
S O C I A L  E X C H A N G E S

S ocial exchanges are engaged in as part of the daily interchange between fam-
ilies and the range of social institutions that can help them meet their needs.
In Australia these social institutions have comprised the family inside and beyond

the household, the community, the state, and the market or commercial sphere.
Currently, changes to the role of government in society, in conjunction with

processes of economic restructuring and demographic and cultural change, are reshap-
ing the boundaries and nature of the various institutions families draw upon to meet
their needs. As a result, the flows of social exchanges are undergoing change.

The trend in the re-patterning of social exchanges (at least in rhetoric) is towards
families becoming more ‘self-reliant’ and being able to ‘self-provide’, first, by more
fully using their available family resources and, second, by drawing upon the web
of ‘social capital’ – social exchanges marked by trust and reciprocity – that may char-
acterise the area they live in.

Both the Prime Minister and the Treasurer have enunciated the importance of ‘fam-
ily’ and ‘community’ as institutions of social support in recent statements:

‘Stable, functioning families are the most effective social-welfare system ever
devised.’ (John Howard, speech reported in The Age, Friday 5 September, 1997.)

‘In our society, people think the state’s got to do everything, but when it tries,
it fails abysmally. We have to build up the non-state institutions, like the fam-
ily, schools and the church.’ (Peter Costello, speech reported in The Weekend
Australian, December 27–28 1997).
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It is within the context of moves
towards family self-reliance and
self-provisioning, and the build-
ing up of non-state institutions,
that the Australian Institute of
Family Studies is commencing a
new research program that aims
to understand the impact of
these changes upon family life.
The research objectives are to
understand this impact by exam-
ining the attitudes, behaviours
and outcomes associated with
varying patterns of cross-insti-

tutional social exchanges, and the relationship between
social capital and family life.

Through this research the Institute seeks to contribute to
policy development processes that improve the lives of
Australian families. The research program is fundamentally
concerned with the role of the family as a social institution
in the 21st century and the socio-institutional arrangements
that will support the best outcomes for families.

To launch the new research program this issue of Fam-
ily Matters focuses on the theme of social exchanges and
social capital. The remainder of this article situates the key
research questions within the broad historical context of
changes to family life, outlines the main aims of the pro-
gram, and then introduces each of the articles in this edi-
tion that relate to the main theme.

An historical snapshot of the family as a social institution
clearly demonstrates that the notion of self-reliant and self-
providing families is not new, and that the flow of social
exchanges between families and institutions such as state
and market has changed over time.

The social exchanges of the family in 17th and 18th cen-
tury Europe were basically defined by the family’s status
as a self-providing unit. Production was carried on in the
home or on the land adjacent to it, and all family mem-
bers, including children, contributed. Without market or
state institutions sufficient to provide for basic needs, the
family was compelled to rely upon its own resources (Gid-
dens 1982: 123).

The self-providing family, existing within a truncated
set of social exchanges, underwent significant change with
the rise of capitalism. The rapid spread of industrialisa-
tion and the associated strong demand for labour created
a wage-based labour market. The payment of wages in
exchange for labour provided workers with money which
they could then exchange for goods such as food – some
of which they might previously have made and pro-
vided for themselves but no longer had the time to do so.

In Australia, however, as the wage-based economies
of Europe were yet to become established, the new
arrivals found themselves heavily reliant upon their own
means. Thus it was the self-providing family that estab-
lished itself in colonial times. As Grimshaw (1983: 33)
states: ‘A remarkable feature of these colonial families . .
. is that they undertook the task of establishing an eco-
nomic foothold and of rearing their children cut off from
the assistance of an extended family network . . . It was
expected that such crises as unemployment, death of a
breadwinner and care of the chronically sick, would be
faced by the family, so that small family units were
thrown heavily on their own resources.’

With limited numbers of kin available and only an
embryonic state, a key source of support for families was
the network of friendly societies. First established in 1830,

these had become a major presence in every Australian
town by 1860 and were assisting half or more of the popu-
lation in Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania by the time
of the World War I. Some friendly societies were denomi-
nation based, highlighting that the church no doubt played
a role in these early forms of welfare support. Friendly
societies were a celebration of mutual self-reliance. They
were known for their organisation of medical services and
for their sick pay, as well as social activities including
feasts, dances, euchre parties, smoke nights, picnics and
sports days (Green and Cromwell 1984). 

However, as labour markets developed in the towns
and cities, and families came to depend on wage income,
so occurred the transformation of the family from a unit
of production to a unit of consumption (Grimshaw 1983).
From the mid-19th century in Australia the expansion of
market and state were pivotal in the transformation of fam-
ily life (Gilding 1991). 

According to Grimshaw (1983: 41–42): ‘There was a sig-
nificant shift in responsibility for vulnerable family mem-
bers, beginning with infant and child care measures and
extending to the assumption by the state of responsibil-
ity for citizens’ special needs which had formerly been met
in the family. Old age pensions, widows’ pensions, child
endowment, unemployment benefits, increased provision
for the orphaned, sick and mentally ill were legislated for
in an initially reluctant and niggardly fashion . . . the neces-
sity to forge links with a large extended family, the pos-
sibility of which existed as the population stabilised, was
undermined by the decreasing urgency of such bonds for
human survival . . . it was a family shrinking in significance
compared with the expanding public world within which
it had its existence.’ 

The initial forays by governments into supporting fam-
ilies developed, after World War II, into a fully-fledged
welfare state. It was in this more expanded socio-institu-
tional framework that complex webs of social exchanges
between families, communities, states and markets 
developed.

Yet, as the 20th century draws to a close, the institu-
tional ensemble and role of the family is again under
reconstruction. The role of the state in allocating goods
is being restructured to allow for markets to play a
stronger role and for families to once more push towards
self-reliance. 

The social (dis)order associated with economically frag-
mented societies has seen a resurgence of interest in the
social – that is, with those elusive elements that come
together to create functioning communities. As expressed
by governments, academics and policy makers, this inter-
est focuses on the need for supportive communities,
characterised by high levels of social capital, which are
being asked to play a stronger hand in the web of social
exchanges.

Yet, this turn to the social is being advocated at a time
when forms of collective or social group understanding
(for example, class or nation) are seen to be dissolving
in the face of increased individualisation (Beck 1996) and
de-traditionalisation (Giddens 1996).

The individualisation process is one whereby individu-
als, rather than general or traditional social rules, are
increasingly responsible for setting the boundaries to the
ways in which we lead our lives – the ‘parameters of
biographies’ (Smart 1997). Whereas the opportunities, haz-
ards and ambivalences of life could once be coped with in
the family unit, in the community, and by recourse to social
class, in contemporary society these have to be interpreted
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and dealt with by the individual alone (Beck 1996). The greater
the development of individualisation, the harder the task of cen-
tring society on families supported by strong communities. 

At this time of fast paced social change, with socio-institutional
boundaries being rapidly reconfigured and the role of families
undergoing a significant shift, the Australian Institute of Family
Studies considers it important to be considering the consequences
and possibilities of the evolving institutional ensemble for marital
and family wellbeing in the early decades of the 21st century.

A starting point for the Institute’s Social Exchanges research pro-
gram is the current restructuring of Australia’s social institutions
which imagines a strong role for families in the future, and
assumes a set of effective family and intergenerational relation-
ships. While this may be the case for many people, there are those
who do not have extended family networks they can draw
upon, and yet others whose family networks are insufficiently
robust to meet their particular needs.

While we know a good deal about family intergenerational
exchanges, we know little about how these family supports are
interwoven with those of the state, the market and the commu-
nity. Where there are strong family exchanges, to what extent are
these supported by access to market, state or community-based
exchanges? To take but one example, are family supports for older
people, both within the family and the community, more effec-
tive when and where there is the possibility of elder care sup-
port through an institution other than the family? In other words,
in what circumstances do the institutions of social exchange sit
in a complimentary or contradictory relationship?

Furthermore, among those unable to rely upon family social
exchanges what courses of action can they pursue to ensure that
their needs are met? Are the institutions of community, state and
market sufficient in these situations to enable appropriate lev-
els of family wellbeing? Or are those without the opportunity for
family-based social exchanges also unable to access support from
non-family institutions?

As the new institutional ensemble for 21st century Australia
emerges, much is being made of the potential for social capital to
improve economic outcomes, restore civic values, and support
families in stronger communities. The relationships of trust and
reciprocity said to characterise social capital, are the ‘glue’ of civil
society, the ‘binding’ of the social order, and it is this, rather than
the state, that governments of most advanced western nations are
pointing to as the mainstay of governance in the 21st century.

While debate over the role of the state in the development of
social capital continues, similar questions can be posed about the
relationship between the family and social capital. Is the family the
very crucible of social capital, or do strong family relationships
based on obligation ‘crowd out’ the relationships of trust and reci-
procity that social capital depends on? Does social capital aid the
development of strong family relationships, or does strong civil
society demand a focus beyond the boundaries of the family?

With these questions in mind, the primary aims of the research
program are to analyse:

• people’s attitudes towards the roles that families play in
social exchanges and social capital;

• the behaviours engaged in by families in meeting their own
needs and the needs of others;

• how particular forms of social exchange may be underwrit-
ten by social capital and the impact of this upon family life;

• the implications of particular patterns of social exchange for
individual and family wellbeing.

The program is designed to have two distinct phases. A first phase
of literature review and secondary data analysis will establish the
need for a second phase of primary data collection and analysis.

Secondary data (various literatures and existing databases) will
be analysed to reveal attitudes towards and the extent and pattern-
ing of social exchanges, how these have changed over time, and
the wellbeing outcomes associated with these various forms of
social exchange. Analysis of the symbolic and political representa-
tion of the different social institutions will provide evidence of the
social exchanges that are being imagined for the future. The
nature of secondary material available will shape and refine the
detail of a primary data collection exercise in the second phase.

It is envisaged that such a second phase might endeavour to
understand how families meet their various needs (for example,
child care, income support, accommodation support, searching
for employment) by drawing upon the range of social institutions
(family, community, state and market). The data analysis would
aim to assess the attitudes, behaviours and relative family well-
being that stems from meeting family needs through one mode
or pattern of social exchanges rather than another.

As different patterns of social exchanges and family wellbe-
ing outcomes are likely to be observed in different states, across
urban and rural areas, by stage of life, and by ethnicity, the sam-
pling strategy would need to allow for these variations.

Contributions in this issue of Family Matters commence the draw-
ing together of existing information that informs the key ques-
tions of the Social Exchanges research program.

• The Institute is pleased to publish contributions by the fed-
eral Minister for Family Services, Warwick Smith (page 8), and
by Mark Latham, the Shadow Minister for Education and
Youth Affairs (page 24). These invited papers aim to define
the concept of social capital and to explore the implications
of their particular definitions for the development of social pol-
icy and the role of government.

• Andrew Burbidge (page 10) reports on an initial literature sur-
vey and discusses a wide range of material that will contribute
to our understanding of social exchanges.

• Christine Millward (page 19) combs the Institute’s existing data-
bases for the information they provide on social exchanges,
and reveals considerable information on the social exchanges
between family members within and beyond the household.

• Drawing on findings from the Institute’s Later Life Families
Study, Christine Millward’s second paper (page 38) focuses in
greater detail on the flows of support from parents in their
fifties and sixties to their adult children, examining the rea-
sons for prolonged dependency and detailing why some
adult children are more likely than others to receive help from
their parents.

• Further data on intra-family social exchanges is provided by
David de Vaus and Lixia Qu (page 27) who examine data in the
Australian Bureau of Statistics Family Survey. They ask what the
implications of the flows of family social exchanges are for gen-
erational, gender, socio-economic and ethnic group inequality.

The above four papers highlight that we know a considerable
amount about the social exchanges between family members but
little about how and why families turn to other social institutions
to meet their needs when their families are unable or unwilling
to assist. 

• Michael Bittman’s paper (page 31) picks up on this very point
of the circumstances in which families turn to institutions other
than the family, to meet their needs. In considering the
unequal distribution of unpaid domestic labour within fam-
ily households and the negative implications of this for
women’s living standards, Bittman examines the ways in
which families meet domestic labour requirements by either
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The phenomenon of social capital is
demanding attention from academics,
governments and social observers all
over the world. Social capital, put
simply, is the mutual sense of reci-
procity and trust which enables
groups of people to live and work
together successfully. In rich supplies,
it fosters a thriving, prosperous soci-
ety.
Recently, there has been a growing,
collective awareness that perhaps
there is something missing within
Australian communities – something
we feel the need to examine more
seriously. Ironically, we have become
most conscious of what social capital
means to us as we begin to perceive
it as a dwindling resource.

This tendency is vividly illustrated by the conclusions
drawn in Robert Putnam’s (1993) seminal work, Making
Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, a 25-year
overview of social trends in the different regions of Italy.
Broadly, the study concludes that low reserves of social
capital engender socially impoverished communities. High lev-
els of social capital, on the other hand, are associated with
a strong, resilient social infrastructure.

When people trust one another and are bound by a sense
of mutual obligation, they share an impetus towards common
objectives. They form strong social connections and respect
similar values. As Putnam puts it, collective norms, net-
works and values ‘can improve the efficiency of society by
facilitating coordinated actions’. The resulting social capital
becomes a rich resource whereby collective goals and per-
sonal satisfaction can be achieved.

Ongoing research is raising our awareness of the impor-
tance of effectively functioning communities, and their rela-
tionship to the overall wellbeing and prosperity of society at
large. 

But as societies become more complex, we start to find evi-
dence that people may be losing sight of what it means to be
part of a community – that they are experiencing a vague
sense of disconnectedness. They may feel that, somehow, they
are missing something – that they cannot trust and rely on oth-
ers as much as they did in the past. There can be a general
sense that society has become stale and flat, bereft of the opti-
mism, energy and drive to preserve its cultural heritage and
environment; and unable to solve fully its problems or seize
opportunities for change.

This sense of insecurity can be linked to the enormous tech-
nological and social changes that are taking place worldwide.
In common with other nations, Australia is experiencing an
increasingly flexible labour market and a move away from
lifetime job security, along with high and sustained levels of
unemployment. In addition to demographic changes and an
ageing population, patterns of marriage and family structures
have become radically different over the last 20 years. These
factors contribute to general feelings of insecurity and an ero-
sion of confidence. While we do not yet have a commonly
understood set of indicators, some major factors have been
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contracting out the need to the market or by
turning to state provision. Bittman’s work
illustrates the flows of social exchanges
between the family and the market and the
family and the state, in relation to needs such
as food preparation and child care.

• From the Institute’s Parenting-21 Study, 
Violet Kolar and Harry McGurk (page 43)
consider the sources of support drawn upon
by families to aid them in their parenting.
This work furthers our understanding of social
exchanges by illustrating the different sources
of social support (family, community, gov-
ernment) drawn upon by Australian parents of
European and Asian origin. This article draws
our attention to the inter-dependence of fam-
ilies and communities and to the ways in
which families are reliant upon networks of
informal and professional support to carry
out their caring roles.

• Contributions to this theme issue of Family
Matters on social exchanges and social capi-
tal also include: a summary of six seminal texts
in social capital debates by Joan Kelleher
(page 48); and a bibliographic summary by
Susan Fooks of recent papers on social capi-
tal indexed on the Institute’s Australian Fam-
ily and Society Abstracts database (page 69).

The close of the 20th century is clearly a period
of remarkable, fast paced social change. It is in
this context of change that widespread uncer-
tainties about the nature of Australia’s future are
finding expression. The rosy glow of the not-too-
distant past (which we believe we understand)
becomes more and more appealing in contrast to
an uncertain future. Through its work in the
Social Exchanges program, the Institute aims to
make sense of the past and present in order to
provide greater certainty about factors affecting
family stability and wellbeing in the new mil-
lennium.
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