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The emphasis on marriage is justified by research. The

rate of abuse of children in single-parent families is six

times that of those in the intact family (Burdekin 1989)

and the rate of homelessness seven times higher (Cham-

berlain 1997). Studies in Australia (Zubrick et al. 1995;

Silburn et al. 1996), the United States (Amato 1997;

McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Waite 1995), and the

United Kingdom (Crockett and Tripp 1994) all find that

marriage break-up and divorce, overall, have negative

outcomes in children’s mental and physical health, school

achievement and behavioural problems, and also on rates

of poverty, suicide rates of adults and youth, and the

mental and physical health of adults. 

In Australia, the recent Parliamentary Inquiry into

Aspects of Family Support Services, To Have and to Hold,

strongly affirmed the need for a range of measures and

programs to support the stability of marriage and family

life. It presented data to show that the annual cost of

marriage and relationship dysfunction and breakdown is

at least five hundred times, and possibly one thousand

times, the current resources allocated to support and

strengthen marriage and family (House of Representatives

Steering Committee 1998).

Obviously, there is strong research support for the

statement in the brief that: ‘Given its origins in the Family

Law Act, the Australian Institute of Family Studies has

tended in the past to put more emphasis on arrangements

surrounding the failure of marriages than on the factors

contributing to their success. In the future, perhaps, we

should strike a better balance between these two concerns’

(Research Plan 1999–2001, p. 14).

In view of all this, the core question posed at the meso

level is well chosen, with its prime focus on how stable

families come to be formed, how they succeed in adapting

to change, and how break-up can be best managed when

partners cannot function successfully. This makes clear

that the goal is not stability at any cost, but understanding

and promoting the factors that contribute to happy and

stable marriages and families.

Families and the economic, political and 
community systems
The Institute has always had a strong focus on how families

contribute to and are affected by change in the economy,

in community life and the organisation of state welfare

provision. The main change at this level of research is the

increasing use being made of research and theory on

social capital. The objectives established for research in

this area such as identifying indicators for measuring

social capital and processes that lead to the transfer of

family level social capital to the civic arena are setting

the stage for original and valuable work.

I want to point to an issue which could enrich the Insti-

tute’s approach to research at the macro level of family and

society. The positive contribution of families to social sta-

bility and wellbeing has been underestimated and ignored

by major institutions and disciplines. This is clearly evident

in the sectors of the economy, education and health. 

Family contribution to the economy
For example, in Australia and most OECD countries for

which reliable data exist, ‘the total volume of work each

week is at least twice the work covered by the official

employment statistics’ (Ironmonger 1994). Ironmonger

estimates the value of unpaid household work in 1992 at

$283 billion a year, 40 per cent more than the $201 billion

value of paid work for that year. Yet this contribution is

not counted in the system of national accounts and hence
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R eflection on 20 years research by the Australian

Institute of Family Studies reveals a body of data

from the examination of research questions which

is extremely well authenticated, and which provides an

illuminating adjunct to understanding our society. We 

no longer need to delve into the findings of studies from

the United Kingdom or the United States to see what is

happening to homes and families in similar western 

societies: we have our very own photograph.

A view of what might be possible in the next two

decades is now being debated. In this brief paper, I sug-

gest two possible directions for consideration.

Preparing for parenthood
First, as outlined in the Australian Institute of Family

Studies Research Plan 1999–2001, since its brief clearly

directs it to promote arrangements that facilitate good child

rearing, the Institute should give serious consideration

through its research and publications to the issue of prepar-

ing the younger generations for the role of parenthood.

The present state of affairs – with fewer siblings in

smaller families, with migration and mobility which often

remove the storehouse of the wisdom and support of 

relatives, with extended years of schooling, and with the

proliferation of immensely time consuming television

which is either totally uninformative or mis-informative on

the subject of child rearing – means that teenagers know

less about young children than possibly any past generation. 

More recently, as a consequence of economic rationali-

sation, the reduction of health services such as hospital

care and infant welfare which have formerly provided

back-up for new and isolated or uninformed parents has

left a serious social vacuum which is manifestly not

improving the welfare of babies and young children.

It is not the role of the Institute itself to teach young

people about the needs of their future offspring. However,

Institute research can illustrate the vacuum which I have

suggested exists. In its role of protection and support for

the family, the Institute could well influence public debate

and action in that direction since research will clearly

demonstrate the need. If it is not the role of the Institute,

then to whom should we look to ensure that future 
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the picture we have of the economy is seriously distorted

and results in flawed policy decisions which are particu-

larly evident in the areas of taxation policy and child care

allowances, but have many other hidden implications.

Consider the taxation issue. In 1950, families rearing

dependent children on an average weekly income received

more in family benefits than they paid in tax (Thomson

and Tapper 1993). Now, families with children pay higher

than average levels of tax. Australians in general pay 20 per

cent of their income in tax and receive 12 per cent in bene-

fits, making an overall tax rate of 8 per cent. Couple families

with children pay 22 per cent of their income in tax and

receive 7 per cent in benefits, making an overall tax rate of

15 per cent (Harding 1994). It seems unlikely that the

majority of Australians would consider this fair or wise, but

it has occurred, and occurred with virtually no discussion.

Family contribution to educational outcomes
If we turn to the area of education, again we see the phe-

nomenon of families making incredible contributions that

are largely overlooked at every level. In the 1960s Coleman

showed that the differences in children’s learning achieve-

ments in school were more related to differences in the

families they came from than to differences in the schools

they go to (Coleman et al. 1966). Since then evidence has

accumulated to support that finding (Henderson and Berla

1994), including United States research that shows that

three factors over which parents exercise authority (stu-

dent absenteeism, variety of reading material in the home,

and excessive television watching) explain nearly 90 per

cent of the difference in eighth grade mathematics test

scores across 37 states. This indicates that controllable

home factors account for almost all the differences in

average student achievement (Barton and Coley 1992).

Recent research on the brain is just one research strand

that helps explain this family impact. Early experiences

have a decisive impact on the architecture of the brain

and on adult capabilities. Alan Sroufe’s research shows

that children’s achievement at age 16 can be predicted

based on the level of support they receive in their preschool

years. This is because early interactions don’t just create

a context; they directly affect the way the brain is ‘wired’.

Stressful and traumatic experiences in childhood under-

mine neurological development and impair brain function.

But where do we see this data on family impact reflected

in educational research priorities, DETYA structures and

resource allocations, curriculum projects, teacher training,

or resources allocated to enable parents to fulfil their part

of the so-called home–school partnership?

Family impact on health outcomes
Health is another area where family contributions have

been ignored in policy documents and practice. Silburn

and Zubrick have shown that Australia is suffering an 

epidemic of child mental health problems. But three fam-

ily-related factors together account for more than 80 per

cent in the variation in children’s mental health problems

(Zubrick, Silburn et al. 1995; Silburn, Zubrick et al. 1996).

The three factors are: growing up with both biological

parents; the quality of the relationships between the 

parents; and the disciplinary style adopted by the parents

towards their children.

generations of parents are aware of the needs of babies

and young children, and important issues relating to their

health and social development?

In my opinion, the case for preparing each generation

for the exacting role of parenthood is irrefutable; clearly,

observation and apprenticeship experiences are not now

(if they ever were) part of the normal experience of grow-

ing up for every child. Western societies such as Sweden

and Norway and others approach this social need in a

variety of ways, some of which seem to provide a reason-

ably ‘fail- safe’ introduction to parenting, as far as that is

possible. I believe that the Australian Institute of Family

Studies should further this debate.

Enhancing communication and relationship skills
Second, I believe that 20 years of ‘no fault’ divorce, as 

we in Australia have known it, amply demonstrates that

training in communication and relationship skills is now as

much an imperative as is a basic understanding of health.

I am not putting this forward as a way of enabling

ambitious young men and women to get on in the world –

businesses promote these skills today. I am arguing that

the history of marriage has been one of ownership (by

males, of the person and property of the woman) and of

immutable obligation (by women, that males owe them

support) and that these ideas are firmly embedded, even

now, in the perceptions of some of the protagonists

within our no fault divorce system. How else can we

account for the amount of violence and disaffection asso-

ciated with marriage dissolution and the sharing of

children and property which we now witness.

Men and women are not born automatically with com-

munication and relationship skills. In our society, in which

self-interest is approved, we learn to resent the political

opinions of others; we compare our achievements with

others; we dissemble in order to maintain our relative sta-

tuses. In other words, by adulthood, our life histories have

equipped us not to give equal rights to the feelings and

opinions of marriage partners, not to share what we value

unless we exact adequate pay-back, to keep our deepest

feelings and fears to ourselves, regardless of whether this

will mean misinterpretation by our nearest and dearest.

Young children can be taught to see themselves as others

see them, to value consensus over conflict, and open-ness

and discussion rather than fisticuffs, and to recognise and

value honesty in relationships with friends and family.

When they are helped to perceive the advantages of these

strategies for themselves in winning friends and influenc-

ing people, children and young adults are more likely to

practice them as learned behaviour. Since we know that a

great many of the disaffections and arguments between

young people and their parents are the consequence of

poor communication and inability or unwillingness to

accept the point of view of the other, it seems to be only

commonsense to allow the young, at least, to be made

aware of how relationships work. 

There are few mechanisms by which we can develop such

skills in great numbers of adults but, to my mind, we are not

improving the prospects of future marriage relationships if we

do not at least allow young people to see other ways of relat-

ing than those that many of them will witness and perhaps

deplore in their families of origin. Teaching an understanding

of human relationships could never be wasted.

Welcome changes in family studies

Strengthening family and marriage stability
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Family stress, conflict and break-up are major risk 

factors for suicide. Divorced men have three times the

suicide rate of married men (higher than that of Aborigines

and Torres Strait Islanders). Marriage is a major health-

protecting factor. Married men and women have lower

rates of mortality, and of physical and mental illness than

the never-married, separated, widowed and divorced.

Married men aged 24 to 64 have half the mortality rate 

of men who are never married, separated, widowed or

divorced. Married women are similarly protected. But

these family factors are not recognised in health strategy

documents (Eastman 1996).

Recognising contributions to social wellbeing
The question that must be explored is why the positive

contributions of family are ignored and overlooked in at

least three sectors of public policy. Why is the family

impact discovered over and over again, but never 

adequately recognised in a practical way in policy? One

possible explanation is that we need appropriate theories

that explain the family contribution (Eastman 1989). 

For example, in 1940 the regulations for visiting in the

children’s ward of the Children’s Hospital in Melbourne

were no visits at all (not even from parents) until the

child had been resident for a full month. After that, visits

were allowed only between the hours of 2.00 and 3.00

p.m. on two Sundays of the month. Most people could 

not see the damage these rules caused, nor that of gov-

ernment-sponsored child migration, nor the removal of

Aboriginal children from their families and communities

until Bowlby developed attachment theory, or until a

voice was given to the Aboriginal perspective.

Hopefully research on social capital will help to bring

into focus the unique contributions that marriage and

family make to social wellbeing. The Bion Tavistock con-

cept of ‘the institution in the mind’ may also be helpful in

exploring what processes militate against the institutions

of education, health, and the economy keeping the family

in mind, or keeping it in mind only in its negative dimen-

sions, as a source of problems. It is essential that family be

kept in the mind of the major institutions in its positive as

well as negative dimensions – and the Australian Institute

of Family Studies is the institution best suited to that task.

The new research direction will at least begin this task.

Conclusion
The three areas of Institute research are absolutely fun-

damental and extremely well chosen. They will enable

research (not just at the Institute but beyond in the

research community which will be influenced by the

Institute’s priorities) to contribute to child, adult, com-

munity and social wellbeing. The research program

outlined is one that will enable the Institute to fulfil its

goal of ensuring ‘that the Institute continues to play a

positive, relevant and pro-active role in the years to come’.
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I am arguing, therefore, that part of the search by

the Institute for better strategies for living together in

family and marriage, and the practices of dissolution of

marriage, as laid down in its remit, must include ways

of promoting improved communication skills and

understandings – through its research and publications,

and through stated positions on associated issues.

Conclusion
I have argued for the expansion of the role of the Aus-

tralian Institute of Family Studies into focused research

and the dissemination of findings (as it has done in

other areas) to inform public opinion and influence

decision makers in government and teacher education

institutions to expand their role of preparation of the

young for the life roles they will shortly assume.

Ensuring that teenagers, both male and female, are

aware of the physical and psychological needs of babies

and children is recognition of their value to our future.

The expansion of personal understandings of the way

we humans relate to each other in public and private

roles must diminish the aggression and possessiveness

which is now epitomised in the violence and unhappi-

ness of the divorce court. 

Long-term goals though they may be, these two objec-

tives are not impossible, especially when we recognise the

fundamental assumptions which have been abandoned to

make some of the social changes we have already adopted.
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