouse. Many elderly people had a num-
ber of relatives to call upon, a good pro-
portion of whom lived nearby (Kendig
and Rowland 1983). More recent research
has found that informal caregivers – mostly
family members – ‘dominate’ the long-
term care of ill or disabled elderly people,
so that only 3 per cent of them rely solely
on formal help (Noelker et al 1998). 

A number of factors mediate family
exchange. These can be classified into
three main groups – family structure, inter-
personal relationships, and personal cir-
cumstances. Structural factors include fam-
ily size, composition and proximity of
family members. Relationship factors
include the nature of genealogical and gen-
erational ties, and the presence or absence
of connecting relatives, or ‘kinkeepers’.
Personal circumstances include the 

economic, social and cultural resources of
‘donors’ and ‘receivers’ in family transfers
(Brannen and Moss 1991; Richards 1990).

Attitudes toward family exchange are
also important. It cannot be assumed that
the concept of exchange and reciprocity
among family members applies equally
within different families (Finch and Mason
1993). Some people may feel no strong
bonds and have little to do with relatives,
while others may have deeply internalised
feelings of attachment and obligation.
Logan and Spitze (1995) say that family
exchange relations have a largely altruis-
tic basis, while public and market exchange
relations are dominated by self-interest, but
these distinctions are blurred when one
considers that a major element in suc-
cessful family exchange is reciprocity,
which implies at least some degree of self-
interest (Marsden and Abrams 1987; Finch
and Mason 1993).

Furthermore, Hagestad (1987) con-
tends that the shift in family relations from
institutional (socially sanctioned mutual
obligations) towards companionate
(based on affection and personal choice)
means there are now less clear prescrip-
tions for roles, behaviour and obligations
within families. Moral obligation does not
imply affection, nor necessarily financial
or instrumental help, since ‘most people
do not give unconditional assent to the
principle of kinship obligations’ (Finch
and Mason 1993: 356).

In examining the role of family in Australia,
this article provides brief summaries of
the findings of three major studies con-
ducted by the Australian Institute of Fam-
ily Studies: in the early 1980s, the Family
Supports Network Project; in the early
1990s, the Australian Living Standards
Study; and in late 1996, the Australian
Family Life Course Study.

As a background for discussions about
where the family fits as a general resource,
these studies examined various forms of
financial, practical, psychological and emo-
tional support provided by families, and
sought, to varying degrees, to discover the
part played by other informal networks and
the formal sector. Although boundaries
between the informal and formal sectors
are becoming less distinct with practices
such competitive tendering for community
services, in this article the ‘formal sector’
refers to either commercial or government
provided infrastructure and services.

The studies revealed the many types of
economic, practical, social, cultural and
personal assistance provided by family
members. Figure 1 summarises the scope
of family support identified. 

Family Support Networks Project

In 1982–83, the Institute conducted the
Family Support Networks Project in three
different cities – one each in Victoria, New
South Wales and the Northern Territory.
Involving 795 households, the study
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Economic
• Income support – full or partial
• Financial advice
• Loans or gifts of money or shares
• Inheritances
Housing
• Shared or loaned accommodation
• Free board
• Inherited property
• Deposit to buy house or flat
• Payment of rent or rates
Employment
• Help to look for work
• Business advice
• Work experience
• Connections to secure a job
• Work in family business
• Money to start own business
Education
• Support during educational or training courses
• Use of computer and other technical facilities
• Payment of fees, purchase of books, 

computers etc.
Goods and Services
• Gifts or exchange of food, clothing, furniture,

cars, tools, etc. 
• Domestic services such as cooking, 

cleaning, shopping, gardening, moving 
house, home or car maintenance

• Child care and child minding (work-related 
or not)

• Nursing of ill, disabled, frail or elderly relatives
• Transport provision – drive or lend cars, 

motorbikes etc.
Personal
• Personal physical care
• Personal advice, relationship counselling etc.
• Help with interpreting, translating
Social
• Sharing social activities regular contact 
• Special celebrations – weddings, christenings,

funerals, Christmas
• Friendship, closeness and emotional support

Source: Australian Family Life Course Study 1996,
Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Types of support provided by
family members

Figure 1.

Findings from Three Studies



(d’Abbs 1991). However, the support of kin
networks was very important because kin
members were the most likely to provide
‘the most demanding form of help con-
sidered: care for a sick person’ (d’Abbs
1991). Family members were also the most
popular confidants and empathic providers
of advice and moral support during per-
sonal troubles.

Australian Living Standards Study

Ten years later, in 1992–93, the Institute’s
Australian Living Standards Study also
found a great deal of contact and exchange

within extended family networks. The
majority of the 4,900 family households sur-
veyed had kin within reasonable proxim-
ity, and only around 5 per cent had no kin
available at all (Millward 1996). 

An important finding emerged regard-
ing the interactions between informal
resources of family compared with friends:
strong kin networks were associated with
strong friendship networks, so that if rel-
atives lived nearby and were contacted fre-
quently, the same tended to apply to
friends. The two types of networks seem
to compliment rather than substitute for
each other; some could rely on a wealth of
family and other informal resources,
referred to as ‘socially integrated’ by
McCaughey and Shaver (1977), while some
could count on very little help from
extended family, neighbours or friends.
Often it was sole-mother headed house-
holds who had smaller extended family
networks than couples and who appeared
less socially integrated, since their friend-
ship networks did not appear to substitute
for the possible depletion of extended

family networks following divorce (Mill-
ward 1996).

However, the Australian Living Stan-
dards Study was largely a locational study
which compared the family life of people
in four main types of residential location:
rural or remote, outer urban, middle urban
and inner city. Residential location was cer-
tainly associated with levels of family
involvement, as extended family mem-
bers were less available to rural families,
and they had less contact with relatives
than did urban families in general. Outer
urban residents were the most likely to
have kin living nearby, and had the most
interaction with kin. 

The study also identified a number of
other factors shaping the dispersal of Aus-
tralian family networks and affecting lev-
els of kinship availability, interaction and
assistance. The strongest single predictor
of extended family proximity and contact
was having children under school age
(0–4 years), and both proximity and con-
tact were positively associated with expec-
tations of financial, practical and emotional
support from extended kin. 

In general, vertical generational links
(parent–child) were stronger than hori-
zontal links (siblings and cousins) since
association and exchange was more pro-
nounced between the adult respondents
and their parents (often grandparents)
than with their siblings or other relatives.
Types of support provided by families
varied according to social strata. Working
class families lived closer to relatives and
had more frequent interaction with them.
Therefore a greater sharing of social activ-
ities, as well as more exchange of goods
and services, took place within the net-
works of working class families than within
upper-middle class families. On the other
hand, upper-middle class families were
more likely to exchange financial help,
including gifts and inheritances. 

If migrants from non-English-speaking
backgrounds had relatives living in Aus-
tralia, they had more frequent contact with
them than was generally the case for Eng-
lish-speaking respondents. However, non-
English-speaking migrants had the lowest
levels of kin availability overall, and many
did not have relatives from the parents’
immediate family of origin available at all. 

Finally, gender was important in the
mechanisms of kin networks. Women had
more frequent contact with their wider
family than did men, and having one of the
children’s grandmothers living nearby pre-
dicted the use of informal rather than for-
mal work-related child care (Millward
1996). Both men and women also drew
more emotional and psychological support
from mothers and sisters than from male
relatives.

Australian Family Life Course Study

In late 1996, the Institute’s Australian Fam-
ily Life Course Study interviewed 2685
respondents. Analysis of data from 721
older respondents was the focus of the
Later Life Families component of the study,

which asked people aged between 50 and
70 years about intergenerational exchange
with their children. In general, it was found
that aid flows from older to younger gen-
erations, but that the middle generation –
those in their fifties and sixties – provided
most of the assistance in both directions
(Millward 1998). This group of ‘later life’
parents, who often help elderly parents
while still caring for dependent or semi-
dependent children, have been referred to
as the ‘sandwich’ generation because they
are subject to simultaneous demands from
both the younger and older generations
(Stenberg-Nichols and Junk 1997). 

Overall, later life respondents were
more likely to help their adult children than
their elderly parents or parents-in-law.
Nevertheless, around 12 per cent were
main carers for an elderly parent or parent-
in-law. Such personal care was very much
the province of the family because even
though 72 per cent of these carers
described their parent as being long-term
ill or disabled less than half of them used
any formal support services in their caring
role. This general lack of reliance upon for-
mal services suggests that most later life
carers were relying upon their own or
their family’s resources to carry out their
caring duties, as was also found in Howe
and Schofield’s (1996) Carers Study, and in
the Family Support Networks Project
described above (d’Abbs 1991).

Again, the socio-economic situations
of respondents and their adult children
were shown to influence intergenerational
exchange. Prolonged periods of education
and fewer employment opportunities for
young people indicated prolonged depen-
dency of adult offspring upon parents,
who tended to give more help to adult chil-
dren who were either single without chil-
dren, divorced with children or full-time
students (see Millward elsewhere in this
issue). In the other direction, parents in
their fifties and sixties with low incomes
were more likely to receive practical help
from adult children, regardless of other per-
sonal or family circumstances. Widows
and people from non-English-speaking
backgrounds also gained more financial
assistance from children than did other
respondents, as they seemed to have fewer
material resources to fall back on.

As with the other two studies discussed,
the Later Life Families study found more
family involvement, care-giving and prac-
tical help on the part of female than male
members of the family, particularly in
mother–daughter relationships. In con-
trast, later life fathers who had been
divorced or separated had less frequent
contact with adult children and were less
likely themselves to receive emotional or
practical support from adult children (Mill-
ward 1997). Therefore, while low income
groups or older widows may rely more
heavily upon close relatives for support in
times of need, older divorced men and
non-English-speaking migrants may have
to turn more towards the public sector for
services.
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The three Institute studies show that fami-
lies play an important role, especially in
supporting young adults, nurturing children
and caring for many other family members.
There are both donors and receivers of
family support, and much of the exchange
takes place up and down between family
generations. However, mutual acknowl-
edgement of family obligations may be cru-
cial for any beneficial flow of family
resources. The question therefore arises as
to whether or not there is enough mutual
interest and sense of duty to ensure ongo-
ing intergenerational support. 

This issue was probed by the strength of
agreement with statements about intergen-
erational obligations put to the 2685 Aus-
tralian Family Life Course Study respondents
in late 1996. Forty-three per cent of respon-
dents were men and 57 per cent were
women; their ages ranged from 21 to 71 years. 

Overall, there was strong support for
obligations between adults and their par-
ents. Almost all respondents agreed that
parents and adult children should stay in
touch on a regular basis (98 per cent) and
most agreed that adult children should
help parents financially if they need it (82
per cent). Slightly fewer agreed that par-
ents should let adult children live with
them (79 per cent) or help adult children
financially (74 per cent) and there was less
support, although still majority support, for
allowing ageing parents to live with adult
children (65 per cent) or for adult children
being responsible for taking care of age-
ing parents (69 per cent).

These findings demonstrate a general
culture of helping between family genera-
tions, with obviously some respondents
being less enthusiastic about the more long-
term or demanding care of elderly parents.

Regarding government compared with
personal resources, most respondents
agreed with providing something for one’s
own retirement instead of relying only on
the aged pension (89 per cent), as well as
for government services being available to
people who need help with cooking and
housework (90 per cent). However, only
one-third of respondents would rather use
outside services than have help from family
or friends. 

Age differences

Contrasts in attitudes by age group were
also examined because different family
experiences in teenage and young adult
years may mean different understandings
of inter-generational obligations. Also,
social ‘fashions’ in family values and child
socialisation practices change over time,
which may lead to a lack of value con-
sensus between generations, even within
the same family.

Table 1 shows the strength of agreement
with the family values statements accord-
ing to the age group of the respondents.

The younger adults, under 40 years of
age, were more likely to think they should
support and help elderly parents than were
those in their fifties and sixties, and vice
versa. In other words, respondents more
strongly endorsed the notion of help which
was going to the younger/older generation,
rather than that which would be coming to
themselves. This suggests a normative
acceptance of help to other generations in
the family, which may or may not have an
altruistic basis. For instance, perhaps
younger adults more strongly endorse help
to parents because they would like that
entitlement when they are themselves old,
whereas older adults are conscious of not
overburdening their adult children. 

In the United States, Logan and Spitze
(1995) interviewed 1200 people aged 40
and over about attitudes toward family
obligations, using very similar statements
as did the Institute’s Australian Family Life
Course Study. Their main finding was that
increasing age decreased the likelihood of
agreement with family or public policy
obligations to support the elderly, which
is exactly the same picture we see from the
Institute data (Table 1).

Logan and Spitz (1995: 363) also found
that ‘professionals, providers and advo-
cates’ have pushed for increased aged ser-
vices, rather than the aged themselves,
who still see themselves as independent
contributors to family and state rather than
as an encumbrance.

Gender differences

Since many studies have found that women
and men are involved to different degrees
in family exchange, the attitude statements
in Table 1 were also analysed by the 

gender of respondents. Women (71 per
cent) were a little less likely than men (76
per cent) to agree that parents should
help adult children financially if they need
it, and vice versa (women 80 per cent, men
85 per cent).

Women (61 per cent) were also less
likely than men (71 per cent) to think that
adult children should let ageing parents live
with them. This could be because women
are more concerned about the added bur-
den upon carers – who are also most
likely to be women – whereas men may
have greater concerns about looking after
themselves when old and feel they will
need the co-residency option.

The other gender difference was that
women (92 per cent) were more likely than
men (86 per cent) to agree that government
domestic services should be available to
people who need help with cooking and

housework. Again this seems to reflect
the fact that it is women who mostly sup-
ply these services informally. Women are
also more likely to be living alone when
elderly, a reality that may influence atti-
tudes toward availability of formal domes-
tic services: Logan and Spitze (1995) also
found that women were more likely than
men to agree with public policy obligations
to support the elderly.

Such gender differences may be but a
small indication of socially inequitable
burden of family care borne by women.
Allan (1985) pointed out that policies reg-
ulating state services (pensions, benefits,
tax rebates, social services and health
funding) tend to reinforce the role of
women as domestic workers who pro-
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Values and Attitudes

Aged up to 39 years Aged 40–49  years Aged  over 50 years
Family values statements % agree % agree % agree

Parents should help adult children financially if they need it 69 73 81* 
Parents should let their adult children live with them if they need to 78 78 80*
Parents and adult children should stay in touch on a regular basis 98 98 99*
Adult children should help their parents financially if they need it 90 79 75* 
Adult children should let ageing parents live with them if they need to 77 63 51* 
It is not the responsibility of adult children to take care of ageing parents 16 27 36* 
People should provide something for their own retirement instead of relying only on the aged pension 88 91 90* 
I would rather use outside services than have help from family and friends 21 32 44*
Government services should be available to people who need help with cooking and housework 89 90 91* 

n=1137 n=763 n=782*
* significant at p <.0001;
Source: Australian Family Life Course Study 1996, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Agreement/strong agreement with Australian Family Life Course Study family values statements, by age groupTable 1.



vides free services to all members of the
family.

Socio-economic factors

There were some differences in strength of
agreement with family obligations accord-
ing to Australian Family Life Course Study
respondents’ income level and occupa-
tion, but not according to type of resi-
dential location. Those in the lowest two
income quintiles, along with blue-collar
workers, were the least likely to agree
that adult children should be responsible
for caring for parents. Respondents in the
lowest two income quintiles were also the
least likely to think that people should pro-
vide for their own retirement, and the
most likely to agree that they would rather
use services than rely on family and friends. 

These reservations associated with low
income appear to contradict the greater

working class involvement with extended
family which was found in the Australian
Living Standards Study. However, such
views could simply reflect a resource-base
deficiency in comparison with respon-
dents who had higher incomes and white-
collar professional or managerial jobs. 

Family resource deficiencies?

We have seen, so far, a great deal and great
variety of support and exchange between
family members, as well as a generally pos-
itive attitude toward family obligation.
However, it is clear that some of the peo-
ple who appear to need family support the
most are also some of the groups who
seem lacking in family resources: that is,
those on very low incomes, lone parents,
non-English-speaking migrants and older
divorced men.

Social disadvantage may result from
this mismatch of needs and resources. For
instance, financial disadvantage could
result if people cannot access the (gener-
ally) free goods and services supplied by
relatives. As seen in Figure 1, these cover
a wide scope and can be most beneficial
in a non-cash sense. 

Lone-parent families may be especially
disadvantaged if they have no relatives 
to assist with child care, as they may have
to forgo better living standards for 
themselves and their children which paid
employment would provide. In an eco-
nomic climate where it is increasingly
deemed necessary for two-parent house-
holds to have two incomes, the same
might apply for lost employment oppor-
tunities of parents with young children.
Parents without extended family either to
assist in regular child care or to call on dur-
ing school holidays or in emergencies may
be disadvantaged, especially if formal child
care is too expensive or in short supply.

Finally, some people may lack the emo-
tional support, friendship, security and
social interaction often provided by fam-
ily relationships. This may apply particu-
larly to those who are recent migrants and
have no family nearby, those whose
younger generation members are leaving
rural areas to settle in the city, the older
men who may not have ongoing relation-
ships with adult children following divorce,
and, of course, older people who have
never married or had children. 

Although the majority of respondents in the
Institute studies had family support, its
nature and extent varies, and some people do
not have a ready supply of family resources. 

If the family is viewed as a social insti-
tution acting in conjunction with govern-
ment, community or market services, then
the ongoing challenge is how to formulate
social policy which ensures a ‘desirable,
effective and feasible division of respon-
sibility between families and other insti-
tutions’ (Moroney 1980: 16).

However, families may or may not pro-
vide reciprocal and sustained relation-
ships, as the extent of trust and security
may depend upon personal affections and
sense of obligation, while reciprocity may
depend upon mechanistic elements such
the proximity of kin and the socio-eco-
nomic resources available to family mem-
bers or household units.

Furthermore, strong family relation-
ships appear to enhance other informal
networks rather than substitute for them
(Millward 1996; McCaughey and Shaver
1977), and gaps in the formal sector are not
readily filled by making more use of infor-
mal networks of friends or neighbours
(d’Abbs 1991).

Therefore, family, other informal net-
works and formal networks do not seem
interchangeable in their support functions.
If each support network fills a particular
social niche, then we need to know more
about the advantages and disadvantages of
different combinations of personal, family,
informal, market and state resources, given
that we know individuals have differing
degrees of personal and family support to
draw upon.

To this end, the Australian Institute of
Family Studies new Social ExChanges 

Project aims to go beyond a comparison of
formal versus informal supports and exam-
ine the full institutional content of family
supports in the light of benefits to families
at the end of this century. For an overview
of this new project, see the article by Ian
Winter in this issue of Family Matters.
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