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Family forms – 
family wellbeing

RUTH WESTON AND JODY HUGHES

T
he family plays a pivotal role in shaping the

health and wellbeing of the next generation

of citizens. The family can be a source of

great happiness or a source of misery. It

can be a refuge or a minefield, it can nurture or

neglect the healthy development and vitality of its

members. In recognising the central importance of

families for a healthy, dynamic society, the Com-

monwealth Government has initiated the National

Families Strategy which is directed towards

strengthening families and preventing breakdown

(see pp. 3-4 of this issue of Family Matters).

Consistent with this strategy, research supports

the common-sense notion that children are partic-

ularly likely to thrive if they live with both biological

parents who care deeply for them as well as for

each other (Amato and Booth 1998; Ambert

1997). Yet many children experience the souring

of relationships between their parents, often lead-

ing to separation and divorce. McDonald (1995)

estimated that around 10 per cent of children will

have experienced parental divorce by the age of ten

years, and that this will increase to 18 per cent by

the age of 18 years.

This article first outlines

some of the literature con-

cerning the impact of divorce

on children, then uses data

from the Institute’s Australian

Living Standards Study to

compare the wellbeing of 

adolescent children and their

parents in five family forms –

intact families, stepfather families, stepmother

families, sole-mother families, and sole-father 

families. 

Impact of marriage breakdown
Most of the literature either compares children

from intact families with those from divorced fam-

ilies in general, or it compares children in intact

families with those in predominantly sole-mother

and stepfather families. 

Research focusing on the effects of divorce in

general suggests that children of divorced parents

are more likely than children in intact families 

to experience a broad range of emotional and

behavioural adjustment problems, including 

high anxiety, social withdrawal, low self-esteem,

delinquency in adolescence, and poor school

achievement. As adults, these children are more

likely to divorce and become single parents them-

selves than those who have grown up in intact

families (Amato and Keith 1991; Ambert 1997;

Rodgers and Pryor 1998; Silburn, Zubrick, Garton

et al. 1996). 

The different pathways parents take after divorce have resulted in

diverse family forms, each with special needs that may call for different

strategies to strengthen family life and prevent further breakdown.

Drawing on data from the Institute’s Australian Living Standards

Study, this article examines the wellbeing and circumstances of 

adolescents and their parents in various forms of family.
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However, differences between children of divorced

and intact families are typically modest, with much

overlap apparent (Amato and Keith 1991; Rodgers

1996). Thus, some authors applaud the amazing

resilience of the majority of children who have

experienced parental separation (Funder 1996),

while others focus on the greater, albeit modest, risks

of a wide range of negative outcomes, arguing that

these risks should not be trivialised (Rodgers 1996).

It is not only the separation/divorce itself that

can affect children’s wellbeing. Marital separation

is but a step in the longer process of marriage

breakdown and readjustment, and outcomes for

children depend on their experiences during the

entire process. Pre-separation difficulties, including

heightened parental conflict and children’s pre-

existing adjustment problems, contribute to the

risk of negative outcomes (Ambert 1997; Amato

and Booth 1997). 

Post-divorce circumstances are also crucial 

in shaping children’s wellbeing. Children in sole-

mother families appear to be at higher risk of

emotional problems than those in intact families

partly as a result of diminished parental supervision

(Ambert 1997). Parental separation typically creates

an economic crisis, for the money that supported

an intact family is usually insufficient to meet the

costs of the two newly formed households, one of

which includes the children. Families headed by

sole mothers are particularly vulnerable to poverty

(Shaver 1998; Weston 1993). Long-term poverty,

in turn, can generate educational and career 

disadvantages for children, increasing their risk of

living in poverty when they are adults (Kilmartin

and Wulff 1984; McLanahan 1992; Pech and

McCoull 1998) and having an adverse effect on

their health (Jolly 1990). 

On the positive side, children in sole-mother

families are likely to develop advanced practical

life skills (Amato 1987). 

However, for many children, life in a sole-mother

family is temporary. Should mothers subsequently

repartner, they and their children typically escape

poverty and the morale of mothers improves (Weston

1993; Weston and Funder 1993). Nevertheless,

having already been called upon to adjust to life in

a sole-mother family, children must learn to cope

with further changes – particularly the presence of

a stepfather (who may already have children of his

own) and new siblings (if subsequent children are

born), and a possible change in residence.

Despite the improved financial circumstances

following mothers’ remarriage, studies typically

show few beneficial effects of remarriage on 

children’s adjustment and academic achievement

(Acock and Demo 1994; Hetherington and Jodl

1994; Rodgers and Pryor 1998).

Several studies suggest that children in step-

families have more psychosocial or educational

problems than those in sole-parent families (Rodgers

and Pryor 1998), but others suggest few significant

differences (Acock and Demo 1994; Kurdek 1994)

with younger children finding the transition to a

stepfamily easier than older children (Ambert 1997).

While there appears to be a widespread belief that

children are more likely to be abused by stepparents

than by biological parents, abuse by biological 

parents is less likely to be reported than that by

stepparents; however, stepfathers are more likely

than other adults to kill children in their care

(Tomison 1996). 

While sole-father and stepmother families are

unlikely to suffer the financial difficulties commonly

experienced by sole-mother families, relatively few

studies focusing on the impact of divorce have

examined the psychosocial adjustment of children

who live with their biological father after divorce. 

In summary, children in intact families appear

to fare better than those whose parents have

divorced regardless of whether the parents with

whom they live remain single or repartner. The

differences are small but would amount to a large

number of children.

Family characteristics
The analysis is based on the Australian Living

Standards Study, conducted by the Australian

Institute of Family Studies in 1991–92, which

focused on families with at least one child under

the age of 20 years. The families lived in nine inner,

middle or outer urban areas, and two rural areas 

in various states of Australia. Parents completed

questionnaires about themselves, each of their

children, and their family as a whole, while 

secondary school children and school leavers 

completed their own questionnaires.

The sample consisted of 3052 young people

aged 11–19 years. Three quarters of these young

people (N=2266) were living with both natural 

parents (‘intact families’); 15 per cent (N = 457)

lived with their single biological mother (‘sole-

mother families’); 7 per cent (N = 218) with their

repartnered biological mother (‘stepfather families’);

2 per cent (N=70) with their single biological father

(‘sole-father’ families); and one per cent (N=41)

lived with their repartnered biological father

(‘stepmother families’).

The five groups were compared on a range of

socio-demographic measures in order to identify

characteristics which may help explain differences

in emotional wellbeing. Some of these measures

include commonly used objective indicators of

wellbeing (such as financial resources and parents’

education).

Gender, age and residential location
While there was a fairly even gender split in the

sample, a higher proportion of children in sole-

father families than in other groups were aged

18–19 years (41 per cent compared with 21–30

per cent), and thus a lower proportion of these

young people were attending school (54 per cent

Parental separation typically creates an economic

crisis, for the money that supported an intact 

family is usually insufficient to meet the costs of

the two newly formed households.
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compared with 71–77 per cent). The groups varied

in terms of place of residence, with the intact and

stepfather families being over-represented in outer

urban localities (45–55 per cent compared with

34–38 per cent), and under-represented in inner

localities (9–12 per cent compared with 24–27 

per cent). 

How recent the separation?
It takes time to readjust to new circumstances.

While no information was available about how

long young people had lived in stepparent families,

parental separation occurred less than five years

prior to the survey for 60 per cent of young people

in sole-father families, 38 per cent of those in sole-

mother families, and only 10 per cent of those in

stepparent families. 

Parents’ qualifications
Women in all groups were more likely than men to

have completed no more than Year 10 of schooling

(43–45 per cent compared with 24–32 per cent).

Nevertheless, sole mothers, along with sole fathers

and fathers in stepmother families, were the most

likely to hold tertiary qualifications (27–29 per cent). 

Financial circumstances and housing tenure
Sole-mother families were particularly likely to

experience difficult financial circumstances. They

were the most likely to have incomes below the

Henderson poverty line (28 per cent), followed by

those in intact and stepfather families (15 per cent

each). Sole-father families were the most likely to

have incomes of at least twice the poverty line (27

per cent), followed by stepmother families (32 per

cent), while sole-mother families were the least

likely to be in this position (15 per cent).
1

Although a disproportionate number of sole

mothers were poor, only 8 per cent with tertiary

education had incomes below the poverty line,

while one third had incomes of at least twice the

poverty line.

Given their limited financial resources, sole-

mother families were the most likely to live in

public housing (36 per cent compared with 6–16

per cent), and the least likely to be purchasing

their own home (29 per cent compared with 50–56

per cent). Intact families were the most likely to

be home owners (33 per cent), while stepmother

families were the least likely to be in this position

(7 per cent, compared with 15–18 per cent of all

other non-intact family groups). 

Consistent with their relatively high rate of

poverty, sole mothers were the most likely of 

parents to claim that they were spending more

than they received (26 per cent compared with

9–17 per cent) and the least likely to report that

they were able to save (10 per cent compared with

20–28 per cent). 

Thus, the sole-mother families were over-repre-

sented amongst the most disadvantaged in terms

of financial circumstances, although most tertiary-

educated sole mothers managed to avoid poverty.

Sole-father families appeared to be the best off 

in terms of equivalent household income, while

intact families seemed the best off in terms of

home ownership. However, in wealthy countries,

material circumstances do not correspond closely

with happiness, although some research suggests

that a threshold of material wellbeing exists, below

which it is difficult to be happy (Cummins, in press). 

Sense of wellbeing
Most of the measures of sense of wellbeing 

concerned satisfaction with various domains of life

as well as ‘life as a whole’. Given its breadth, life

satisfaction is of particular importance in this

analysis. It is commonly used as a summary measure

of general sense of wellbeing or morale (Wearing

and Headey 1998). In addition, measures of socia-

bility and sense of mastery – or beliefs in personal

control – were derived for each group, while sense

of unwellness, positive outlook, depression, and

attachment to their neighbourhood were derived

for parents. A brief description of these measures

appears in the boxed inset on page 19.

The meaningfulness of the results was assessed

in three ways. First, measures that varied to a

highly significant extent (p<.001) were identified.

Even at this level, some differences between family

forms may hold little practical meaning, given the

large sample size. Thus, the strength of the effect of

family form on wellbeing was assessed by a measure

called R2. Finally, the consistency of results was

assessed: across most measures, did one (family

form) group indicate the highest wellbeing, and

did another group indicate the lowest?

Wellbeing measure Intact Step Step Sole R2

father mother mother

Physical unwellnessa 0.75 0.72 0.42 1.01 .02
Positive outlookb 2.69 2.72 2.70 2.48 .01
Depressionb 1.47 1.53 1.40 1.74 .04
Sense of masteryc 3.61 3.77 3.69 3.52 .01
Attachment to neighbourhoodc 3.30 2.93 2.97 3.08 .03
Satisfaction withd:
- financial matters 5.08 4.29 4.32 3.66 .06
- overall living standard 6.95 6.43 7.06 5.56 .01
- leisure opportunities/time 5.65 4.94 5.03 5.44 .01
- personal relationship with 8.03 7.90 6.85 7.70 .02

children in household
- partner’s relationship with 7.58 7.05 7.16 .01

children in household
- relationship between children 7.19 6.98 6.59 6.68 .01

in household
- children’s wellbeing 7.60 7.17 7.29 7.25 .01
- respect of recognition received 7.00 6.70 6.22 6.64 .01
- independence or freedom 7.27 7.17 6.56 6.73 .01
- what accomplishing in life 6.50 6.47 6.06 5.90 .01
- pressures experienced 5.61 5.33 5.17 4.68 .02
- personal, emotional life 6.91 6.97 7.03 5.17 .09
- life as a whole 7.23 7.19 7.08 6.05 .05

Notes: p<.001for all comparisons. Range of scores: a=-3 – +3;  b=1 – 4;  c=1 – 5; d=1 – 9.
Scores printed in blue represent the lowest and highest means across family type, with
underlined scores indicating the highest wellbeing (or lowest illbeing).
Source: Australian Living Standards Study 1991-92, Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Mothers’ sense of wellbeing: mean scores 
on measures which varied significantly with 
family type

TA B L E 1
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Parents’ sense of wellbeing

In total, the parents in the five groups were com-

pared on 22 measures, mostly covering satisfaction

with different domains of life. Of these, highly 

significant results emerged for 18 measures for

mothers and only seven for fathers. The four

exceptions for mothers concerned sociability and

satisfaction with three matters: the self, relation-

ships with spouse, and number of close friends. 

Table 1 lists the 18 measures for mothers which

varied with family form to a highly significant extent,

and provides each group’s average scores on these

measures. The highest and lowest average ratings

for each variable are printed in blue in the table.

A fairly consistent pattern emerged with mothers

in intact families and sole mothers reflecting the

extremes. Of all groups, mothers in intact families

were the happiest across the largest number (12) of

measures (underlined in the table), including life as

a whole and various aspects of family relationships.

They were not the worst off on any of the measures.

Conversely, sole mothers seemed the worst off on

ten measures, including sense of mastery and sat-

isfaction with life as a whole, and they were not

the happiest on any measure. Stepmothers were

the least content about their personal relationship

with the children in their household, but were

happiest about their overall living standard.

Thus, the young people in intact families were

the most likely to experience happy mothers, and

those in sole-mother families were the most likely

to have mothers whose happiness was diminished.

However, the differences across family forms, as

measured by R2, tended to be small
2
. 

There were only seven highly significant trends

for men – for all except one measure, fathers in

intact families showed the highest wellbeing 

(Table 2). The exception concerned satisfaction

with financial matters: consistent with trends for 

equivalent household income, sole fathers were

the happiest with this aspect of life. However, all

these differences were again quite small.

It may seem surprising that the groups of fathers

differed on so few measures of sense of wellbeing.

Possibly, such results are linked with the type of

measures used in this analysis. It appears that while

women are more likely to report unhappiness or

depression, men’s stress responses are more likely to

be exhibited in health-compromising behaviours such

as heavy drinking and substance abuse (Jorm 1995). 

Interestingly, stepmothers and stepfathers seemed

equally content with their relationships with

stepchildren (mean = 6.85), while the partners of

these two groups also seemed equally satisfied

with such relationships (means = 7.05 and 7.08).

Both mothers and fathers in intact families

seemed the most satisfied with their own and their

partner’s relationship with the children, as well as

with pressures experienced and life as a whole. It

appears that parents in intact families were enjoy-

ing life the most, while sole mothers and sole

fathers were enjoying life the least.

Previous research suggests that distress and

unhappiness can interfere with effective parenting

(Ambert 1997). The happiness of parents in intact

families would thus operate as a resource for their

adolescent children, while the consistently lowered

wellbeing of sole mothers would represent a risk

factor. In turn, children’s happiness may have a

profound impact on their parents.

Adolescents’ sense of wellbeing
Adolescents in the five family forms were compared

on 23 self-report measures relating to personal

wellbeing and on four ratings of parents concerning

their child. In couple families, the parent question-

naire may have been completed by both parents in

unison, or by one parent who was not identified. 

Overall, young people in the different family

forms did not differ to a highly significant extent for

half the self-report measures and for two parent-

report measures
3 . The fact that so many measures

failed to reach the criterion level of statistical 

significance is important to note. 

Table 3 sets out the measures that varied with

family form to a highly significant degree. The 

adolescents in sole-mother families had the lowest

average score for all except one self-report measure

(what they were accomplishing in life), while the

most favourable outcomes were generally shared

by those in intact families and stepmother families. 

Of all family forms, the young people in intact

families were the most satisfied with the number

of close friends they had, what they were accom-

plishing in life, and their life as a whole. The latter

measure is particularly important, given its

breadth of scope. There was an overlap in results

for the economic/mat-erial domain, with young

people in intact families and stepmother families

being the most satisfied. 

Wellbeing measure Intact Step Step Sole R2

father mother mother

Attachment to neighbourhooda 3.23 2.80 3.02 3.17 .03
Satisfaction withb:
- financial matters 5.11 4.42 4.44 5.31 .01
- personal relationship with 7.71 6.85 7.37 7.58 .02

children in household
- partner’s relationship with 7.89 7.32 7.08 .01

children in household
- pressures experienced 5.52 5.24 4.56 4.93 .01
- personal, emotional life 6.84 6.78 6.50 5.50 .02
- life as a whole 7.11 6.97 6.28 6.23 .01

Notes: p<.001for all comparisons. Range of scores: a=1 – 5; b=1 – 9.
Scores printed in blue represent the lowest and highest means across family type, with
underlined scores indicating the highest wellbeing.
Source: Australian Living Standards Study 1991-92, Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Fathers’ sense of wellbeing: mean scores 
on measures which varied significantly with 
family type

TA B L E 2

Young people in intact families were the most

likely to experience happy mothers, and those in

sole-mother families were the most likely to have

mothers whose happiness was diminished.



18 Family Matters No.53 Winter 1999  Australian Institute of Family Studies 

Young people in stepmother families were also

the most satisfied with their relationships with other

children in the household and with stepparents.

Only 16 young people in sole-father families pro-

vided ratings concerning stepparent relationships,

so results for this group are likely to be unreliable.

Nearly one quarter of adolescents in sole-mother

families provided ratings about stepparents (N =

108). The latter group, who would have been 

referring to their non-resident stepmother, were

the least satisfied of the four non-intact family

groups. Average ratings of relationships with 

stepparents had the largest R2 coefficient (0.12),

suggesting a moderately strong effect of family

form on satisfaction with this matter. 

The low satisfaction of young people with 

non-resident stepmothers is not surprising, in the

light of previous research. Even though mothers

are more likely than fathers to initiate separation,

Nielsen’s (1999) review of literature concerning

stepmothers – which focuses almost exclusively 

on non-resident stepmothers – suggests that chil-

dren are very sensitive to emotional and financial

difficulties of their sole mother and that some

attribute these difficulties to their father or his

new partner. Nielsen concluded that ‘unless the

mother wholeheartedly approves of the children

liking or loving their father’s wife, the non-resident

stepmother usually ends up stressed and hurt’ 

(p. 123).

It should be noted that some of the older ado-

lescents who were very unhappy with their living

arrangements may have left home before the survey

was undertaken. If this occurred disproportionately

in some family forms then the results will be biased.

Thus, the higher satisfaction expressed for resident

than non-resident stepmothers would be inflated if

a disproportionate number of unhappy adolescents

who were previously living with a stepmother had

left home prior to the survey.

Although the issues asked of parents and ado-

lescents differed, we might expect some consistency

in the overall picture about the wellbeing of ado-

lescents. Young people and their parents in intact

families consistently agreed that the adolescent

was doing well. On the other hand, parents in 

stepmother families were less optimistic than their

children, while sole mothers were more optimistic

than their children. 

Controlling for other factors
The overall patterns of results for parents and

young people continued to hold when the effects

of the adolescents’ age, gender, residential location

and equivalent household income were controlled.

However, those who were financially poor indicated

low wellbeing on a number of measures including

life satisfaction. In other words, poverty appeared

to lower wellbeing but did not fully explain the

lowered wellbeing of sole mothers and their 

adolescent children.

Does happiness vary significantly across non-intact groups?
This analysis has focused on whether or not differ-

ences between the highest and lowest average scores

derived for the five family forms varied significantly.

For many significant variations – especially based

on parents’ reports – those in intact families had

the highest average score. The analysis was re-run

omitting intact families to see whether parents and

young people in the different non-intact family

forms varied in sense of wellbeing. During this

step, the effects of time since parental separation

were controlled. 

Only four measures listed in Table 1 did not

vary significantly (p<.05) for mothers (that is, sole

mothers, repartnered mothers, and stepmothers).

These were satisfaction with leisure opportunities

or time, relationships between children in the

household, children’s wellbeing, and respect or

recognition received. Sole mothers were the least

content with most of the other aspects of life,

although they were strongly attached to their

neighbourhood. Repartnered mothers were the

most content with life as a whole, while stepmothers

were the happiest with their living standard.

Only three significant trends (p<.05) were

apparent for fathers (that is, sole fathers, repart-

nered fathers and stepfathers). Table 2 shows that

sole fathers (like sole mothers) were the most

attached to their neighbourhood while stepfathers

were the least attached. On the other hand, satis-

faction with personal or emotional life and with

life as a whole was lowest for sole fathers and 

highest for stepfathers. 

When intact families were excluded, few 

significant differences emerged for adolescents.

However, young people in sole-mother families

were the least content with family income and

with stepparent and sibling relationships, while

Wellbeing measure Intact Step Step Sole Sole R2

father mother father mother

Adolescents’ reports
Satisfaction with:
- family income 5.99 5.64 6.32 6.00 4.40 .06
- personal income 4.75 4.36 5.09 4.25 3.94 .01
- money personally available 5.26 4.85 5.63 4.80 4.31 .02
- housing 7.57 7.17 7.35 7.11 6.53 .04
- transport situation 6.51 6.11 6.74 6.74 5.88 .01
- overall living standard 7.63 7.24 7.54 7.27 6.89 .03
- relationship with step 6.58 6.68 5.38 4.69 .12

parents
- relationship with other 6.65 6.77 6.82 6.51 6.04 .01

children in household
- number of close friends 7.36 7.24 7.06 7.10 6.87 .01
- what accomplishing in life 6.66 6.25 6.23 6.11 6.29 .01
- life as a whole 7.45 7.24 7.03 7.13 7.02 .01

Parents’ reports about adolescents
Satisfaction with:

Education, learning skills 7.53 7.07 6.78 7.24 7.16 .01
General behaviour 7.96 7.49 7.03 7.50 7.72 .01

Notes: p<.001for all comparisons. Range of all scores = 1 – 9.
Scores printed in blue represent the lowest and highest means across family type, with
underlined scores indicating the highest wellbeing. 
Source: Australian Living Standards Study 1991-92, Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Adolescents’ sense of wellbeing and parents’ 
satisfaction with adolescents’ progress: mean
scores on measures which varied significantly 
with family type

TA B L E 3
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those in stepmother families were the most 

content with these aspects of their lives (p<.05).

Conclusion
Data from the Institute’s Australian Living Stan-

dards Study show that significant differences

between family forms were most likely to emerge

for mothers, followed by adolescents. Most domains

of fathers’ wellbeing were not significantly related

to family form, although this may reflect bias in

the nature of measures used.

The general patterns of results were fairly 

consistent. Parents in intact families expressed the

highest wellbeing of all parent groups, although there

were exceptions for some measures. Like their

parents, young people in intact families appeared

to be faring well. These results support previous

research suggesting that children are particularly

likely to thrive if they live with both biological 

parents who are sufficiently happy to have 

survived in an era of high divorce rates. 

Sole mothers and their children were the least

happy on the greatest number of issues, including

life as a whole. These families were particularly

likely to be poor, but their poverty did not fully

explain their lower sense of wellbeing. 

Despite the relatively low wellbeing reported 

by children of sole mothers, the sole mothers

seemed very happy with their children’s progress

on broad dimensions of wellbeing. On the other

hand, while young people in stepmother families

tended to indicate relatively high wellbeing, their

parent or stepparent provided a less optimistic 

picture. These trends highlight the importance of

taking into account different sources of informa-

tion. Very often, research relies on the views of

mothers only. Yet parents’ views about children’s

wellbeing – like those of the children themselves –

are important for an understanding family dynam-

ics. We will get a richer and more comprehensive 

picture if the stories of all family members are

examined.

The strongest difference between family forms

concerned adolescents’ satisfaction with relation-

ships with stepparents. On average, young people

who lived with a stepmother were the most positive,

while those in sole-mother families were unhappy

about their relationship with their non-resident

stepmother. However, it should be noted that satis-

faction with relationships within the household do

not necessarily mean closeness – some teenagers

or parents may have been content with lack of

involvement. 

Adolescents’ negative views of their non-resident

stepmothers are likely to create problems not only

for their stepmother but also for their biological

father. The Family Law Reform Act 1995 is designed

to ensure that both parents take an active, and

responsible shared role in bringing up their children,

unless this is not in the best interests of the child.

Poor relationships between the child and their

father’s new partner will add to the difficulties in

achieving this goal. 

Children are particularly likely to thrive if they 

live with both biological parents who are 

sufficiently happy to have survived in an era of 

high divorce rates.

Sense of satisfaction was based on a nine-point scale ranging from (1) ‘extremely dissatisfied’ to (9) ‘extremely satisfied’, with
the mid-point (5) labelled ‘mixed feelings’.

Perceived unwellness represents each parent’s average standardised score for reports on personal health, satisfaction with
health (where ratings were reversed,so that high scores reflect dissatisfaction),and ratings of the amount of time pain is expe-
rienced, and health interferes with social life, with ability to concentrate, and with the type or amount of work undertaken.
Scores on each measure were standardised because different rating scales were used.

Sense of mastery and sociability measures represent shortened versions of those used by Pearlin and Schooler (1978) and
Headey and Wearing (1992) respectively. Attachment to neighbourhood was an eight-item measure developed for the Aus-
tralian Living Standards Study. Items included: ‘I would be really sorry if I had to move away from the people in this
neighbourhood’,‘People in this neighbourhood make it a difficult place to live in’, and ‘I am good friends with many people in
this neighbourhood’.The statements were rated on a five point scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’to ‘strongly agree’.The rat-
ings of negatively worded items were reversed. For each of these three latter measures, each parent’s average rating across
items was derived.The maximum possible score was thus 5.00.

Depression was based on eight items covering such feelings as sadness, emptiness, and worthlessness, while positive outlook
was based on four items covering contentment, hopefulness, feeling useful and needed, and self-confident.These items were
rated on a four point scale ranging from ‘Rarely/never’ to ‘Almost all of the time’.

MEASURING WELLBEING
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Clearly, children’s negative view of their non-

resident stepmothers is relevant to marriage

education and relationship enrichment programs

for parents who repartner, and for policies

directed towards encouraging non-resident fathers

to play a more active role in their children’s lives.

The most effective help is likely to include assis-

tance to children and their sole mothers, for

previous research suggests that poverty and life

with an unhappy mother who is upset about the

father’s new partner can have a profound impact

on whether or not the children accept this new 

stepmother (Nielsen 1999). 

Overall, the intact families and sole-mother

families differed on the largest number of measures.

But most links between family form and sense of

wellbeing were weak, and some were not significant.

In other words, while parents and children in intact

families were undoubtedly faring the best, some

sole-mother families were in fact happier than

intact families. Nevertheless, the risk of unhappi-

ness was greatest for sole-mother families. Overall,

the risk of adverse outcomes is small but, given

the large number of sole-mother families, the

number of children affected would be large.

A variety of different family forms make up 

Australian society. If we want a strong and dynamic

society then the Government’s National Families

Strategy needs to focus on strengthening all forms

of families to help them fulfil their fundamental

role of nurturing the healthy development and

vitality of their members. 

Notes
1 The Henderson poverty line is only one of several approach-

es to the measurement of poverty. It has received consider-
able criticism over the years, but remains a commonly-used
measure in applied research in Australia.

2 Weinfurt (1995) classified the R2 coefficients 0.01 as small,
0.09 as moderate, and 0.25 as large, and pointed out that
small to moderate effect sizes tend to be derived in social
research. 

3 The self-report measures for adolescents that failed to reach
the criterion level of significance were: sense of mastery,
sociability, rating of health status, and satisfaction with: the
self, personal health, leisure opportunities or time, love life,
independence or freedom, respect or recognition received,
pressures experienced, personal or emotional life, and rela-
tionships with parents. (Satisfaction with relationships with
mothers and fathers – taken separately – was not assessed.)
The parent-report measures that failed to reach a high level
of statistical significance were satisfaction with the adoles-
cent’s physical development or coordination and with his or
her ability to get on with peers. 
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