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A N N S A N S O N
Acting Director’s report

New Principal Research Fellow for Institute 

I am pleased to announce that Michael Alexander has accepted
the position of Principal Research Fellow heading the Family and
Society research program at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies. He takes over the program following Dr Matthew Gray’s
acceptance of an appointment at the Australian National Univer-
sity (see last edition of Family Matters, no. 67, Autumn 2004).

Michael is a labour economist who has worked for both state and
federal government departments and several universities. His
work to date has had a workplace focus, and he was part of the
research team that designed, collected and analysed the Aus-
tralian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey. His most recent
publication is The Price of Feminised Jobs: New Evidence on the

Gender Pay Gap in Australia, published by
Labour and Industry (December 1999).
Michael has joined us from Industrial Relations
Victoria where he was responsible for research
development and labour market analysis.

Michael started at the Institute on 20 July
2004. The Board of Management and mem-
bers of staff join me in welcoming Michael to
the Institute.

Farewell to Adam Tomison 
On 27 May 2004 the Institute farewelled Dr Adam Tomison who
has taken up a position as Director of Research (Population and
Evaluation) in the Northern Territory’s Office of Aboriginal
Health, Family and Social Policy.

Adam was appointed in 1995 as Research Advisor to the
National Child Protection Clearinghouse, then newly located at
the Australian Institute of Family Studies. Adam conducted high
quality research in the area of child maltreatment, and he pro-
duced a substantial number of valuable reports on the state of

child abuse prevention in Australia. Under Adam’s leadership,
the Clearinghouse has developed into a centre for excellence
with a national and international reputation in the field of child
abuse prevention and child protection. Adam also played a valu-
able role in the development of two other Institute-based
projects – the Stronger Families Learning Exchange, and the
Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault. 

Adam was a highly regarded colleague, and we appreciated his
commitment and enthusiasm. The Board of Management and
members of staff join me in wishing Adam all the very best in the
future, and we look forward to a continuing association with him.

Changes at the Family Court
At this time of farewells, I would like to take the opportunity to
mark the retirement of Chief Justice Alistair Nicholson after 16
years at the helm of the Family Court of Australia. His proactive
stewardship of the court through times of great change has
ensured a vigorous contribution by the Court to the debate on
issues of concern in family jurisprudence. 

We welcome the appointment of Diana Bryant as his successor.
Like Elizabeth Evatt, who was the first Chief Justice of the Family
Court (and the first woman to head any court in Australia), Ms
Bryant, before her current appointment, also headed a newly 
constituted federal court – the Federal Magistrate’s Court – in
2000. This followed a distinguished career in the practice of 
family law both in Western Australia and Victoria. 

Congratulations are also in order for the Presiding Member of
the Institute’s Board of Management, Dianne Gibson, who
recently took up the position of Principal Mediator at the
National Support Office of the Family Court. Previously the
National Director of Relationships Australia, Dianne first
became directly involved with the Institute’s Board in 2000. 

Given the historic ties linking the Court and the Institute (both
having been established under the Family Law Act 1975), we
applaud these two appointments and look forward to a continuing
strong collaborative partnership with the Court.

Institute presence at international conferences 

Institute researchers have presented a number of papers at impor-
tant international conferences in the last two months. 

In April 2004, Ruth Weston and I were honoured to be invited to
attend the East Asian Ministerial Forum on Families, co-hosted
by the Australian and Vietnamese governments, and attended by
ministers and delegations from 12 countries in the East Asian
region, along with representatives from around one dozen inter-
national and non-government organisations (see Ruth Weston’s
report on the forum on page 60 of this edition). 

In June 2004, Ruth Weston, Christine Millward and Jody Hughes
each presented papers on Institute research on work and family
issues at the international conference, Work-Life Balance Across
the Lifecourse, hosted by the Centre for Research on Families and
Relationships in Edinburgh (see also page 57 of this edition). 

Also in June 2004, I gave a keynote address at the Parent Child
2004 Conference in London, organised by the UK National Fam-
ily and Parenting Institute. The paper, drawing from the
Institute’s collaboration with Crime Prevention Victoria, drew
considerable interest from researchers and the media.

Michael Alexander

S T O P P R E S S

In response to the House of Representatives Committee on 
Family and Community Affairs Inquiry into child custody arrange-
ments in the event of family separation, the Minister for Children
and Youth Affairs, Larry Anthony, recently announced the estab-
lishment of a Ministerial Taskforce to conduct a comprehensive
re-evaluation of the Child Support Scheme. This evaluation is the
first major review in almost a decade. 
Institute Research Fellow, Bruce Smyth, is one of eight members 
of the Taskforce. Former Institute researcher, Mathew Gray, is 
also a member, while former Institute Director, David Stanton,
is Deputy Chair. The  Chair ot the Taskforce is Patrick Parkinson,
a professor at the Faculty of Law, University of Sydney.
The Taskforce will evaluate research, debate policy issues and
propose practical options for change. It will be supported by a
Reference Group comprising a mix of experts, stakeholders, and
interest groups. More information about the terms of reference,
and membership of the Taskforce and Reference Group can be
found at: www.facs.gov.au/internet/facsinternet.nsf/content/child
suppt_min_taskforce_ref_group.htm

INSTITUTE PRESENCE ON NEW CHILD SUPPORT 
MINISTERIAL TASKFORCE
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In July 2004, two Institute researchers were among about 1300
delegates from over 30 countries attending the meeting of the
International Society for the Study of Behavioural Develop-
ment (ISSBD), held in Ghent, Belgium. At this meeting I
co-convened a symposium on national longitudinal studies at
which the Growing Up in Australia study and UK Millennium
Cohort Study were discussed, and Sarah Wise reported on two
Institute studies – the Child Care Choices and Children and
Family Life studies (see also page 56 of this edition).

Institute to host major conference in 2006
An additional reason for our presence at the ISSBD meeting was
that the Institute in conjunction with the University of Mel-
bourne has won the privilege of hosting the next meeting of the
Society, in July 2006 in Melbourne. This is a major conference
on development over the life-span and the Melbourne ISSBD
meeting will provide a fantastic opportunity to showcase the
Institute’s research, and Australian research more generally, to
the world. We are already working with a local (Melbourne-
based) and a national organising committee, which comprise
representatives from many universities and professional organ-
isations across Australia, to ensure that this conference will be
an outstanding success. Stand by for further news on our Mel-
bourne ISSBD conference in future issues of Family Matters.

Institute conference 2005
Speaking of conferences, planning is well underway for the
Institute’s next biennial conference, entitled “Families Matter”,
to be held in Melbourne on 9–11 February 2005. The conference
provides a wonderful opportunity for researchers, policy makers
and family service providers to discuss a wide range of family
issues. Further information is available on the following pages 
of this edition, and from the conference link at the Institute’s
website www.aifs.gov.au. 

“Being young” and other articles in this issue
I hope this issue of Family Matters will provide material of inter-
est and value to all our readers. As usual, contributions are
authored by both Institute researchers and external authors. 

While the coverage of this edition of Family Matters is diverse,
its main theme is the development and wellbeing of youth in
Australia today. Adolescence is often seen as a time of sturm
und drang, but it is notable that the papers in this edition that
relate to the developmental periods of adolescence and early
adulthood are taking a much more even-handed approach,
acknowledging young people’s strengths and wellbeing as well as
the complexity of adolescents’ lives these days and some of the
challenges they face. 

The issue also presents: a timely paper addressing one of the com-
plex issues arising from technological advances in genetic testing
– the trend for men to seek genetic testing to determine the pater-
nity of children; an analysis of the Institute’s Family and Work
Decisions study data; an opinion piece on the phenomenon of
“date rape” and lessons to be learned from how it has been treated
in the United States; and a consideration of some of the implica-
tions of the family-related measures contained in the federal
Budget brought down in May this year.

Farewell
This will be my last Family Matters report as Acting Director.
When I came to the Institute in 1999, I was given a three-year
secondment from the Department of Psychology at the Univer-
sity of Melbourne. This was extended to four and a half years
once I took on the role of Deputy Director, and later Acting
Director. It is now time for me to return to the University.

My time at the Institute has been stimulating, challenging and
busy. I will miss it, but will remain very grateful for the privilege
of working with so many dedicated, generous and talented col-
leagues, and for the unfailing support of the staff and the Board
of Management through some unsettled times.

At a time when families are so high on the national policy
agenda, the Institute’s vision – to be a centre of excellence for
research and information on family wellbeing – has never been
so pertinent. I am confident that the Institute will continue to
flourish in fulfilling this vision.

Just as this issue of Family Matters was going to press, we received the welcome announcement that Professor Alan Hayes has
accepted the invitation to be the new permanent Director of the Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Announcing the appointment on 29 July 2004, the Minister for Family and Community Services, Senator the Hon Kay Patterson,
said that Professor Hayes would take up the position on 9 September 2004 for a period of five years. 

Senator Patterson said: “Professor Hayes will bring with him a wealth of experience and knowledge across the areas of families
and children.” 

“The Institute’s research on families is important and highly valued”, Senator Patterson said, “and Professor Hayes’ passion for this
area and his undoubted skills will be a great advantage to the ongoing success of the Institute.”

The appointment is welcome news indeed. Alan has been a friend of the Institute for many years, and has been a member of the
Institute’s Board of Management since July 2000. He has strong credentials both as a researcher and as an administrator. He is cur-
rently Professor of Early Childhood Studies and Dean of the Australian Centre for Educational Studies, a division of Macquarie
University, Sydney, as well as the Chair of the Australian Council for Children and Parenting.

I have every confidence that the Institute will thrive under his leadership.

For the brief period before Professor Hayes takes up his position, Ms Denise Swift will act as Director. Denise also knows the Insti-
tute and its work well, having held appointments within the Department of Family and Community Services and having managed
many programs relevant to the work of the Institute. The Institute will thus be in very safe hands during this hand-over period. 

A P P O I N T M E N T  O F  N E W  I N S T I T U T E  D I R E C T O R

Professor Alan Hayes
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The Australian Institute of Family Studies invites submissions from
people interested in presenting papers, symposia or workshops at 
the Ninth Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference, to be held
at the Melbourne Exhibition Centre on Southbank from Wednesday 
9 February to Friday 11 February 2005.

C A L L  F O R  P A P E R S

Separation and divorce processes 
and outcomes
Co-parenting after divorce
Emerging issues in family law

Family and society 

Work and family 
Income support policy
Social capital and civil society 
Family values
Policy implications of an ageing population
Social and demographic trends 
affecting families
Stronger families and communities
Family violence

Children and parenting

Parenting and parent–child 
relationships
Development in diverse families
Child abuse and protection
Extended families and intergenerational 
relationships
Child care

Family and marriage

Family formation
Strategies for supporting marriage 
and family life
Relationship education and intervention
Fertility trends and decision-making

Themes and content

Submissions are invited on any aspect of family research and policy, including family trends, family
life and relationships, children, economics, support programs and family law. The Institute welcome
papers exploring: research methodologies and problems (especially longitudinal work); theory
relating to family, gender and sexuality; comparative research; policy and program evaluation; and
historical scholarship.

Presenters are asked to note the following topic areas, and to consider the three conference 
sub-themes: Children and Parenting; Family and Marriage; and Families and Society. There will also
be an open stream for papers which do not fit the sub-themes.

I N S T I T U T E  C O N F E R E N C E  

The Australian Institute of
Family Studies Conference
will provide a valuable forum
for those interested or involved
in family research, family 
policy, or providing services
to families in Australia. It will
feature the presentation and
discussion of findings of the
Institute’s own studies, along
with work from a wide range
of researchers, government
bodies, service providers and
community organisations.

M E L B O U R N E  9 - 1 1  F E B R U A R Y  2 0 0 5

9th Australian Institute of
Family Studies Conference
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If you do not have access to the Internet, please contact the Institute
and a printed application form will be mailed to you.

If you would like to present a paper and are uncertain about how it
might relate to the conference, please email or phone: 

Alison Morehead (alisonm@aifs.gov.au) or Catherine Rosenbrock
(cathr@aifs.gov.au), at the Australian Institute of Family Studies
(phone: +61 3 9214 7888). 

If you would like to present material at the Conference, you can
make your application via the Internet. The submission form and
guidelines are at the www.aifs.gov.au

Submission dates, guidelines and conditions

Further informationApplication process

Key dates
Call for papers is open until Monday 13 September 2004
Acceptance of proposals will be advised between 
1 - 15 October 2004
The deadline for early-bird registration is 30 November 2004

Methods of presentation
When submitting your abstract, please nominate your preferred 
session type – individual papers, symposia or workshops. 

Individual paper submissions are invited for papers reporting origi-
nal research findings, work in progress, methodological issues, and
reporting/evaluating family service programs. Papers will be
grouped into themes and presented in concurrent sessions. Twenty
minutes, plus ten minutes for discussion, will be allocated for each
individual paper. Three papers will be presented in the course of each
one-and-a-half-hour session.

Symposia submissions should propose a set of closely related
papers on a particular topic, the content of each paper, and the
names of a convenor and a discussant. Each symposium, of one-
and-a-half-hours duration, will consist of at least two papers
followed by a discussant.

NOTE: Symposium sessions submission should be a single submis-
sion which contains all information about individual papers.

Workshop submissions should outline the topic, target audience,
knowledge/experience requirements of participants, structure of the
proposed session, and any limitations on the number of partici-
pants. Each workshop will be of one-and-a-half-hours duration.

Evaluation criteria
Submissions, be they for papers, symposia or workshops will be
reviewed by a panel of assessors. Selections will be made on the
basis of the following criteria: 

a clear application to the conference themes;
appropriate methodology and presentation of data;
clarity of discussion; 
demonstration of innovation, quality and originality.

Submission guidelines 
Abstract submission is via the Internet www.aifs.gov.au.

For proposals with more than one author, only one person should
submit the abstract online, and this person will be the contact for all 
correspondence concerning the abstract with the Conference Office. 

Proposals accepted for presentation will be published in the Confer-
ence Handbook and online exactly as submitted, and should thus be
checked for accuracy prior to submission. 

300 Queen Street, Melbourne, Victoria 3000   Phone: (03) 9214 7888   Fax: (03) 9214 7839
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Becoming adult Becoming adult 
in the 2000s
N e w  t r a n s i t i o n s  a n d  n e w  c a r e e r s
Young people who are becoming adult in the 2000s are shaping new life patterns as they

engage with contemporary social and economic conditions. Yet many of the frameworks

that inform current thinking about the process of growing up derive from an era in which

different conditions and options prevailed.

Young people who are becoming adult in the 2000s are shaping new life patterns as they

engage with contemporary social and economic conditions. Yet many of the frameworks

that inform current thinking about the process of growing up derive from an era in which

different conditions and options prevailed.

in the 2000s

J O H A N N A  W Y N

belong. The fact is that the youth question has to be
continually rethought in the light of the changing cir-
cumstances of the times. Yet if we look at the political
and theoretical assumptions which continue to gov-
ern so much of youth policy-making we find that it all
too often is a case of old wine in new bottles.” 

Since Cohen made this observation there has been
widespread recognition of the effects of social
change on young people’s lives in many domains
(Dwyer and Wyn 2001; Furlong and Cartmel 1997).
Yet in the main, the conceptualisation of youth
transitions has held onto a belief in a pattern that
derives from a previous era. Terms such as “gener-
ation on hold” and “arrested adulthood” have been
used to describe young Canadians’ transitions
(Côté 2000). In the United Kingdom, the term
“post-adolescence” has been used. In Netherlands,
the term “over-aged young adults” is proposed, and
in Canada and Australia “extended transitions” is a
common term (Dwyer and Wyn 2001). 

These descriptions have in common the assump-
tion that something is amiss; that young people’s
transitions are faulty. They imply that young people
are extending the period of adolescence, failing to
grow up in a timely manner. These characterisa-
tions are reminiscent of traditional views of youth
as “incomplete”, for which the only cure is “adult-
hood” (Wyn and White 1997).

hen considering the patterns of youth
transitions from education to the work-
force, there is a widespread tendency to
focus on the “problematic” nature of
such transition processes. Ever since

the full-time youth labour market began its demise
starting in the late 1970s, both policy and research on
young people have treated “transition” as a signifi-
cant social problem (Dusseldorp Skills Forum 1999). 

The slow but steady rupture of the link between
educational outcomes and employment outcomes
has undermined a relationship that was seen as the
“natural” order of things. As many policy docu-
ments acknowledge (for example, Pagawi 2002), the
transition processes for the majority of young peo-
ple born after 1970 are different from those of the
majority of their parents’ generation. 

This article focuses on contemporary patterns of
transition and reflects on how we understand these
patterns. It suggests that it may be time to rethink
“normal” transitions for young people in Australia,
and to discard outmoded assumptions about the
relationships between education and work that
were generated in a different social era. 

As Cohen (1997: 180-181) has pointed out: “It is all
too easy to read social changes through the grid of
particular ideas and experiences which were strategic
in forming the historical generation to which we

WW
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The emergence of a discourse of faulty transitions is
evident in media representations of young people.
The Melbourne Age recently published a string of
negative articles in which young people were
labeled Gen X and Gen Y. In this series, Edgar
(2003) maintained that young people “bludged” off
their parents by staying in the parental home and,
even if they left, tended to return home because
they were unable to cope with “the inconvenience
of caring for themselves”. Shanahan (2003) echoed
this theme, claiming that Gen X is not capable of
looking after themselves, having been brought up in
luxury. Carr-Gregg (2004) claimed that the problem
with Gen Y is that they are “underdone develop-
mentally”. And Colebatch (2003) argued that
parents pay all the bills and that Gen X and Y “lead
the spending on mobile phones and nights out”. 

However, as this article argues, the portrayal of
young people’s transitions as faulty serve to perpet-
uate negative stereotypes and obscure the
significance of changes that are occurring in the
nature of youth and adulthood. Young people’s life
patterns, priorities and attitudes are a response to
the world in which they are living. It is important
that the social conditions that young people are
engaging with provide the context for understand-
ing youth transitions. This is because, as young
people are inevitably experiencing transitions in
their personal biographies, as they move through

various forms of education (formal and informal)
and occupation (paid and unpaid), so is our society
changing (White and Wyn 2004). 

Unless we link youth transitions with the social and
political context of those transitions, we risk misun-
derstanding young people’s trajectories. The use of
outdated assumptions trivialises young people’s tran-
sitions, and the use of outdated frameworks re-cycles
youth “problems” while at the same time obscuring
the emergence of new issues for youth. 

Context of social change
Social researchers have identified one of the most
significant effects of social change over the last 30
years as the processes of “individualisation” (Beck
and Beck-Gernsheim 2002). Individualisation is a
process that relates to the disintegration of tradi-
tional structures in people’s lives, so the “inherited
recipes for living and role stereotypes fail to function.
There are no historical models for the conduct of
life” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002: 26). Many
things that the previous generation took for granted
are now not so certain. Young people growing up
today have to deal with a world of unpredictable
outcomes in which autonomy and personal devel-
opment are now paramount. This individualisation
of society places a person entirely responsible for
their own success or failure. 

7Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.68 Winter 2004
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countries, introducing new elements of complexity
in the stages of transition to adulthood. Despite 
this, older preconceptions about youth transitions
continue to hold, making it difficult to incorporate
new perspectives into our understandings of young
people.

Life-Patterns Study
The above ideas form a reference point for consider-
ing the transition processes of the young people in
the Life-Patterns Research Project, a longitudinal
panel study conducted by the Australian Youth Cen-
tre at the University of Melbourne. The study has
tracked the education, work and other life patterns
of young Australians from the State of Victoria who
left secondary school in 1991, and recorded the
ways in which these young people have responded
to a changing world from 1992 to the present
(Dwyer and Wyn 2001; Dwyer et al. 2003). 

In 1992 the entire school
leaver cohort of 29,000 young
people were surveyed to follow
up their progress after leaving
school. From these responses,
a representative sample of
11,000 young people was con-
structed. In 1996 the Youth
Research Centre surveyed a
smaller, representative sample
of this data set of 2000, main-
taining consistency within the
sample of gender, socio-eco-
nomic  background ,  and
geographic location. 

Table 1 describes the consis-
tency of the data set and the
gradual reduction in sample
size from the 2000 who were
surveyed in 1996 (returning 1926) to 752 in 2002.
The data have been collected through the use of
surveys of the entire sample and interviews with a
sub-set of between 80 and 100 participants every
two years.

The young respondents were in their last year of sec-
ondary school when the project began in 1991. In
2002 they were 11 years out of school. Their experi-
ences and the ways in which they tell their stories
provide a useful insight into the specific experiences
of the post-1970 generation. 

Convergence of findings 

The findings of the Life-Patterns Study converge
with those of longitudinal studies in other coun-
tries, and in particular in the United Kingdom (Ball
et al. 2000), Germany (Evans 2002) and Canada
(Andres and Wyn 2001). Across each of these stud-
ies, the trajectories of young people in the
post-1970 generation reveal diversity and common
patterns, reflecting specific local conditions and
enduring social divisions based on class, gender and
race. In discussing their findings of the trajectories
of young people in Britain “post 16” years, Ball et al.
(2000: 142) are cautious about essentialising and
generalising the experiences and patterns of young

As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002: 23) argue:
“The ubiquitous rule is that, in order to survive the
rat race, one has to become active, inventive and
resourceful, to develop ideas of one’s own, to be
faster, nimbler and more creative – not just on one
occasion, but constantly, day after day. Individuals
become actors, builders, jugglers, stage managers of
their own biographies and identities and also of
their social links and networks.” 

Their concept of “choice biographies” has been
employed by many youth researchers to describe
the nature of young people’s transition processes
from school to further education and work. As a
recent government report (Pawagi 2002: 2)
acknowledges: “For increasing numbers of young
people the transition period is becoming longer, and
transition patterns are becoming less defined and
less certain than they once were. Young people
seem more and more to be charting their own path-
ways and these do not always coincide with those
that policy makers have developed.” 

It is important to place patterns of transition
through education and work in their historical con-
text. The early 1990s represented a significant shift
in the majority experience of transition for young
Australians. This historical shift is analysed in
detail in Dwyer and Wyn (2001). The post-1970
generation of young Australians (now in their 30s)
were the first for whom post-secondary education
became a policy imperative and an economic
necessity. They are part of the first generation of
Australians to be so well educated. They completed
secondary school at a time when “education has
been sharply redefined with reference to national
economic goals and the completion of post-compul-
sory education or training is demanded as a
prerequisite for active adult life” (Heggen and
Dwyer 1998: 270-271). 

The post-1970 generation can be seen as a “vanguard
cohort” who, in the course of their lifetime have been
confronted with new challenges and opportunities.
The increasing complexity of the relationship
between education and employment and changes in
workplace relations involving greater insecurity of
employment are realities to which they have had to
adjust. But changes also extend beyond the educa-
tion and work sphere. Family formation has also
changed over the last 20 years (Gilding 2001) and
consumer lifestyles have exerted a powerful influ-
ence on young people’s lives (Miles 1998). 

These factors have altered the significance of tradi-
tional “markers” of adult status in industrialised

Instead of following 

a linear sequence 

in which school is 

followed by work,

the pathways these

young people took

were complex,

divergent and 

multilayered.

Sample consistency 1996-2002 (%)Table 1

Indicator 1996 1998 2000 2002
(n=1926) (n=1430) (n=1121) (n=752) 

Government school 60 56 58 56 
Australian born mother 65 65 67 68 
Father: professional/managerial 33 34 34 35 
Mother: university qualified 13 14 15 15.5 
Rural 33 31 34 34 
Female 65 66 67 67 
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people from particular locations, such as London.
As they point out, in reading patterns and repre-
sentations into the data (through the discussion of
“themes”), there is the risk that researchers create
the appearance of closure and determinism. 

Yet, like the Life-Patterns Study, these other
researchers have found that across the spectrum of
life circumstances, young people’s attitudes and
subjectivities reveal distinctive patterns that war-
rant further study, because there have been “radical
changes to the typical experiences of young people”
(Furlong and Cartmel 1997: 8). Ball et al. (2000)
explore the effects of “individualism” on young 
people. They find evidence that young people are
“forced” to make active choices and to forge new
identities within consumer cultures, which, for
many, provide stronger sources of identity than
occupational status. 

New transitions
We found that their trajectories did not reflect the
assumptions about the “transition from school to
work” policies that had dominated thinking in the
early 1990s (Australian Education Council 1991).
Instead of following a linear sequence in which
school is followed by work, the pathways these
young people took were complex, divergent and
multilayered. The life-patterns research found that
there was a consistent pattern across both urban
and rural areas for combining study and work. More
than 30 per cent of young people in both rural and
urban settings combined both study and work all
the time, and a further 25 per cent were studying
and working most of the time. 

This reflects a preference, and also a necessity to
mix study and work. In 1996, over a quarter of the
sample (28 per cent) preferred to combine study

and work. A further 23 per cent said that while 
they were both studying and working, their job had
priority (Dwyer and Wyn 2001: 20). It is interesting
to note that this pattern is established in secondary
school. Well over half of 17 year olds have held a job
at some time and it is usual for students in Aus-
tralian secondary schools to combine study and
work. There is evidence that young people who are
combining study and work see this as a way of
learning to manage conflicting responsibilities and
that they place a positive value on learning in non-
school settings (Stokes, Wierenga and Wyn 2003). 

This means that the term “transition from school to
work” is misleading. School and work are often simul-
taneous and there is not necessarily a relationship
between the two. For this reason, it is necessary to
view traditional factors affecting young people’s out-
comes with a degree of caution. Early school leaving
provides an example. While non-completion of sec-
ondary school education continues to correlate with
disadvantage in employment outcomes (Lamb et al.
2000), this “pathway” should not be seen as a simple,
homogenous or even determined category. The Life-
Patterns Study found that over time, the effects of
early school leaving were less negative than might
have been expected. It is worth elaborating on the

Evans (2002) also finds evidence of significant
shifts in the lives of ordinary youth on the basis of
extensive comparative research on young people in
England and East Germany. She concludes that
while the effects of traditional social divisions (gen-
der, geographical location and class) continue to be
visible, it is important to understand the subtle
shifts in meanings, attitudes and priorities that
young people attach to education, work and other
life experiences. 

Rethinking transition
In this section, some examples of ways in which
new meanings are being shaped by young people in
Australia are discussed.

In describing the themes that have emerged in the
Life-Patterns Study, we are conscious of the need to
acknowledge both the structural constraints on the
lives of young people and at the same time the
extent to which young people’s subjective interpre-
tations play a role in their outcomes. The themes
that have emerged challenge many of the policy
assumptions that are commonly made about young
people’s transitions during the first years after leav-
ing secondary school. 



In 1996, interviews produced evidence of a change
in thinking as Life-Patterns Study participants were
coming to terms with labour market uncertainties.
While work remained an important element in their
lives, other life spheres were emerging as the cen-
tral focus of their identities, including relationships
and leisure. Between 1996 and 1999, there was a
gradual shift in orientation from a focus on job or
occupation towards broader interests. For example,
in 1996 10 per cent of the sample placed a priority
on the “broad context” of life (for example, family,
friends, lifestyle or field of work). By 1999, 24 per
cent of the participants stated this as their priority.
Pursuing a career in their area of interest was the
most important priority for 27 per cent in 1996,
but had reduced to 19 per cent in 1999 (Dwyer and
Wyn, 2001: 178). By 2002, 75 per cent were in a
full-time job, which is consistent with the national
figures. They had embraced uncertainty and
change, with 82 per cent having changed jobs since
1996 and nearly a quarter having held five or more
jobs since 1996. 

At the same time, we have seen the emergence of
some distinctive attitudes towards the idea of
career. The traditional idea that career equates with
full-time employment in one occupation; involving
upward mobility over time is not confirmed by their
views. Instead, these young people have a subjec-
tive assessment of career as a “state of mind” rather
than an objective and visible trajectory. More than
80 per cent of the participants stated that a career
was a job that offers scope for advancement, offers
opportunities for commitment, and an ongoing role
that offers fulfillment. They stated that a career is
not a permanent full-time job; it is not necessarily
your current job, and does not have to be connected
to your source of income. 

trajectories of our early school leaving sub-set to
explain this in more detail. 

The life-patterns sample was made up of two separate
groupings in 1992: a “studying” sub-set of those who
went on to further study at the end of school; and a
“non-study” sub-set of those who initially chose
some sort of other alternative. It is significant that of
these “non-studying” respondents, as many as 80 per
cent had returned to study in the intervening years.
This meant that of the entire sample, in 1996 90 per
cent had undertaken courses of study since 1992.

It would seem that if a longer time frame is taken (of
five years or more) then the effects of complex pat-
terns of transition can be seen. Young people who
leave school early often find their way back into edu-
cation (despite the fact that schools often make this
difficult). Other studies (McMillan and Marks 2003)
have also found that, in terms of income, many early
school leavers “catch up” with their school-complet-
ing contemporaries over a period of about five years.
These findings suggest that older assumptions about
the negative effects of early school leavings may be
linked to out-dated linear assumptions. The Life-Pat-
terns Study emphasises the need to re-think the
implications of more complex transition processes
for all young people.

New careers
By the year 2000, at the age of 27, 68 per cent of the
respondents had achieved permanent jobs, and 76
per cent were in full-time jobs. Yet, the Life-Patterns
Study has found that the jobs they get either do not
fully use the skills they have acquired in years of
education (and part-time work), or demand very long
hours that ultimately undermine job satisfaction. 

Perhaps it is not surprising that they have often found
that work is not rewarding enough. Occupational
boundaries have become more fluid and increasingly
jobs are temporary. The interviews and open-ended
sections of the survey highlighted a common com-
plaint expressed by participants who felt that they
were over-qualified for the work they got. Others
found the hours too long and were stressed and felt
that life was not in balance. This has left them having
to weigh up the situations they find themselves in.
Over a quarter of the respondents in 2002 wished that
their health and fitness were better, and 21 per sent
wished that their work situation or career was better
(Dwyer et al. 2003: 14). The sources of their dissatis-
faction were overwhelmingly in the difficulty they had
in balancing commitments (63.5 per cent) and in
work pressures (58 per cent) (Dwyer et al. 2003: 14).

One of the effects of credentialism is that the skills
and capacities required by the available jobs do not
necessarily reflect the levels of education required
to attain the job. Reporting on the “clever society”
policies adopted in the United Kingdom, Ainley
(1998) found that many graduates are “overquali-
fied” for the jobs they get. Similarly, concerns have
emerged about the extent of “fit” between second-
ary education and employment. It is evident that
not all young people who complete their secondary
education gain the economic benefits that the edu-
cation system is intended to bestow (Teese 2000). 
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Flexibility is seen as more important than
predictability as a basis for future security
in a post-industrial world. In the face of
employment insecurity, many young peo-
ple see that they are more secure if they
can achieve “horizontal mobility” – or the
capacity to move from one job to another,
depending on their needs. This skill is val-
ued over the older emphasis on vertical
mobility within one occupation. 

However, the aim of the Life-Patterns Study was not
to identify objective health status, but to document
and analyse young people’s subjective assessments
of their health and wellbeing because their deci-
sions about life are significantly affected by
subjective as well as structural or objective factors.
In post-industrial societies, processes of individual-
isation have a powerful effect on the production of
health and wellbeing, especially for young people.
The life-patterns participants may well be articulat-

ing the increasing onus on individuals to manage
their own health: to monitor, perform and
choose their health status (Woodman 2003).

Young people’s own subjective assessments of
their health suggest that they have begun to
identify new problems of transition, associated
with health and wellbeing. Yet these issues are
all but obscured by approaches that portray
youth transitions as primarily about achieving a
linear sequence from school to work, ignoring
the broader dimensions of life that young people
themselves value. 

New transition timelines
The Life-Patterns Study provides an evidence
base in support of a trend towards individualisa-
tion amongst youth, in which personal autonomy
(and responsibility) is a high priority. In a recent

report on the study, life-patterns researchers (Dwyer
et al. 2003: 23) reflected on the difficulty of under-
standing the effects of social change on the time
sequence of youth and adulthood, suggesting that the
time sequence of transition to youth has not pro-
longed the experience of adolescence or postponed
the realities of adulthood, but has caused an overlap
between the two. 

The evidence is that young people are engaging with
adult responsibilities and experiences incremen-
tally, early in their lives. Instead of having an
“extended transition” into an adulthood such as
that experienced by their parents, this generation
are more likely to be entering a “new adulthood”
earlier in their lives. 

From an early age, school children are encouraged to
present a portfolio of their skills and capacities, and
to draw on a wide variety of experiences and learning
settings to portray themselves. They have engaged
very effectively with the “project of the self,” dis-
playing a capacity to be reflective about their own
lives. This is a necessary skill, because they are
required to make active choices about their lives at
every point. As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002)
have pointed out, in order to survive circumstances
that change daily, individuals have had to become
“stage managers of their own biographies”.

Yet there is a reluctance to attribute adult status to
older youth. The mismatch between the out-moded
timeline and expected “normal” outcomes calls their
adult choices into question. As noted by Dwyer et al.
2003: 23: “There is a reluctance to let go of established
assumptions about what ‘ought to be’, and a failure to
give due credit to a generation that knows it has grown
up in a new kind of social environment and is making
the necessary choices of coming to terms with it.” 

Young people today approach the

transition process to adulthood with

a broad perspective. For many,

achieving a balance in life, between

the different competing elements 

of work, study, leisure, relationships

and personal development must be

accommodated.

Wellbeing
Life-patterns participants were also asked to
describe their subjective assessments and ideas
about their health and wellbeing. Throughout the
surveys and interviews, participants have had a
focus on maintaining a balance between the differ-
ent elements of their lives (Dwyer and Wyn 2001).
In 2002, many of the participants were concerned
that they had failed to achieve this balance, with
negative consequences for their health. Just over
half of the participants reported that they were
physically healthy (55 per cent) and mentally
healthy (58 per cent); 16 per cent reported concern
about their mental health. 

Other studies of young people’s health provide sup-
port for these assessments. For example, health
statistics are showing increasing rates of mental ill-
ness among young people, including depression and
anxiety disorders (Donald et al. 2000). A recent Aus-
tralian national survey of mental health found high
levels of childhood mental health problems com-
pared with a limited number of children and youth
who receive professional help (Sawyer et al. 2000).
This study found that 14 per cent of 4-17 year olds
experience mental health problems. In Queensland,
one in four females and one in eight males had symp-
toms that indicated a high level depression. The
report found that as many as one in three young peo-
ple had had suicidal thoughts at some time in their
lives (Donald et al. 2000). In Western Australia, one
in five teenagers has a mental health problem (Stan-
ley 2002). Physical health is also emerging as a
concern. A study by research conducted by Women’s
Health Australia found that one third of young
women were smokers, and that 41 per cent did little
or no exercise (Brown et al. 1998). 
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Of necessity, this generation is forging new patterns
of life, in response to their circumstances. They are
developing patterns that will endure into their 30s
and possibly beyond, as they are required to 
continue to juggle work and lifelong learning, and to
try to maintain a balance between these in which
leisure, relationships and personal development
also have their place.

Shaping a “new adulthood”
Rather than seeing young people’s transition
processes as problematic or faulty, the evidence
from the Life-Patterns Study provides evidence that
a new process for becoming adult is emerging.
There are new structural conditions of young peo-
ple’s lives these days – for example, an increasingly
flexible labour market, dissolution of occupational
boundaries, deregulation of labour, and increases in
contract, part-time employment, increasing diver-
sity in family structures, including decreasing rates
of marriage and fertility and the increase in privati-
sation of both education and health services. These
conditions have a powerful impact on the experi-
ences of young people. They are the realities with
which young people must engage. 

Young people’s engagement with the new social and
economic realities of the post-1970 (post-industrial)
world makes it more appropriate to characterise their
transition processes as “early” engagement with adult
practices. The transition processes are not “faulty” –
they are shaping a “new adulthood” in which transi-
tions are incremental, uneven and unpredictable. 

It is important that this new process is recognised. A
narrow focus on the older, linear sequence of transi-
tion (study to work) limits our understanding of
young people’s lives and obscures new problems that
are emerging. Young people identify their health and
wellbeing as an issue of concern to themselves. Young
people today approach the transition process to adult-
hood with a broad perspective. For many, achieving a
balance in life, between the different competing ele-
ments of work, study, leisure, relationships and
personal development must be accommodated. The
evidence suggests that while a majority manage this
remarkably well, there is a significant minority who
do not manage. 

It is time for a new approach to understanding the
process of becoming adult. Such an approach should
recognise that social change has affected the mean-
ings and experience of both youth and adulthood in
the 2000s. It should shift from a narrow, economistic
approach that focuses only on young people’s aca-
demic and employment outcomes. It should
incorporate a focus on health and wellbeing out-
comes for young people, and develop frameworks for
understanding the uses that young people make of
education, work and leisure in shaping their lives.
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ll societies are governed by a com-
mon understanding of how people
should act in given situations. These
guidelines are referred to as “norms”

and generally reflect the values of a particular soci-
ety (Harper 1997). Acts or behaviours that run
counter to these socially accepted standards of
behaviour are often labelled ”antisocial” (Rutter
1997). As norms are socially determined, defini-
tions of “antisocial behaviour” are to a certain
extent value-laden, and may differ between cultures
and eras (Rutter 1997). 

Recognising these limitations, a broad definition
of antisocial behaviour, as “behaviour that contra-
venes the norms of society” (Rutter, 1997:115) is
used in this article. Thus, antisocial behaviour as it
is defined here includes a broad array of behaviours
ranging from minor to serious criminal acts (such
as vandalism, assault or drug trafficking) as well as
socially unacceptable behaviours which are not ille-
gal (for example, bullying and fighting). 

While research suggests that occasional involve-
ment in antisocial behaviour is common among

adolescents (Baker 1998; Bond et al. 2000; Vassallo
et al. 2002), for a small number, this behaviour
tends to be more frequent and enduring. For this
small group of adolescents, such behaviour often
persists into adulthood, at considerable cost to the
individuals themselves, their families and the 
wider community (Homel et al. 1999). Thus, ado-
lescent antisocial behaviour may be predictive of
adult antisocial and criminal behaviour, as well as 
a range of other problems such as substance
dependence, mental health problems, and relation-
ship and financial difficulties (Farrington 2002;
Moffitt 2002). 

There is growing recognition that early interven-
tion can prevent or diminish the development of
problem behaviours, including antisocial behaviour
(Homel et al. 1999). Early intervention and preven-
tion is clearly preferable to reacting after problems
have become entrenched, and is often more effi-
cient and cost-effective. For example, Greenwood
and colleagues (1998) examined the cost effective-
ness of early intervention approaches in diverting
young people from crime, and concluded that early
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the circumstances that a child finds him/herself in.
For example, the famous Kauai study (Werner and
Smith 1992) showed that a child’s temperamental
characteristics and social skills, strong relation-
ships with parents or other adult figures, and a
community support network all were sources of
resiliency.

This article focuses particularly on the risk fac-
tors for antisocial behaviour that reside in the child,
including difficult temperament characteristics,
problem behaviours and diminished social skills, as
evident at the age of 11-12 years. In fact, these fac-
tors are some of the strongest risks identified for
adolescent antisocial behaviour (Homel et al.
1999). The article then looks at the role of environ-
mental factors in assisting at risk children to remain
resilient to the development of antisocial behaviour
in adolescence. 

Thus, this article explores two main questions
concerning resilience against the development of
antisocial behaviour: Why do at-risk individuals dif-
fer in their susceptibility to antisocial behaviour?
What individual, familial or environmental
strengths help some vulnerable individuals to with-
stand risk and avoid progressing to antisocial
behaviour? 

Australian Temperament Project
The findings presented here come from a collabora-
tive project between the Australian Institute of
Family Studies and Crime Prevention Victoria. This
partnership began in 2001 when Crime Prevention
Victoria commissioned the Institute to analyse data
from the Australian Temperament Project (ATP)

intervention could deliver similar reductions in
crime to that achieved by imprisoning offenders, at
a fraction of the cost. 

However, effective early intervention and pre-
vention strategies need to be grounded on a sound
understanding of the factors and processes that pro-
mote or hinder the development of antisocial
behaviour. In recent years, substantial research has
been devoted to identifying factors that increase
the likelihood of involvement in such behaviour. A
recent authoritative review identified a wide range
of risk factors for adolescent antisocial behaviour,
including personal attributes such as aggression, a
“difficult” temperament style or poor social skills,
as well as characteristics of an individual’s family
(family violence and disharmony, lenient parental
supervision), school factors (low attachment and
achievement), peer relationship factors (associa-
tion with antisocial peers), and community
characteristics (socio-economic disadvantage,
crime-prone neighbourhood) (Homel et al. 1999). 

Risk factors are defined as factors that increase
the statistical probability of a negative outcome
occurring. Hence, not all individuals with a large
number of risk factors will develop that negative
outcome. Much can be learned from the individuals
who are at risk of developing antisocial behaviour
but remain resilient to this outcome. 

As noted above, risks can arise from multiple
contexts. While a child’s life circumstances can 
create risks (for example, poverty or family break-
down), so too can their individual characteristics
(for example, a child’s temperament style or behav-
iour problems). Similarly, it is clear that resiliency
does not only reside in the child, but can arise from

AUSTRALIAN TEMPERAMENT PROJECT

The Australian Temperament Project (ATP) is a large, longitudinal study that has, to date, followed the development and 
wellbeing of a large cohort of Victorian children from infancy into young adulthood (for more details see Prior, Sanson, Smart
and Oberklaid 2000). 

The initial sample comprised 2443 infants (aged four to eight months) and their parents, who were representative of the 
Victorian population at that time (1983). In total, 13 waves of data have been collected by annual or biennial mail surveys. 
Parents, teachers and the young people themselves have completed questionnaires at various stages during the project.

Using age-appropriate measures, information has been collected on temperament style, behavioural and emotional adjustment,
school adjustment, health, social skills, civic engagement, peer and family relationships, as well as family functioning, parenting
practices, family structure and family socio-economic background. In addition, since early adolescence (13-14 years of age), 
participants have answered questions regarding their engagement in antisocial acts and substance use.

The findings presented in this paper are based on a sample of 1286 participants (657 males, 629 females). 

The AIFS – Crime Prevention Victoria collaboration

This paper draws on findings of the first two reports of the collaborative project between the Australian Institute of Family Stud-
ies and Crime Prevention Victoria (Vassallo et al. 2002; Smart et al. 2003). The first two reports can be accessed from the
Institute’s website at www.aifs.gov.au/atp/pubs or by phoning Crime Prevention Victoria on (03) 9651-6933. A third report is to
be released later in 2004.
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concerning the development of antisocial
behaviour in adolescence and early adult-
hood. A brief description of the Project,
and information about accessing the publi-
cations from the collaboration are provided
in the accompanying box. 

Identification of antisocial groups

Adolescent self-reports of antisocial behav-
iour were obtained during three survey
waves collected when ATP participants
were aged between 13 and 18 years.
Groups with differing across-time patterns
of antisocial behaviour were identified via
the process outlined below (see Vassallo et
al. 2002 for further details). 

First, adolescents were classified as dis-
playing high or low levels of antisocial
behaviour at each time point. Adolescents
who reported engaging in three or more dif-
ferent types of antisocial acts during the
previous 12 months at a particular survey
wave were classified as “highly antisocial”
at that time point. Adolescents who
reported engaging in fewer than three dif-
ferent antisocial acts during the previous
12 months were classified as “low/non anti-
social” at that time point. 

Antisocial acts included:

• property offences (for example theft,
vandalism); 

• violent or drug-related acts (such as physical
assault or the sale of illegal drugs); 

• authority conflict behaviours (such as suspen-
sion or expulsion from school or running away
from home); and 

• the use of illegal substances within the past month
(such as marijuana, ecstasy, amphetamines).

Second, the classifications at the three time points
were used to identify across-time patterns of anti-
social behaviour. While a number of patterns were
found, two groups of particular interest to this arti-
cle were identified:

• a group who was consistently highly antisocial
over adolescence – the “Persistent” group (131
individuals, 65 per cent male); and

• a group who consistently displayed little or no
antisocial behaviour over this time period – the
“Low/non-antisocial” group (844 individuals, 
41 per cent male).

These findings underpin the subsequent investiga-
tion of resilience among children at-risk of
adolescent antisocial behaviour.

Identification of at-risk resilient and antisocial groups

Individuals were identified as being at risk of pro-
gressing to adolescent antisocial behaviour if they
possessed three or more personal characteristics
(such as temperament style, behaviour problems
and social skills) at 11-12 years of age which had
been identified by previous research as risk factors
for Persistent adolescent antisocial behaviour
(Homel et al. 1999; Rutter, Giller and Hagill 1998;

Some aspects of parenting appeared to play an 
important role in assisting at-risk children to move 
onto a more positive pathway.

Vassallo et al. 2002). In this study, the age of 11-12
years was selected as the timepoint at which to
identify children at risk of adolescent antisocial
behaviour as it was the first age at which wide-
spread and powerful differences were found
between those who later showed a Persistent pat-
tern of antisocial behaviour across adolescence and
those who did not. Consequently, 11-12 years
appeared to be an important “threshold point” in
the development of adolescent antisocial behaviour
(see Smart et al. 2003 for further details).

The aspects which made up the risk index
included: 

• a highly active temperament style (as reported
by parents).

• a highly negative reactive temperament style (for
example, volatility, intensity, moodiness, as
reported by parents).

• a low task persistent temperament style (for
example, a low capacity to see things through to
completion, as reported by parents).

• a low task orientation temperament style (for
example, a low capacity to stay focused on tasks,
as reported by teachers).

• high aggression (as reported by parents, teachers
and/or children).

• high hyperactivity (as reported by parents,
teachers and/or children).

• low cooperativeness (as reported by parents,
teachers and/or children).

• low self-control (as reported by parents, teachers
and/or children)
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At-risk resilient and at-risk antisocial groups were
identified, as follows. Individuals who were identi-
fied as being at risk at 11-12 years of age who
subsequently displayed a low/non antisocial pattern
of adolescent antisocial behaviour were classified as
Resilient; while individuals who were identified as
being at risk at 11-12 years and subsequently
engaged in persistent antisocial behaviour across
adolescence were classified as Antisocial. Addition-
ally, a third group was formed, to provide a
normative Comparison group, against which 
the progress of the two at risk groups could be
measured.    

Thus, the following three groups were formed:

• a ‘Resilient’ group – 100 at-risk individuals who
consistently engaged in little or no antisocial
behaviour over adolescence. The majority of this
group were male (60 per cent) and on average,
group members had 5.7 risk factors at 11-12
years.

• an ‘Antisocial’ group - 78 at-risk individuals who
were persistently antisocial over adolescence.
Almost three quarters of these individuals were
male (72 per cent) and on average they had 6.5
risk factors at 11-12 years; and

• a ‘Comparison’ group  - 1107 individuals who
comprised the remainder of the sample. This
group was created to provide a normative com-
parison and comprised almost equal numbers of
males and females (48 per cent male). On aver-
age, group members had 1.5 personal risk factors
at 11-12 years.

The Resilient, Antisocial and Comparison groups
were then compared on a wide range of personal
attributes and environmental characteristics and at
different stages of development with the aim of: (a)
describing the across-time pathways (patterns of
development) of these groups; (b) identifying
changes in these pathways, and (c) determining the
personal and/or environmental characteristics
which appeared to have protected the Resilient
group from developing antisocial behaviour in 
adolescence.

Details about the statistical analyses undertaken
to compare groups, and the characteristics on
which the groups were compared, can be obtained
by referring to the Second Report from this collab-
oration (Smart et al. 2003).

Findings

Group differences across different stages of development
Summarising general trends, no significant differ-
ences were found between the Resilient and
Antisocial groups on any aspects from infancy to
late-childhood. Both these at-risk groups were very
similar over this period but more problematic than
the Comparison group in their temperament styles,
levels of behavioural and emotional problems,
social skills, school adjustment difficulties and the
quality of their interpersonal relationships (with
parents and peers). However, there was a marked
improvement in the Resilient group from early 

Differences between the Resilient and Antisocial groups
over adolescence

Table 1

In comparison to the Antisocial group, the Resilient group was typically:

Personal attributes
Less volatile and better able to maintain attention
Less aggressive, depressed and hyperactive 
More cooperative and self-controlled
Less sensation-seeking
Better able to regulate emotions 
Less reliant on “maladaptive” coping strategies (for example, using 
drugs, complaining)
More optimistic about the future
Had a clearer idea of the type of person they wished to be  

Family environment
Had more positive parent-child relationships (for example, more warmth
and attachment, better quality)
Received closer parental supervision
Received less severe discipline  (for example, yelling, scolding) by parents
Experienced a more optimal family environment (more likely to be in an
‘intact’ family, less likely to have witnessed parental conflict, higher family
unity)
Less likely to have a father who smoked cigarettes or consumed alcohol  

School environment
Experienced higher school adjustment and bonding 

Peer relationships
Had fewer friendships with antisocial peers
Had less peer involvement
Had less positive peer relationships  

Source: Australian Temperament Project, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2004.

Group differences on parent-reported aggression over time
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adolescence, which continued throughout adoles-
cence. This improvement was so large that by 17-18
years the Resilient group resembled the Compari-
son group on most characteristics. 

Figures 1 and 2 provide examples of these 
across-time trends. The figures show the mean
standardised scores (z-scores) for each of the three
groups (Antisocial, Resilient and Comparison) on
two specific characteristics (aggression and parent-
child relationship difficulties) over time. Scores
were standardised in order to make data collected
at different survey waves comparable, with the
same midpoint and spread. These figures illustrate
the consistent problems experienced by both
groups up to 11-12 years, and then divergence of
the group pathways after this time (with the
Resilient group showing improvement and the Anti-
social group continuing to display difficulties over
adolescence).

Aggression and parent-child relationship diffi-
culties are only two of the characteristics that
differentiated the Resilient group from the Antiso-
cial group during adolescence. Similar patterns
were found on many personal attributes and family,
school and peer characteristics. Group differences
are summarised in Table 1.

Protective factors
A major aim of this study was to identify characteris-
tics that consistently differentiated the Resilient and
Antisocial groups over time, which may have
assisted the at-risk Resilient group to move away
from a pathway to persistent adolescent antisocial
behaviour. Some examples of factors which may
have had a protective role are given in Figures 3 to 5.

One possible protective factor related to the
development of friendships with youth who engaged
in antisocial behaviour (antisocial peers). At all
time-points at which this was measured, the
Resilient group was found to socialise less often
with such peers than the Antisocial group (see Fig-
ure 3). Since this difference was evident before the
pathways of the Antisocial and Resilient groups
began to move away from each other, it seems likely
that the Resilient group’s lower involvement with
antisocial peers may have protected them from pro-
gressing towards antisocial behaviour. The Resilient
group closely resembled the Comparison group on
this characteristic.

A number of other characteristics also consis-
tently differentiated the Resilient and Antisocial
groups, and hence, may have had a “protective”
effect. For example, Resilient adolescents were con-
sistently reported to receive closer parental
supervision (according to parents) and to be less
attracted to thrill-seeking and adventurous activi-
ties (by their own report) than Antisocial
adolescents (see Figures 4 and 5). As these aspects
were not measured until adolescence, it is not pos-
sible to say whether these group differences
preceded the development of antisocial behaviour,
or were a result of the improvement in the Resilient
group during early adolescence. Nevertheless, the
strength and consistency of these differences is
noteworthy.

In addition, the Resilient group (but not the Anti-
social group) consistently exhibited a less 
“outgoing” personal style than the Comparison
group. For example, they were less assertive, less
involved with peers and not as closely bonded to
their friends as those in the Comparison group.
While somewhat unexpected, this finding appears
to suggest that the Resilient group’s more reserved
personal style may have had a protective effect.
This finding is further explored later.

Group differences in parent-reported association with 
antisocial peers over time
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The salience of the early adolescent years

Early adolescence appears to be a crucial period in
the development of adolescent antisocial behaviour.
During early adolescence, clear differences between
the Resilient and Antisocial groups began to emerge
for the first time. While the Antisocial group contin-
ued to experience difficulties in many areas of their
lives, the Resilient group showed signs of steady
improvement from early adolescence onwards. 

While it is beyond the scope of the study to fully
explain these trends, there are several likely expla-
nations. For instance, it is possible that the
transition from primary to secondary school may
have played a role. Some children may have been
able to make a fresh start, leave behind reputations
or self-images as “troublemakers”, or form new
friendships. However, the transition may have fur-
ther exacerbated the difficulties of other children.
Developmental changes associated with adoles-
cence may also have facilitated a positive change.
The early adolescent years are typically a time of
great cognitive, emotional and physical change.
During this time, the onset of puberty occurs and
young people develop complex, abstract thinking
capacities. These changes may impact on how
young people view themselves and how they inter-
act with others, as well as their capacity to regulate
their own behaviour and feelings.

These findings highlight the importance of the
early adolescent years in pathways leading towards
and away from adolescent antisocial behaviour.
They reinforce the view that successful interven-
tions aimed at preventing the development of
antisocial behaviour can occur “never too early,
never too late” (Loeber and Farrington 1998). 

The powerful influence of peer relationships

Peer relationships were found to be a particularly
powerful influence. Previous research from this col-
laboration (Vassallo et al. 2002) and other studies
(Elliot and Menard 1996; Weatherburn and Lind
2001) has shown that friendships with antisocial
youth are a powerful risk factor for persistent adoles-
cent antisocial behaviour. It was notable that the
Resilient group tended not to form such friendships,
suggesting that the absence of these friendships may
have been a factor in promoting their resilience.
Some other less expected patterns of peer relation-
ships (such as lower involvement with peers and less
positive peer relationships) also appeared to be
important, perhaps in limiting Resilient individuals
exposure to antisocial peer models. 

These findings highlight the need for parents and
teachers to be aware of children’s activities and
friendship groups. However, this does not mean that
parents should use overly harsh means to prevent
children from socialising with antisocial peers (such
as “grounding” them or ordering them not to associ-
ate with particular peers). In fact, the use of harsh
discipline was another factor that differentiated the
Resilient and Antisocial groups during adolescence
(with parents of Antisocial adolescents more prone to
resort to yelling, scolding and grounding). 

Parent education programs and interventions
aimed at improving relationships between parents

Discussion and implications

To summarise, this article compared two groups of at-
risk children who differed greatly in their subsequent
level of antisocial behaviour: a Resilient group, who
exhibited many personal risks for antisocial behav-
iour in childhood, but engaged in little or no antisocial
behaviour in adolescence and an Antisocial group,
who were equally at-risk in childhood and did exhibit
antisocial behaviour consistently over adolescence.

Across-time comparisons revealed that the two
at-risk groups were similar to each other and more
problematic than the rest of the sample (the Com-
parison group) from infancy until late childhood.
However, from early adolescence the Resilient
group appeared to improve in many life domains.
This improvement was so marked that by late-ado-
lescence the Resilient group closely resembled the
Comparison group. 

A number of characteristics appeared to have
protected the Resilient group from progressing to
adolescent antisocial behaviour. Most notably, the
Resilient group’s low rate of friendships with antiso-
cial peers appeared to have had a protective effect,
as did their lower attraction to sensation-seeking,
their more “reserved” personal style and the closer
parental supervision they received. There are
important implications arising from these findings.

Being ‘at-risk’ does not always lead to a negative outcome  
The two at-risk groups (Resilient and Antisocial)
were clearly troubled in late childhood, with an aver-
age of 5.7 and 6.5 risks present, respectively. While
these two at-risk groups were virtually indistinguish-
able until adolescence, at this time their pathways
diverged. One important implication is that at-risk
individuals can change during the transition to ado-
lescence. Hence, it is not inevitable that a troubled or
“difficult” child will become a “problem” adolescent.
Change is not only possible but common. Many chil-
dren identified as being at-risk of developing
antisocial behaviour in this study did not go on to
become highly antisocial adolescents.

These findings are consistent with those of sev-
eral other large, longitudinal studies of child and
adolescent development. For example, in New
Zealand, Moffitt and colleagues (1996) identified a
group of boys (labelled “recoveries”) who had
severe conduct problems during childhood but did
not engage in high levels of adolescent antisocial
behaviour. Patterson and colleagues (in press) 
identified a similar group among participants of 
the Oregon Youth Study in the United States of
America. 

As noted previously, risk factors are defined as
factors that only increase the chance of a negative
outcome occurring, but do not guarantee it. Many
at-risk children avoid negative outcomes, and over
the course of a child’s development there are sev-
eral opportunities for change, even as late as the
adolescent stage of development.

While these results are encouraging, it will be
important to continue following the progress of the
Resilient group into the future to investigate any
longer term negative outcomes associated with
their earlier difficult behaviour.
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and children may have an added benefit of assisting
parents to more effectively monitor and supervise
their children’s behaviour (Kupersmidt et al. 2004).
Not surprisingly, research suggests that young 
people are more likely to tell parents about their
whereabouts, activities and friendships if they
share a close and warm relationship with them
(Fletcher et al. 2004). Ideally, such efforts would
precede the development of antisocial behaviour, as
parental attempts to introduce closer supervision
after such behaviour has become established could
provoke further conflict and strain on the parent-
adolescent relationship. Parents may also be able to
decrease the chances that their child will become
involved in an antisocial peer group by encouraging
them to take part in supervised activities such as
after-school programs, community groups or sport-
ing clubs (Kupersmidt et al. 2004). 

The findings also have important implications
for the types of interventions used with antisocial
youth. Research is accumulating indicating that
interventions that bring antisocial youth together
(for example, for group-based social skills training)
can in some instances be counter-productive and
lead to an increase in antisocial behaviour (Dishion
et al. 1999; Kupersmidt et al. 2004). It is thought
that such programs may inadvertently promote
antisocial behaviour by providing antisocial youth
with opportunities to form friendships with other
antisocial peers, who may expose them to different
types of antisocial behaviour and reward their
engagement in antisocial acts (Dishion et al. 1999;
Kupersmidt et al. 2004).

A recent review (Kupersmidt et al. 2004) made a
number of recommendations on how this problem
can be addressed. These included: providing oppor-
tunities for antisocial youth to mix with more
pro-social peers in supervised settings (as a lack of
adult supervision may make young people more
vulnerable to peer pressure); pairing antisocial
youth with volunteer mentors who act as positive
role-models; and introducing general social skills
training at an early age, so that at-risk children may
develop the skills necessary to form positive, pro-
social friendships, reducing the chances that they
will associate with antisocial children.

Importance of parenting and the family environment
Some aspects of parenting appeared to play an impor-
tant role in assisting at-risk children to move onto a
more positive pathway. As previously noted, parents
of Resilient children consistently supervised their
children’s activities more closely than parents of Anti-
social children, and tended to use less punitive
parenting techniques (during mid-adolescence). Fur-
thermore, despite the fact that these children were
initially quite challenging, the relationship between
Resilient children and their parents improved over
the adolescent years. Hence, a message that can be
taken from these findings is that parents should not
give up on difficult children.

Aspects of the broader family environment also
appeared important. Resilient adolescents were
more likely to belong to an ‘intact’ family unit than
Antisocial adolescents (although it should be noted
that the majority of Antisocial adolescents belonged
to an ‘intact’ family unit). Additionally, the family
climate experienced by Resilient adolescents tended
to be more harmonious (more inter-connected, less
family stress, less conflict between parents) than that
experienced by Antisocial adolescents. 

While we do not know whether these differences
contributed to the improvement of the Resilient
group, or occurred as a result of it, it is clear that sup-
porting parents in relationships with their at-risk
adolescents, and in effectively understanding and
managing their child’s behaviour, is worthwhile.

Influence of school attachment and adjustment
The Resilient group experienced fewer difficulties at
school over the secondary school years, reported feel-
ing more attached to school, and possessed more
positive attitudes to schooling than the Antisocial
group. These findings highlight the positive role that
schools can play in the wellbeing and development of
young people. They suggest that if an at-risk child or
adolescent feels that school is a rewarding place to be,
this may promote positive long-term outcomes.  

If an at-risk child or adolescent feels that school 
is a rewarding place to be, this may promote 
positive long-term outcomes.
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These findings draw attention to the importance
of keeping adolescents connected to school. Recent
Australian research (see Hemphill et al. 2004, in
this edition of Family Matters) suggests that many
adolescents do not show high levels of school
engagement (with Year 7 or 9 students reporting, on
average, that they look forward to going to school
only about once a month). Further efforts may thus
be needed to engage and nurture students (particu-
larly at-risk adolescents), providing them with
support and encouragement in addition to struc-
ture and control.

Conclusion
This research found that many young people who
showed serious signs of problem behaviour during
childhood, which are known to be risk factors for
later antisocial development, did not go on to
become antisocial adolescents. In fact, many were
found to experience improvements across a wide
range of aspects of life during adolescence. 

A number of personal, familial and peer charac-
teristics appeared important in helping vulnerable
children move away from pathways to adolescent
antisocial behaviour. Most notably, better quality
parent-child relationships, closer parental supervi-
sion, a stronger attachment to school, an avoidance
of friendships with antisocial peers, a lower attrac-
tion to risk taking, better control of emotions, and a
more “reserved” personal style were important
influences which assisted young people to avoid
involvement in persistent adolescent antisocial
behaviour.
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The Australian Temperament Project (ATP) aims to
follow children’s psycho-social development from

infancy to adulthood, and to investigate the impact of
personal characteristics, together with family, peer and
school influences, on adjustment and wellbeing. This
longitudinal study commenced in 1983 at a child age of
four to eight months, and has collected 13 waves of
data by mail surveys over the first 20 years of life. Par-
ents, teachers and the young people themselves have
provided information about the children’s progress over
many aspects of life.

The Australian Institute of Family Studies has housed
the project since 2000, and is managing the study in col-
laboration with researchers from the University of
Melbourne and the Royal Children’s Hospital. 

Future directions for the study include the collection of
a further wave of data collection, and the start of a new
sub-study.

The 14th wave
The 14th wave of the ATP is planned to take place in
early 2006 when participants are in their mid-twenties.
This is an age where many young people explore a 
“variety of possible life directions in love, work, and
world views” (Arnett, J.J. (2000) “Emerging adulthood”,
American Psychologist, vol. 55, pp. 469-480). 

The developmental challenges of this period include:

• commencing working life and developing careers; 

• negotiating and establishing  mutually satisfying and
supportive relationships with parents and peers; 

• forming close, intimate relationships, and in the longer
term, becoming capable and competent parents; 

• avoiding health compromising and risk-taking 
behaviours such as substance use/abuse, antisocial
or criminal behaviour, depression/suicide, unsafe
driving behaviour, gambling; and

• participating in the broader community and society –
engaging in community life and civic activities.

Our knowledge of how young Australian adults are 
faring across these aspects of life is limited at present. 

The broad aim of the 14th wave is to gather information
that can help to answer questions such as: How can we
best assist and support young people to establish a satis-
fying and productive adult life? What roles can families,
peers, partners, communities and governments play? 

Furthermore, the links between young people’s earlier
characteristics and experiences and their adjustment
and wellbeing in adulthood remain poorly understood.
Given the rich data available in the Australian Tempera-
ment Project over the whole period from infancy
onwards, the Project’s 14th data collection will be well
placed to investigate these important issues. 

Generation 2
The ATP participants are now at an age where some are
having children of their own. Hence, an exciting new
Australian Temperament Project sub-study, the Genera-
tion 2 Study, is planned to commence later this year.
This study aims to investigate issues such as: What 
factors assist young people to negotiate the transition to
parenthood? How do new parents’ experiences and
behaviours impact on their children’s wellbeing and
development?  

With the wealth of information already available over 
the young adults’ lifetime, we will be able to explore
questions such as:

• How do an individual’s personal attributes, skills, and
past experiences contribute to his/her parenting
capacities ands styles? 

• What personal, familial, and environmental factors
assist young people to become effective and respon-
sive parents? 

• What support and assistance do grandparents 
provide, and what is its impact on the lives and 
wellbeing of grandparents and new parents?

• What are the similarities between parents and their
children (for example, their temperament style)? How
well do parent and child characteristics fit together or
mesh, and how does this impact on parent–child 
relationships and child wellbeing?

• The ATP’s Generation 2 Study will provide valuable
information about the individual, family and wider
environmental factors which influence young parents
and their children, both within generations and across
generations, and will provide insights into the experi-
ences and challenges encountered by young
Australian parents in today’s world.

– Diana Smart 
Project Manager

Australian Temperament Project

W H E R E  TO  N O W  F O R  T H E  AT P  S T U DY ?
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replicate some aspects of informal mentoring can pro-
vide children and young people with emotional and
practical support and general guidance at many points
in their lives. However, not all programs are equally
successful or valuable, and the factors that make for
good mentoring are becoming increasingly clear.

Formal mentoring
According to Colley (2003: 30): “Although the past
25 years have produced a vast amount of academic
literature on mentoring, it has failed to achieve any
consensus” [in defining mentoring]. Nevertheless,
there is agreement about some key aspects. The fol-
lowing definition, adopted by Mentoring Australia
(2000), reflects widely acccepted key elements of
mentoring: “mentoring is a mutually beneficial rela-
tionship which involves a more experienced person
helping a less experienced person to identify and
achieve their goals”.

any people can identify someone other than
their parents who nurtured, guided and sup-

ported them, or who was responsible for setting them
on a particular path as they were growing up. 

Caring relationships with extended family mem-
bers, other adults and older peers provide a strong
base for healthy development and a positive sense of
self for all young people. The importance of such rela-
tionships in “protecting” vulnerable young people is
widely acknowledged (Werner and Smith 1982;
Werner 1989; Resnick, Harris and Blum 1996).  

However, with smaller extended families, more
single-parent families, and fewer strong local com-
munity networks, the opportunities for such
natural or informal mentoring relationships to
occur as children and young people interact with,
seek out, learn from, and are guided by older people
and peers with more experience, are reduced. 

There is little doubt that well-planned and sup-
ported formal mentoring programs which seek to

Young people and mentoring
T i m e  f o r  a  n a t i o n a l  s t r a t e g y

The Australian Government funds a range of mentoring programs for
young people. In April 2004 the Federal Opposition promised to 
create 10,000 new mentors over the next three years. In May 2004
three leading non-government organisations released a national
strategy paper on young people and mentoring. That paper was 
prepared by ROBYN HARTLEY. Here she discusses the current 
situation in Australia and outlines the main features of the strategy.

M
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Reference to “goals” reflects the purposefulness of
planned mentoring relationships. For mentoring of
young people, “purpose” is probably more appropri-
ate and inclusive than “goal”. Mentoring generally
focuses on young people’s social and learning devel-
opment, and “goal” tends to have connotations that
do not sit easily with mentoring where the primary
focus is the emotional and social relationship between
the mentor and the young person. The purpose of
mentoring clearly varies with the mentee’s needs, and
the setting of the program and its aims. 

The key difference between formal and informal
mentoring is that the former is a planned, intentional
and generally supported  intervention whereas the
latter is seen as occuring “naturally” in a young per-
son’s life. The nature and form of informal mentoring
relationships is understandably varied and research
suggests that the “characteristics and preferences of
both the mentor and the protégé influence the nature,
functions, and benefits of the ties” (Rhodes et al.
2002: 150).  

While the purposeful nature of formal mentoring is
important, the quality of the relationship is crucial to
success and mutual satisfaction. In successful men-
toring relationships, mentors are often described as
“a good friend”, “someone who’s there for me”,
“someone who I talk to”, “someone who helps me”.
The relationship is always the context, and the posi-
tive impacts of mentoring are likely to be greatly
reduced (or even harmful) when this is not the prime
consideration, as the research reported below clearly
indicates. 

In practice, the relationship and its purpose are
frequently intertwined (MacCallum and Beltman
2003). For example, school-based programs focusing
on direct assistance or skill development reach a new
level when an emotional and social bond is formed. In
mentoring programs based on providing social and
emotional support, mentors often begin to provide
more focused guidance and support – for example,
about education and work options – as part of the
relationship.

Mentoring is similar to, but also different from,
other sorts of formal and informal relationships. It
can be regarded as a particular example of role mod-
elling, but differs from it in that “role modelling
focuses on how the role model is perceived by the
young people concerned, and the young person’s
desired goal, whereas mentoring focuses on explicit
action by the mentor to assist the young person to
reach their goal” (MacCallum and Beltman 2002: 8).
Mentoring is also sometimes associated with, but has
features that distinguish it from, coaching, tutoring
and the “buddy” systems operating in schools and
amongst some other groups. 

Mentors are generally, but not exclusively, volun-
teers. This is one aspect which distinguishes
mentoring relationships from the often numerous
professional “helping” and “guiding” relationships
young people experience with, for example, teachers,
counsellors and social workers. Another point of dif-
ference is that there is an inherent emotional and
social element to mentoring relationships, although of
course some professional relationships do include an
emotional relationship, as well as a direct element of
support and guidance. 

The voluntary nature of mentoring can be very
powerful. It signals to a young person that support and
assistance is willingly given. It also underlines the
mutual benefit that positive mentoring relationships
have, providing satisfaction and learning for the men-
tor as well as the mentee. Research shows that most
people take on volunteer work for reasons of both
altruism and personal satisfaction. It is clear that
many mentors gain much from their mentoring rela-
tionships with young people. 

Why mentoring?
Formal mentoring has a relatively long history but
interest has burgeoned in the past decades. Colley
(2003) refers to the “rise and rise” of mentoring in
some western countries, especially in the United
States, Canada, Britain and some countries in the
European Union. In the United States, the Bush
administration has championed mentoring in terms
of volunteerism. An estimated five million American
youth are involved in school and community based
volunteer mentoring program (Grossman and Rhodes
2002). There has been a subtantial expansion of men-
toring under the Blair government in Britain,
especially targeting young people at risk of disengag-
ing (or already disengaged) from education, training
and employment, and more generally around career
education (Colley 2003). In Australia, there was an
increase in the diversity of programs in the 1990s. 

Although the specific circumstances differ, and the
development of mentoring needs to be seen in the cul-
tural context of each society, it is generally accepted
that there are fewer opportunities than in the past for
young people to find informal support through
extended families and close-knit community net-
works. Many factors contribute to this. Smaller family
units, changes to women’s and men’s work and family
roles, a substantial proportion of single-parent fami-
lies, and the absence of positive male role models in
some families reduce the capacity of communities to
provide children and young people with ongoing and
sustained support at crucial times in their lives. 

This does not negate the support which many fam-
ilies and communities do provide, and the important
role which supportive peer relationships play in pro-
viding a strong underpinning base for young people as
they grow up. However, at present, there are gaps in
social support and guidance, and also indications that
some young people feel varying degrees of isolation,
depression, rejection, loneliness and feelings of poor
self-worth (for example, AIHW 2003: 89-112). 

Coinciding with changes in family structures and
less binding community networks, there are social and
cultural pressures on young people which mean that
the level of information and guidance they need to
make their way in the world is increasing. Young 
people are expected to be more adult earlier, expecta-
tions which for some may be at odds with spending
longer periods in school and educational institutions.
They face a future which in many ways is exciting and
challenging, but also increasinghly complex and
uncertain. The choices they face in education – one
example is the increased flexibility in post-compul-
sory education programs in many states in Australia –
offer a greater range of opportunities, but they also
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other services, or whether
the program had general
psycho-social goals or
more focused goals, or
whether or not it followed
the model of the Big Broth-
ers Big Sisters program.
(The latter was included as
a measure because it is
regarded as a “good prac-
tice” model.) The findings
concerning stand-alone
and integrated programs
are unclear, since Benard
(1992) concluded that
mentoring is most effective
when seen as one of a range of youth services. 

Factors significantly related to more positive out-
comes are the presence of a number of both theory
and empirically based “good practices”, and the
formation of strong relationships between mentors
and mentees (DuBois et al. 2002:157). Ongoing
training for mentors, structured activities for men-
tors and young people, expectations for frequency
of contact, mechanisms for support, and involve-
ment of parents were among the strongest
predictors of reported positive outcomes (DuBois et
al. 2002: 188). 

As already noted, the nature and quality of the
mentoring relationship is crucial. Frequency of
contact, emotional closeness, and longevity in rela-
tionships all contribute to positive youth outcomes
(DuBois et al. 2002; Jekielek, Moore and Hair
2002). The latter researchers also found an increase
in positive effects in relationships which were youth
centred and, not surprisingly, where the young per-
son had a positive perception of the relationship.
They found that the quality of relationships was
higher when there was a good program structure
and planning, which involved consideration of the
interests of both mentor and mentee in the match-
ing process, and social and academic activities, but
especially social activities that reportedly help build
trust (Jekielek, Moore and Hair 2002: pvi). 

The building of trust and giving attention to young
people’s interests and needs is particularly important.
From her own in-depth study of mentoring relation-
ships and from other research, Colley (2003: 162)

make it more difficult for young people
and their families to make the best
informed decisions. Even relatively well
informed young people and families
sometimes find it difficult to find their
way “through the system”. In addition,
the level and quality of information and
support available can be quite varied. 

Young people are generally expected
to be “work ready” when they enter
employment. Many schools and tertiary
institutions have programs to help stu-
dents through the various “transition”
points along the way and part-time work
helps students to gain work-related
skills. However, the fact that almost 15
per cent of 15-19 year olds are not fully
engaged in learning or work suggests
that, for various reasons, some don’t get the assis-
tance and support they need (Dusseldorp Skills
Forum 2003). 

Intergenerational unemployment also contributes
to the difficulties that some young people have in
gaining access to employment. In families where one
or both parents are unemployed, it is much less likely
that young people have access to information, con-
tacts and informal networks which are often
important in finding a way into employment. In 1999,
Gregory reported that 18 per cent of dependent chil-
dren lived in a family in which no parent was
employed, and 28.5 per cent lived in a family where
no male was employed. According to Gregory (1999),
both of these proportions had increased over the pre-
vious 20 years.

What makes an effective mentoring program?

As the number of relatively rigorous evaluative stud-
ies of mentoring has increased, there are better
opportunities to identify more carefully the elements
of effective mentoring across different models and
approaches. There has also been a greater focus on
the relationship itself, on the need to carefully match
the type of relationship with the young person’s
needs, and the similarities and differences between
naturally occurring mentors and planned volunteer
mentors in young people’s lives (Rhodes et al. 2002). 

What emerges is the crucial importance of well-
planned and supported programs and the need for a
greater understanding of and sensitivity to what
makes for successful mentoring. Rhodes (2002) pro-
vides a useful summary of the current situation by
saying that mentoring can powerfully influence posi-
tive development, but there are two major challenges:
first, not to underestimate the complexities of men-
toring relationships; and, second, to better
understand (and promote) the conditions under
which they are most likely to flourish. At the same
time, the importance of matching mentoring rela-
tionships with young people’s needs and personal
circumstances highlights that, in mentoring, “no one
size fits all”. 

DuBois et al. (2002) carried out a meta-analysis of
55 program evaluations and found that the effective-
ness of programs did not depend on whether
mentoring took place alone or in conjunction with

A refugee’s experience

“Zahra arrived in Australia from Somalia aged 21. She completed high
school in Somalia, but there had been no chance for further study or for
employment due to civil war. After studying English, she began study at
TAFE and eventually completed a degree in accounting. She applied with-
out success for 90 jobs, with no interviews, nor feedback on her
applications. None of her family had employment here and she had no net-
works to advise her on how to improve her chances. She joined the Given
The Chance course (run by the Brotherhood of St Laurence in Victoria) in
October 2002, was matched with a mentor and did work experience with
a large government office under a very supportive manager. Zahra’s men-
tor focused on helping her improve her resume and apply for positions.
Within a month she had an interview for a position with a small new busi-
ness, was coached both within the course and by her mentor, and was
successful. She is still working there and gaining new skills.”

Summary from a member of the program staff.
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concludes that: “When young people are able to 
negotiate mentor relationships on the basis of their
own needs and concerns, they usually perceive men-
toring in a highly positive way, and can identify
important benefits they have gained.” 

It should not surprise that mentoring relationships
that last longer are more likely to have positive

effects, and that the ben-
efits of mentoring are
likely to emerge over a
relatively long period of
time (Grossman and
Rhodes 2002). Gross-
man and Rhodes studied
a group of adolescents 
in the Big Brothers Big 
Sisters programs and
found that mentor rela-
tionships that lasted a 
year or longer reported
the largest number of
improvements. Older
adolescents, those who
h a d  b e e n  r e f e r r e d  
for services, or those
who had “sustained

emotional, sexual or physical abuse” were most likely
to be in early terminating relationships. 

Importantly, Grossman and Rhodes (2002) found
that young people in mentoring relationships that ter-
minated in a short period of time reported decreases
in several areas of functioning. This reflects other
findings. There is a clear message that short-term
relationships have the potential to harm young peo-
ple. Inadequate mentor training, poor matching, and
inadequate ongoing support for both mentors and
young people can lead to the breakdown of mentoring
relationships, leaving already vulnerable young 
people feeling abandoned. 

Mentoring and young people in Australia

Formal mentoring for young people in Australia
includes programs which focus primarily on the
social-emotional relationship, those with a clearly
defined educational/ vocational purpose and those
somewhere in between which broadly aim to help
young people make more informed decisions about
their personal goals and their life, and/ or promote
leadership and general development. They are both
community-based and site-based – that is, they take
place in such places as schools, clubs and youth
detention centres. 

Some programs have a relatively long history. Big
Brothers Big Sisters began in Australia some 25 years

ago, and is part of an international movement which
was established in North America over 100 years ago.
The Learning Assistance Program (LAP), a school
based program that brings together students, volun-
teers and teaching staff as partners in students’
learning, was established in the 1970s. 

The main development of programs in Australia
took place during the 1990s, following a burgeoning of
interest in developments overseas. The School Vol-
unteer Program (SVP) in Western Australia is a
well-established school based mentoring program in
primary and secondary schools. STAR, a cross-age,
cross institutional program involving university stu-
dents working with secondary school students in
Western Australia, began in 1994. The Plan-it Youth
model for mentoring in schools began in 1997 as an
initiative of the Dusseldorp Skills Forum and the
model has been taken up by over 40 schools across
Australia. The Smith Family provides a suite of men-
toring opportunities for students in secondary and
tertiary settings, consistent with their broad “Learn-
ing for life” approach. 

The Australian Government has a tiered approach
to mentoring for young people. The main youth-
related program is Mentor Marketplace. It currently
supports mentoring for a diverse range of groups

including young people in school,
indigenous young people, young people
leaving care, in youth detention, and in
semi-independent accommodation.
There are also funds for mentoring in
the more broadly focused Stronger
Families and Communities program.
Both initiatives are funded through the
Australian Government Department of
Family and Community Services. 

Other Australian Government
departments support programs which include an
element of mentoring, in youth leadership develop-
ment programs and interventions for at risk and
vulnerable young people. State governments also
support a range of mentoring initiatives in schools
and in the community. 

The Federal Opposition proposal for a National
Mentoring Foundation and support for 10,000 new
mentors over three years, announced in April 2004,
“lifts the bar” and is likely to promote further debate
about mentoring. 

It is difficult to get a complete picture of all current
initiatives, especially as short-term funding and
under-funding makes for a changing landscape; pro-
grams come and go. In addition to the groups of young
people mentioned above, there are mentoring initia-
tives for boys not living with their fathers, young
mothers, young refugees, young people looking for an
apprentice-type relationship with a professional and
young people looking to gain leadership or entrepre-
neurial skills.

National strategy paper for young people
and mentoring
The decision of the Dusseldorp Skills Forum, The
Smith Family, and Big Brothers Big Sisters Australia
to collaborate in developing a national strategy grew
out of a concern that a more considered and broader

“Through work, I’ve learnt a lot of skills, and seeing people trust me has
given me enormous strength. I work and I get a pay packet, but it’s not
even close to what I get out of it – knowing I can do it, and being accepted,
that’s what’s important.”

Participant in the Whitelion Employment and Mentoring Program, Victoria,
taken from Making a Difference, a short CD about the program.

A young mentee’s view
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organised around any and all of these times. Never-
theless, mentoring offers considerable support for
disadvantaged young people 

Mentoring has an important role in helping
young people to better understand the education,
training and work options open to them, to main-
ta in contact  with educat ion and tra ining
opportunities, and to find pathways to employment
and economic and social participation.

Formal mentoring programs are one effective
means of supporting young people, not a single 
solution to complex social and individual needs.

Especially where young people face multiple 
disadvantages, mentors are best regarded as com-
plementary to and an addition to the work of
professionals and other supportive services, not as a
replacement for them. Further, mentoring needs to
be available in ongoing and sustainable ways. 

Finally, planning for mentoring programs should
include young people’s views wherever possible and
in ways appropriate to their developmental stage.
Innovative youth-driven options to encourage, facil-
itate and support young people’s contributions to
mentoring programs need to be explored.   

Recommendations from the national strategy paper
The national strategy paper proposes a three-tiered
structure: a national peak organisation, regional
coalitions of mentoring providers, and the federal
government. 

In countries where mentoring is more firmly
established than in Australia, national peak bodies
of practitioners and other interested persons play a
major role. A national peak organisation could,
among other responsibilities: support the key com-
munity role of mentoring; promote networking and
partnerships; encourage vibrant debate about men-
toring; provide resources and support for mentoring
programs; and disseminate information. 

Regional coalitions of mentoring providers would
sit between governments, other funding bodies, the
peak organisation, and individual programs. They
would have responsibility for promoting and sup-
porting local development of mentoring, providing a
forum for discussion and providing a range of serv-
ices including program coordinator training,
mentor training, assistance with mentor matching,
assistance with evaluation, and advice and support. 

The Australian Government’s responsibilities
would include: expansion of access to mentoring;
support for mentoring including funding for coordi-
nation, training, and evaluation of mentoring

approach is needed if the benefits of mentoring for
young people are to be sustained and expanded. They
have been delivering quality programs for some
years and have seen the positive results. 

Consultations with practitioners, program man-
agers and researchers, as well as a review of the
research and policy literature support the argument
that it is time to move beyond short-term programs,
to “promote and support a broader concept of men-
toring than has been evident in Australia to date,
and to foster cross-fertilisation of what is known
about successful mentoring with other current
developments and policy frameworks” (Big Broth-
ers Big Sisters Australia, Dusseldorp Skills Forum,
and The Smith Family (2004: 3). 

The strategy paper draws principally, but not
wholly, on perspectives relating to 12–25 year olds.
However, consultations indicated that younger

children could and should be included. They are
involved in a number of established mentoring pro-
grams.  The largest  community-based and
school-based mentoring programs in Australia use a
common set of program principles for primary
school aged children and older age groups. The
strategy paper acknowledges though that discus-
sions with people with expertise in childhood would
be necessary to develop a more comprehensive
strategy that specifically includes children at differ-
ent developmental stages. 

Principles guiding a national strategy
Formal mentoring is a community function reflecting
local needs. Clear national goals, funding guidelines
and benchmarks are needed to ensure that programs
are of high quality and reach those who might best
benefit. However, they must be flexible enough to
cater for local needs and for diverse groups of young
people according to their developmental stage, cul-
tural background and personal circumstances. 

High quality mentoring for young people builds on
and enhances existing policy frameworks, including
those relating to community building, early interven-
tion, school to work transition, careers advice for
young people, and youth development. It also has
considerable potential to improve understanding and
communication across age groups and strengthen
common bonds between generations.

Mentoring is a broadly based approach, not
restricted to particular groups. Children and young
people need support at different times and points in
their lives and formal mentoring programs can be

“May has been involved in LAP (Learning Assistance Program) since it
first began in the school. For her, it has been a challenge well worth the
time and effort. Not only has it kept her on the ball, it has given her the rare
opportunity of seeing how a child with learning difficulties is progressing
and given her a reason to be interested in the welfare of that child. The
growth in confidence, the developing of some personal goals, and the real-
ising of those same goals are some of the challenges that keep being met
in the LAP program.” 

Faria, Y. (no date), Knowledge in Your LAP, The LAP Association, South 
Australia.

A mentor’s view
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programs within their jurisdiction; funding for a
small secretariat for a national body; and leadership
in promoting the role of mentoring in the general
community and with other levels of government. 

The strategy sets out a series of suggested areas
for action. They include: 

• Establishing a clear definition of mentoring, with
agreement among stakeholders on a definition
that is inclusive but which clearly sets out the
parameters of formal mentoring.

• Adopting a set of benchmarks, reviewed and
updated over time, and a mandatory set of stan-
dards for mentoring programs regarding the
protection of children and young people. 

• Encouraging and promoting an enhanced role for
business, employers and philanthropic founda-
tions in supporting mentoring of young people;
identifying key corporate and community advo-
cates to promote the community building role of
mentoring young people; promoting local partner-
ships around community building which include
mentoring of young people; and exploring ways of
building a more widespread culture of employers
and more experienced staff mentoring young 
people in large and small enterprises, both before
they start work and when they are employed. 

Suggested areas for action in relation to increased
and longer-term federal funding for mentoring mod-
els and programs shown to be successful include:
complementary funding by the federal government
of collaborations with state-funded programs and
partnerships and resources to support school-based
mentoring programs. The key community building

role of mentoring needs to be acknowledged by
appropriately funding programs for the time and
resources required (a) to establish strong and viable
networks (including school-community links), and
(b) to expand the diversity of mentors by drawing 
in community members who are not traditionally 
volunteers but may have much to offer. 

A way forward
There is still much to be learned about successful for-
mal mentoring. However, there are well established
models to build on, consensus about the value of well
planned and resourced programs, and a growing
agency and public interest in mentoring. A strong
national strategy is likely to support organisations and
individuals already working in the field, encourage
local initiatives, and promote debate about mentoring. 

Most importantly, a national strategy has the
potential to increase the number of caring and 

supportive relationships between young people and
adults who are not their parents, and to help more
young people make stronger connections to com-
munity networks and education, training and work
structures. It also has the potential to contribute to
better understanding and stronger bonds between
generations. 
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A parent’s view



focus is on one aspect of positive behaviour,
namely positive engagement with school.

To date, relatively few studies of adolescent 
positive behaviour exist. There are even fewer
cross-national comparisons of positive youth
behaviour. This is unfortunate because cross-
national studies have the capacity to illuminate the
influence of cultural and contextual factors on
youth behaviour, and inform more universal theo-
ries of development. 

What the growing body of research on positive
behaviour in young children is showing is that 
more girls than boys engage in prosocial behaviour,
and that prosocial behaviour increases with age, 
as children’s cognitive processes develop (Eisen-
berg and Fabes 1998). More recent meta-analyses 
of studies with adolescents have shown that, in 
general, adolescents engage in more prosocial
behaviour than younger children, and that the
trend for higher involvement of females than 
males is even clearer in adolescence (Fabes et 
al. 1999). 
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raditionally, developmental research
has tended to focus on emotional and
behavioural problems of adolescence
(such as antisocial behaviour, violence,
depression, anxiety). Increasingly, it is

recognised that an absence of problem behaviours
does not necessarily equate to positive develop-
ment (Mahoney and Lafferty 2003). This has
created a shift toward the study of positive youth
development. Understanding how positive behav-
iour develops is crucial for prevention, and
promoting healthy development should not only
increase positive behaviour but also reduce prob-
lematic behaviour. 

Positive youth behaviour has been defined in a
number of ways (for example, prosocial behaviour,
academic achievement, school engagement and
positive attitudes towards school, good peer rela-
tionships, engagement in the workforce) but there
is currently no general agreement regarding what a
complete set of positive youth outcomes should
encompass (Catalano et al. 2004). In this paper, our

Levels and family  
correlates of positive 

adolescent development 

SHERYL A. HEMPHILL, JOHN W. TOUMBOUROU, RICHARD F. CATALANO AND MEGAN MATHERS

A  c r o s s - n a t i o n a l  c o m p a r i s o n
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Understanding positive youth development is crucial to inform prevention and intervention 

programs for behavioural and emotional problems,and to foster positive behaviour.This article

reports the levels of positive school engagement, and family characteristics associated with

engagement, in adolescents in Australia and the United States.
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A model of prosocial development
The Social Development Model (Catalano and
Hawkins 1996, 2002) underpins the research
reported in this article. The model draws together
knowledge on the impact of risk and protective fac-
tors on development. Risk factors increase the
likelihood of problematic behaviour, whereas protec-
tive factors both increase the likelihood of positive
behaviour and reduce the influence of risk factors. 

The Social Development Model theorises that
young people learn prosocial and antisocial behav-
iours from socialising agents including peers,
family, school, and community organisations.
Socialisation occurs through processes involving:
opportunities for involvement in activities and
interactions with others; the degree of involvement
and interaction; the skills to participate in those

interactions; and reinforcement from performance
in activities and interactions with others. A bond 
develops between the individual and a socialising
agent when: opportunities exist for the individual to
become involved in activities and interactions;
when the individual’s skills allow for active partici-
pation in those activities and interactions; and
when the individual’s performance is rewarded 
consistently. This bond affects behaviour inde-
pendently by creating an informal control on
behaviour. 

According to this model, an adolescent’s behav-
iour will be prosocial or antisocial depending on the
predominant behaviours, norms, and values held
by those to whom they are bonded. The model has
been found to predict a range of behavioural out-
comes including substance use (Catalano et al.



Demographic characteristics of the Washington State and Victorian students: International  Youth Development StudyTable 1

Washington State, USA Victoria, Australia

Year 7 Year 9 Total Sample Year 7 Year 9 Total Sample

N 955 979 1934 974 968 1942

Mean age (SD) 13.1 (0.4) 15.1 (0.4) 14.1 (1.1) 12.9 (0.4) 14.9 (0.4) 13.9 (1.1)
Location
Rural 295 (30.9%) 187 (19.2%) 482 (24.9%) 262 (26.9%) 200 (20.7%) 462 (23.8%)
Large or small town 154 (16.1%) 121 (12.4%) 275 (14.2%) 210 (21.6%) 220 (22.7%) 430 (22.1%)
Urban 506 (53.0%) 671 (68.5%) 1177 (60.9%) 502 (51.5%) 548 (56.6%) 1050 (54.1%)

Family structure
N 928 956 1884 937 920 1857
Married/Living with 699 (75.3%) 728 (76.2%) 1427 (75.7%) 739 (78.9%) 750 (81.5%) 1,489 (80.2%)
partner
No partner 229 (24.7%) 228 (23.8%) 457 (24.3%) 198 (21.1%) 170 (18.5%) 368 (19.8%) 

Mother’s education
N 878 904 1782 904 893 1797
Did not complete 97 (11.1%) 60 (6.6%) 157 (8.8%) 351 (38.8%) 392 (43.9%) 743 (41.4%)
secondary 
Completed secondary 577 (65.7%) 514 (56.9%) 1091 (61.2%) 301 (33.3%) 258 (28.9%) 559 (31.1%)
Completed post- 203 (23.1%) 329 (36.4%) 532 (29.9%) 217 (24.0%) 216 (24.2%) 433 (24.1%)
secondary
Other 1 (0.1%) 1 (0.1%) 2 (0.1%) 35 (3.9%) 27 (3.0%) 62 (3.4%)
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context, are fundamental to promoting desirable
youth outcomes”. 

The major family risk factors identified in the
Social Development Model are parental attitudes
favourable to drug use, parental attitudes favourable
to antisocial behaviour, family history of antisocial
behaviour, family conflict, and poor family manage-
ment. High scores on these factors have been
associated with problematic outcomes for adoles-
cents (Hawkins et al. 2000). The converse of this is
that low scores are hypothesised to be related to pos-
itive outcomes. 

Family protective factors in the Social Develop-
ment Model include rewards for prosocial
involvement, opportunities for prosocial involve-
ment, and family attachment. These factors have
been related to positive outcomes (Oxford et 
al. 2000).

The cross-national study 
This article draws on the first wave of data collected
in 2002 as part of the International Youth Develop-
ment Study – a large cross-national study
investigating the development of substance use 
and other behaviours in Australian and American
school students. It reports on the risk and protec-
tive factors associated with one of a number of
behaviours measured in the larger study – namely,
positive youth engagement at school. 

The two main questions addressed in this article
are: How engaged are students in early to mid-
adolescence with their schools in Victoria and
Washington State? Which family risk and protec-
tive factors are related to engagement? 

The study surveyed 2,884 students in Victoria and
2,885 students in Washington State – a combined

1996), violence (Huang et al. 2001), alcohol misuse
(Lonczak et al. 2001), antisocial behaviour (Cata-
lano et al. 1999), and positive youth development
(Oxford et al. 2000).

Although a range of factors are associated with
the development of positive behaviour, including
characteristics of the individual, peers, school and
community, this article focuses on one socialising
agent described in the Social Development Model –
the family and its relationship to positive school
engagement. Mahoney and Lafferty (2003: S4) have
recognised that “the social contexts in which adoles-
cents are embedded, and particularly the family

Summary of family risk and protective factors measured in
the International Youth Development Study

Table 2

Risk factor scales

- Poor family management (e.g., poor monitoring by parents), 9 items,
αAUS = 0.79, αUS = 0.81.

- Family conflict (e.g., family members argue, yell, and insult), 3 items,
αAUS = 0.79, αUS = 0.79.

- Family history of antisocial behaviour (e.g., familial adults in trouble
with police), 10 items αAUS = 0.76, αUS = 0.81

- Parent attitudes favourable to drug use (e.g., parents condone use of 
cigarettes or alcohol), 4 items, αAUS = 0.76, αUS = 0.85 

- Parent attitudes favourable to antisocial behaviour (e.g., parents con-
done stealing), 3 items, αAUS & αUS = 0.70

Protective factor scales

- Attachment (e.g., student feels close to mother/father), 4 items, 
αAUS = 0.76, αUS = 0.75

- Opportunities for prosocial involvement (e.g., parents ask student for
input into family decisions), 3 items, αAUS = 0.73, αUS = 0.75 

- Rewards for prosocial involvement (e.g., frequency parents notice when
student is doing a good job and let him/her know about it), 3 items,
αAUS = 0.73, αUS = 0.75
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sample of 5,769 students. Surveys were adminis-
tered in the classrooms of 152 schools in Victoria
and 153 schools in Washington during 45-60 minute
periods. The results presented in this article focus
on Year 7 and Year 9 students (see Table 1 for the
demographic characteristics of students included in
the study). 

The study design and methods used to recruit
and survey study participants are described in the
accompanying boxed inset.

Measures

The measures used in the study included school
engagement and family characteristics that may
influence youth behaviour. The measure of school
engagement included two questions: How many
times in the past year (12 months) have you: (1)
Looked forward to going to school? (2) Been
involved in sports, clubs, organisations, or other
activities at school? 

For each question, students chose one response
from the following eight options: never, 1 or 2 times,
3 to 5 times, 6 to 9 times, 10 to 19 times, 20 to 29
times, 30 to 39 times, and 40 plus times.   

A range of family characteristics that place 
adolescents at risk for problematic outcomes (risk
factors), or protect them from problematic out-
comes (protective factors), were also measured 
via adolescent report. Table 2 shows the scales
assessing family variables, example items of each,
the number of items, and the scale’s internal 
consistency.

Findings
Reporting on school Years 7 and 9, this section
looks at the levels of school engagement (assessed
here as “looks forward to going to school”, and “par-
ticipates in positive school activities”), and findings
on family characteristics associated with “engage-
ment”. (Students were only included in these
analyses if they appeared to have answered the 
survey honestly. This was assessed using specially
designed items on the survey.)

Levels of school engagement

Figures 1 and 2 present mean estimates and 95 per
cent confidence intervals (CIs) separately for each
state and for males and females.1

Figures 1 and 2 show some interesting state, 
gender, and age differences in school engagement.
In Years 7 and 9, Washington State students
reported that they looked forward to going to school
more often than did Victorian students. This was
the case for males and females. On average, Wash-
ington students had looked forward to going to
school 10-19 times (males) or 20-29 times
(females) in the past 12 months. This corresponds
to once or twice per month. In contrast in Victoria,
on average, students looked forward to going to
school only 6-9 times (males) or 10-19 times
(females), or at most once per month. While the
overall rates are disturbingly low, this is particu-
larly so for boys and Victorians. 

Figure 2 shows that in Year 7 Victorian students
reported that they participated in school activities
in the past year more often than Washington stu-
dents, on average 6-9 times compared with 3-5
times. The trend in the same direction for Year 9
was not significant.

In terms of gender differences, females in Years 7
and 9 in Washington had looked forward to going to
school more often than males. For Victoria, the only
gender difference was that Year 9 males partici-
pated in school activities more often in the
preceding year than Year 9 females.

There are interesting age differences in school
engagement. In Victoria, older adolescents tended
to look forward to going to school more often than

Looks forward to going to school by state, cohort and genderFigure 1
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Positive school engagement by state, cohort and genderFigure 2
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(family characteristics, state, gender, age, mothers’
level of education); and in the second step, the fam-
ily characteristics were omitted. These analyses
showed that family characteristics significantly
added to the explanation of school engagement
above demographic characteristics such as student
age and mothers’ education.

Tables 3 and 4 summarise the pattern of the
results found for “looks forward to going to school”
and “participation in school activities” respectively,
across each year level. The tables show that, in gen-
eral, the correlates were similar at each year level,
but with slightly more significant correlates for both
measures of positive school engagement at Year 7
than at Year 9.

younger students, although confidence intervals
overlapped; whereas there were no age differences
in Washington. For participation in school activi-
ties, older students in Washington participated
more often than younger students. In Victoria,
there were no age differences for males but older
female adolescents participated less often than
younger adolescents. 

Family characteristics associated with 
school engagement
Multiple regression analyses were used to study 
the associations between school engagement and
family characteristics. Each analysis had two 
steps: in the first step, all variables were entered

Understanding the development of problematic behaviour has been the focus of

much research attention, but it is crucial that the factors that promote positive 

youth behaviour are also understood.

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
INTERNATIONAL YOUTH DEVELOPMENT STUDY

The same methods to recruit and survey
participants were used in both sites (Vic-
toria and Washington State). In each
state, a two-stage cluster sampling pro-
cedure was used. In the first stage,
schools at each study year level were
selected at random from a stratified
frame of all schools in Victoria (Catholic,
Independent and Government) and
Washington (Public, Private, and Alter-
native). At stage two, single classes 
from each school for the selected year
level were chosen at random; in a few
schools, two classes from different year
levels were randomly chosen. 

In Victoria, 165 classes in 152 schools
(65 per cent of eligible schools, N=233)
agreed to participate. In Washington, 155
classes in 153 schools (73 per cent of

those approached, N=212) participated.
There were between 50 and 56 classes at
each of three year levels – Year 5 (10-11
years), 7 (12-13 years), and 9 (14-15
years). 

In total, 2,884 students in Victoria and
2,885 students in Washington State
were recruited into the study, for a com-
bined sample of 5,769 students. Within
each age group, approximately equal
numbers of males and females partici-
pated in the study.

Standard data collection protocols were
followed in each state. The student survey
protocol consisted of a self-report instru-
ment, adapted and extended from the
“Communities that Care Youth Survey”
which has shown good reliability and
validity in large samples (Arthur et al.

2002; Pollard, Hawkins and Arthur 1999).
The instrument included instructions 
on how to answer the questions and
assurances of confidentiality that were
presented prior to survey administration
by trained study staff. 

Surveys were administered in class-
rooms during a 45-60 minute period.
Students absent from school on the day
of the survey were administered sur-
veys later under the supervision of
school personnel or, in a small percent-
age of cases, over the telephone by
study staff. Upon completion of the sur-
vey, students in Washington State
received $10, while students in Victoria
received a small pocket calculator, upon
return of parent consent forms regard-
less of their participation in the survey.
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Family characteristics associated with looking 
forward to going to school

Table 3 shows that Year 7 students who lived in
Washington State looked forward to going to school
more than Victorian students, but no differences
were found in Year 9. In terms of family factors, stu-
dents whose mothers had more education looked
forward to going to school more in Year 7. High
scores on looking forward to going to school were
also associated with less family conflict and more
opportunities for prosocial involvement for both age
groups and with more rewards for prosocial
involvement for Year 7 students only. 

For older adolescents, less favourable parental 
attitudes towards antisocial behaviour, and less
poor family management were associated with
higher levels of looking forward to going to school.
Of all the possible variation in “looks forward 
to going to school”, 16 per cent (Year 7) and 10 per
cent (Year 9) was explained by the variables
included in this study.

Family characteristics associated with participation in 
positive school activities

Table 4 shows that Year 7 Victorian students were
more likely to participate in positive school activi-
ties than Washington students but there were no
differences at Year 9. Higher levels of maternal edu-
cation were associated with more participation in
school activities in both age groups. Participation
was associated with both more rewards and more
opportunities for prosocial involvement, as well as
less favourable parental attitudes towards drug use
for younger students. Less poor family management
was associated with more participation in Year 9
only. Year 9 males were more likely to participate in
school activities than females. Using this model, 8
per cent of the variance in participation was
explained for both age groups.

Summary

In summary, there were few differences between
Victoria and Washington and a number of similari-
ties across age in the associations between school
engagement and family characteristics. Opportuni-
ties and rewards for prosocial behaviour were
positively associated with school engagement.
Parental attitudes toward antisocial behaviour and
drug use were also associated with school engage-
ment. It appeared that family management was
particularly important for Year 9 students, whereas
family conflict was associated only with looking for-
ward to going to school. Of the demographic
characteristics, mothers’ education was associated
with both measures of school engagement. This
multivariate analysis reflected the pattern of results
regarding gender differences already described – for
older female adolescents participation in activities
was less than males. There were some family meas-
ures in this study, specifically family history 
of antisocial behaviour, and attachment to family
that were generally not associated with school
engagement.

Discussion
Levels of school engagement
Overall, the levels of looking forward to going to
school and participation in positive school activities
were around the mid-point of the scale which indi-
cated that students looked forward to going to
school quite rarely (on average about 10-19 times a
year), and students typically participated in school
activities less than once per month. This relatively
low level of engagement may reflect the challenging
transition from primary school into early high
school, and perhaps an increased focus on aca-
demic achievement rather than enjoyment at
school at the secondary level. It is also possible that
early adolescents may not appreciate the value of
attending school and furthering their education.

In general, Washington students looked forward
to going to school more, but participated less, than

Risk and protective factors statistically significantly associated
with looks forward to going to school 

Table 3

Year 7 Year 9

N = 1635 N = 1677
% variance % variance 

explained = 16% explained = 10%

Washington vs Victoria Higher in Washington NS
Mothers’ education Higher if higher NS

education 
Family rewards for Higher if more NS
prosocial involvement rewards
Family opportunities for Higher if more Higher if more 
prosocial involvement opportunities opportunities
Parent attitudes NS Higher if less 
favourable to favourable attitudes
antisocial behaviour
Family conflict Higher if less conflict Higher if less conflict
Poor family NS Higher if less poor 
management management

Notes: Statistically significant, p < .05; T = trend towards statistical significance, 
p < .10; NS = not statistically significant, p > .10. 

Risk and protective factors statistically significantly
associated with participation in school activities 

Table 4

Year 7 Year 9

N = 1637 N = 1676
% variance % variance 

explained = 8% explained = 8%
Washington vs Victoria Higher in Victoria NS

Effect of being female NS Higher in males

Mothers’ education Higher if higher Higher if higher 
education education

Family rewards for Higher if more NS
prosocial involvement rewards
Family opportunities for Higher if more NS
prosocial involvement opportunities
Parent attitudes  Higher if less NS
favourable to drug use favourable attitudes
Poor family NS Higher if less poor 
management management

Notes: Statistically significant, p < .05; T = trend towards statistical significance, p < .10;
NS = not statistically significant, p > .10.
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development of positive youth behaviours (defined
here as school engagement) in adolescence. It
includes a range of measures of family characteris-
tics, enabling a detailed investigation of the impact
of these characteristics on positive youth behav-
iour in two different age groups of students.
However, the results presented here are based on
data collected at one point in time (cross-sectional
analyses). To identify possible causal relationships,
longitudinal data are required. The International
Youth Development Study will soon have two more
waves of data to begin to investigate the character-
istics in 2002 that predict school engagement two
years later in 2004, as well as to explore the consis-
tency of school engagement across time.

The data used in this study were based solely on
adolescents’ reports of both their school engage-
ment and family risk and protective factors. This
raises the possibility that some of the associations
found are due to shared method variance – in other
words, those adolescents who perceive their family
in positive terms may also engage with school in
positive ways, whereas those with problems in one
domain may tend to perceive the other domain as
problematic too. Increasingly, research methods
are expanding to include multiple informants (e.g.,
parents, teachers). However, research shows that
adolescents are reasonably reliable reporters
(Huizinga and Elliott 1986; Smart et al. in press). 

This analysis has considered only a limited set of
family factors as correlates of school engagement,
and unsurprisingly, these accounted for only small
to moderate amounts of variance in positive behav-
iour. It is undoubtedly the case that other factors,
notably school performance, peer relationships and
individual characteristics are also influential. Nev-
ertheless, this analysis has served to identify some
important dimensions of family influence during
adolescence.

Given the comprehensive measures of risk 
and protective factors in the International Youth 
Development Study, future work will be able to
investigate the relative importance of family char-
acteristics compared with characteristics of the
individual, peers, school, and community.

Conclusion
Although understanding the development of prob-
lematic behaviour has been the focus of much
research attention until recently, it is crucial that
the factors that promote positive youth behaviour
are also understood. Interventions for problematic
behaviours no longer simply strive to reduce prob-
lem behaviours, they also seek to promote positive
behaviours to replace the problematic ones. To
ensure that these interventions are appropriate and
maximally effective, we need to understand how
positive behaviour such as school engagement
develops. 

This article has shown that there are several mod-
ifiable family characteristics associated with positive
behaviour. These include parents boosting both
rewards for and opportunities to participate in proso-
cial activities, and the importance of expressing clear

Victorian students. These differences may be due to
differences in the structure of schools in the two
countries. In the United States, Year 7 students are
usually in middle school or junior high school, 
separate from Year 9 students who are in high
school. In Australia, Years 7 and 9 are usually in 
the same school. Having Year 7 and 9 students in
separate schools, as in Washington, may facilitate
stronger school engagement. This finding requires
further exploration because it may have important
implications for the school structure. 

Family characteristics associated with school engagement

The results emphasise the strong link between 
parents’ level of education and adolescents’ school
adjustment. In this study, higher maternal educa-
tion was associated with more school engagement.
This suggests schools need to look for ways to facil-
itate school involvement for children of parents
who have lower levels of education. 

The family protective factors associated with
school engagement were rewards for and opportu-
nities to participate in prosocial activities. Thus, if
families provide opportunities and encourage their
adolescents to contribute to decision-making (e.g.,
where to go for the annual family holiday), it seems
their children tend to be more positively disposed
towards school.

The family risk factors related to school engage-
ment were parental attitudes to antisocial
behaviour and drug use. Thus, parental attitudes
that are less accepting of problematic behaviours
are associated with more positive behaviours in
adolescents.

Lower levels of family conflict were associated
with looking forward to going to school in both age
groups. Not surprisingly, having a positive home
environment seems to foster engagement in school.
Poor family management was associated with both
measures of school engagement for Year 9 students.
This measure covered the clarity of family rules,
and parents’ monitoring of their adolescents’ activ-
ities such as completion of homework and the
whereabouts of the adolescent, and it seems these
sorts of parental approaches help young people to
feel positive about school.

Although there was support for the Social Devel-
opment Model (SDM), some of the risk and
protective factors identified within the SDM (specif-
ically family history of antisocial behaviour, and
attachment to family) were generally not associated
with school engagement. Most studies that have
tested the SDM to date have examined problematic
rather than positive behaviour. These findings
require replication but suggest that family factors
may be important in the development of school
engagement.

Strengths and limitations of the study
The International Youth Development Study
includes relatively large, representative samples of
students from Victoria and Washington State. It has
successfully used matched procedures for both
recruitment and survey administration. The study
presented here is one of the few to investigate the
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disapproval of antisocial behaviour and drug use. The
findings here also suggest that family management
practices and family conflict impact on adolescents’
views about school and home and need to be
addressed. Overall, the findings illustrate the validity
of “ecological” approaches to development, which
emphasise the inter-relationships between young
people’s developmental contexts such as home and
school.

Endnote
1. The means have been adjusted to take into account the

sampling design, the clustering of students in classes within
the schools, and student age. The adjusted mean is more
likely to be close to the “true” population value (although in
general we have found that adjusted and unadjusted esti-
mates are similar). The 95 per cent CIs specify an upper and
lower value and we can say that we are 95 per cent confi-
dent that the population lies within these two values. If the
95 per cent CIs for two different means do not overlap, we
can say there is a significant difference between the two
means.
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The findings also suggest that family management practices and family conflict

impact on adolescents’ views about school and home and need to be addressed.



O P I N I O N

In a recent article in the Atlantic Monthly, the American
Pulitzer-Prize winning writer Ron Powers (2002) warns of

an “apocalyptic nihilism” that is infecting the nation’s chil-
dren. Americans need a “societal shift in consciousness” to
recentre themselves and their children, he says. They must
provide children with a sense of self-worth “through
respectful inclusion; through a reintegration of our young
into the intimate circles of family and community life”.

Powers focuses on the modern phenomenon of teenage
killers – adolescents who murder their parents, teachers or
peers for seemingly little reason. He recounts a story told by
a young doctoral graduate in comparative literature, Theo

Padnos, who took a job teaching literature to adolescent prison inmates. What struck
Padnos was the “language of apocalypse” used by the kids, a message that “in a world
stripped of meaning and self-identity, adolescents can come to understand violence
itself as a morally grounded gesture, a kind of purifying attempt to intervene against
the nothingness”.

Padnos tells Powers: “They’re a community of believers, in a way. They come from
all kinds of backgrounds. But what unite them are these apocalyptic suspicions that
they have. They think and act as though it’s an extremely late hour in the day, and
nothing much matters anymore.” The kids are drawn to the mythic violence of
movies and television, the stories of people travelling “a rough landscape that is their
true home”. “People who mete out justice to anyone who impinges on their native
liberties. Post-apocalyptic heroes just like they want to be – violent, suicidal, the sort
of people who are preparing themselves for what happens after everything ends.”

The research evidence for the link between media violence and real violence is about
as good as that between smoking and lung cancer, and the debate about media vio-
lence has continued much longer than it should have (Eckersley 2004:126-39). But
Padnos’ account is altogether different. It’s about something much more subtle,
complex, pervasive, about a fusion of media images, global conditions, individual sit-
uations and personal states of mind. And in some ways, these effects are better
expressed through literary metaphor and allusion than in the precise, objective lan-
guage of science: they are so hard to pin down, and to try to do this risks losing their
essence.

Other problems among youth, including eating disorders and deliberate self-harm, can
also be seen as “attempts to intervene against the nothingness”, a deeply human need,
as American professor of psychiatry and law Alan Stone (2004) wrote recently, “to
transform the passive experience of suffering into something we can actively control”.

As an explanation, “apocalyptic nihilism” certainly has a dramatic appeal that we
might expect from a literary scholar, but does it really help us to understand delin-
quency, violence and other problems? Does it have any scientific validity? I think it
does; at least it is part of the picture. It is the very issue that first got me interested
in young people’s wellbeing about 15 years ago when I was at the Commission for the
Future, and came across surveys that revealed the bleakness with which many see
the future of the world and humanity (Eckersley 1987, 1988).

Our views of young people are often framed in terms of differences: between the ill
and the well, the marginalised and the mainstream, the disadvantaged and the 
privileged, males and females. While not denying these differences exist and 
are important, I want to focus, instead, on the different layers of perceptions and
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understanding of young people and their world to
assess the “net effects” of broad social changes. I
want to show that competing views are not necessar-
ily contradictory, but incomplete, and that changes
that affect everyone can, nevertheless, affect people
differently and contribute to specific problems that
only some experience. In doing this, I want to draw
attention, not so much to how young people are cop-
ing with, or adapting to, these changes, but to
whether the changes are, in their overall effects, pos-
itive or negative: do they enhance, or diminish,
human wellbeing and potential? Linked to this, but
not discussed here, is the issue of how well the
changes fit young people’s own social ideals and
preferances; this is an aspect of wellbeing.

The British epidemiologist Geoffrey Rose (1992) has
argued that the causes of individual differences in
disease or disorder – for example, why one person
and not another commits suicide – may be different
from the causes of differences between populations –
what explains patterns and trends in suicide rates.
That is, causes of cases may differ from causes of
incidence. Rose also noted that diseases or disorders
and their causes are rarely binary – people have
them or they don’t – but are distributed along a con-
tinuum – how much does a person have? As he
demonstrated, there is a relation between the mean
of a characteristic in a population and the prevalence
of “deviance”. These observations strengthen the
case for looking for those factors that influence the
population mean, and so help to explain the preva-
lence of problems in populations. 

We have barely begun to grasp how much globalisa-
tion and the media have expanded our spheres of
awareness and so the range of influences on our well-
being. As Australian psychologist Amanda Allan says,
our relationships with time and space have changed
markedly (Bradley 2003). “People are referencing
themselves more and more in relation to global
events, and social cultures beyond their immediate
context.” In western societies, she says, there has
been “a disembodying of what we consider to be our
intimate frame of reference”, resulting in a reorienta-
tion of who we are in relation to others.

The role of broad social change – both structural and
cultural, objective and subjective – in shaping our
health and wellbeing is obscured by several factors.
One is the incompleteness of most, if not all, per-
spectives, their focus on only part of the picture.
Another is the extent to which such changes are
refracted through a host of other, more specific influ-
ences, including a person’s temperament and genes. 

Fractured views
The fractured visions of youth create a confusing
impression of the total picture. Research based on
self-reported health, happiness and life satisfaction
suggests most young people (around 90 per cent) are
thriving; research based on studies of mental health
indicates many are struggling. For example, a 2003
Australian survey of young people aged 10–17 years
found them to be generally happy, confident, posi-
tive, optimistic, and socially liberal and tolerant

(Leadership Victoria et al. 2003). Noel Turnbull, a
board member of Leadership Victoria, a partner in
the study, says it smashes some stereotypes about
young people. “You get this traditional stuff about
alienation, depression, rebelliousness . . . but they
don’t fit the stereotypes in lots of ways . . . they aren’t
frightened, they are very optimistic about the future.”

Social researcher Hugh Mackay (2003) also sees a
new, post-1975, “options” generation, flexible, open
to change, cooperative – and the most tribal genera-
tion we have seen. “They are world champions at
establishing intimate, supportive relationships with
their peers, standing by each other, and staying con-
nected.” Of the rising generation of young women,
Mackay (2004) says they have truly found their feet:
“They are bursting with a sense of their own poten-
tial: they feel strong, optimistic and confident.”

American writer David Brooks (2001) offers a simi-
larly upbeat appraisal in an essay in the Atlantic
Monthly, one which contrasts starkly with Powers’
piece a year later. Drawing mainly on interviews
with students at Princeton and other Ivy League
universities, he presents an approving image of
happy, incredibly hard-working conformists who
don’t have a rebellious or alienated bone in their
bodies: respectful, obedient, responsible, clean,
generous, bright and good natured.

Brooks sees them as the products of an era of
parental protection, prosperity and peace. They are
“the most honed and supervised generation in
human history”, he says. In contrast to the free-
doms granted young people in the 1960s and 1970s,
this is a group whose members have spent most of
their lives in structured, adult-organised activities.
“The kids have looked upon this order and decided
that it’s good.” Brooks admits he is writing about an
elite, but he states that they are “not entirely
unlike” other young Americans. Princeton reflects
America, he says, and “in most ways it reflects the
best of America”.

Yet epidemiological studies of young people’s 
mental health suggest that the prevalence of psy-
cho-social problems, including depression and a
general malaise (headaches, stomach aches, sleep-
lessness), has risen through successive generations,
transcending the much-discussed differences in
generational attitudes and lifestyles (for example,
Kessler et al. 2003). Currently, between one-fifth
and one-third of young people are suffering signifi-
cant psychological distress at any one time.

A recent American study casts an even less rosy
light on our wellbeing (Keyes 2002). The study drew
on a range of measures to construct a mental health
continuum for a large sample of Americans aged
25-74. Mental health was seen not just as the
absence of mental illness, but as “a syndrome of
symptoms of positive feelings and positive func-
tioning in life”. It found that 26 per cent were either
“languishing”, depressed, or both – that is, mentally
unhealthy; 57 per cent were moderately mentally
healthy – neither mentally ill nor fully mentally
healthy; and only 17 per cent of people were “flour-
ishing” – that is, enjoying good mental health.
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themselves their priorities for the future. Most of
those in the Life-Patterns Study (about 90 per cent)
express “real satisfaction” with their personal
development, believing they have made appropriate
choices. But, as I’ve already argued, such findings
can’t be taken at face value. Whatever the pluses of
the “new adulthood”, the study also shows it comes
at a cost to many young people.

The young men and women in the Life-Patterns
Study are a “success cohort” (with most undertak-
ing further education), but by 2002 they themselves
had concerns about their health; less than 60 per
cent regarded themselves as physically healthy, and
a similar proportion as mentally healthy. They
admitted that the need for constant reflection, rein-
vention and flexibility required a lot of effort,
toughness and self-confidence. Maintaining the
right balance in life remains a real challenge; life is
still a struggle with uncertainty. And one of the con-
sequences is a weakening of links with collective
causes and identities.

Reinforcing the costs of social change, the Women’s
Health Australia study has found that young women
(aged 18-23 when first surveyed) reported higher
levels of stress than middle-aged and older women,
were often tired, and were over-concerned with
their weight and body shape (Lee 2001). The young
women scored highest of the three age groups on
the physical health measures, but the lowest on the
mental health scales. Annette Dobson, the director
of the study, says the young women reported even
higher levels of stress when surveyed a second time
four years later, when they were aged 22-27 years
(personal communication). “They are stressed
about money, employment and work. Their expec-
tations are high and so are their aspirations – for
more education, full-time employment, a stable
relationship, and two or more children by the time
they are 35 . . . they feel more pressured and rushed
than previous generations.” 

The studies raise important questions about the
extent to which this way of life is “chosen” and life-
enhancing – a matter of making the most of the
choices and opportunities available to young people
– or “imposed” on young people by the forces of
economic, technological, social and cultural change
(including, for example, the growth in part-time,
casual and project-based work). Or rather this “new
adulthood” may demonstrate the difficulty of dis-
tinguishing between the voluntary and involuntary
as new values and norms become accepted, and
perhaps even internalised, by a new generation. As
sociologists have noted, the individualised life is
now a fate, not a choice; we can’t choose not to play
the game (Dwyer et al. 2003).

British sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (2003) says
the modern preference for transience and imper-
manence – for connections over relationships,
networks rather than partnerships – doesn’t solve
the problem posed by freedom. “Being on the move,
once a privilege and an achievement, becomes a
must. Keeping up speed, once an exhilarating
adventure, turns into an exhausting chore.” Most

Consistent with other research, younger people
were more likely to be languishing or depressed and
less likely to be flourishing.

These findings may appear contradictory, but they
are not necessarily irreconcilable (although some
contradictions remain). What is important is to
acknowledge the incompleteness of different
research perspectives and the complexity of the
human condition and how individuals respond to
their social environment and personal circum-
stances. For example, qualitative research shows
that when people rate their happiness or satisfac-
tion in quantitative surveys, they tend to rationalise
their situation and mitigate negative experiences.
To some extent they take their situation as a given,
and assess their wellbeing within that context. So
these surveys tell us something about our quality 
of life, but not everything we need to know to 
evaluate it.

Another important, related, and often overlooked,
distinction is that between personal optimism and
social optimism. Most young people are, and have
always been, optimistic about their own futures, but
most are pessimistic about the state and prospects
of society or the world. Most do not believe quality
of life in Australia is improving, and they are more
likely to think that, globally, this century will be a
time of crisis and trouble than an age of peace and
prosperity (Eckersley 1999). A recent survey I con-
ducted at an independent girls’ school suggests this
pessimism may have deepened in the past decade. 

The best research does bring out this complexity
and ambiguity. For example, the Life-Patterns
Study, which has followed a large group of young
people since they left school in 1991, has found that
as they approach age 30 many still lead unsettled
lives: changing jobs, renting, unmarried, childless
(Dwyer et al. 2003). The traditional pattern of a lin-
ear transition from education to work to marriage
and children no longer applies. The break with the
past is not sharp; rather the group is attempting to
blend or balance traditional expectations with new
life circumstances. 

According to study director, sociol-
ogist Johanna Wyn, the post-1970s
generation has made a realistic
adjustment to an unstable world
(Horin and Moses 2003). They
value a multidimensional life based
on self-discovery, personal auton-
omy, f i tness and continuous
learning; they are self-reliant and
self-focused. “This is the new way
of being an adult,” Wyn says. “This
generation is showing the rest of us
how adult lives will be lived in the
future.” (See Wyn’s article on
youth transitions elsewhere in this
edition of Family Matters.)

The positive aspects of this more prolonged journey
include more time to explore and assess the
demands of adult life, to sort out and balance for
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importantly, the nasty uncertainty and vexing 
confusion refuse to go, he says. “The age of disen-
gagement does not reduce the risks; it only
distributes them differently.”

From this perspective, then, the tribal connected-
ness of today’s youth that Mackay and others have
identified is an understandable response to the
desires and demands that define their world – but
not necessarily a solution. It may offer some conso-
lation, without addressing the deep structural and
cultural causes of the problem, and the vagaries of
an uncertain, unstable world and the isolation of
the individualised self. What the research is show-
ing is that just as the ideal of commitment is
different from the reality, so too is the ideal of free-
dom different from its reality.   

This situation is not confined to the young; it is, to
a greater or lesser extent, a characteristic of our
whole society. Some of the key findings of the Life-
Patterns and Women’s Health Australia studies –
the striving for balance, busyness, self-focus – also
emerge from other studies of the population as a
whole (Eckersley 2004: 105-25). But the young are
at the cutting edge of social change; they reveal
most clearly the tempo and tenor of the times. The
message seems to be this: when skating on thin ice,
it’s best to keep moving; speed is the essence.

Closer examination of the more positive images of
youth today does, then, reveal a darker side to the
“net effect” of social change. What appears as con-
fidence, optimism and autonomy at a personal
level, can, at the social level, emerge as doubt,
apprehension and isolation. Even Brooks (2001)
qualifies his positive view of being young today. He
notes the growth in medicating disruptive children
and the rise in the proportion of college freshers
who say they feel “overwhelmed”. The rules grow
stricter by the year. The students appear to be
instructed on just about every aspect of life, except
character and virtue, he says, and they are lively
conversationalists on just about any topic, except
moral argument. Perhaps the busyness and the
striving are to compensate for what is missing, he
suggests.

The students are highly goal-oriented. Activities are
rarely an end in themselves, but the means for self-
improvement, resumé-building – for climbing, step
by step, “the continual stairway of advancement”.
There is little time or energy for serious relation-
ships, it seems, or for national politics and crusades.
“People are too busy to get involved in larger
issues,” a student journalist tells Brooks. “When I
think of all that I have to keep up with, I’m relieved
there are no bigger compelling causes.”

Brooks spoke to those who have thrived on a regi-
men of supervision. But even among these
high-flyers, we can detect the danger signals. They
are under enormous pressure to meet their own,
their parents’ and society’s high expectations, leap-
ing through the hoops that are being set ever higher.
The past few years have seen a surge in public and

professional concern in the United States over the
harm to children associated with “hyper-parenting”
and increasingly organised, structured lives – a
trend also apparent in Australia. More teachers and
parents are calling a halt to the cult of speed (Hon-
oré 2004). We need to acknowledge that children
and adolescents need, at least some of the time,
freedom from adult intervention, supervision and
worries; freedom from media intrusion, manipula-
t ion and exploi tat ion;  and freedom to be
themselves, to explore their world, to take risks, to
set their own pace.

So while the most obvious explana-
tion for different pictures of youth is
that they are describing different
groups of young people (the nur-
tured and honed elite student with
the world at his or her feet, and the
abandoned and disenfranchised
delinquent, to whom it seems the
world offers nothing) we can also
look at the pictures in another light.
We can take the view that what is
happening at the top and bottom
margins of society says something
about society as a whole. In times of
radical social change, we may be
able to gain sharper insights from
observing what is happening at the
margins or extremes of society than
from studying the centre. It is at the
top and the bottom that the pres-
sures are greatest and the stakes are
highest. 

Even Brooks’ young “winners” are likely to wonder,
sooner or later (and especially when they stumble
on the stairway of advancement), what they are
striving so hard to achieve, and whether it is worth
the effort. They will ask what their lives mean. So in
the lives of these privileged, clever students – just as
in the lives of the poor, dispossessed and despairing
– we see the inimical impacts of social change. 

Refracted images
Broad social shifts do not, therefore, affect all indi-
viduals equally or in the same way. They interact, in
producing their effects, with the particular qualities
and circumstances of individuals and groups. Young
people are one such group because of their social
and biological development. For example, most
researchers believed until recently that the major
“wiring” of the brain happened in the first three
years of life – hence the current emphasis on the
early years in intervention advocacy – and that the
brain was fully mature by about the age of ten or
twelve. New research, however, shows that the
greatest changes to the parts of the brain responsi-
ble for functions such as self-control, judgement,
emotions and organisation occur between puberty
and adulthood (Spano 2003). 

Other research has shown that older people regu-
late their emotions more effectively than younger
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inequality (Eckersley 2004: 60-76). But cultural
trends such as increasing materialism and individ-
ualism are also relevant.  

Inequality, materialism and individualism
Inequality has increased in Australia and many
other countries in recent decades, so this repre-
sents one broad social change with implications for
young people’s wellbeing (Eckersley 2004: 32).
Generally speaking, there are socio-economic gra-
dients in health, with worse health at the lower end
of the social scale, better at the top. However, the
relationship is not consistent and clear-cut, and can
vary according to the cause of death and gender
(Turrell and Mathers 2001). For example, suicide
rates are higher among young men of low socio-eco-
nomic status than high status men, and the
difference – or gradient – increased between the
mid-1980s and the mid-1990s. With drug-depend-
ence deaths, however, the status difference
apparent in the mid-1980s had almost disappeared
a decade later. Among young women, the differ-
ences for both suicide and drug deaths were
reversed over this period. For all causes of death,
the socio-economic gradient increased for young
men but declined for young women (Turrell and
Mathers 2001).

So the evidence does not support the view that
those young people whose health and lives are 
at greatest risk are all located, or even heavily 
concentrated, within the most materially disadvan-
taged group. (This is in no way to deny that there is
in Australia today a group of young people who are
marginalised, excluded, disadvantaged, seriously
“at-risk”, and who need special care and attention;
nor are health and behavioural problems the only
criteria for evaluating disadvantage.) 

Even where social gradients in health problems
exist, the vast majority of cases will occur outside
the most disadvantaged groups because this is
where most of the population is located. As Rose
(1992) points out, the way risk is distributed in a
population means that a large number of people at
small risk can give rise to more cases of disease
than the small number at high risk. Accordingly, a
small reduction in risk across the entire population
will yield the greatest health gains. Rose favoured
interventions that addressed the more distal social
causes of disease because of their preventative
potential, even though these causes were often less
scientifically certain.   

Beyond increasing inequality, other social changes
include a growth in materialism and individualism,
both of which also affect wellbeing. Research that
shows that materialism (the pursuit of money and
possessions) seems to breed not happiness but dis-
satisfaction, depression, anxiety, anger, isolation
and alienation (Kasser 2002). In short, the more
materialistic we are, the poorer our quality of life.
Other studies that have shown that people for
whom “extrinsic goals” such as fame, fortune and
glamour are a priority in life tend to experience
more anxiety and depression and lower overall 

people; in the words of the old song, they are better
able to “accentuate the positive, eliminate the neg-
ative” (Anonymous 2003). In older adults, the part
of the brain concerned with emotions, the amgy-
dala, responds equally to positive and negative
images; in younger adults, it reacts more to the neg-
ative (Anonymous 2003). These findings may
explain youth’s greater vulnerability to many risks –
from the effects of alcohol on learning and memory
(Spano 2003) to  global fears (Eckersley 1999,
2004: 185-201).

Questions of genetic and temperamental vulnera-
bility also come into play. Recent research on the
human genome, the 30,000 genes that make up our
genetic endowment, has identified genes for addic-
tion, anxiety and depression. However, the research
is confirming that genes are vulnerable to experi-
ence, and that the environment influences how
they are expressed.

For example, the study that linked depression to
variants (alleles) of a specific gene found no differ-
ence in the risk of depression in the absence of
stressful life events. However, among people who
had experienced in the preceding five years four or
more adverse events (related to employment,
health, relationships, finances and housing), those
with two “short” versions of the gene were more
than twice as likely to have suffered major depres-
sion in the previous year than those with two “long”
forms of the gene (Caspi et al. 2003). Those with the
“short” genes (17 per cent of the sample) also had a
higher average score on a depression scale, were
more likely to have felt suicidal, and more likely to
have experienced a depressive episode if they had
been abused as children.

These interactions between genes and environment
are consistent with American psychologist Jerome
Kagan’s view that personality is shaped by an inher-
ited temperamental bias that determines the
individual’s response to uncertainty and the unfa-
miliar, but how that bias is expressed depends on
the individual’s upbringing (Watson 2002). About
20 per cent of children, he says, are “high-reactive”,
prone to becoming fearful and introverted. Brought
up in academically supportive homes, high-reactive
children become conscientious students and
accomplished adolescents; but raised in less sup-
porting homes, they turn into shy loners or even
violent delinquents.

The genetic research helps us to understand indi-
vidual differences in susceptibility, but it does not
explain the adverse trends in the rates of health
problems among young people, which are too rapid
to be due to genetic changes and the causes of
which are clearly environmental. This is something
we need always to keep in mind given the undoubted
potential of this research to lead to better, or better-
targeted, treatments. We cannot just treat as clinical
diseases of individuals what are fundamentally social
problems. As the research shows, the social environ-
ment interacts with the biological in producing
health outcomes. This environment goes beyond the
family. In the wider domain, most attention has
focused on socio-economic disadvantage and
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wellbeing than people oriented towards “intrinsic
goals” of close relationships, self-understanding and
acceptance, and contributing to the community.

We have only to look at Hollywood-style celebrities
to see this: both the promoters of the hyper-con-
sumer lifestyle and often its victims, they are icons
of excess whose outward success so often hides
deep insecurities, addictions and self-absorption.
As consumerism reaches increasingly beyond the
acquisition of things to the enhancement of the per-
son, the goal of marketing becomes not only to
make us dissatisfied with what we have, but also
with who we are. As it seeks evermore ways to
colonise our consciousness, marketing both fosters
and exploits the restless, insatiable expectation that
there’s got to be more to life.

If materialism or consumerism is one problem,
another is individualism (placing the individual self at
the centre of a framework of values and beliefs). One
aspect of western individualism that may be particu-
larly problematic is its expression of autonomy as
independence or separateness (Eckersley 2004: 77-
96). Autonomy is a matter of volition, the ability to
act according to our internalised values and desires.
Its opposite is not dependence, but heteronomy,
where we feel our actions are controlled by external
forces regardless of our own values and interests.
Recent psychological research suggests that express-
ing autonomy as independence may not only reduce
belonging or relatedness, it might also reduce our
sense of control over our lives. Both belonging and
control are vital human needs, crucial to wellbeing. 

There are two possible, and related, mechanisms by
which increased individualism might reduce con-
trol. It encourages a perception that we are separate
from others and the environment in which we live,
and thus from the very things that influence our
lives. And second, independent individuals require
high self-esteem, and one way to prop up our self-
esteem is to believe that the things that threaten it
are beyond our control. The creation of the “sepa-
rate self” could be a major dynamic in modern life,
impacting on everything from citizenship and social
trust, cohesion and engagement, to the intimacy of
friendships and the quality of family life.

These possibilities suggest that the autonomy that
young people prize, and which some research iden-
tifies (Dwyer et al. 2003), is the “narrow” autonomy
of the separate self; it is having the flexibility and
mobility to move around and between the social
structures of family, community and work, to be
only loosely attached, independent. The connect-
edness of the tribe that young people are embracing
may be a very human response to the isolation this
separation produces.   

An important means by which cultural qualities such
as individualism and materialism affect wellbeing is
through their influence on values (Eckersley 2004:
49-56). Values provide the framework for deciding
what is important, true, right and good, and have a
central role in defining relationships and meanings,
and so wellbeing. Most societies have tended to 

reinforce values that emphasise social obligations and
self-restraint and discourage those that promote self-
indulgence and anti-social behaviour. Virtues are
concerned with building and maintaining strong, 
harmonious personal relationships and social attach-
ments, and the strength to endure adversity. Vices, 
on the other hand, are about the unrestrained 
satisfaction of individual wants and desires, or the
capitulation to human weaknesses.

A similar picture emerges from reading what the
wise and famous have said about happiness through
the centuries. A couple of themes recur. One is that
happiness is not a goal but a consequence: it is not
something to be sought or pursued, but a result of
how we live. Related to this, it is not found by focus-
ing just on ourselves and our own needs, but on
those of others as well. A second theme is that hap-
piness comes from balancing wants and means,
from being content with what we have. 

Our materialistic, individualistic
culture undermines, even reverses,
universal values and time-tested
wisdom. This situation amounts to
what I have called “cultural fraud”
(Eckersley 2004: 180, 255): the
projection and promotion of cul-
tural images and ideals that serve
the economy but do not meet
human psychological needs or
reflect social realities. Only by
acknowledging these pervasive
social impacts can we begin to
understand why young people’s
wellbeing appears to have declined
in recent decades despite the psy-
cho-social benefits that should
have flowed from increased social
tolerance, diversity and pluralism,
including greater gender, religious,
ethnic and racial equality.

Winds of change?
Getting a true picture of life for young Australians
today means examining both the social breadths
and psychic depths of our lives, and understanding
the relationships between them. At both the
“macro” social level and the “micro” psychic level,
we are pressing against the limits of our scientific
capacity to discern and define patterns of cause and
effect. In both domains, we are dealing with com-
plex systems comprising many entities that interact
in often weak, diffuse and non-linear ways. Synthe-
sis – integrating knowledge, not just from a wide
range of research fields, or even disciplines, but
from across the natural and social sciences and
humanities – allows us to enhance that research
capacity, to improve its power of resolution (Ecker-
sley 2004: 8-15). 

At a more personal level, I think we need, especially if
we are well-educated, middle-class professionals, to
go beyond a tendency to “look outward” at social
problems as problems of marginalised minorities such
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as the poor, jobless or indigenous (which, as I’ve
already noted, is not to say these groups do not need
special attention), and also “look inward” at our own
lives and how the self is being moulded by the social,
economic and cultural pressures of our times.

Nothing I have said should be taken as a prediction
of a social cataclysm, nor to imply the situation is
irreversible. The current state of flux and instability
offers promise as well as peril. The promise is prob-
ably not a return to institutionalised, collective
forms of meaning – of identity, belonging and pur-
pose – but a different sort of individualism. It is an
enlarged, socially connected individuality that
offers us the opportunity to become truly moral
beings, perhaps for the first time in history.

As Bauman (1995: 43) points out: “The denizens of
the postmodern era are, so to speak, forced to stand
face-to-face with their moral autonomy, and so also
with their moral responsibility. This is the cause of
moral agony. This is also the chance the moral
selves never confronted before.” These new orien-
tations create “something like a cooperative or
altruistic individualism,” say German sociologists
Ulrich Beck and Elizabeth Beck-Gernsheim (2002:
162). “Thinking of oneself and living for others at
the same time, once considered a contradiction in
terms, is revealed as an internal, substantive con-
nection. Living alone means living socially.”

Maybe – just maybe – the conjunction of what some
see as youth’s self-focus and autonomy with what
others describe as their intense tribal connected-
ness  re f l ec t s  the  emergence  o f  th i s  new
individualism. (The counter-trend is the resurgence
of fundamentalism, a retreat to old certainties,
where the self is totally subjugated to religious and
nationalistic forms of identity and moral authority.)

So the complexities and ambiguities of our situation
reflect not just our fractured and refracted under-
standing of it, but also parallel processes of cultural
decay and renewal, a titanic contest as old ways of
thinking about ourselves fail, and new ways of being
human struggle for definition and acceptance. This
is perhaps the ultimate choice confronting us, espe-
cially young people. Their potential and wellbeing
hang on the outcome. 
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The number of people living without a partner has increased substantially over the last few
decades. Are men and women shirking the idea of marriage and long-term relationships, or are
they having difficulties in forming a satisfying couple relationship?

Forming couple relationships
Adolescents’ aspirations and young adults’ actualities

T R E N D S

et al. 2004; Maley 2004; Arndt
2004; Farouque 2004). In

relation to personal implications, there is consider-
able evidence that married people are happier and
healthier than those who are divorced or widowed,
and those who have never married (see Waite and
Gallagher 2000). In addition, cohabitors have been
found to be less happy than married people but hap-
pier than single people (Shields and Wooden 2003). 

From a societal point of view, the fall in partnering –
at least since the 1980s – has contributed to the fall
in the fertility rate which reached an all time low of
1.75 in 2001 (Birrell et al. 2004). This link between
partnering rates and fertility is underscored by
research that suggests that partnering formation and
stability influence both expectations about having
children and their fulfillment (Fisher and Charnock
2003; Qu, Weston and Kilmartin 2000). Another
related concern is the rise in lone-parent families.
Such families, which largely result from relationship
breakdown, are mostly headed by mothers and tend
to be socially and economically disadvantaged. 

It is thus not surprising that some social commenta-
tors have expressed concern about the decline in
partnering. While delays in partnering and relation-
ship instability contribute to the decline, economic
and social changes have also been proposed as con-
tributors to the fall in the level of partnering. 

Macro-economic changes appear to have played an
important role in the overall fall in partnership rates.
For instance, labour market changes since the 1970s
have involved a decline in the availability of reason-
ably well-paid and secure jobs that are low skilled
(particularly in manufacturing). Macro-economic
changes also include an increasing shift towards a
free market system and globalisation. McDonald
(2000) argues that, while this system may offer
greater rewards to workers, it is less secure and
involves greater risks.

Such macro-economic changes have placed increas-
ing pressure on young adults to pursue tertiary
education and to focus considerable energy on
becoming well-established in their careers. Pursuit of
tertiary education typically requires at least partial
dependence on parents in early adulthood. Under
these circumstances, couple formation is typically
postponed. On the other hand, recent research by

D uring the marriage
boom of the 1950s and
1960s women tended to leave home at age 20

or 21 to marry men who were also in their early
twenties. At the time, being the odd one out by not
marrying elicited quite different labels for women
and men. Unmarried women were seen as “frustrated
spinsters” who were in danger of being “left on the
shelf”, whereas unmarried men were seen as “playing
the field”, avoiding “getting hooked”, and enjoying
their freedom. 

How times have changed! Bachelors, whether care-
free or not, and spinsters (a term rarely used
nowadays given its derogatory connotations) have
become far more prevalent. For instance, between
1971 and 2001, the proportion of men aged 25–29
who had never married increased from 26 per cent to
69 per cent, while the proportion of women of this
age group who had never married increased from 12
per cent to 54 per cent. 

Today marriage is no longer the only way to form a
couple relationship. Cohabitation has gained social
acceptance and is now widely seen as a prelude, if not
an alternative, to marriage (Qu 2003). Available sta-
tistics indicate that the proportion of couples in a
cohabiting relationship doubled between 1986 and
2001, from 6 per cent to 12 per cent. However,
despite the rise in cohabitation, young adult men and
women are more likely today than in the past to live
without a partner. According to the 1986 and 2001
Censuses, the proportions of men and women aged
25-29 with live-in partners fell from 53 per cent to 41
per cent for men and from 67 per cent to 53 per cent
for women, while the proportions aged 20-24 with
live-in partners fell from 20 per cent to 13 per cent
for men and from 39 to 24 per cent for women 
(Birrell, Rapson and Hourigan 2004). A fall in part-
nership rates also occurred to those in their early and
late 30s and 40s (Birrell et al. 2004). 

These trends reflect snapshots of partnering circum-
stances at different time points and partly result from
delays in couple formation and the breakdown of
cohabiting relationships and marriages (Qu and
Weston 2001; de Vaus, Qu and Weston 2003).

The personal and societal implications of the decline
in the level of partnering and marriage in particular
have generated public concern (for example, Birrell
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Birrell and colleagues (2004) shows that both men
and women with poor job prospects, and those with
low socio-economic status, are especially likely to
have difficulty in finding a partner. 

Another driving force in the postponement or
absence of couple formation appears to be the
increased choices available to women as a result of
their increased education which have provided
women with far greater access to personal economic
resources and personal fulfillment than was available
to earlier generations of women. 

Thus marriage is no longer the only ticket to eco-
nomic security and prosperity for women today, and
the need to find a partner may be less urgent or crit-
ical for today’s generation of young adult women,
compared with earlier generations. Furthermore for
some, a lack of a partner in life may be compensated
for by the rewards of a career.  

Changes in social values may have also contributed
to the decline in the level of partnering (Lewis 2001;
McDonald 1984). Several authors have argued that
“individualism”, which emphasises the pursuit of
individual rights, personal growth, and a search for
immediate self-gratification, has become increas-
ingly prevalent in society at the expense of
commitment to intimate relationships. According to
this argument, people have become more intent on
investing in themselves than in family life (for review
see Lewis 2001). 

Consistent with these arguments, social commenta-
tor Hugh Mackay (1998) proposed that the
generation born since the 1970s have learnt to “keep
their options open”. In his view, young adults are
reluctant to commit to one pathway until they have
explored all their options, will commit when they feel
“ready”, and will tie the knot only when they are
“established” emotionally and financially.

To what extent are men and women shirking the idea
of marriage or life-long partnering? How do individu-
als who have no partner feel about their prospect of
finding one? To what extent are the above-men-
tioned factors impinging on their chances of finding a
partner to live with and to marry? 
This article will first examine the aspirations of ado-
lescents about forming a long-term relationship and
getting married as aspirations can help shape an indi-
vidual’s behaviour (Ajzen 1985). Attention will then
be given to examining the extent to which young
people have difficulties in finding a partner and what
difficulties they face. 

Adolescents’ aspirations about forming a
relationship and marriage
Two sources of data were used to assess the aspira-
tions of boys and girls about forming a long-term
relationship or getting married. 
The first is based on the Australian Temperament Pro-
ject (ATP), which followed a representative cohort of
children from Victoria from infancy. In 2000, around
1,250 participants (then aged 17-18 years old) were
asked about their views on forming a long-term rela-
tionship and getting married, via a mailed survey. In an
earlier edition of Family Matters Smart (2002)
reported that the views which emerged from the study
were similar for both young men and women although
girls hoped to make each type of relationship transition
earlier than boys. 
The study revealed that the vast majority of these
teenagers (92 per cent) hoped to experience a long-
term relationship, with 81 per cent hoping to be in
such a relationship within five years – that is, when
they were in their early twenties (Smart 2002). Only
1 per cent expressed no desire at all for such a rela-
tionship, and about 7 per cent indicated that they
had not thought about the issue. 

Today marriage is no longer the only way to form a couple relationship. Cohabitation has gained social
acceptance and is now widely seen as a prelude, if not an alternative, to marriage.
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those in their late twenties, 43 per cent of men and 64
per cent of women were living with a partner. 

With the exception of women in their late twenties,
these figures are very similar to those derived in the
2001 Census which show that 53 per cent of women
in their late twenties were living with a partner.
These levels of partnering and marriage detailed in
Table 1 were thus considerably lower than the levels
aspired for by teenagers aged 17 to 18, or 18 to 19
years outlined earlier. 

Table 1 also shows that a quarter to one third (27 per
cent to 33 per cent) of young men and women in
their early twenties were in a relationship but not liv-
ing together, compared with only 8 to 12 per cent of
men and women in their late twenties. Nearly half of
the men in both age groups and of the women 
in their early twenties were single and not in a rela-
tionship, while this situation applied to around one
quarter of women in their late twenties.

Of course, not currently living with a partner does not
mean never having partnered. Not surprisingly, the

The teenagers also held positive attitudes about mar-
riage, with 82 per cent hoping to marry in the future.
Nearly two thirds hoped to be married within the
next ten years – that is, when they were in their late
twenties. Moreover, only 5 per cent rejected the idea
of marriage, and 13 per cent indicated that they had
never thought about the issue. 

The second set of data used in this analysis was
derived from  wave 2 of the Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey. This
survey is funded by the Australian Government
through the Department of Family and Community
Services (for HILDA wave 2 survey details see Watson
and Wooden 2004). 

Non-married participants aged 18 and over were
asked in a face-to-face interview whether or not they
expected to marry. Of the 446 participants aged 18 to
19 years, 10 per cent of men and women were living
with a partner (married or cohabiting). Of those who
were neither married nor cohabiting, 72 per cent
indicated that they expected to marry in the future,
and only 6 per cent said that they did not expect to
marry at all. Although the proportion of men who did
not expect to marry was higher than that for women,
the difference was small (8 per cent compared with 4
per cent).

Together, these two sets of data suggest that, by their
late teens, the vast majority of young people have
considered marriage or at least long-term partnering
and most hope to marry. Further, it appears that
most of those aged 17 or 18 hoped to be in a long-
term relationship by their early twenties and marry
in their late twenties. Few appeared to shirk the idea
of entering these pathways and most had considered
these issues. Indeed, Sharpe (2001) maintains that
marriage continues to be an important goal for young
people as a symbol of commitment to partners, chil-
dren and community.

Young adults’ current relationship status 

While majority of adolescents hope to form a long-term
relationship within five years (in their early twenties)
and to marry within ten years (in their late twenties),
current levels of partnering and marriage suggest that
adolescents’ aspirations may not materialise for many
of them. As noted above, the 2001 Census indicated
that only 13 per cent of men and 24 per cent of women
in their early twenties were either married or cohabit-
ing. This situation also applied to only a minority of
men (41 per cent) and just over half the women (53 per
cent) who were in their late twenties.

The Young Adults Survey, a national random survey
conducted in 1998 by the Australian Institute of Fam-
ily Studies of 580 men and women who were
interviewed using CATI (Computer Assisted Telephone
Interviewing), provides insight into the views of those
aged 20-29 years on having a partner. Consistent with
the 2001 Census data, the proportion of those living
with a partner and the proportion of  married young
adults in the study were much lower than those pro-
portions that adolescents hoped to achieve when they
reached their twenties. Only 15 per cent of men and 27
per cent of women in their early twenties were living
with a partner, mostly in a cohabiting relationship. Of

Young adults’ current relationship status and union history
by age and sex: percentage distributions

Table 1

Men Women

20-24 25-29 20-24 25-29

Current relationship status Per cent
Living with a partner 14.9 43.4 27.1 63.9

Married (3.0) (30.4) (11.8) (47.8)
Cohabiting (11.9) (13.0) (15.3) (16.1)

In a relationship but not 32.8 7.8 27.1 12.4
living together
Not in a relationship 52.2 48.7 45.9 23.6
Total 99.9 99.9 100.1 99.9

Ever been living with a partner
Yes 26.9 67.8 40.0 80.7
No 73.1 32.2 60.0 19.3

Number of respondents 134 115 170 161

Source: Young Adults’ Survey (1988), Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Explanations for the question: “Why is it hard to find a 
suitable partner?”

Table 2

Men Women Total

Per cent

Internal constraints 47 46 47
Being selective or having standards 36 33 35
to be met
Cautious or lack of trust 11 16 14

External constraints 30 22 26
Time constraints 13 7 10
Scarcity of meeting places in general 16 13 14
Personal locational constraints 4 3 4

Other 11 18 15
Changing social attitudes, 11 11 11
appropriate behaviours
Being a sole parent 0 7 3

Don’t know 10 12 11

Number of respondents 88 87 175

Source: Young Adults’ Survey (1988), Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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proportion of men and women who had “ever” been liv-
ing with a partner was substantially higher than the
proportion currently in such a  relationship. For
instance, 68 per cent of men in the older age group
indicated that they had been living with a partner, com-
pared with 43 per cent who were currently living with
a partner. About one quarter of men and women had
lived with a partner but were no longer doing so. This
situation applied to 14 to 18 per cent of men and
women in their early twenties, and 43 to 47 per cent of
men and women in their late twenties. Thus, the
unpartnered status of many of the men and women at
the time of the interview could be the result  of rela-
tionship breakup.

Finding a suitable partner – “It is hard”

According to the Young Adults Survey (1998), for
those men and women who were not in a relationship
(living together or otherwise), finding a partner was
clearly on their minds and a pressing matter, with
half of them reporting that they hoped to either get
married or move in with someone within the next
two years. However, nearly three quarters of men
and women who were not in any sort of relationship
said that finding a suitable partner was difficult. 

Respondents gave a range of explanations regarding
the difficulties they experienced in finding a partner.
Some of these explanations were quite specific, while
others were broad, but together, they highlight the
complexities involved in partner search and selec-
tion. Some young adults referred to internal
constraints that limited their chances of finding a
partner, such as being overly fussy or lacking trust,
and some referred to external constraints such as
time pressures and the limited availability of suitable
places for meeting potential partners. Other prob-
lems included being a sole parent and societal
changes that were interpreted as adding to the diffi-
culties of finding a partner. 

The proportions of young adults mentioning such
problems are set out in Table 2. It should be pointed
out that these categories are not mutually exclusive.
A few respondents could not provide a specific rea-
son (10-12 per cent of men and women). No
significant differences emerged in the nature of rea-
sons provided by men or women or by those in their
early and late twenties. 

Internal constraints

The most common reasons provided covered inter-
nal constraints. These included holding high
standards, and being cautious or lacking trust.

Being choosy
Around one third considered their difficulties to be
partly or wholly derived from the fact that they were
highly selective about the sort of person they were
prepared to accept as a partner. That is, they had
established a set of standards regarding a future part-
ner. Both men and women suggested similar
standards required for “compatibility”: their future
partner had to share similar interests, values, and
had to have a certain personality. They wanted to
find “someone they can get along with”, “someone
who was on the same wavelength”, someone with

“same attitude to life as you do”, “someone going in
my direction – travel and career wise”, or “someone
you click with”.

While previous research suggests that physical
attraction is an important factor in choosing a part-
ner (Gelles 1995; Buss et al. 2001), only very few
participants in the Young Adults Survey mentioned
physical appearance. Where it was mentioned, the
suitable partner needed to come as a “package” cov-
ering both looks and other desired attributes. 

“It is hard to find someone with whom chem-
istry clicks psychologically and physically.”
(26-year-old male)

“It’s really hard to find a good package – that’s
got everything that I look for, like looks and
personality.” (22-year-old male)

Possibly, the relationship criteria bar is set higher
nowadays than in the past. Some respondents felt
that they were too “fussy”: 

“I’m very fussy – perhaps too fussy . . .” 
(25-year-old male)

“High standards. I don’t have anything in com-
mon with the people I meet. They’re too silly.”
(21-year-old female).

“The right person is hard to find – I have high
standards.” (21-year-old female)

While it is well established in the literature that
women value the ability in a partner to provide eco-
nomic resources (Buss 1999), interestingly, no one
explicitly mentioned any need to find a partner with
adequate financial resources. However, this may
mean that it was not too difficult to find someone
who met these standards. Rather women in this sam-
ple were more likely to focus on the personality
shortcomings or social ineligibility of the men they
meet – “they’re too silly”, “not enough decent men”,
“either drunk or already married” as reasons for their
difficulty in finding a suitable partner. 

The emphasis on high internal standards has been
noted by others. For instance, McDonald (1984),
maintained that marriage has been stripped of many
of its peripheral functions (a sign of independence
from parents, a vehicle for financial security, etc.)
leading to an emphasis on intimate values and per-
sonal dimensions. Likewise, Giddens (1992) argued
that marriage has been transformed from an eco-
nomic contract to an emotional relationship. 

In support of these arguments, Clulow’s (1995)
analysis of attitudes about marriage over the past
four decades suggests that, unlike some 40 years ago,
men and women now place greater importance on
mutual respect, fidelity, understanding, tolerance
and a happy sexual relationship than on other factors
such as income or similar social backgrounds in a
lasting relationship. Clulow (1995) thus concluded
that there is increasing emphasis on the “private
companionate” aspects of a marriage rather than on
marriage as a “public functional institution”. 

Being cautious
Some respondents mentioned that a past relation-
ship experience has made them cautious about
entering a new one: they wanted to be certain about
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“I don’t have much free time, and I find it hard
to meet suitable partners, because I don’t go
out much and I don’t know how else to meet
people.” (28-year-old male)

Scarcity of meeting places in general 
Another common theme was the notable lack of ven-
ues and places to meet potential partners. Both men
and women explained that it was hard to meet people
because there were “not enough places to meet peo-
ple”, “no places of nice social setting”, or that they
needed to “find a place to meet them“. Nightclubs
featured as the usual venue for socializing and meet-
ing people for both men and women in this study yet
respondents acknowledged that this was not the
appropriate place for finding a life-long partner.
Although a great majority of respondents in this
study were working, studying, or doing both, some
respondents maintained that their campus or work-
place provided little, if any, pool of potential partners.

“There are only males working mainly in my
workplace and I don’t have the time to go out.”
(20-year-old male)

“Just the people I come into contact with is
fairly limited – I mainly meet people through
work.” (21-year-old female)

“You just don’t really meet people at nightclubs
. . .” (28-year-old female).

Personal locational constraints
Some of the young people living in the country or in
small towns saw their residential location as a key
barrier to meeting potential partners. Problems men-
tioned included not only distance from, or lack of,
social settings, but also a diminished pool of young
adults, owing to movements of their contemporaries
to major cities in pursuit of higher education or work
opportunities.

“Location in the country makes it difficult.
Most young people shift to city or coastal
areas.” (25-year-old male).

“More to do with I live in a small country town.”
(26-year-old female)

“Because I live on a dairy farm.” (24-year-old
male)

the viability of any new potential
relationship before committing
themselves for fear of being hurt or
“failing” once more. Even some who
have not personally experienced a
relationship breakup expressed cau-
tion in their search, either because
they had seen parents, siblings or
friends go through a divorce or rela-
tionship breakup or because of
society’s high rate of divorce or rela-
tionship instability. 

“From past relationships, you are
cautious about going into new
ones; getting your heart broken
and having trouble trusting peo-
ple again.” (21-year-old, female)

“My parents’ recent breakup, and
my sister’s breakup, has made me
more cautious.” (27-year-old male)

“General rate of divorce and uncertain eco-
nomic conditions . . .” (29-year-old male)

Some respondents expressed their caution as lack of
trust in people; they felt wary about getting into a
relationship or felt they needed to take their time in
assessing the quality of a potential relationship: 

“You must understand the person and they might
not reveal their true self.” (22-year-old male).

“It is hard to finding someone you can trust and
know that it will go somewhere.” (21-year-old
female)

Taking a cautious approach to a relationship
appeared to be shared by many young people. More
than half of single men and women reported that the
number of relationship breakup these days made
them cautious in their quest for a suitable partner.
Those who had experienced a personal relationship
breakup were more likely to feel so than those who
had not experienced any relationship breakup in the
past (73 per cent compared with 43 per cent).

External constraints

Some men and women felt that practical external
constraints (time and lack of meeting places) limited
their opportunities of finding a partner.

Time constraints
Time pressures linked with the demands of work,
study or other commitments were mentioned by 13
per cent of men and 7 per cent of women. Some of
these respondents seemed to view “going out” and
socializing outside work or study hours rather than
meeting people through their work or study as the
best avenues for finding a partner, but time pressures
prevented their adopting this strategy.

“Spending so much time at work makes it hard
to spend time outside work.” (27-year-old
male).

“ I’m extremely busy studying – I don’t have
time.” (21-year-old, male)

“I don’t have time to socialise a lot.” (21-year-
old female)

Some young people considered their difficulties to be partly or wholly derived from the fact that
they were highly selective about the sort of person they were prepared to accept as a partner.
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Changing social attitudes and changing society
Some young people felt that changing social attitudes
and changing society (for example, changing gender
roles, the trend towards less social conformity, rising
individualism and slow erosion of the sense of com-
munity) have made people view and approach
relationships and marriage differently – thus making
it difficult for them to find a suitable mate with simi-
lar views and values as their own. 

“Fifty years ago we lived in a more tight-knit
community, but these days we are all so differ-
ent and we don’t know each other [as a
community]. I find females don’t have a lot of
respect for men.” (22-year-old male)

“Basically everyone’s morals have changed,
even older guys seem immature. Men are
expected to be macho and many have several
relationships rather than just one girl.” (21-
year-old female).

“Changing gender roles makes it hard to meet
people.” (22-year-old female)

“Men don’t settle down these days.” (23-year-
old female)

Some men in the study felt that there was a de-valu-
ing of the importance of relationships nowadays –
“people were not looking for relationships”, “people
play around”, “people don’t value relationships” –
thus making it more difficult for them to find “Ms
Right”. 

For a few respondents, their difficulties were com-
pounded by lack of knowledge of proper introduction
or courtship processes.

“It is hard to meet guys; who will make the first
move? You need a lot of confidence.” (20-year-
old female)

“It’s often hard to meet people through other
people – the dating game is difficult.” (26-year-
old female)

Having young children 
Seven per cent of women were single mothers and all
of these mothers felt that having children was a bar-
rier to finding a suitable partner. The difficulties
confronting these women were multi-pronged: hav-
ing children made it difficult for them to find the time

to go out and meet people; or, after having met some-
one, there was concern about not knowing if the
person would be a proper father to their children;
and there was general concern about the impact of
their partnering on the children. Mothers felt that the
welfare of their children should always be the over-
riding concern. 

“Because of having three children, finding
someone who would be a proper father.” (26-
year-old female)

“Because I have three children, and it’s difficult
to get out.” (29-year-old female)

“It all depends on the person. The situation for
me to be a single parent was my choice – for the
welfare of my daughter.” (22-year-old female)

Combinations of reasons
As indicated earlier, the categorisation of the expla-
nations is by no means mutually exclusive and the
categories merely reflect the major themes or dimen-
sions that emerged from the responses provided by
the respondents. In a number of cases, respondents
cited more than one reason for their difficulty in find-
ing a partner. 

“I’m very fussy – perhaps too fussy. It is hard to
find someone who is compatible and I don’t go
out often and meet people.” (25-year-old male)

“There are so many unsuitable people. I am too
busy.” (21-year-old female)

Conclusion

In the 1950s and 1960s, many young people
embarked on marriage in their twenties. The opti-
mistic outlook provided by an economy with full
employment facilitated this early family transition
(McDonald 1984). Since then, however, there have
been significant social and economic changes that
have affected patterns of partnering. Nowadays,
many young people remain at least partly financially
dependent on their parents until well into their twen-
ties, and with many women having university
education and being in the labour force, marriage is
no longer seen as the only vehicle for ensuring their
financial security. 

While marriage rates and overall partnering levels
have declined, this does not mean that young people
today reject marriage and intimate relationships. In
fact, both the ATP survey and HILDA survey suggest
that the vast majority of adolescents aspire to form a
long-term relationship and to marry quite soon in
the future. However, current statistics on partnering
cast doubts on the proportion who will succeed in
finding partners during their twenties.

This article has highlighted some of the major diffi-
culties experienced by young single adults in their
search for their Ms or Mr Right. Their explanations
suggest that some place a great emphasis on the abil-
ity of an intimate relationship to meet their
emotional needs. This is consistent with prior
research findings and discussions in the literature
that suggest that increasing importance is now
placed on the quality of the relationship (Clulow
1995; Giddens 1992; McDonald 1984).  

Taking a cautious approach to a relationship appeared to be shared 
by many young people.
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Clearly, the fragility of relationships nowadays has
made young people exercise caution in their own
search for a relationship. While an experience of a
failed relationship does not necessarily put young
people off a new relationship (Ermisch 2002), those
in the study who had experienced the breakup of a
relationship were more likely than other respondents
to indicate that they were very cautious about repart-
nering. The need to establish trust and the caution
and wariness displayed by these young adults show
that they did not like to take a risk when it comes to
committing to a long-term relationship. While such a
cautious approach may help young people avoid
making poor choices, it may also inadvertently cause
some to pass up potentially good matches. 

Some young people who were pursuing higher edu-
cation or career development appeared to place
greater emphasis on career establishment than on
finding a partner at least at this stage in their life
course. Despite the number of venues for entertain-
ment and recreational purposes, some young people
felt that there was a lack of appropriate places for
meeting potential partners. Those living in rural
areas or small towns had particular difficulties in this
regard. As more young people engage in cyber-social-
ising (for example, internet chat rooms) and the
flourishing of dating agencies, the usefulness of these
modes of  introduction for partnership formation has
yet to be determined. 

This article has examined predicaments reported by
single young adults in their search for a suitable part-
ner to further our understanding about the
increasing prevalence of the unpartnered. The con-
siderable caution that often appeared to be exercised
in mate selection may suggest that marriages entered
into will more likely be successful. On the other
hand, emphasis on having one’s emotional and com-
panionate needs met may also make some of these
marriages vulnerable to breakdown when such needs
could no longer be fulfilled. 

While some people may make a choice to remain sin-
gle, this article suggests that many are having
difficulty in finding a partner. For the latter group,
prolonged difficulty in finding a partner will have per-
sonal and social implications as noted earlier.
Moreover, the proportion of unpartnered people has
also increased among those in their  30s and 40s. It is
likely that many of the single men and women in the
older age groups have lived with a partner previously.
Further research is needed to understand to what
extent these single men and women are having diffi-
culty in finding a partner, and if so, whether or not
the nature of their difficulties are the same as those
faced by young adults.  
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O P I N I O N

A L E X A N D R A  N E A M E

N ational attention is currently focused on relationship violence, and this
interest is to be welcomed. Often, however, heightened awareness of vio-
lence against women has sparked a strong adverse reaction to feminist

research that attempts to describe the reality of intimate partner violence, par-
ticularly sexual violence. It would thus be wise for researchers and policy makers
to be able to identify in advance a form of criticism that can be called “backlash
rhetoric”. 

There are a number of reasons to anticipate public debate about the nature and
extent of sexual violence in relationships. Chief among these is the level of
interest and funding commitment from the Australian Government, in particu-
lar, the campaign Violence Against Women – Australia Says No. There is also a
broad policy trend towards primary prevention and early intervention, which is
now beginning to be applied to the issue of violence in the community. And we
can look to the media’s recent interest in various sexual assault issues – in 2003
there was animated discussion of “drink spiking”, and so far 2004 has seen
intense media coverage of allegations of rape against football players. 

In short, trends in both politics and the media indicate the potential for sexual
assault to be high on the public agenda. 

This article briefly outlines the Australian policy context that indicates the
emergence of relationship violence as a topical issue, and the reasons why we
might expect a hostile reaction whenever violence in relationships (particularly
sexual violence) makes its way onto the public agenda. It then revisits America’s
“date rape” debate of the late 1980s and early 1990s, and critically evaluates the
aggressive response that emerged in that country against research indicating
higher rates of rape in dating relationships than the media and general public
were willing or able to accept. In particular, a detailed critique is offered of the
inaccuracies and flaws that suffuse the most famous book of the “date rape”
backlash, Katie Roiphe’s The Morning After: Sex, Fear and Feminism. 
Finally, a number of the trademark arguments of backlash rhetoric are
described, to enable researchers and policy makers to identify and respond to
such arguments. 

Policy context
There is a growing interest in primary prevention and early intervention strategies
targeting young people with the aim of preventing various social ills and promot-
ing positive or adaptive behaviours. The areas in which such projects are emerging
include alcohol and other drug problems (Drug Policy Expert Committee 2000),
school retention (South Australian Government 2004), crime prevention (DCPC,
1999), homelessness (Chamberlain and Johnson, 2003) and domestic violence
(Indermaur et al. 1998). 

The ideas of prevention and early intervention emerged from a medical model,
and are often thought to rely upon attributing definable causes to specific prob-
lems, so that such causes can be targeted for intervention. Applying these
strategies to social phenomena is difficult because the concept of causality can-
not simply be transferred from the natural sciences to the social sciences.
Moreover, it has been argued that insufficient attention is paid to the economic
and social power relations underlying judgements that particular causal factors
produce social ills. This has lead, in crime control literature for example, to a
focus on particular populations (often society’s most powerless and vulnerable) as
the source of a narrowly defined “crime problem”, while white collar or corporate
crime is “subsumed under a welter of ‘background’ conditions” (Hil 2000: 32). 

Revisiting America’s 
“date rape” controversy

Increased interest in researching

violence against women, along

with prevention initiatives and

growing public awareness of the

problem, is to be welcomed. But

could such attention trigger a

backlash? There has been a

general reluctance to

acknowledge the realities of

sexual assault and to abandon

long-held myths about rape.

This may set the scene for a

hostile response to feminist

research – as experienced in

America in the early 1990s.
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Much of the difficulty of applying primary prevention and
early intervention strategies to the problem of violence
against women is that gender inequality has produced a sit-
uation in which the “causes” of violence are likely to be
located in aspects of women’s behaviour, while men’s
responsibility for perpetrating violence is mitigated (Car-
mody and Carrington 2000). Despite these imitations, and
the fact that primary prevention in relation to violence
against women is relatively new on the policy agenda, there
is growing interest in community education (particularly
targeting young people) as a primary prevention strategy to
combat violence against women (Mulroney 2003).  

Raising awareness in the general community about the
extent and nature of sexual assault is a valuable primary
prevention strategy. Often this involves acknowledging
that sexual assault is more widespread than is commonly
known, and that the stereotype of “stranger rape” is in fact
the least common form of sexual violence. It may also
include education about the harmful consequences of sex-
ual assault, to challenge assumptions that sexual violence
does not have long-term and serious impacts. Where com-
munity education is concerned with early intervention as
well as primary prevention, there may be information on
early warning signs about violence in the relationship, and
advice on how to avoid or rectify the problem. Finally,
increasing understanding of the need for promotion as a
complement to prevention may mean promoting positive
steps towards achieving healthy relationships (for exam-
ple, emphasising “respect”, or practical communication,
or conflict management techniques). 

Australian Government initiatives
After the success of the Partnerships Against Domestic Vio-
lence Initiatives, the Australian Government announced in
the 2001-2002 budget the National Initiative to Combat
Sexual Assault – a $16.5 million commitment over four
years, which aims to foster the development of an Australian
culture that will not tolerate violence. The initial focus was
to establish a sound evidence base to ensure that the most
effective policy and service responses can be developed and
implemented. The next phase of the Initiative focuses on
prevention and community education. 

The National Relationship Violence and Sexual Assault
Campaign, the “Australia says No” campaign, released in
June 2004, targets people aged 16 to 24, and adopts a 
prevention and early intervention framework to reduce
the incidence of violence and sexual assault within 
relationships. The Campaign aims to increase young peo-
ple’s knowledge and understanding of what constitutes
violence and sexual assault in relationships; it warns of the
risks and consequences of violence, and promotes non-
violent relationships. 

The target group of the campaign, its framework and its
goals make particular statements reflecting what is known
about sexual assault:

• By focusing on relationship violence, the campaign rejects
the myth that strangers perpetrate most acts of sexual
violence, and recognises that violence is most likely to
occur within a relationship. 

• By emphasising the need for a “cultural shift in attitudes
and beliefs” (in order, we may assume, to prevent vio-
lent relationships and promote non-violent ones), the
campaign recognises that sexual assault and violence in

relationships is not always aberrant, but often appears
to young people as a normal aspect of heterosexual rela-
tionship dynamics.

It is precisely the normalcy and acceptability of sexual
assault and relationship violence that must be challenged
if violence is to be reduced. 

For researchers and those working with women who have
experienced violence, none of these points is new or radi-
cal – rather, they reflect the evidence base about sexual
assault. To that extent, they are also indicative of a well
designed, appropriately targeted and potentially effica-
cious intervention. Why, then, might one predict a
backlash against such a campaign?

Why a possible backlash?
The question of why primary prevention campaigns on
contentious social issues have the capacity to provoke
backlashes, particularly in the media, is a complicated one,
but at least part of the answer lies in the tendency of such
campaigns to contest long-standing and emotionally
charged norms. Tension is bound to result when an
entrenched belief system (about sexual relationships or
gender roles) is challenged by new ways of thinking about
those issues. Particularly in the area of violence against
women and sexual assault, many factors contribute to an
unwillingness to acknowledge and address the realities of
sexual assault. 

Feminists would offer a gendered analysis of backlashes
against increasing community awareness of, and knowledge
about, sexual assault. They would argue that the continuing
currency of rape myths and victim blaming stereotypes fuel
resistance to realistic portrayals of sexual violence. Many
feminist positions will also contain a political analysis – in
other words, a concern to elucidate the power dynamics that
suffuse social relations. From a political perspective, back-
lashes arise when certain entrenched social arrangements or
institutions (the family or the economy, for example) are
destabilised in some way. Backlashes protect and stabilise
the status quo, and, by extension, benefit those individuals
or groups with a vested interest in current social structures
and/or economic arrangements. In the case of sexual assault
and intimate partner violence, feminists might claim that
men’s interests are bound up with the continuing viability of
current gender norms. 

However we understand its dynamics, if a strong adverse
reaction does emerge as a result of increasing awareness of
sexual violence in relationships, it is important to be able
to recognise the kinds of claims that typify a backlash
response, in order to counter them effectively. The remain-
der of this article discusses the “date rape” controversy in
America to give examples of typical backlash rhetoric in
relation to sexual assault and suggest how to promote a
more progressive understanding of sexual violence issues. 

The American “date rape” backlash
The term “date rape”, while not used frequently in Aus-
tralia, became ubiquitous in America during the late 1980s
and early 1990s. In October 1985, Ms Magazine published
the results of the “Project on Campus Sexual Assault”, a
national survey of college students’ experiences of sexual
victimisation and aggression, conducted by Mary P. Koss,
with funding from the National Institute of Mental Health.
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critics’ work. The backlash emerged from sources such as
Playboy, a young English graduate with no social science
training, and the men’s movement. Neil Gilbert, a Berkeley
academic who had never published anything about rape in
a scholarly or peer-reviewed journal, wrote commentaries
for the right-wing press; his stated intention in articles for
the Wall Street Journal (6/27/91 and 6/29/93) was to defeat
the Violence Against Women Act.

Roiphe’s “The Morning After”
Although they created a stir, ultimately there was limited
scope for anti-feminist men such as Warren Farrell (who
described date rape as “buyers remorse”) and sources 
like Playboy, to successfully pedal a denial of date rape.
However, when Katie Roiphe, a 24-year-old English litera-
ture graduate, positioned her attack in the heroic style 
of a young woman’s lament at feminism’s betrayal, she
found an eager audience. Roiphe’s work was repeatedly
featured in the New York Times, including the Sunday
Magazine (Roiphe 1991, 1993b), and she was widely feted
by the media. 

Broadly, Roiphe’s book, The Morning After: Sex, Fear 
and Feminism, argues that feminist concerns with rape,
sexual harassment and pornography are conservative, 
and ultimately infantilise women. Some of the issues she
touches on are part of ongoing debates in feminism about
the way women put their feminism into action – for 
example, the questionable alliance between radical femi-
nists and the American Right in the anti-pornography
movement. 

However, Roiphe’s argument is ultimately unreflective of
these questions; she uses debates within feminism to 
di f ferentiate her polemic from those which are
unashamedly hostile towards women. The real appeal of
her book lay in its systematic expression of backlash rhet-
oric against feminist accounts of women’s oppression.
Roiphe’s flamboyant style runs to arguments along the
lines of: If a man walks up to you in a diner and grabs your
breast, do something smart, sassy and sexy – like pour a
glass of milk on his head; don’t bore us with talk of gender
inequality and sexual harassment (paraphrased from
Roiphe 1993a: 101). 

Roiphe dwelt a great deal on the image of feminists as rabid
ideologues, using the pervasive threat of rape to promote a
radical agenda bent on infantilising women. To this end,
she heaped ridicule upon Koss’s findings that rape is more
frequent on college campuses than previously thought, and
painted a stereotyped image of the women involved in the
rape prevention movement (hysterical, hirsute). 

The inaccuracies in Roiphe’s criticisms of Koss result from
two significant problems. First, Roiphe appears to have
limited understanding of statistics, and social science
research more generally. The rhetorical force of her denial
of date rape is successful only because it is underwritten by
a misrepresentation of Koss’s findings. Second, as Robin
Warshaw (1988) points out, Roiphe apparently didn’t read
Koss’s work, instead basing all her criticisms on Neil
Gilbert’s 1992 article “Realities and mythologies of rape”,
and replicating the errors made in that publication.
(Gilbert has written a number of articles attacking Koss,
beginning with “The phantom epidemic of sexual assault”,
published in The Public Interest in 1991.)

The research indicated that 27.5 per cent of American col-
lege women had experienced rape or attempted rape since
the age of 14 years, and that 84 per cent knew their
attacker. After publication of the findings, a great deal of
attention began to be directed toward the issue of “date
rape”, particularly on American college campuses. 

A broad-based prevention movement sprang up: women
raised awareness by speaking publicly about their experi-
ences of sexual violence; colleges responded to student
activism by adopting official sexual assault policies; self-
defence training and relationship education was broadly
offered and taken up. By the early 1990s, however, a tremen-
dous backlash erupted, both over whether “date rape” was as
frequent as Koss’s research indicated, and whether it was
“real rape” at all. 

Koss’s study was a nationally representative survey of
6,159 women and men, at 32 institutions. It found that
27.5 per cent of the women reported experiencing an
attack that met the legal definition of rape (15.4 per cent)
or attempted rape (12.1 per cent) since the age of 14 years.
In 84 per cent of cases, the victim knew the offender, and
57 per cent of the attacks were committed by a “date”.
Almost 8 per cent of the men reported perpetrating an act
that met the legal definition of rape or attempted rape.
Koss (1987: 169) discussed the reasons for the discrepancy
between women’s experiences of victimisation and men’s
self-reported rates of perpetration and concluded that:
“Some men [may] fail to perceive accurately the degree of
force and coerciveness that was involved in a particular
sexual encounter or to interpret correctly a women’s non-
consent and resistance.” These findings, and Robin
Warshaw’s I Never Called It Rape (which adds women’s
stories of date rape to Koss’ statistical research) were the
two main targets of the backlash. 

It should be emphasised that the backlash was not
mobilised in the social science community – as Koss 
and Cook (1993) pointed out, the study has remained
unchallenged in the professional literature since its 
publication. Koss’s findings reflect those of almost every
campus sexual assault study, including the 1992 federally
funded survey by the National Victim’s Centre, which
found 14 per cent reporting of completed rape, excluding
cases where victims were incapacitated or otherwise
unable to consent (this finding is comparable to Koss’s 15.8
per cent). 

Similarly, the National Health and Social Life Survey 
(Laumann et al. 1994; Michael et al. 1994) found that,
since puberty, 22 per cent of women were forced by a 
man to do something sexually. Again, the perpetrator 
was most likely to be someone the women knew well 
(22 per cent), was in love with (46 per cent), or married 
to (9 per cent). Only 4 per cent of the women surveyed
were attacked by a stranger. In addition, studies have 
been conducted specifically to test the validity of Koss’s
research in light of methodological issues raised during the
backlash – for example, why women do not name as rape
experiences that meet the legal definition of rape (Fisher et
al. 2003). 

While Koss’s research was published in a leading, peer
reviewed psychology journal, the attacks on her appeared
in the popular press, and thus were not subjected to scien-
tific scrutiny, and left Koss with no right of reply to point
out the numerous inaccuracies that compromised her 
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Statistical errors

Roiphe (1993a: 52) asks: “If I was really standing in the mid-
dle of an epidemic, a crisis, if 25 per cent of my female
friends were really being raped, wouldn’t I know it?” Her ref-
erence to her friends “being raped” reveals her confusion
between prevalence (how many women in a population
have experienced rape or attempted rape1) and incidence
(the number of episodes occurring in a specified population
during a defined time period2). Of course, 27.5 per cent of
Roiphe’s friends are not “being raped”, either at any given
moment, or in the course of a year. Nor are Roiphe’s friends
a scientific and representative sample. Nor would they be
likely to tell Roiphe about the experience, given that 42 per
cent of the victims never disclosed to anyone (and, we may
speculate, Roiphe’s obvious scepticism towards date rape
may be something of a barrier to disclosure). 

The most telling example of Roiphe’s distortion of statistical
information (whether an intentional strategy or unwitting
error) is when she claims Koss’s research suggested that, “sex
is, in one in four cases, against your will”. Again, after inflat-
ing the statistic to one in two, she claims the “real crisis” to
be that feminists and researchers like Koss have “college stu-
dents really believing, as they walk around . . . that they have
a 50 per cent chance of being raped” (1993: 58). To speak of
women having a “50 per cent chance” of being raped “as they
walk around” simply makes no sense, either empirically or
statistically. Given Roiphe’s gross mishandling of statistical
information, it is ironic to see her describe Koss’s painstak-
ing, meticulous, and indeed cautious research as “the stuff of
airy political visions” (1993: 57). 

“Who said it was rape?”

Roiphe follows Gilbert (1991, 1993) by arguing: “73 per
cent of the women categorised as rape victims did not
define their experience as ‘rape’; it was Mary Koss, the psy-
chologist who conducted the study, who did” (Roiphe
1993a: 52). In this way, Roiphe misrepresents the survey’s
findings on how women define their experiences of sexual
violence, to imply two things: first, that these women were
not really raped at all; and second, that it was Koss who
defined their experiences as rape, according to a broad
definition that included verbal pressure and drunken con-
sensual sex. Roiphe ends up asserting: “There is a grey area
in which someone’s rape may be another person’s bad
night. Definitions become entangled in passionate ideolog-
ical battles” (1993a: 54). This claim is staggeringly
misleading, for a number of reasons. 

First, it is not Koss who defines the victims’ experiences as
rape, the law does. The survey’s respondents answered
questions about whether, since the age of 14, they had had
experiences that met the legal definition of rape or
attempted rape. They were also asked whether they had
consented to sex following other forms of coercion (such as
misuse of authority, or continual pressure and arguments)
but these responses were not included in the rape and
attempted rape prevalence calculation. In fact, only
respondents’ most serious experience was counted in the
27.5 per cent prevalence estimate, so if any victims of com-
pleted rape had also experienced a separate incident of
attempted rape, that experience would not have been
counted. Warshaw (1994: xxiii-xxiv) is emphatic that:
“Both Koss and I have heard non-rape incidents called
rape, especially by a few hyperbolic students. We have
seen occasional materials that support applying a broader

definition to rape, but the empirical data in the survey
does not. Nor do we. Post-coital regret is not rape. Neither
are offensive behaviours that do not fit the legal definition
of rape” (emphasis added). 

Second, women who are raped by acquaintances, dates or
intimate partners are consistently unwilling or unable to
name their experiences as rape (Heenan 2004). Roiphe
not only ignores or is ignorant of this fact, she also fails to
point out that 90 per cent of the women identified as rape
victims in the survey defined their experience in one of the
following ways: it was rape; it was some kind of crime, but
they didn’t know if it qualified as rape; it was sexual
assault, but they didn’t know if it was a crime. She also
ignores the women’s responses to the assault: 83 per cent
reported attempting to reason with their attacker, and 70
per cent physically struggled; 11 per cent screamed for
help, and 11 per cent attempted to flee. 

“But they had sex with him again!”

Again following Gilbert, Roiphe implies that since 42 per
cent of the victims had sex with the offender subsequent to
the rape, they “cannot” have been raped. This is a partic-
ularly complex and fraught issue, but a number of points
should be made. 

Whether a woman has consensual sex with a man who pre-
viously raped her, does not alter the experience of rape.
However, the survey did not determine whether sex that
happened subsequent to the reported rape was consensual
or not. The women who were raped had a mean average of
2.02 episodes. Koss found that 55 per cent of the men who
admitted to actions that met the legal definition of rape
said they had sex again with their victims; men who com-
mitted rape said they had used the same behaviour against
the same woman, a mean average of 2.29 times. It is possi-
ble then, that a proportion of the sex that Roiphe and
Gilbert point to as disproving the existence of date rape,
are in fact more sexual assaults. 

This interpretation of Koss’s research is essentially about
the phenomenon of re-victimisation. It has been widely
recognised that a prior history of victimisation is the best
predictor of whether a woman will experience sexual
assault. That our culture finds it so hard to comprehend
(and, indeed, believe in) re-victimisation reflects our
propensity for victim blaming when it comes to sexual
assault. There is a strongly punitive sentiment in Roiphe’s
work that if it “really was” rape, then victims should have
“learnt something” from the experience. From this posi-
tion, to be re-victimised is, once again, to be to blame for
sexual assault. 

Accepting the realities of sexual violence
The Morning After is an encyclopaedic manual of backlash
strategy and tactics, and is therefore instructive, particu-
larly where feminist accounts of sexual violence are at
stake. If the issue of sexual assault in relationships makes
it onto the public agenda in Australia, we should prepare
ourselves for difficulty, even unwillingness, to accept the
realities of sexual violence. 

By examining Roiphe’s polemic against Koss, we can iden-
tify four potential indicators that the challenge of talking
about sexual violence has descended into outright back-
lash against feminist research. 
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Endnotes
1 In Koss’s study, prevalence was measured from the age of 14,

thereby generally excluding childhood sexual abuse. 

2 Koss’s incidence rates for a 12-month period were 353 rapes,
involving 207 different women, in a population of 3,187 women,
during a year. During this time, there were also 533 attempted
rapes on 323 victims. 

3 Roiphe and Gilbert came closest to a methodological critique in
disputing Koss’ survey question on intoxication, an issue which is
notoriously difficult to frame in sexual violence research. Again
however, their aim was clearly to discredit feminist claims about
sexual assault, not make a contribution to research methodology.
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• One of the first signs is flamboyant, polemical, and 
often inaccurate, reference to published statistics to
imply that research on violence must be inaccurate or
distorted.

• Following this will usually be an appeal to “common-
sense” or some form of intuitive knowledge that
violence and rape simply cannot be as prevalent as
research indicates. 

• Appeals to experience or commonsense typically imply
that “we all know” rape to be infrequent, violent, and
perpetrated by pathological men, usually strangers to
the victim. 

• Finally backlash rhetoric will invoke a range of rape
myths to explain why research into rape contradicts
this commonsense knowledge, and thus produces
inflated incidence figures, as well as a different picture
of the typical characteristics of rape (minimal or no vio-
lence, known perpetrator). 

Few people peddling backlash rhetoric will claim outright
that the women surveyed in a particular research project
simply lied about their experiences of sexual violence. 
However, complex narratives emerge to explain how
research on sexual assault is ultimately an ideological 
fabrication, and therefore does not require us to re-evalu-
ate our understanding of the frequency and characteristics
of rape. For example, Gilbert (1991: 5) explains the “phan-
tom epidemic” of sexual assault in the following way: 
“An unprecedented number of women have become 
heads of single-parent families and have begun to receive
the minimal payment of entry-level workers. Not surpris-
ingly, many feel socially and economically oppressed.
Advocacy numbers on sexual assault may resonate with
feelings of being, not literally raped, but figuratively
‘screwed over’ by men”. 

While Gilbert has stopped short of claiming that individual
women who were surveyed “lied about rape”, he does sug-
gest that the feminist account of rape resonates with
women who are hysterical, psychologically unstable,
vengeful and incapable of differentiating between fantasy
and reality. In particular, his image of such women appeals
to prejudice against socially and economically margin-
alised women, with the subtext being that women “cry
rape” for economic reasons, or as a result of their own dis-
torted sexual relationships. 

When considering the kinds of narratives used to discredit
research on rape, it is important to emphasise that theoret-
ical and methodological disputes are a vital aspect of social
science research, and such critiques of studies into sexual
violence should be welcomed3. However, work which disre-
gards research findings because of an insinuation that
“women often lie about rape”, reflects a backlash response,
not a desire to produce better research. Finally, we should
be alert to claims that certain research (particularly feminist
research) is “ideologically driven” or has an “agenda” while
other kinds of knowledge (especially that supporting the sta-
tus quo) is value free and ideologically neutral. 

Increased interest in researching violence against women
is to be welcomed, along with growing public awareness
and prevention initiatives. To ensure that these initiatives
have as much impact as possible, researchers and policy
makers should bear in mind the potential for backlash
against sexual assault research, and be prepared to
respond to such rhetoric. 
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One of the most significant events to affect the Australian Institute
of Family Studies this year has been the departure of our Acting
Director, Ann Sanson, on 30 July 2004. After four and half years at
the Institute, the last 18 months as Acting Director, Ann has cho-
sen to return to Melbourne University where she is Associate
Professor of Psychology. 

During her time at the Institute – first as Principal Research Fellow
in the Institute’s Children and Parenting Program, then as Deputy
Director (Research), and finally as Acting Director – the Institute’s
research activities have flourished.

Ann came to the Institute with an international reputation for her
research into child development. She brought a strong sense 
of leadership and a commitment to social justice, especially in
terms of the development of children in their family and commu-
nity contexts. The research undertaken by the Institute during her
time at the helm has been invaluable to policy makers and the
community alike. 

Ann’s informal farewell occurred on her final day at the Institute
and was a lively event. Colleagues Ruth Weston, Diana Smart and
Sarah Wise shared many happy memories in their parting words
and, on behalf of staff, presented Ann with a brooch called “Joyous
Woman”, created by a local artist. 

Ann has been in many a past Institute “choir” that has sent off col-
leagues, so it was fitting that a song be sung to celebrate the
occasion of her own leaving. Robert Johnstone, proficient in the
art of “Can Belto”, was on hand to sing the virtues of our departing
leader. Ann, as always, remained unflappable as she was coerced
into joining in song. 

In her words of thanks, Ann urged Institute staff to keep doing
what they all do so well – “great work which makes a difference to
people’s lives, and supporting each other in the process”. 

Ann will continue to have a direct involvement in the work of the
Institute through her leading roles in Growing Up in Australia 
(the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children) and the Australian
Temperament Project. We look
forward to the continuing asso-
ciation and wish her well on her
return to Melbourne University.

Ann Sanson (with flowers and “Joyous Woman” brooch) is farewelled
by colleagues (from left) Sarah Wise, Narda Sowter, Diana Smart and
Ruth Weston.

Staff members (from left) Liz Orr, Grace Soriano and Susan Fooks are
pictured with Ann Sanson (right) at Ann’s farewell on 30 July 2004.

“Can Belto” singer, Robert Johnstone persuades
Ann Sanson to join him in the chorus of his
musical tribute to her on behalf of staff.

I N S T I T U T E  S TA F F  FA R E W E L L  AC T I N G  D I R E C TO R

2 0 0 5

Staff at the Acting Director’s farewell
gathering hugely enjoy proceedings. 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies invites submissions from people interested 
in presenting papers, symposia or workshops at the Ninth Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference, to be held
at the Melbourne Exhibition Centre on Southbank from Wednesday 9 February to Friday 11 February 2005.

The Conference will provide a valuable forum for those interested or involved in family research, family policy, or providing services to 
families in Australia. It will feature the presentation and discussion of findings of the Institute’s own studies, along with work from a wide
range of researchers, government bodies, service providers and community organisations.

www.aifs.gov.au
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Associate Professor Ann Sanson (far right), is pictured with (from left) Associate Professor
Judy Ungerer and Dr Donna Berthelson (Growing Up in Australia consortium members), and
Dr Kate Smith and Professor Heather Joshi from the UK Millennium Cohort Study. 

The castle in Ghent where the ISSBD conference
dinner was held. 

Members of the “Child Care Choices” study Sarah Wise (Australian Institute of Family
Studies, Melbourne), Linda Harrison (Charles Sturt University, Bathurst) and Jennifer
Bowes (Macquarie University, Sydney) stand ready to discuss their poster “The contribution
of multicare to child language and communication skills” with delegates to the ISSBD
meeting in Ghent.

Two Institute researchers were among about 1300
delegates from more than 30 countries attending
the meeting of the International Society for the
Study of Behavioural Development (ISSBD), held
in July 2004 in Ghent, Belgium. 

Ann Sanson (Acting Director) co-convened a sym-
posium on national longitudinal studies at which
the Growing Up in Australia study (of which she is
Project Director) and the UK Millennium Cohort
Study were discussed. Sarah Wise (responsible for
the Institute’s Children and Parenting research pro-
gram) reported on the Child Care Choices and
Children and Family Life studies.

Evan Lewis from the Australian Government Department of Family and Community Services was among several speakers who
addressed a seminar on Sustainability and Evaluation, organised by the Stronger Families Learning Exchange (SFLEX) team. Evan
gave a broad overview of the new Stronger Families and Community Strategy. 

Held at the Australian Institute of Family Studies in Melbourne on 27–28 May 2004, the seminar bought together people working 
with Stronger Families funded projects in Tasmania, Victoria, Southern New South Wales, and the Australian Capital Territory. 
People from the projects, Family and Community Services officers, and SFLEX team members discussed methods and processes 
of doing participatory evaluation and shared ideas about how to use information from their evaluations to ensure sustainable 
outcomes in communities. 

Kathleen Russell, Tania Cleaver and Kelly Taylor, from the Chances For
Children project in Tasmania, enjoyed their first interstate workshop.

Amara Mamid from the Connecting the
Community project in Victoria, and Jenny
Bates from the Victorian Aboriginal Child
Care Agency, during morning tea.

I N S T I T U T E  H O S TS  S F L E X  S E M I N A R

Evan Lewis from the Department of
Family and Community Services
presents an overview of the Stronger
Families and Communities Strategy.
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Pictured at the conference hosted by the Centre for Research on Families
and Relationships at the University of Edinburgh are, from left: Professor
Roderic Beaujot (Sociology Department, University of Western Ontario);
Ruth Weston and Christine Millward (Australian Institute of Family Studies);
and Professor Lynn Jamieson (Centre for Research on Families and
Relationships, University of Edinburgh).

Three Institute researchers recently presented papers at a large
international conference on work and family life. Titled
“Work–Life Balance Across the Lifecourse”, the conference was
held at the Centre for Research on Families and Relationships at
the University of Edinburgh, UK, on 30 June - 2 July 2004.

The conference dealt with many aspects of work–life interaction,
including gender differences, changes in labour force participa-
tion, work–family juggling, child care and other family caring
issues, fertility decisions, retirement, and public policy issues. 

Representatives from 14 countries attended the conference, and
this comparative perspective was reflected in the papers pre-
sented and the ensuing general discussion. 

Three aspects of the Institute’s research were highlighted.

Ruth Weston presented a paper on Fathers’ long work hours
and their personal and family wellbeing. Co-authored with col-
leagues Matthew Gray, Lixia Qu and David Stanton, this paper,
which highlighted the importance of taking into account
fathers’ views about the hours they work in predicting links
between long work hours and personal and family wellbeing,
challenged commonly held views about the general impact of
long work hours on fathers and their families. (This work
forms the basis of an Institute Research Paper (No.35), and
can be downloaded from the Institute’s website.)

Jody Hughes presented a paper titled Does money matter?
How finances feature in the employment decisions of 
partnered mothers receiving government assistance, co-
authored with Institute colleagues Kelly Hand and Jennifer
Renda. The overarching theme of the session was on equal-
ising gendered care. This theme was examined in Jody’s
paper by exploring how financial disincentives may influ-
ence mother’s labour market decisions, discouraging greater
sharing of paid work and caring responsibilities between
couples. There was much discussion in the session and
throughout the conference on issues such as these, includ-
ing how policy frameworks can shape gendered work and
caring arrangements, as well as the role of personal atti-
tudes or cultural beliefs.

Christine Millward presented a paper on Paid work and
retirement in the context of family obligations and commu-
nity work, for mature and retirement age Australians, where

she discussed the likelihood of mature-aged Australians
staying in the workforce longer. There was much interest in
the interaction between the Australian labour market and
welfare systems, social expectations about the “right” time
to retire and strategies of workers, employers and govern-
ments concerning the retention of older workers in the
labour force. Christine also chaired other sessions, notably
one about the paid work choices and pathways open to
mothers and their preferences for family caring careers, paid
work careers and various complex combinations of the two.

Conference keynote speakers included Bob Connell from the
University of Sydney, who spoke about gender inequalities in
society and how marital partners negotiate the often conflicting
roles, or emphases, around domestic and family care work ver-
sus paid employment. 

The final plenary session addressed the matter of public policy
concerning work and family issues. Although no clear solutions
were forthcoming, a number of issues and challenges for gov-
ernment policy were well aired. A main policy challenge was
how to acknowledge the worth of all the unpaid caring work
undertaken by families within a policy climate which is pushing
for greater and longer paid work involvement.

Readers are reminded that Family Matters is a fully refereed academic journal,
recognised by the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) for the
purposes of Research Data Collection, and included in the Register of Refereed
Journals. Family Matters welcomes submissions by external authors as well as by
Institute staff. Acceptance of all research papers is subject to a formal review process.
See the Institute’s website for Family Matters author guidelines. Please send
submissions to the editor: email Meredith.Michie@aifs.gov.au

FA M I LY  M AT T E R S  I S  A  R E F E R E E D  J O U R N A L
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Mental health and the family law system
(Seminar held at the Institute on 20 May 2004)

Dr Bryan Rodgers, a Senior Fellow at the Family and Community Health Research Unit at the Australian
National University’s Centre for Mental Health Research, presented a seminar on mental health issues
involved in the family law system. Dr Rodgers outlined the prevalence of mental disorders in the general
population, their contribution to disability and their impact on quality of life, and discussed the interaction
of mental health problems with family separation. He described short-term (acute) effects of separation and
long-term (chronic) consequences, including the increased rates of suicide in divorced men and women.
Practical suggestions for how organisations and professionals in the family law system can help clients with
mental health problems, include minimising their stressful experiences in the system, providing
information, encouraging clients to deal with mental health problems, assisting with problem solving,
referral to specialist services, and dealing with clients who are suicidal. (The report on which this
presentation is based was co-authored by Bruce Smyth and Elly Robinson.)

Nobody’s clients: Children with drug or alcohol dependent parents
(Seminar held at the Institute on 17 June 2004)

Dr Stefan Gruenert, a Senior Policy Officer at Odyssey House Victoria, discussed the problems that children
exposed to parental drug misuse commonly experience, including neglect and family violence or abuse as
well as an increased risk that they themselves will become drug dependent later in life. More than 60,000
Australian children are estimated to have a parent in drug treatment. However, drug and alcohol agencies
are seldom resourced or trained to address parenting issues or children’s needs and, consequently, an
opportunity for preventative or early intervention work is missed. Dr Gruenert managed the Nobody’s
Clients Project, a targeted prevention and early intervention program for 4–13-year-old children whose
parents accessed treatment for their substance misuse. The project involved more than 48 children and 70
members of their extended families. Recommendations included the need for more child inclusive services,
family support, and parenting training within the drug and alcohol sector, and improved collaboration with
the child and family welfare and education sectors.

Long work hours and the wellbeing of fathers and their families
(Seminar held at the Institute on15 July 2004)

Ms Lixia Qu, a Research Fellow at the Australian Institute of Family Studies, explored the relationship
between fathers’ work hours, their own wellbeing and that of their families, using data from the Household,
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey. The analysis was restricted to full-time employed
fathers with a partner and dependent children. Overall, satisfaction with work hours decreases as the
number of hours worked increases. However, long work hours are not necessarily, or even on average,
associated with pervasively lower wellbeing. Work hours are negatively related to only two of the 13
measures of wellbeing examined. For fathers working very long hours, their satisfaction with their work
hours was found to be very important to the relationship between work hours and wellbeing. (The report
on which this presentation is based was co-authored by Ruth Weston, Matthew Gray and David Stanton.)

Parental beliefs about emotion in three ethnic groups
(Seminar held at the Institute on 19 July 2004)

In her quest to understand parental socialisation of emotion, Professor Amy Halberstadt from the
Department of Psychology at North Carolina State University, has begun a multi-study investigation of
parental beliefs about emotion and how parental beliefs and behaviours predict children’s affective social
competence. This seminar described several theoretical dimensions of parental beliefs about emotion, and
how theory meets with the realities of parents’ reported beliefs in three subcultures in the United States.
The major data set discussed in the presentation was a qualitative study involving 74 parents who self-
identified as African-American, European-American, and Lumbee Native-American. Parents participated in
two small focus group sessions and discussed their beliefs at length. Both similarities and differences
across the ethnicities emerged, as well as enhancements to the theoretical structure.

In 2004 the Australian Institute of Family Studies continued its series of public seminars
presenting contemporary research on national and international issues related to family. 

Dr Bryan Rodgers

Professor Amy Halberstadt

Dr Stefan Gruenert

Ms Lixia Qu
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In 2004 the Australian Institute of Family Studies is continuing
its series of seminars presenting research on national and inter-
national issues related to family. The seminars, designed to
promote a forum for discussion and debate, are free and open to
the public.

Seminars are held at 11.30am (usually on the third Thursday 
of each month) in the Seminar Room on the ground floor of the
Institute, at 300 Queen Street, Melbourne 3000. They run from
one to one-and-a-half hours.

Seminar coordinators this year are Institute researchers Kelly
Hand and Jennifer Renda. People wishing to attend a particular
seminar should phone Grace Soriano at the Australian Institute
of Family Studies. Phone (03) 9214 7888.

S E M I N A R P R O G R A M 2 0 0 4

19 AUGUST 2004
Listening for justice: Stories of poverty in 
Australian families

Dr Mark Peel
School of Historical Studies, Monash University
Facilitator – Christine Millward, Australian Institute of Family Studies

16 SEPTEMBER 2004
How employed mothers allocate time for work and
family: A new framework 

Dr Alison Morehead
Deputy Director, Australian Institute of family Studies
Facilitator –Michael Alexander, Australian Institute of Family Studies

20 SEPTEMBER 2004
Child and family community development:
“One size doesn’t fit all
Vivienne Cunningham-Smith and Nick Guggisberg 
Senior Manager, Barnardos, South Coast, and 
Community Development Worker, Albion Park 

Facilitator – Margo Northey, Australian Institute of Family Studies

21 OCTOBER 2004
Over-consumption, deferred happiness 
and downshifting

Clive Hamilton
Executive Director,The Australia Institute, Australian National University
Facilitator –Michael Alexander, Australian Institute of Family Studies

11 NOVEMBER 2004
Researching with children: Insights from 
the Starting School Project

Associate Professor Sue Dockett
School of Education and Early Childhood Studies,
University of Western Sydney
Facilitator – Jan Duffie, Australian Institute of Family Studies

9 DECEMBER 2004
Unsupervised adolescent free-time: The role of parental
monitoring in reducing adolescent behaviours

Louise Hayes
Psychologist, RMIT University & CAMHS Grampians Region
Facilitator – Diana Smart, Australian Institute of Family Studies

VISIT AIFS ON THE WEB

www.aifs.gov.au

Have you heard the latest 
from the Australian Institute 

of Family Studies

what’s new . . .
Child care – the latest topic in the Family Facts and Figures series
New site designs for the National Child Protection Clearinghouse
(NCPC) and the Stronger Families Learning Exchange (SFLEX)
New publications on all sites 
Project pages on SFLEX to showcase the work of the Stronger
Families Fund projects

about aifs . . .
background, objectives, the board of management, Institute staff, staff
vacancies

media releases . . .
publications, new projects, important announcements

research . . .
the Institute’s research program, and progress of projects

publications . . .
research papers and reports, issues papers, articles from Family Matters
and Child Abuse Prevention Newsletter, Stronger Families Bulletin, and
ACSSA Aware, papers from the Institute’s biennial conferences and
monthly seminars

databases . . .
aifs library catalogue, databases of child abuse prevention programs
and stronger families good practice projects

information resources . . .
aifs library, family facts and figures, discussion lists, weekly journal
abstracts, online articles and reports, Family Thesaurus online

forthcoming conferences . . .
the place to list and to find Australian and overseas conferences on
family research, policy and related areas

courses . . .
training programs and courses for parents, students and professionals
on family-related topics

links . . .
an extensive collection of links to useful web sites to assist people
working in family studies research and policy and related areas 

specialist web sites . . .
for the Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault, National Child
Protection Clearinghouse, Growing Up in Australia, the Australian
Temperament Project, and the Stronger Families Learning Exchange 
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How, then, do the different partici-
pating governments understand the

roles and responsibilities of, and challenges experi-
enced by, their country’s families?  What policies
and programs have they formulated to help families
fulfill their responsibilities? 

The following discussion provides a synthesis of the
various country statements on these issues, and out-
lines the nature of cooperative activities to which
participating governments committed themselves in
signing the “Statement”.  Being brief, the country
statements represent only a select sample of family-
related challenges, policies and programs. Thus, those
matters emphasised in some statements may well
have been important to other countries, but not 
necessarily mentioned in their statements.

The importance of families

During the International Year of the Family, much
attention was given to the fact that, being the basic
unit of society, family wellbeing is of crucial impor-
tance not only for the wellbeing of family members,
but also for the wellbeing of communities, nations,
regions, and the world at large. This issue was re-
emphasised in virtually all the country statements –
thereby highlighting just how crucial is the need for all
families to receive the protection and necessary assis-
tance required to fulfill such key, primary functions. 

The family’s responsibilities to members of all ages
were highlighted, with a great deal of attention
given to the pivotal role families play in raising
healthy and well-adjusted children to become
responsible, caring, and contributing members of
society. In addition, much recognition was given to
the role of families in providing care for older fam-
ily members. For instance, Brunei placed particular
emphasis on the need to preserve the extended
family and thereby provide everyday care for 

I t is now ten years since the United
Nations International Year of the
Family (IYF) – that special year when families

were celebrated, when their importance across all
layers of society received widespread recognition,
when the need for families being at the heart of pol-
icy was emphasised and family services scrutinised,
and when new international collaborations in sup-
port of families were established. 

The ripple effects of the IYF have continued, and
work is now under way to reinforce these effects
during this, the tenth Anniversary year (see the
United States website: IYFAnniversary.org). 

The holding of the first-ever East Asia Ministerial
Forum on Families in April 2004 was thus very
timely. The forum provided an excellent avenue for
learning about the challenges facing families in par-
ticipating countries and the various approaches
adopted by governments to support families. It reaf-
firmed two issues: the crucial roles of families in all
countries, regardless of their cultures and stages of
economic development; and the fact that these
roles that can only be fulfilled when families receive
protection and assistance. (See accompanying Box
for details of participating countries.)

In line with these two complementary understand-
ings of the family, the forum threw light on
similarities and differences between the participat-
ing countries regarding the various forms and
functions of families, the current challenges faced
by families in each country (particularly those
linked with modernisation processes), and policies
and programs established in each country to pro-
tect, support and thus strengthen its families.
Furthermore, in keeping with a key IYF objective –
the stimulation of cooperative action between
countries regarding family issues – the forum cul-
minated in the Hanoi Statement for Regional
Cooperation on the Family. 

In April 2004,the Australian Institute of Family Studies was invited to attend the East Asia Ministerial Forum on Families.The forum was co-hosted
by the Australian Government Department of Family and Community Services and the Vietnam Commission for Population,Family and Children.

The relevant Ministers of both countries, Senator the Hon Kay Patterson,and Madam Le Thi Thu,played central roles in running the forum and
in outlining the circumstances and challenges that face families in Australia and Vietnam. They were also responsible for achieving com-
mitment between participating countries to cooperate on policies to strengthen and support families and children.

Ann Sanson (Acting Director) and Ruth Weston (Principal Research Fellow) represented the Australian Institute of Family Studies at the forum.

A timely forum on families 
in the East Asia region

C O N F E R E N C E R E P O R T

R U T H W E S TO N
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vulnerable family members including the elderly,
sick and disabled. Likewise, Malaysia drew atten-
tion to the fact that emotional, financial and
material support systems within the family are pre-
requisites for the healthy development of all family
members, including the elderly, disabled and sick. 

While some countries emphasised the need to 
preserve the extended family, the process of 
modernisation was often seen to involve a decline
in the extended family form and an increase in
nuclear and other family types, including, sole-
parent families, stepfamilies and couple-only families,
both married and unmarried.

Family values in a changing world
A great deal of attention was given to the crucial
role families play – most particularly parents and
extended family members – in instilling in children
socially desirable values. A variety of values was
focused upon, reflecting similarities and differences
in the cultural perspectives of the participating
countries, for example: being loving and caring,
respectful, patient, thrifty and industrious, self-
resilient and independent, holding spiritual values,
and possessing a strong sense of filial piety, honour,
and patriotism or national pride. In some countries
(for example, Singapore), the expression of loving
and caring values entailed an explicit expectation
that adult children would provide financial as well
as emotional support to their elderly parents.

Nevertheless, changing values were often seen as a
by-product of modernisation. Malaysia referred to
changing priorities and expectations in marriage, a
growing emphasis on individual fulfillment and per-
sonal growth, a redefinition of gender roles,
changing approaches to parenting, a decline in
“human values” and an associated increase in
moral degradation, as reflected, for example in

increases in crime. The Philippines noted that pat-
terns of authority within the family have shifted:
while the father as the head of the family is still
recognised, decisions increasingly represent com-
promises based on consensus.

Concerted efforts were thus under way in some
countries to promote their traditional family values.
For instance, fostering patriotism represents one of
Myanmar’s four key social development objectives,
the others being fostering morale and morality, pre-
serving cultural heritage and national character,
and improving levels of health, fitness and educa-
tion. Brunei, has introduced a Happy Family
Campaign to reinforce the important role parents
play in imparting appropriate social values to their
children. Likewise, the Ministry of Women and
Family Development in Malaysia is launching a spe-
cial campaign to promote and strengthen family
values during 2004. Such values are also being rein-
forced through activities of other Ministries in
Malaysia, including those of Education and Youth,
to coincide with the IYF’s tenth anniversary.   

Population, economics, employment and
environmental sustainability
While much attention was given to the crucial
importance of families as the basic unit of society,
emphasis was also given to the fact that family well-
being is strongly influenced by wider forces. These
forces include a nation’s environmental resources
and economic development, and its population size,
structure, and geographic concentration – forces
that also help shape a country’s ability to protect
and support its families.

For Australia and Singapore, low fertility rates 
and associated ageing populations were seen as 
significant problems. While both countries empha-
sised the importance of personal choice, both had

Hoan Kiem Lake, in the heart of Hanoi, is a favourite, serene site for citizens to meet, walk the circumference at different paces, exercise in situ, or meditate.
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On the other hand, Vietnam has recorded a reduc-
tion in poverty since 1995. This was attributed to its
National Target Program on Poverty Reduction.
Vietnam has initiated plans and programs to sup-
port families in poor localities – for example, the
provision of loans for housing construction for the
poor in the Mekong Delta. 

While recognising that some families experienced
considerable socio-economic disadvantage, Aus-
tralia emphasised its sound economic management
and associated job creation that assisted families to
meet their material needs. Likewise, Brunei empha-
sised its success in the area of economic growth
and productivity. This country had implemented
three National Development Plans over the last 20
years which, among other things, aimed to make
the best economic use of its natural resources,
develop non-oil industries, accelerate human capi-
tal development, and maintain full employment
while increasing productivity.

Women and children and vulnerable families

For developing countries with high rates of poverty,
the implementation of programs directed towards
helping women control their fertility were seen as
important avenues for tackling one of the central
issues raised in various country statements: protec-
tion of the rights and interests of children and
women. To achieve such protection, less developed
countries also tended to have a strong focus on
reducing their high maternal, infant and early child-
hood morbidity and mortality rates. 

Other policies mentioned by various countries
included improving women’s access to education,

established policies to help
families wanting to have a
first or additional child to
achieve this aim. For Singa-
p o r e ,  t h i s  e x t e n d e d  t o
helping individuals find a
life-long partner. 

By contrast, some of the least
developed countries with
large populations, or with pop-
ulations that relied on limited
natural resources, referred to
high rates of poverty and asso-
ciated problems, such as high
maternal and infant mortality
rates, and land degradation
and depletion of other natural
resources. Cambodia and
Laos, for instance, have devel-
oped population policies to
achieve sustainable develop-
ment, reduce poverty and
improve quality of life gener-
ally, with Laos promoting
population considerations in
all policies and programs. The
latter country thus embraced
both research goals and
hands-on strategies to handle
these problems. Research goals focused on population
trends and development issues, while specific strate-
gies included the development programs to help
individuals and couples avoid unwanted pregnancies
and achieve the number and spacing of children
desired (for example, by increasing knowledge of and
access to family planning measures).

China has developed relief measures for impover-
ished families in urban and rural poor areas. For the
urban poor, these measures include the provision of
retirement pensions, unemployment and medical
insurance, a subsistence security system, educa-
tional assistance, and legal aid. In rural areas, relief
systems cover both impoverished families and dis-
aster victims.

Worsening poverty was experienced by several
countries, with the 1997 economic crisis being 
an obvious set-back for many countries in Asia.
Thailand considered that its performance relating
to its 8th National Economic and Social Develop-
ment Plan was unsatisfactory as a result of the 1997
economic crisis, and Indonesia noted that the crisis
impoverished many families and curtailed social
services and family policies. However, Indonesia
also noted that significant progress has since been
made as a result of bilateral and multilateral pro-
grams and international support. Empowering poor
families is now the government’s priority, and vari-
ous measures have been developed to achieve this
aim. For example, programs have been established
to assist and stimulate income generation and self-
reliance, improve access to education, health care,
social security/insurance, banking, and other social
services, provide skills training, and enhance self-
confidence. 

During the Forum, many of the delegates enjoyed a day trip to the famous Ha Long Bay, located more
than 150 km east of Hanoi. The bay, which was listed by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site in 1994, is
dotted with thousands of limestone islands that rise sharply and dramatically from the calm ocean. It is
also the home for many families who live in floating villages and rely on fishing for their livelihood. 

Pictured (from left) are: Mr Li Xueju (Minister for Civil Affairs, China); Ms Khemphet Pholsena (Vice
President, Lao Women's Union and Head of the Laotian delegation); Senator the Hon Kay Patterson
(Australian Minister for Family and Community Services); Madam Le Thi Thu (Minister, Chair of the
Vietnam Commission for Population, Family and Children); and Ms Linda Powell (Head of the
International Branch of the Australian Government Department of Family and Community Services).
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employment and general health services, protecting
women and children from domestic violence, and
preventing involuntary marriage. For example,
attention was given to the importance attached to
marriage being voluntary and involving equity
between spouses in Vietnam’s 1992 Constitution, in
China’s Marriage Law, and Laos’s Family Law
(1990). Laos had also made concerted efforts to
publicise the United Nations mandate on human
rights, the Convention on the Rights of the Child,
and other relevant treaties. Brunei has introduced
measures to protect the welfare of women, children
and families not covered by the Islamic Family Law. 

Promotion of gender equity in general was a com-
mon theme. China, for instance, emphasised that
women have equal rights to men regarding employ-
ment, wages, and participation in state affairs
administration. 

Both Laos and the Philippines highlighted the
importance of protecting mothers and children in
separated families. For the Philippines, migration
and displacement arising from globalisation, armed
conflict and natural disasters were seen as key fac-
tors contributing to increases in the number of lone
and absentee parents. The Philippines has intro-
duced a Solo Parents Welfare Act that “provides

benefits and privileges to solo parents and their
children”, and the Anti-Violence Against Women
and Children Act, to protect women and children
from domestic violence. 

Malaysia had also experienced an increase in family
diversity. In line with its emphasis on the rights of all
social groups, Malaysia had developed policies and
programs to address the needs of all forms of margin-
alised families, including families with lone parents or
step-parents, or households headed by women. 

Likewise, families in Australia have become
increasingly complex and diverse. Lone parents, in
particular, represent the majority of “jobless fami-
lies”. Australia has thus developed a number of
programs and policies to help lone-parent families,
including retraining and other measures to assist
these parents find jobs.

While Brunei emphasised the pivotal role of moth-
ers in families, it also stressed women’s right to
pursue tertiary education and paid work, and
acknowledged the importance of such participation
for the country’s socio-economic development.
Thus, like Australia, Brunei has developed pro-
grams and policies to help women balance work and
family life, an issue outlined later in this report.

Several countries have established specific organi-
sations to promote women’s rights. Cambodia had
elevated the status of the former State Secretariat of
Women’s Affairs by transforming it into the Min-
istry of Women’s and Veteran’s Affairs. Laos has
created a Women’s Union that represents women’s
rights and interests throughout the nation, while
Thailand has established an Office of Women’s
Affairs and Family Development. Malaysia has a
Ministry of Women, Family and Community Devel-
opment (created in 2001 under a different name).
Finally, Myanmar has set up various organisations
to protect women (and children), including Myan-
mar National Committee for Women’s Affairs,
Myanmar Women’s Affairs Federation, and the
Myanmar Maternal and Child Welfare Association. 

All countries emphasised the needs of children,
with some countries (including Australia and
China) explicitly highlighting the importance of
children to the nation’s future. Objectives directed
towards protecting children’s rights to survival, to
be safeguarded from abuse and exploitation, to
reach their potential, and to participate fully in fam-
ily, cultural and social life were often mentioned.

Several countries indicated that they had become sig-
natories the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (for example, Brunei and Myanmar), and
some mentioned bodies set up specifically to protect
children’s interests  – for example, the National Chil-
dren’s Council (Brunei), the Cambodian National
Council for Children, and the National Committee on
the Rights of the Child (Myanmar). 

Australia has developed a National Agenda for Early
Childhood which emphasises the importance of
children having the “best start to life”, and thus the
importance of children being exposed to “nurturing
developmental and educational experiences”.

Pictured during day two of the Forum are (from left): Ruth Weston,
Madam Le Thi Thu, Associate Professor Ann Sanson, and Dr Tran Van
Chien of the Scientific Institute for Population, Family and Children, Hanoi.
This Institute, which has been operating for about 18 months, was
modelled on the Australian Institute of Family Studies – a decision that
was sparked by the visit to Melbourne in October 2002 of a delegation
from the Commission for Population, Family and Children, Hanoi. 

Pictured at a Forum lunch (from left): Ann Sanson (Australian
Institute of Family Studies) with Dr Pham Nguyen Bang
(National Project Professional Personnel, the United Nations
Population Fund Country Office, Hanoi).
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The aged
Support for the elderly formed a common theme.
Countries with a strong tradition of extended fami-
lies tended to refer to the need for younger family
members to respect and care for elderly parents or
grandparents and the important role of grandpar-
ents in imparting traditional family values to the
young. In such countries, preservation of the
extended family system tended to be treated as an
important means of ensuring mutual support
between the generations, along with support for the
disabled and others with special needs. 

Nevertheless, several countries were experiencing a
shift towards diverse family structures and chang-
ing values that threatened the availability of care
across the generations. Thailand, for instance,
noted that urbanisation meant that elderly parents
in rural areas were often separated from their work-
ing children.

Some countries indicated that they encouraged
both strong family ties across the generations and a
level of independence among the elderly. In Singa-
pore, where single nuclear families predominated
although most elderly people lived with family
members, programs had been established not only
to strengthen bonds between the generations and to
support families in caring for their elderly mem-
bers, but also to encourage the elderly to “age
actively” and to assume greater personal financial
responsibility than in the past. These issues were

Brunei outlined similar aims. China holds a “chil-
dren first” policy which gives priority to children’s
rights in areas of health, education, legal protec-
tion, and their environment. Because educational
policies formed a key specific focus in several of the
country statements, these policies are outlined 
separately (below). 

Most countries have set up policies directed to pro-
tect children “at risk”, with the categories of risk
varying, and some overlapping. Examples include
abandoned or orphaned children, “street children”,
children with disabilities, and children exposed to
poverty, domestic violence, neglect or abuse (phys-
ical, emotional or sexual, or enforced work). China
has established collective care, foster care and
adoption models to ensure the healthy develop-
ment of orphaned children. 

Despite its relative wealth, Australia recognised that
some Australian children are in vulnerable situa-
tions. Policies directed towards the detection of risk
and early intervention are thus central to its
National Agenda for Early Childhood. Indigenous
children, in particular, were noted as vulnerable to
the experience poverty, abuse, neglect and family
violence. The Australian Government has thus
developed policies that involve working with com-
munities in tackling these problems. As mentioned
above, countries with high rates of child poverty
and infant and early childhood mortality talked of
policies aimed at tackling these problems. 

Various countries also mentioned policies directed
towards minorities, including ethnic minorities and
those living in remote areas. For example, as noted
above, Vietnam has implemented policies to meet
the material needs of families in remote areas. Laos
is attempting to increase the ethnic population’s
access to basic services, including education and
health, and to information on family planning. The
Women’s Union in Laos represents the rights and
interests of women across all circumstances includ-
ing ethnic status. 

Fathers

Policies outlined in the country statements tended
to focus far less on fathers than on mothers. Brunei,
for instance, stressed the importance of women “as
mothers and wives in strengthening the family sys-
tem for achievement of harmony in the family,
society and nation”. Nevertheless, reference to pro-
moting fathering was made in some country
statements. 

For instance, Malaysia has increased paternity
leave for civil servants (from three to seven days),
and the Philippines has established the Paternity
Leave Act, which grants seven days of leave to all
married fathers working in private and public sec-
tors for their wife’s first four deliveries. In addition,
the Philippines has adopted measures to help men
understand and cope with the demands they face in
their roles as husbands, fathers, sons, and members
of the community. Vietnam has used the role of
fathers in the family as a central theme for one of its
annual “Family Days”.

During an overnight stay at Ha Long Town, Senator Kay Patterson
receives a lesson in how to play a traditional musical instrument. 

Forum hosts, Madam Le Thi Thu and Senator Kay
Patterson, at the Forum’s closing dinner and concert.
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among those targeted in Singapore’s annual aware-
ness campaigns, such as the National Family Week.
In addition, Singapore has developed Family Ser-
vice Centres that are staffed by social workers who
advise families on various issues or problems,
including the care elderly family members. 

China also emphasised its policies to help families
care for their older members, to provide direct assis-
tance to the elderly, and to encourage the elderly to
participate actively in society. The government has
established collective and decentralised care facili-
ties for elderly people who are widowed, and social
welfare institutions have been developed in almost all
cities and towns and in some villages to provide
health services, general care, and entertainment for
China’s elderly citizens.

Couple relationships and family functioning 

Many of the measures outlined in the various coun-
try statements should, if they achieved their aims,
either directly or indirectly enhance relationships
within the family and family functioning. Those
that focused directly on couple relationships and
family functioning include the establishment of
relationship education, counselling services, par-
enting services, financial assistance to meet the
costs of raising children, and helping parents bal-
ance work and family life. Australia mentioned all
these strategies. 

Brunei offers pre-marriage courses and family coun-
selling through its Family Counseling Unit, located 
in the Ministry of Religious Affairs. This Unit also 
provides talks and sermons directed towards
strengthening families and sustaining family values. A
committee has also been recently established to
develop pre- and post-marriage courses for Muslims
and non-Muslims covering various aspects of life

including parenting skills and
family values. 

Thailand has introduced a
Community-based Family
Development Center that 
provides counsell ing and
other services. Indonesia has
introduced parenting skills (to
achieve “smart and caring
families”) and continuing 
education programs. And
Malaysia has prepared a pack-
age of reference material for
those embarking on marriage
(covering preparation for 
marriage, communication
within the family, health and 
parenting). In addition, the
Malaysian Government has
approved the establishment of
“one-stop” centres that pro-
vide family planning, family
counselling, and parenting
education services. It has also
developed training material,
based on the life course, for

educators from government agencies, non-govern-
ment organisations and the private sector. The
Government is also forging partnerships with non-
government organisations and community leaders
to expand programs on marriage enrichment and
parenting education. 

Likewise, a network of community-based Family
Care Services has been established in Singapore.
These centres are staffed by social workers and pro-
vide counselling and family life education, including
parenting education, and referrals. Voluntary wel-
fare organisations also provide family life education
programs. The Government supports such pro-
grams through direct financial input, the provision
of resource materials, and the recruitment and
training of educators. China has also introduced
centres that provide services for families. These are
now located in every large and medium size city,
and are staffed by social workers and volunteers.

Brunei and Vietnam mentioned the setting aside of
a special day to highlight the importance of families
or to strengthen families. The annual Vietnamese
Family Day carries a different theme each year. 

One commonly mentioned set of measures directed
towards strengthening families focused on helping
parents combine work and family life constructively.
Different countries emphasised different combina-
tions of strategies covering access to part-time work,
flexible work arrangements, high quality formal child
and elder care services, along with access to informal
care through the extended family system. 

In Australia, managing these dual responsibilities 
is assisted by the prevalence of part-time work 
and affordable, quality child care. The Australian
Government is also encouraging employers and
their workers to negotiate flexible work hours that
suit the needs of both parties. Nevertheless, the 

A busy street in Hanoi Old Town.
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for children with special needs to help them reach
their potential). Brunei considers the health of its
citizens, along with its health care services, to be
among the best in Asia. 

The spread of HIV/AIDS and sexually transmitted
diseases was often seen as one of the major down-
sides of modernisation and globalisation. Measures
to prevent or curtail these health problems thus
formed a common theme. For example, the Action
Plan developed for the National Population and
Development Policy in Laos includes strategies to
prevent the spread of these diseases, while Cambo-
dia has established a National AIDS Authority to
coordinate its response to this epidemic. 

In relation to education, Australia places emphasis on
early learning, quality of schooling, and post-school
education. Like Australia, Brunei indicated that it
aims to help all children reach their potential. It pro-
vides free schooling to citizens and hopes to retain all
children at school for 12 years. Various measures
have been set up to achieve this aim, including the
provision of a monthly allowance for eligible children,
a Sponsorship Fund for School Children, an
Orphanage Fund, and a National Welfare Fund.

In China, considerable effort has been made
increase school admission rates and to promote
compulsory education of nine years. China also
emphasises pre-school education. 

Myanmar has implemented a National Education for
All program that aims to provide universal access to
primary education. The Myanmar Government also
emphasises the need for creating an education system
that can help its citizens handle the challenges of the
Knowledge Age. It sees education as a life-long holis-
tic process encompassing attitudes and values, along
with knowledge and skills, and has established edu-
cation promotion programs, and education plans
spanning four years and 30 years. Myanmar also pro-
vides women with training in such skills as cooking,
sewing, and weaving. 

Thus, where mentioned, goals regarding children’s
years of education varied, with Myanmar imple-
menting programs to enable universal access to
primary education, China aiming for nine years of
compulsory education, and Brunei aiming for at
least 12 years. 

Housing, neighbourhoods and communities  
Housing forms a key policy area in Brunei’s
National Development Plan (2001-2005). Brunei
focuses on providing families, particularly low
income families, with “adequate, affordable, and
comfortable” housing, and holds a long-term goal of
achieving universal home ownership. With its
emphasis on the extended family and close neigh-
bourhood interaction, the Government also
attempts to ensure that relatives live near each
other in houses without fences. Little if any atten-
tion was given to housing policies in the other
county statements, although as noted above, Viet-
nam provides loans for housing construction for the
poor in the Mekong Delta. 

Australian Government also emphasises the impor-
tance of personal choice regarding work and family
roles and is thus considering the means by which
choices relating to work and family roles can be
enhanced, particularly after childbearing. 

Like Australia, Malaysia encourages the introduction
of flexible working arrangements, and Singapore has
introduced subsidised child care centres and early
childhood education programs, along with out-of-
school-hours care for school children. Malaysia also
acknowledges the need to explore “new approaches”
in the areas of work arrangements, child care, care for
the elderly, and other support systems. In 2002, the
Malaysian Government launched a campaign entitled
Family First: Bring Your Heart Home at the national
and state levels to highlight the importance of mar-
riage and the family. 

As noted above, Brunei places emphasis on strength-
ening women’s roles as wives, mothers and income
earners. The extended family system is seen as an
important means of enabling mothers to work and
thus contribute to the country’s economic develop-
ment. In addition, the Government is considering
increasing the number of child care centres. 

Various other measures to support the family in ful-
filling its multiple roles were mentioned. For
instance, the Philippines has developed strategies
to “mainstream” and integrate family-related poli-
cies and plans at national, local and sectoral levels.
This country has also introduced the National
Council for the Filipino Family, which is replicated
at 16 sub-national levels. The Council has formu-
lated policies and implemented strategies for a
national program on the family and for coordinated
family-related celebrations such as Fathers Day,
Mothers Day and Grandparents Day. In addition,
the Philippines maintains a system of monitoring
family needs and evaluating programs and services
for families in order to improve program effective-
ness and address emerging family concerns.

Health and education
In some country statements, health or education
policies were selected as separate topics, while in
others, they were incorporated into discussions of
policies directed towards related issues, such as
managing population trends or protecting women
and children. 

Not surprisingly, poorer countries tended to focus
on improving access to reproductive health serv-
ices, reducing maternal and child morbidity and
mortality rates, and improving nutrition, while
wealthier countries focused on policies directed
towards maximising personal health. Immunisation
programs were often mentioned by poorer and
wealthier countries alike. 

Brunei provides free, high quality health care serv-
ices to all residents. Services are directed towards
the prevention, early detection and treatment of
problems, provision of support services, and health
promotion (for example, pre- and post-natal care,
routine health surveillance of infants, and services
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Some countries indicated that they had developed
programs to improve the physical environment 
and thereby promote family wellbeing. For exam-
ple, China mentioned that it has established
cultural, sporting and science activities, landscaped
neighbourhoods, and increased  community secu-
rity, while Brunei noted that it works towards
ensuring that families live in “clean and healthy
environments”. 

While family wellbeing was seen as central to com-
munity wellbeing, the importance of community
wellbeing for family wellbeing was also acknowl-
edged or implied in various discussions of policy
development. Some countries (such as Australia
and Thailand) also mentioned working with com-
munities to improve family wellbeing. For example,
one objective of Thailand’s above-mentioned Com-
munity-based Family Development Center is to
strengthen communities by preventing and resolv-
ing community-level problems. 

The importance of research
To be effective, policy development needs to be
based on accurate knowledge and thus rigorous
research. That is, it is only through such research
that governments can gain an adequate under-
standing of those issues raised at the forum,
including changes in family structure, lifestyle, val-
ues and needs, along with factors affecting marital
and family health and stability. 

It is not surprising, then, that the importance of
research was at least implicit in all statements link-
ing social trends with policies and programs.
Australia, for instance, discussed changing social
attitudes regarding women’s role in society and
attainment of  material wealth and leisure; women’s
increased labour force participation; increased sec-
ondary school retention rates and post-secondary
education and training; increased difficulties in
moving from education to work; delays in partner-
ship formation and increased instability of
relationships; declines in fertility; and the vulnera-
bility of Indigenous children in particular to abuse,
neglect and exposure to family violence. 

Laos mentioned the need for research on popula-
tion trends and development issues, and the
Philippines indicated that it monitored family
needs and reviewed programs and services directed
towards families. In addition, Singapore noted that
it had stepped up its research activities regarding
family-related issues. This process includes the
organisation of a Regional Family Conference to be
held in November this year. 

The “Hanoi Statement”
Given the above noted importance of research for
policy development, it is not surprising that partic-
ipating countries agreed to develop national
indicators and to strengthen mechanisms for mon-
itoring the wellbeing of families and for evaluating
the progress of governments in the area of “family
development”. This agreement formed part of the
Hanoi Statement for Regional Cooperation on the
Family, agreed by Ministers of all participating
countries. 

The Hanoi Statement committed all participating
governments to working more closely with each
other, not only in the areas of family-related
research, but also in the formulation and imple-
mentation of family-related policies and programs.
In providing an avenue for sharing information on
these matters and for developing networks within
the region, the forum itself represented a first step
in the realisation of these goals. The Hanoi State-
ment also committed the countries to holding a
similar forum every two years, with the next one
being held in Singapore.

To arrive at such an agreement is indeed a fitting
means of celebrating tenth anniversary of the Inter-
national Year of the Family. In another ten years, we
can hopefully look back with much satisfaction on
the way these new partnerships have contributed to
a strengthening of family and community life in the
region.

Ruth Weston is a Principal Research Fellow at the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies, heading the Institute’s
Family and Marriage research program.

The East Asia Ministerial Forum on Families was co-hosted by the Australian Government Department of Family and 
Community Services and the Vietnam Commission for Population, Family and Children.

The forum was attended by Ministers responsible for family affairs and related senior officials from ten ASEAN countries –
Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singarpore, Thailand, and Vietnam – as well as China
and Australia. 

Representatives from the Australian Institute of Family Studies, and from several international and non-government organ-
isations also attended, including: AusAID, the Asian Development Bank, Family Health International, Plan International, the
Population Council in Vietnam, the Save the Children Fund, the United Nations Development Program, the United Nations
Children’s Fund, the United Nations Population Fund, and the Vietnam Family Planning Association. 

ATTENDEES AT THE EAST ASIA MINISTERIAL FORUM ON FAMILIES



former partners for alleged
“paternity fraud”. In turn, the
mass media have seized upon

the tests. As one United States commentator
observed, they are an “elixir” for television ratings,
tapping into themes of “betrayal, revenge, truth and
the search for resolution” (Stanley 2002).

Governments around the world are now coming to
terms with the regulation of this new industry. The
most controversial regulatory issue is the provision
of paternity tests without the knowledge or consent
of the mother, or what is sometimes described 
as “motherless testing” or “non-consensual test-
ing”. At the moment such tests are allowed in
Australia. A recent government-commissioned
inquiry recommended tight regulation of such tests,
notwithstanding strong representations in their
favour from fathers’ rights groups and some indus-
try providers.

This article is about DNA paternity testing without
the knowledge or consent of the mother. It describes
the structure of the industry in terms of its provision
of such tests; what we know about public opinion on
the issue; the push for regulation in the Australian

he invention of DNA
identity testing in
1984 transformed the
attribution of fatherhood. In earlier times
attribution of fatherhood depended upon

social markers, notably marriage and registration on
a birth certificate. In English law, for example, there
was a “marital presumption”: “If a husband, not phys-
ically incapable, was within the four seas of England
during the period of gestation, the courts would not
listen to evidence casting doubt on his paternity”
(cited in Anderlik and Rothstein 2002: 222). The
invention of DNA paternity testing meant that for the
first time in human history it became possible to iden-
tify paternity with reasonable certainty. 

Since its invention, DNA paternity testing has
become an industry in its own right. It has been
institutionalised through family law and associated
institutions – in Australia, the Family Court, Legal
Aid and the Child Support Scheme. Mothers are
now required to enforce the tests in order to secure
child support from reluctant fathers who deny
paternity and do not wish to pay child support.
Fathers’ rights activists have rallied around the
tests, and some men have successfully sued their

consent of the mother

DNA paternity testing
without the knowledge or 

New technology, new choices, new debates

consent of the mother

DNA paternity testing
without the knowledge or 

New technologies are creating new choices and dilemmas in contemporary

families. DNA parentage testing exemplifies this process. This article 

examines the contentious issue of DNA paternity testing without the

knowledge or consent of the mother, and suggests a possible way forward

in the regulation of such tests.
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context; and the case for and against the tests. The
article concludes with a suggestion for a way forward
in for the regulation of these tests.  

Key terms
This article is framed in terms of “DNA paternity
testing without the knowledge and consent of the
mother”. This is a long-winded phrase. The alterna-
tive terms – widely used in the debate so far – are
more punchy, but they are also ambiguous and
politically loaded. 

The opponents of DNA paternity testing without the
knowledge or consent of the mother describe the
practice simply in terms of “non-consensual test-
ing”. This term draws attention to the fact that
mothers have not provided their consent for these
tests. Given that informed consent is a much valued
principle in our society, the term loads the debate
against such testing.

The problem with the term “non-consensual test-
ing” is that it covers a wide range of activities. For
example, it includes those circumstances where a
sample has been stolen from an individual and
tested without his or her consent, whatever the

context. DNA paternity testing without the consent
of mothers does not involve taking a sample from the
mother and testing it without her consent. It involves
taking a sample from a child who is not in a position
to provide informed consent. The test is conducted at
the behest of the father who, with the mother, is nor-
mally expected to make decisions for the child in his
or her best interests. In other words, the term “non-
consensual testing” is too broad, obscuring specific
issues involved in paternity testing.

The advocates of DNA paternity testing without the
knowledge or consent of the mother describe the
practice simply in terms of “motherless testing”. This
term draws attention to the fact that the test is con-
ducted without taking a sample from the mother.

The problem with the term “motherless testing” is
that it also covers a variety of circumstances. It
includes those occasions where a mother is unavail-
able to participate in a test; and also those occasions
where a mother is informed of the test and agrees to
it, but does not personally participate. The oppo-
nents of “non-consensual testing” have no objection
to motherless tests in these circumstances. They
object specifically where there is no attempt to inform
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proposed regulation of the parentage testing indus-
try, notably in relation to tests without the
knowledge or consent of the mother.

The industry
The discovery of blood groups and the refinement of
serological research in the course of the twentieth
century created the scope for science-based parent-
age testing – or more to the point, paternity testing,
given that most parentage tests are paternity tests.
Yet the results were often inconclusive. In this con-
text, the demand for paternity testing was small,
and the providers of tests were non-commercial
organisations, such as the Red Cross and the 
Commonwealth Serum Laboratories (then a gov-
ernment agency).

From the late 1980s to the mid 1990s there
occurred a proliferation of providers in DNA parent-
age testing services across Australia. Then, from the
late 1990s, there was a process of rationalisation,
whereby a national market increasingly prevailed
over state-based regional markets. Genetic Tech-
nologies, a Melbourne-based biotechnology group,
became the dominant provider, taking over labs in
Sydney and Perth; and two nationwide pathology
companies, Sonic and Gribbles, already collecting
samples for existing providers, entered the market.
In the late 1990s a Melbourne-based company
GENE-E also established a broking service for
paternity testing, using television advertising to
generate clients whose tests were then outsourced
to laboratories.

There are no public records concerning the scale of
the parentage testing market in Australia. Nonethe-
less informants generally agree that there are now
about four to five thousand parentage tests con-
ducted each year in Australia, that is about 0.25
tests per 1000 persons (at the most). This compares
with 340,798 accredited parentage tests in the
United States for 2002 (AABB 2002), or almost 1.2
tests per 1000 persons. This figure does not include
tests by non-accredited services, so the United
States per capita rate could be much higher. In
other words, there is scope for substantial growth in
the Australian market.

There are also no public records concerning the
client base of the industry. Nonetheless informants
agree that the overwhelming majority of tests are
paternity tests, embedded in conflict between cou-
ples, or one-time couples. They are mostly conducted
outside the court system, but with an eye to family
law and paternity fraud proceedings. Sometimes they

the mother and obtain her consent. That is, testing is
done behind her back. In other words, the term
“motherless testing” is also too general, and loaded
insofar as it obscures the critical issue of consent.

The term “DNA paternity testing without the knowl-
edge and consent of the mother” is certainly wordy,
but at least it is accurate. It also makes the important
distinction between knowledge and consent, which
the alternative concepts collapse together.

Sources
There is little research about the social dimensions
of DNA paternity testing, in Australia or elsewhere.
This article draws upon three main sources of data.

First, it is based upon interviews with key inform-
ants from around Australia, including middle and
senior management (eight) from all of the current
parentage testing laboratories, one-time manage-
ment (three) who were active in the formation of
the industry, and a representative from the National
Association of Testing Authorities (NATA), the main
regulatory authority. These interviews occurred
between April 2003 and July 2004, and they pro-
vide the main source for the discussion of the
parentage testing industry.

Second, the article draws upon a national random
survey of public opinion about new technologies –
the 2003 “Swinburne National Technology and Soci-
ety Monitor” (ACETS 2003). This survey asked 1000
respondents about their views on DNA parentage
testing under a variety of conditions, including test-
ing without the knowledge of the mother. The survey
was supplemented by six focus groups: three consist-
ing of women, and three of men. Four of the focus
groups were recruited on the basis of education: two
consisted of tertiary-educated men and women, and
two consisted of men and women who were not 
tertiary educated. The remaining focus groups con-
sisted of stakeholders: one of men from the fathers’
rights movement, and the other of women with per-
sonal involvement of DNA paternity testing. The
Monitor, including the nationwide survey and focus
groups, provides the basis for the discussion of pub-
lic opinion in this article.

Finally, the article draws from the government-
commissioned inquiry conducted by the Australian
Law Reform Commission (ALRC) and the Aus-
tralian Health Ethics Committee (AHEC) of the
National Health and Medical Research Council. The
non-confidential submissions to this inquiry and its
findings provide the basis for the discussion of 

There is little research about the social dimensions of DNA 
paternity testing, in Australia or elsewhere.
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are facilitated by doctors, sometimes by lawyers, and
sometimes by individuals acting on their own behalf.
Informants estimate that somewhere between one-
half and two-thirds of the tests are ultimately
initiated by men, or parties acting on their behalf
(the man’s parents, say, or his new wife). Most of the
balance are initiated by women who want to enforce
child support from reluctant fathers.

In this context, family law heavily influences the
industry. Family law regulations require that tests
used in court proceedings are only conducted on
children with the knowledge and consent of all legal
guardians, usually the mother and father. They also
require that these tests are only conducted at labo-
ratories accredited by the peak accreditation
organisation in Australia, the National Association
of Testing Authorities (NATA). In this context,
nearly all laboratories have NATA accreditation for
their parentage tests.

In turn, the majority of DNA parentage testing lab-
oratories refuse to conduct what they describe as
“non-consensual testing”. Informants concede that
they have lost many clients on account of turning
away requests for such tests. For example: “I admit
it’s a bad business decision to do this, because there
is . . . certainly a want for it at the moment, but it is
certainly not an area that we want to get into at all.” 

Informants explain the decision to refuse these
tests mainly in terms of “ethical” considerations,
and to a lesser extent in terms of public image. DNA
paternity testing is a procedure with potentially
major ramifications for the life of the child, and the
interests of the child demand that his or her legal
guardians are involved in the process. In the
absence of such involvement, paternity testing
amounts to “assault”, or perhaps theft.

A few accredited commercial providers do provide
what they describe as “motherless testing” on the
understanding that the tests have no legal standing.
Above all, the dominant industry player, Genetic
Technologies, adopts this policy. In 2003 the com-
pany declared on the public record that about 20
per cent of its parentage tests were conducted with
the consent of one parent only. These tests were
overwhelmingly motherless tests (as opposed to
“fatherless tests” – tests conducted at the initiative
of the mother without the participation of her hus-
band, using samples from her lover or other
children). According to the company, the rate of
non-paternity in such tests was about 10 per cent,
roughly half the rate of non-paternity for consen-
sual tests (ALRC/AHEC 2003b: G245). 

Informants from these providers take the pragmatic
view that motherless testing is legal, and there is a
demand for the service. They also maintain that the
ethical case for prohibition is more ambiguous than
made out by their competitors. Fathers have a
“right to know”, and motherless testing potentially
enhances children’s security. For example: “A lot of
these fathers don’t bond with the child because they
don’t think the child is theirs. We tell them – 90 per
cent of them – that yes, that is your child and they
can go and live their life and bond with that child, or
stay in the relationship.”

Besides accredited laboratories, several non-
accredited agencies – the Melbourne-based
laboratory DNA Solutions and the broker GENE-E –
also provide “motherless testing”. More than this:
they actively solicit the tests. DNA Solutions, for
example, marketed itself through the Internet at a
time when this was not common; promotes its tests
through the mass media and organised men’s
groups (its website includes links to the Lone
Fathers Association, “Mens Confraternity”, and the
“Anti Feminist Pro Mens Page”); and conducts 
tests on hair samples, making it easier to do tests
without the knowledge of other parties. The fact
that DNA Solutions is not accredited also reduces
its expenses and allows it to compete on price with
other providers. 

Vern Muir, DNA Solutions’ owner, justifies mother-
less testing in terms of revealing “the truth”. People
who come to him “just want to know the truth”. It
is “a bit like child abuse in the church”. It was once
routinely covered up. This is no reason to let it
remain that way. “I mean, look, this is obviously
something that happens. It’s not a good thing. Here’s
a method that tells the truth. Nothing more, nothing
less. If the service is out there, well, it’s just one
thing to make everyone honest. It’s a bit like
breathalysers. People won’t drink-drive because
they don’t want to get caught. Well, maybe it’s just
one more thing to keep a bit of honesty in society.”

Public opinion
Most Australians say that they are comfortable with
DNA parentage testing where both parents consent to
the tests. When asked to rate their comfort on a scale
from zero (“not at all comfortable”) to ten (“very 
comfortable”), the mean level of comfort among
respondents in the 2003 national survey was 9.0. Most
Australians say that they are also comfortable – albeit
less so – where tests are used to enforce child support
payments. Here the mean level of comfort was 6.9.
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the context of an unfair legal system stacked in
favour of fraudulent women” (Turney et al. 2003:
13). The participants strongly supported men’s
right to conduct paternity tests without the knowl-
edge or consent of the mother. 

In contrast, the women – all of whom had experience
of the tests in relation to their own children – were
most concerned with the “accuracy”, “validity” and
“confidentiality” of the tests. They believed that
“men used paternity tests as a means to ‘delay and
thwart’ access to child support payments, and as ‘a
way to punish their ex-partner, rather than out of any
real concern about paternity’” (Turney et al. 2003:
14). More generally, they regarded the tests “as a
destructive technology, used as a weapon by angry
men to punish their former partners” (Turney et al.
2003: 14). They accepted that there was a place for
the tests where paternity was uncertain, but strongly
opposed men’s right to conduct paternity tests with-
out the knowledge or consent of the mother.

Proposed regulation
In 2001 the Australian Government commissioned
the Australian Law Reform Commission (ALRC) and
the Australian Health Ethics Committee (AHEC) of
the National Health and Medical Research Council to
conduct an inquiry into the “Protection of Human
Genetic Information”. An Issues Paper then included
“a brief discussion of the use of DNA parentage test-
ing in family law proceedings”, precipitating
submissions from “various support groups, laborato-
ries conducting parentage testing, and private
individuals – both in support of, and sharply critical
of the current regulatory framework and industry
practice” (ALRC/AHEC 2002: 44).

In 2002 the ALRC/AHEC Inquiry elaborated upon its
consideration of DNA parentage testing in a Discus-
sion Paper, observing “the sensitivity of this area,
and the need for greater regulation of DNA parentage
testing in the public interest” (ALRC/AHEC 2002:
45). The Inquiry advocated compulsory accredita-
tion and the development of the “highest technical
and ethical standards, particularly in relation to con-
sent to testing” (ALRC/AHEC 2002: 45). 

More specifically, the Inquiry recommended that
testing should not be allowed using samples from one
parent and an immature child; and that where one
parent (presumably the mother) refused permission
for the test, then an application could be made to the
Family Court for an order to carry out the test. It also
recommended that testing should be permitted using
samples from one parent and a child where the child

Australians are much less comfortable where DNA
parentage testing is done without the knowledge of
the mother. Their views are also more diverse. Here
the mean was 4.99. The most common response of
respondents was zero (“not at all comfortable”),
nominated by 18.8 per cent of the sample; the sec-
ond most common response was 5 (indicating
uncertainty, ambivalence or indifference), nomi-
nated by 16.4 per cent; and the third most common
response was 10 (“very comfortable”), nominated
by 14.5 per cent of the sample. 

In the 2003 survey, education was the only demo-
graphic variable that correlated at a significant level
with comfort in relation to testing without the
mother’s knowledge. The less education, the more
comfortable were the respondents. There was no sig-
nificant difference in the comfort levels of men and
women. Nor was there any significant difference on
the basis of age, marital status, occupation, income,
religious affiliation, ethnicity and life satisfaction. 

Follow-up focus groups provided a more nuanced
picture of public opinion about DNA parentage test-
ing. The non-stakeholder focus groups – men and
women – were overwhelmingly “comfortable” with
tests where all parties had agreed. By the same token,
their views were “highly abstracted and tentative,
based upon the media” (Turney et al. 2003: 11).
There was no enthusiasm for DNA paternity testing.
The tests opened “a can of worms” (in the words of
one participant), but the “right to know” meant that
the can had to be opened (Turney et al. 2003: 11). 

Participants in the non-stakeholder focus groups
were not so sure about tests without the consent of
the mother. Here, the principle of the “right to know”
became more complex: that is, the father was exer-
cising his right to know, but concealing information
from the mother. The tertiary educated focus groups
were especially concerned with regulatory issues in
this context; more specifically, the accreditation of
the laboratories and the reliability of the tests.

Focus groups with stakeholders – one with fathers’
rights activists and the other with mothers who had
experience with the tests – took a very different
direction. Here the participants held strong views,
and the men and women adopted polarised positions. 

According to the fathers’ rights activists, DNA pater-
nity testing “meant that men, as non-custodial
parents, were able to make sure that they were not
treated as just ‘a wallet’, or a ‘means of income’ for
women to ‘live off the Family Law settlements and
ongoing Child Support’” (Turney et al. 2003: 13).
More generally, it was “an enabling technology in

DNA paternity testing highlights the way in which new technologies are creating
new choices and dilemmas in contemporary families.
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was 12 years of age or more, and deemed mature
enough to make the decision by an independent pro-
fessional (ALRC/AHEC 2002: 890-897).

The Discussion Paper precipitated another round of
submissions, taking the full gamut of positions in
relation to regulation. Altogether the Inquiry
received 316 submissions, of which 34 were confi-
dential. Of the 316 non-confidential submissions,
48 (15 per cent) addressed DNA parentage testing
to greater or lesser extent. Of these 48 submissions,
21 came from government and professional organi-
sations, 19 came from fathers’ rights groups and
activists, five came from industry providers, and
there were five miscellaneous submissions.

The submissions from fathers’ rights groups (such
as “Mens Confraternity” and “Dad’s Landing Pad”)
and activists were overwhelmingly concerned with
the issue of paternity testing. They were uniformly
against compulsory accreditation, and insisted
upon the “fundamental and inalienable right of a
father to know his own paternity” (ALRC/AHEC
2003b: G280). These submissions argued that
paternity fraud was widespread; “vindictive” ex-
wives had every reason to refuse testing; the Family
Court was routinely biased against fathers; and legal
costs were prohibitive for many fathers in any case.
“If you really think that legislating against fathers
determining their paternity for themselves will stop
it happening,” one man wrote, “you’re dreaming. It
will be a law without effect because it will grossly
violate a fundamental human right.” The only win-
ners, he argued, would be “the lawyers – as usual”
(ALRC/AHEC 2003b: G280).

The submissions from government and professional
organisations – such as the Attorney General’s
Department, the Family Law Council, the Victorian
Bar and NATA (plenty of lawyers there) – were
mostly broader in their concerns. The issue of
paternity testing was only one of many issues
addressed. These submissions were uniformly in
favour of the Discussion Paper’s recommendations.
Insofar as they went further, they addressed the
nuts and bolts of regulation. For example, the 
Family Law Council – a statutory authority that
advises the Attorney-General on the workings of
family law – suggested that the procedure for deter-
mining a child’s maturity should only be triggered
where parents disagreed about the test, or where
the child and a parent disagreed. This would result
in less cases requiring the involvement of an inde-
pendent professional, which would justify a “higher
level of intervention” in such cases (ALRC/AHEC
2003b: G202).

The industry providers, like the fathers’ rights
groups, were mostly concerned with the issue of
paternity testing. They took different positions 
consistent with their current business strategy.
Sydney IVF, the largest of the accredited laborato-
ries that did not provide DNA paternity testing
without the consent of the mother, supported 
the recommendations of the Discussion Paper. It
observed: “Parentage testing is usually initiated 
for the purpose of defining responsibility for child
support payments. Non-consensual testing might 
be initiated for financial reasons and without 
consideration for the welfare of the child. Our cur-
rent laboratory practice is to require the consent of
the custodial parent or guardian.” (ALRC/AHEC
2003b: G246)

Genetic Technologies – the market leader – also
supported mandatory accreditation, but opposed
tighter regulation of “motherless testing”. Its sub-
mission observed that routine medical procedures
normally required the consent of only one parent;
that tighter regulation would generate unnecessary
litigation; that motherless testing was permitted in
comparable jurisdictions such as the United States
and the United Kingdom; and that testing had
potential benefits, notably “keeping families
together” and “allowing a parent to bond with a
child” (ALRC/AHEC 2003b: G245). 

The non-accredited DNA Solutions ignored the
issue of compulsory accreditation altogether and
advocated men’s “right to discretely [sic] test their
conception”. Its submission drew attention to the
“rights of the father”, the exposure of “the truth”,
and the effect of DNA testing in keeping “both par-
ties honest”. “Trauma and stress for Father and
Mother is greatly reduced, especially in positive
cases. Children will not be depressed that Fathers
went to court for DNA testing. Men who use discrete
[sic] testing [and] then take the matter to court will
do so with the knowledge that they have a genuine
case, and not based on suspicion and doubt alone.
The courts [sic] time is saved, and couples already
under stress are saved undue costs and anxiety.”
(ALRC/AHEC 2003b: G162)

For the most part the Inquiry stuck to its guns. In
2003 its final report recommended compulsory
accreditation and much tighter regulation of pater-
nity testing without the knowledge or consent of the
mother. So far the government has not acted on its
recommendations. As the discussion of public opin-
ion showed, there is no pressing electoral reason to
do so. Indeed, the fact that fathers’ rights groups are
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are done. Finally, the tests are inconsistent with
“best practice in closely related disciplines”, notably
medicine and genetic counseling. More generally,
Newson observed that easy access to tests “arguably
trivialises their seriousness, dismissing their poten-
tial consequences” (ALRC/AHEC 2003b: G283).

By the same token, there is also a case – as Newson
observed – for permitting tests without the knowl-
edge or consent of the mother. Advocates for this
case usually emphasise the rights of the father. The
facts of nature mean that mothers already have
privileged information about conception. They
know their biological offspring by definition. They
also know whether there is any doubt about biolog-
ical paternity. DNA paternity testing without the
knowledge or consent of the mother evens up the
ledger, so to speak.

The demand for fathers’ rights is intrinsically
related to the obligations of biological paternity. In
recent decades governments in western countries
have taken measures to trim their welfare spending
through enforcement of child support by biological
fathers (Anderlik and Rothstein 2002: 217-218). In
the Australian context, the Child Support Scheme
created a more effective mechanism to enforce
child support from biological fathers, making it a
“‘lightning rod’ for much pent-up anger, grief and
disappointment surrounding relationship break-
down” (Smyth 2004: 43). If governments attach
more binding obligations to biological paternity,
then it is only to be expected that fathers will be
more demanding about their rights, not least in the
context of paternity testing. 

On another tack, Newson emphasised “the impor-
tance of balancing harms when considering whether
mothers should always be involved”. Mandatory con-
sent of the mother demands the involvement of the
“entire family in the decision-making process about a
parentage test (at least where younger children are
concerned)”, and “could lead to a destruction of 
trust between partners and a destruction of the
father/child relationship”. In fact, most tests without
the consent of the mother resulted in the reassurance
of the father. It was “better for a father to confirm his
fears accurately and quickly, rather than to continue
living with the uncertainty” (ALRC/AHEC 2003b:
G283).

This is not a straightforward issue. Not least, it is
complicated because – as participants in the focus
groups observed – the circumstances under which
such tests become necessary are unhappy ones at
the best of times. There is already a breakdown of

strong and active opponents of tighter regulation
might mean that there is some electoral risk in
tighter regulation. 

The debate
DNA paternity testing highlights the way in which
new technologies are creating new choices and dilem-
mas in contemporary families. New technologies such
as IVF, sex selection, antenatal screening and parent-
age testing mean that what was once left to nature
(such as infertility) or convention (such as attribution
of paternity) now call for active decision-making. 

DNA paternity testing also highlights the way in
which markets are playing a growing role in fami-
lies. The market has encroached upon a wide range
of activities that were once conducted on an unpaid
basis, from meeting a partner (dating services) to
food preparation (fast food outlets) and child care
(listed childcare companies). It has also encroached
upon activities that were once left to nature or con-
vention, such as conception (with the creation of
markets for eggs, sperm and surrogacy) and the
attribution of paternity. 

In some areas – such as conception and child care –
governments play a powerful role in regulating new
markets. In other areas – such as takeaway food
and paternity testing – governments play a much
smaller role. The issue of DNA paternity testing
without the knowledge or consent of the mother
highlights tensions around the regulation of new
technologies and new markets. These tensions are
apparent in public opinion surveys, and also in the
submissions to the ALRC/AHEC Inquiry.

As the Inquiry concluded, there is a powerful case
for more regulation of the market. More than most
products, DNA parentage testing calls for independ-
ent accreditation, given the opaqueness of the tests
and their implications. 

There is also a strong case for tighter regulation of
paternity testing without the knowledge or consent
of the mother. Ainslie Newson, a bioethicist with
training in the biological sciences and law, identified
five key elements of this case in her independent
submission to the Inquiry. First, the tests fail to
recognise the rights of the mother and child. Second,
they ignore the “collaborative nature of parenting”.
Third, the tests have “potential for harm”, including
physical and emotional violence directed by angry
fathers against former wives and children. Fourth,
the tests are an “inappropriate means of ‘holding a
family together’”, if that is the reason for which they

DNA paternity testing also highlights the way in which 
markets are playing a growing role in families.
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trust. It is questionable whether a deceitful action
(doing the tests without the knowledge of the
mother) – intended to produce evidence of deceit
(misattributed paternity) – can provide the basis for
renewed trust.

The debate as it stands is highly polarised. The two
sides collapse together the knowledge and consent of
the mother, insisting that both are either warranted or
unwarranted. Whether the recommendations of the
ALRC/AHEC Inquiry are acted upon or not, there will
be “winners” and “losers” where different parties will
believe that their rights have been sacrificed. A possi-
ble way forward in the debate is to pay more attention
to the distinction between knowledge and consent.

There is a good reason that the tests should not be
conducted without the knowledge of the mother.
The tests are not trivial or routine. They have
immense implications for all parties. Mothers have a
right to know that the tests are to be conducted. Chil-
dren have a right to the advocacy of both the mother
and father in the event of such tests. The fact that all
parties must be informed of the tests would promote
the principle of collaborative parenting and and min-
imise the potential for harm. It would also mean that
they are not undertaken lightly.

By the same token, fathers have a right to know their
biological paternity, not least on account of the obli-
gations attached to it. Indeed, children themselves
have a right to know their biological parentage, a
principle increasingly acknowledged in policies
around adoption and donor conception. Where chil-
dren are not mature, it should be possible to conduct
“motherless tests” without the consent of the
mother. Where the children are mature, the tests
should only require legal mediation in the event that
the children themselves do not want to be tested. 

Indeed, this approach need not require much more
legal mediation than currently exists (one of the
objections to more regulation). A father might sub-
mit the mothers’ contact details as part of the
paperwork in undertaking a test. The provider
might then formally notify the mother of the test.
Hopefully in most instances she would be fore-
warned. Those instances where she was not
forewarned would be precisely the ones that this
process was designed to address.

Certainly this approach would not make everybody
happy. Then again, perhaps this is a good sign, for it
would imply compromise between the rights of
fathers, mothers and their children. This is, after
all, the basis of successful collaborative parenting
and families.
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he proportion of mothers participating in
the paid workforce has increased dra-
matically over recent years, from 45.3
per cent in 1983 to 64.2 per cent in 2003
(ABS 2003). As a result, a great deal of

research attention has been paid to the impact of
mothers’ employment on family life and on the
wellbeing of children and parents (particularly
mothers). Less attention has been paid to how
mothers feel about paid work and specifically what
happens when their actual hours of paid work don’t
match their orientation to paid work.

Research has demonstrated that mothers’ work
orientation ( for example, the importance they place
on career) is closely related to their actual labour
force status (Hakim 2003; Probert 1996; Barlow and
Duncan 2000; Himmelweit and Sigala 2003). But
many mothers also experience a mismatch between
the two. It seems likely that these mothers would
have a reduced sense of wellbeing compared to those
whose work orientation and labour force status are
more closely matched. Several theories of subjective
wellbeing consider happiness or life satisfaction to
depend strongly on the extent to which aspirations
or goals are met, or are in the process of being met
(see Diener, Suh, Lucas and Smith 1999).

Studies have found that women who stay home,
despite having a strong preference for working, 

experience lower self-esteem, less positive experi-
ences of motherhood and higher rates of stress and
depression than other women (Pistrang 1984; Hock
and DeMeis 1990). On the other hand, these same
studies did not find that women who were in paid
work when they had a desire to be at home with their
children had reduced wellbeing. However, Helms-
Erikson, Tanner and Crouter (2000) found that
among employed, partnered women, those who were
more orientated towards paid employment were less
depressed and experienced less marital conflict than
those who were less orientated towards employment.

It is not surprising that no simple and straightfor-
ward picture is apparent in the relationship between
mothers’ wellbeing and the degree to which their work
orientation and labour force status match, for many
other factors are likely to influence wellbeing (see
Diener, Suh, Lucas and Smith 1999). One factor that
seems to be important is the degree to which mothers
feel in control of their lives. Indeed, sense of control –
or similar concepts such as mastery, autonomy, com-
petence and self-efficacy – has been seen as either one
of the basic human needs (Maslow 1954; Deci and
Ryan 2000), or as an important component of wellbe-
ing (Bandura 1997; Ryff and Singer 1998). Reduced
feelings of control have been linked to poorer health
(Noor 2002), lower self-esteem (Phares 1976; Wang et
al. 1999), poorer academic performance (Wang et al.

Generally, the value mothers place

on paid work in their lives is closely

matched to their labour force status.

But sometimes there is a mismatch.

JENNIFER RENDA AND JODY HUGHES

look at whether those mothers with

a mismatch feel less in control of

their lives in general.

TT

The value mothers place on paid work 
and their feelings of life control
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were lone mothers and half were couple mothers.
Only respondents with at least one child aged less
than 16 years, and with complete information on
all survey items, were included in this analysis –
providing a final sample of 1968.2

The survey includes a number of questions
about mothers’ employment situation, their 
attitudes towards paid work and family responsi-
bilities, and their sense of mastery or control 
over their lives. Using these data, we first 
identify the degree to which mothers’ work ori-
entations match their actual labour force status.
We then examine how discordance between work
orientation and labour force status relates to
mothers’ sense of control over their lives. Both bi-
variate and multivariate analyses are presented.
A summary of findings and policy implications
are included in the final section.

Mothers’ work orientations and actual
work arrangements
In the Family and Work Decisions survey, mothers
were asked to respond to a series of statements
about the importance they placed on career, 
and the compatibility of motherhood and paid
employment. These statements, adapted from

questions included in the National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development’s (NICHD) “Study of
Early Child Care and Youth Development” (SECC),
were:

• I can’t picture having a fully satisfying life with-
out a career.

• I want to advance to the top of my career, even if
it involves some costs in other areas of my life.

• For children growing up, working mothers are
good role models for leading busy and productive
lives.

Each statement was measured on a scale of 1 to 5,
where 1 equals “strongly agree”, and 5 equals
“strongly disagree”. The rankings on each of the
three statements were summed together to derive a
composite measure of the value (in terms of both
their own careers and the perceived benefit to their
children) each respondent places on participation
in paid employment.3 The scores were reversed so
that low scores indicate low value placed on paid
work and high scores indicate high value placed on
paid work. The mothers were then divided into
three roughly equally sized groups, with the bottom
third labelled “low work orientation”, the middle
third “average work orientation”, and the top third
“high work orientation”. 

To describe actual work status, five labour force
states, similar to those used by the Australian Bureau
of Statistics (ABS), were used. Those who were work-
ing 35 hours or more per week were defined as
“full-time employed”. Those who were working
between 1 and 34 hours per week were defined as
“part-time employed”. Those who were not working,
but were actively looking for work and available to
start work within a month were defined as “unem-
ployed”. Those who were not working but would have
liked to have been in paid work (either not actively

1999), higher levels of anxiety (Phares 1976), malad-
justment (Allen 1997), lower levels of planning and
problem solving (Wheaton 1983), and less effective
coping methods (Menaghan 1983). A mother’s sense
of control over her life has also been linked to her chil-
dren’s wellbeing. For example, Rogers, Parcel and
Menaghan (1991) found that mothers who feel a
strong sense of control over their lives have children
with fewer behavioural problems. 

Control may mediate the effect on wellbeing of a
mismatch between work orientation and labour force
status (Avison 1995; Noor 2002). That is, not being
able to achieve preferred work arrangements (which
we assume are closely related to work orientation)
may lead to lower levels of perceived control over life,
which may in turn lead to lower levels of wellbeing.
The opposite causal direction is also plausible. A low
sense of control may lead to a mismatch between
employment orientation and outcomes, as those who
feel less control over their lives may be less likely to
pursue their preferred working arrangements. This
in turn may lead to decreased wellbeing. 

Little research has been conducted on the rela-
tionship between work orientation, labour force
status and control. The one study we are aware of
(Avison 1995) found that employment positively
affected women’s sense of mastery overall, but the
positive effects were overshadowed for women who
were anxious about their family care-giving role. With
this in mind, we further explore the relationship
between work orientation, labour force status and
control using data from the Australian Institute of
Family Studies 2002 Family and Work Decisions sur-
vey. This survey included a nationally representative
random sample of 2405 Australian mothers who
receive a Family Tax Benefit (FTB) payment (either
FTBA or FTBB) as a fortnightly payment through
Centrelink (some of whom also receive an income
support payment).1 Half of the survey respondents
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looking for work or actively looking but unable to
start within a month) were defined as “marginally
attached” to the labour force. Those who were not
working and not interested in being in paid work
were defined as “not attached” to the labour force. 

Mother’s orientation towards paid work at a
given point in time is obviously conditioned by var-
ious aspects of her life. However, for the purpose of
this paper, respondents were considered to have a
“mismatch” between their work orientation and
labour force status if they were highly orientated
towards paid employment but were not working, or
if they had a low orientation towards paid employ-
ment but were working full-time. Part-time
employment was considered separately as it is less
clear whether it should be considered a match or
mismatch (an issue revisited later in this paper). 

Table 1 presents the labour force status and pat-
terns of work orientation of respondents at the time
of the survey.

Overall, there was a statistically significant rela-
tionship between the value respondents placed on
paid work and their labour force status. Lower pro-
portions of those with low work orientation were
found to be in the labour force (that is, employed
full-time or part-time, or unemployed) compared
to those with high work orientation. Similarly, a
substantially higher proportion of those with low
work orientation were outside the labour force
(marginally attached or not attached) compared to
those with high work orientation.

However, there were also respondents who had a
clear mismatch between their work orientation and
employment circumstances. First, half (50.7 per
cent) of the respondents who gave low value to paid
employment were in fact employed (13.4 per cent
full-time and 37.3 per cent part-time). Further,
among those who were highly work orientated, 11.1
per cent were unemployed, 8.4 per cent were mar-
ginally attached, and 15.2 per cent were not
attached to the labour force. That means that
around a third (34.7 per cent) of mothers who were
highly work orientated were not employed. 

A mismatch between work orientation and labour
force status may indicate that, for some mothers,
other factors were more dominant than work orien-
tation in their decisions regarding their level of
workforce participation, such as financial need. For
others, mismatch may reflect an inability to achieve
desired labour force states, such as difficulty finding
suitable work. It is useful to explore the reasons for
mismatch, as they are likely to be important in deter-
mining its implications for mothers’ wellbeing.

In order to do this we firstly compare the reasons
given for not working by non-employed mothers
with different levels of work orientation (see Table 2).
We then turn to those who were working and exam-
ine desired hours of work in relation to work
orientation (See Table 3). 

Results in Tables 2 and 3 indicate that for many
mothers, mismatch may result from an inability to
achieve desired employment states particularly for
highly work orientated mothers. When mothers who
were not working were asked to give the reasons why
they were not working (Table 2), those with high work
orientation were more likely to point to barriers to
employment than mothers with low work orientation.
These include difficulty finding suitable work (26.6
per cent compared to 13.5 per cent) or childcare (7.8
per cent compared to 6.1 per cent) and the cost of
childcare (7.9 per cent compared to 5.8 per cent). In

Preferred hours of work by level of work orientation,
employed mothers

Table 3

Low Average High 
work work work

orientation orientation orientation Total

Full-time employed *
Prefer fewer hours 44.4 45.2 43.2 44.2
Prefer same hours 47.5 46.0 46.2 46.5
Prefer more hours 8.1 8.9 10.6 9.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Observations 99 124 132 355

Part-time employed **
Prefer fewer hours 12.4 12.1 10.0 11.5
Prefer same hours 60.0 54.5 46.3 53.8
Prefer more hours 27.6 33.3 43.6 34.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Observations 275 264 259 798
Source: Family and Work Decisions survey, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2002.
Note:* p=9.66, χ2=0.574  ** p=0.004, χ2=15.470.

Reasons for not being employed by level of work orienta-
tion, non-employed mothers

Table 2

Low Average High 
work work work

orientation orientation orientation Total
Looking after 77.1 70.5 67.0 72.7
children and home
Difficulty finding 13.5 21.3 26.6 19.0
suitable work
Own health 11.0 15.0 11.3 12.2
Children's or 10.8 15.9 7.9 11.4
others health
Studying 3.9 7.2 17.2 8.3
Lack of child care 6.1 7.2 11.3 7.8
Cost of child care 5.8 9.2 7.9 7.3
Already have enough
money for family 7.7 8.2 4.4 7.0
Would not gain 
financially if working 5.5 7.2 7.4 6.5
Partner's wishes 6.4 6.3 3.0 5.4
Other 11.0 7.7 11.3 10.2
Total 158.8 175.8 175.4 167.7
Observations 362 207 203 772
Source: Family and Work Decisions survey, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2002
Note: Columns sum to more than 100 per cent because respondents could give multiple
reasons for not being in paid employment.

Labour force status by level of work orientationTable 1

Low Average High 
work work work

orientation orientation orientation Total

Per cent
Full-time employed 13.4 20.7 22.1 18.3
Part-time employed 37.3 44.4 43.1 41.3
Unemployed 5.9 8.3 11.1 8.2
Marginally attached 9.5 7.1 8.4 8.4
Not attached 33.9 19.5 15.2 23.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Observations (Total) 759 604 605 1968
Source: Family and Work Decisions survey, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2002.
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Level of control mothers feel over their lives by their labour
force status and level of work orientation

Table 4

Low Average High 
work work work

orientation** orientation** orientation** Total**

Mean Control Score
Full-time 3.39 3.57 3.44 3.47
employed (0.93) (0.93) (0.87) (0.91)

Part-time 3.64 3.55 3.30 3.50
employed ** (0.90) (0.92) (0.97) (0.94)

Unemployed/ 3.31 3.28 3.00 3.19
Marginally attached** (0.96) (1.04) (1.01) (1.01)

Not attached * 3.47 3.36 3.21 3.39
(1.06) (0.92) (0.92) (1.00)

Total ** 3.50 3.48 3.26 3.42
(0.97) (0.95) (0.96) (0.97)

Observations 762 605 605 1972
Source: Family and Work Decisions survey, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2002.
Note: * p<0.05, **p<0.01 (one-way ANOVA). The number in brackets is the standard deviation.

outcomes as being contingent upon their own behav-
iour or attributes (“internal” locus of control) as
opposed to forces outside of themselves such as fate
or other people (“external” locus of control). The
other key measure of control is known as the “sense
of mastery” scale. Sense of mastery refers to the

“extent to which one regards one’s

own life chances as being under
one’s own control in contrast to
being fatalistically ruled” (Pearlin
and Schooler 1978).

The measure of control used in
this paper is derived from numeri-
cal rankings mothers gave to two
statements, one taken from Pearlin
and Schooler’s (1978) “sense of
mastery” scale, and one from Rot-
ter’s (1966) “locus of control”

scale.4 The statements were:

• I have little control over the things that happen
to me.

• Every time I try to get ahead something or some-
body stops me.

Each statement was measured on a scale of 1 to 5
(where 1 equals “strongly agree” and 5 equals
“strongly disagree”). Mothers’ rankings on both of the
statements were combined into a composite measure
of the degree to which they felt they had control over
their lives as opposed to feeling that external forces
were in control. The resulting measure is also on a 5-
point scale with a lower score meaning less control. 

Table 4 presents data on the level of control
mothers felt they had over their lives by their level
of work orientation and their labour force status.
Particular emphasis is given to examining levels of
control for those with a clear mismatch between

contrast, those who were less work orientated were
more likely than those who were more work orien-
tated to give choice based reasons for not working
such as “looking after my children and home” (77.1
per cent compared 70.5 per cent) and “I already have
enough money for my family’s needs” (7.7 per cent
compared to 4.4 per cent).

The analysis of preferred work
hours, presented in Table 3, looks
at full-time and part-time workers
separately. It shows no statistically
significant difference between level
of work orientation and preferred
hours of work for those employed
full-time. This may indicate that
other factors, such as financial
benefits, provide motivation for
low work orientated mothers to
maintain full-time work hours.

The relationship between level
of work orientation and preferred
hours of work was significant, how-
ever, among part-time employees.
The proportion wanting to work
more hours was higher among the
highly work orientated compared
with those who had low work orientation (43.6 per
cent compared to 27.6 per cent), and conversely, the
proportion wanting to work fewer or the same hours
was smaller among the highly work orientated than
among those with lower work orientation (10.0 per
cent and 46.3 per cent respectively). These findings
suggest that part-time hours may not be sufficient to
allow many highly work orientated mothers to feel
satisfied with their level of work force participation
and that there may be barriers that prevent many of
these mothers from being able to work longer hours. 

Overall, these results confirm that mothers’ work
orientations are related to their labour force status,
but there are also many mothers who appear to
experience a mismatch between the two. The
results also provide some insight into reasons for
mismatch for the two different groups (those highly
career focused but not working and those low in
career focus but working). This is likely to be
important in determining the impact of a mismatch
on mothers’ feelings of control over their lives.

Mothers’ feelings of life control
We now turn to examine how a mismatch between
work orientation and labour force status relates to
mothers’ feelings of life control. We use the three
career orientation categories from the previous sec-
tion, but the variable we use for labour force status
is slightly different. The number of respondents
who were marginally attached is too small to pro-
vide useful results when examined in relation to the
control and work orientation measures, therefore
those who were marginally attached are combined
with those who were unemployed on the grounds
that both groups are seeking work in some sense.

Two measures of control have most commonly
been used in the literature. The first is Rotter’s
(1966) “locus of control” scale. Rotter defines “locus
of control” as the degree to which a person sees life

Part-time hours may not be sufficient to allow many

highly work orientated mothers to feel satisfied

with their level of work force participation.
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their level of work orientation and their labour force
status (those highly career focused but not working
and those low in career focus but working).

The first thing to note from Table 4 is that the dif-
ferences between the groups are quite small. However,
when we focus on labour force status alone, mothers
who were employed (either full-time or part-time)
expressed significantly higher levels of control over
their lives than mothers who were not employed. This
is consistent with the results of Avison (1995). 

When work orientation was examined alone,
those with high work orientation expressed the low-
est feelings of control, and those with low work
orientation expressed the highest. The reason for
this finding is not clear. However it may relate to the
characteristics of this survey sample which consists
only of mothers with dependent children. For moth-
ers with low work orientation, feelings of control may
be centred more around family life than work life
(Pistrang 1984), and they may feel high levels of sat-
isfaction and control over their lives regardless of
whether or not they are working. In contrast, for
mothers with high work orientation, feelings of con-
trol may be more dependent on achievements in paid
work, yet responsibility for children makes partici-
pation in paid work difficult. Such tension may result
in lesser feelings of control over life generally. 

On the whole, mothers who had a mismatch
between their level of work orientation and their
labour force status reported feeling less control over
their lives than mothers whose work orientation and
labour force status matched. The one exception to
this is that those who were unemployed or marginally
attached felt least in control of their lives regardless of
their level of work orientation (including those with
low work orientation). This may be because unem-
ployment itself may be considered a mismatch, as it is
defined as wanting work but being unable to find it.
While we have defined any category of not working as
a match with low career orientation, this may be less
appropriate for those unemployed or marginally than
for those who are not attached to the labour force.

Comparing the two “mismatch” groups, control
scores were lower for those with high work orienta-
tion who were not working than for those with low
work orientation who were working full-time. These
findings correspond with the results from Hock and
DeMeis’ (1990) study on self-esteem, indicating that
a mismatch between attitudes and outcomes
related to employment and motherhood may have a
greater negative impact for those orientated
towards work but not working, than for those not
orientated towards work but working.

It is also worth considering levels of control for
those in part-time employment in each of the work
orientation groups. Interestingly, among mothers
with low work orientation, part-time employees
expressed the highest levels of control. Part-time
work may provide a means for mothers who are not
highly work orientated to spend time with their
families while also earning an income. This in turn
may lead them to feel that they have more control
over their lives than mothers who feel they have
either to sacrifice income and other work related
benefits (those not working) or to sacrifice time
with their children (those working full-time). 

In contrast, for those with high work orientation,
feelings of life control were highest among those
working full-time, followed by those in part-time
employment. This suggests that for highly work ori-
entated mothers,  ful l -t ime employment is
preferred. This is supported by the findings in Table
3, which show that a large proportion of part-time
employed mothers with high work orientation
would have preferred to work longer hours. This
may not reflect a desire for longer hours so much as
a desire for opportunities for career advancement
and training that tend to be associated with 
full-time rather than part-time employment 
(Whittard 2003). 

Other factors in the relationship between
mismatch and control
The results discussed above suggest that a mis-
match between mothers’ orientation towards paid
employment and their actual employment circum-
stances may be negatively related to their sense of
control. However, other characteristics are also
likely to impact on mothers’ sense of control over
their lives, and may interact with their labour force
status and career orientation. 

Thus in this section, regression analysis is used
to estimate the impact of a mismatch on mothers’
sense of control over their lives, controlling for the
effects of other possibly confounding factors
(Tabachnik and Fiddel 1996). 

Two regression models were examined (see 
Table 5). In the first model both labour force status
and work orientation were included as separate
independent variables in order to identify their
unique contribution to mothers’ sense of control.
Also controlled for were other variables which the
literature suggests might also be related to sense of
control – including health, relationship status, part-
ner’s employment status, highest level of education
reached, housing situation, age of youngest child,
and country of birth (Noor 2002; Wang, Kick, Fraser
and Burns 1999; Avison 1995; Rotter 1966). Ordi-
nary least squares regression was used. 

In the second model we included a set of explana-
tory variables that combined respondents’ labour
force status with their work orientation to create 12
groups (as presented in Table 5). This allows us to
show how different combinations of work orientation
and labour force status relate to sense of control, and
in particular how the combinations identified as a
mismatch relate to control. The same set of variables
as in the first model was controlled for. 

Each categorical predictor variable with more
than two categories is represented by a series of
binary dummy variables in the models. The overall
significance of the relationship to control of each
categorical predictor variable was determined (for
results see notes for Table 5). The significance of
each of the binary dummy variables that comprised
the relevant categorical predictor variable was also
tested (coefficients for the binary dummy variables
are presented in Table 5).

Results from the first regression model, which
included only the labour force status and work ori-
entation variables as predictors, show that labour
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Regression predicting mother's level of control Table 5

Source: Family and Work Decisions survey, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2002.
Notes: * p<0.1, ** p<0.05. 
Model 1: R=0.296, R Square=0.088, Adjusted R Square=0.078, df=21/1916.
Model 2: R=0.3, R Square=0.09, Adjusted R Square=0.077, df=27/1916.
Joint tests of significance were carried out for the categorical predicator variables in each of the regression models. The results are as follows:
Model 1: labour force status, df=3, F=2.17, p=09; work orientation, df=2, F=12.49, p<0.001; Relationship and partner's employment status, df=2, F=0.20, p=0.82; Highest level
of education reached, df=5, F=13.97, p<0.001; Housing situation, df=3, F=3.31, p=0.02; Age of youngest child, df=3, F=1.51, p=0.21; Country of birth, df=2, F=1.43, p=0.24.
Model 2: Interaction of labour force status and work orientation, df=11, F=3.18, p<0.001; Relationship and partner's employment status, df=2, F=0.22, p=0.80; Highest level
of education reached, df=5, F=13.58, p<0.001; Housing situation, df=3, F=3.09, p=0.03; Age of youngest child, df=3, F=1.53, p=0.21; Country of birth, df=2, F=1.52, p=0.22.

Model 1 Model 2
Coefficients (B) Standard error Coefficients (B) Standard error

Labour force status
Full-time employed 0.044 0.072 - -
Part-time employed 0.094 0.058 - -
Marginally attached/unemployed -0.060 0.07 - -
Not attached (omitted category)
Work orientation
Low work orientation 0.041 0.053 - -
High work orientation -0.217** 0.055 - -
Average work orientation (omitted category)
Interaction of labour force status and work orientation
Full-time employed, low work orientation - - -0.135 0.11
Part-time employed, low work orientation - - 0.084 0.08
Unemployed/marginally attached, low work orientation - - -0.120 0.106
Not attached, low work orientation - - -0.043 0.083
Full-time employed, average work orientation - - -0.023 0.103
Unemployed/marginally attached, low orientation - - -0.129 0.114
Not attached, average work orientation - - -0.135 0.107
Full-time employed, high work orientation - - -0.189 0.101
Part-time employed, high work orientation - - -0.258** 0.083
Unemployed/marginally attached, high work orientation - - -0.383** 0.108
Not attached, high work orientation - - -0.281** 0.117
Part-time, average work orientation (omitted category)
Relationship and partner's employment status
Has employed partner 0.008 0.05 0.010 0.05
Has partner who is not employed -0.050 0.091 -0.052 0.092 
Does not have partner (omitted category)
Highest level of education reached
Less than year 10 -0.419** 0.101 -0.412** 0.102
Year 10 or 11 -0.301** 0.076 -0.293** 0.076
Vocation or trade qualification -0.130* 0.072 -0.122* 0.072
Diploma 0.090 0.089 0.100 0.089
Degree or higher 0.195** 0.087 0.194** 0.087
Year 12 (omitted category)
Housing situation
Renting public housing -0.271** 0.091 -0.262** 0.091
Renting privately -0.106 0.068 -0.105 0.068
Buying home -0.033 0.056 -0.033 0.056
Owns home outright (omitted category) 
Age of youngest child
Less than 4 years 0.130* 0.068 0.130** 0.068
4-5 years 0.050 0.081 0.049 0.081
6-12 years 0.019 0.055 0.016 0.055
13-15 years (omitted category)
Country of birth
English-speaking background country 0.085 0.071 0.086 0.071
Non-English-speaking background country -0.092 0.086 -0.097 0.086
Australia (omitted category)
Health
Poor health -0.336** 0.073 -0.333** 0.073
Good health (omitted category) 0.010 0.05

exists between labour force status and other vari-
ables included as control variables in the model
(such as housing circumstances and health).

However, the results show that work orientation
was significantly related to feelings of control for
the mothers in this study (F=12.493, p<.001). The
results in Table 5 show that reported levels of con-
trol were lowest for highly work orientated mothers.
There was no difference in levels of control reported

force status was not significantly related to respon-
dents’ perceived levels of control when the other
variables in the model were controlled for (F=2.17,
p=.089). In the bi-variate analyses (presented in
Table 4), both those employed full-time and those
employed part-time had significantly higher levels
of control than those who were not employed. The
lack of statistical significance in the multivariate
context may be due to the close relationship that
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control over their lives than the other mothers in the
survey, only those who had a high orientation towards
paid employment but were not working reported sig-
nificantly lower levels of control. This pattern was still
evident even when other factors that may influence
this relationship were taken into account and con-
trolled for in a multivariate context.

Previous studies have shown that mothers who
report feeling low levels of control over their lives fare
worse on measures of health and wellbeing, as do
their children. Thus, targeting mothers who are not
attached to the labour force but who have a high work
orientation, with active labour market policies (such
as paid maternity leave, provision of high quality
affordable child care, tax incentives for secondary

earners, and flexible working hours
for both women and their partners)
is likely to lead to a net increase in
wellbeing for mothers and their
families, particularly for those who
were not in paid work due to per-
ceived barriers to employment.
These positive effects are likely to
occur regardless of whether feel-
ings of control are perceived to be
changeable or fixed; and regardless
of whether feelings of control are
perceived to be the cause or result
of a mismatch between labour
force status and work orientation. 

We also found in bi-variate
analysis, that among mothers with
low work orientation, reported lev-
els of control were lower among

those working full-time. Policies that support these
mothers to reduce their hours of paid work (such as
financial assistance to stay home and care for chil-
dren, and access to quality part-time employment)
may increase their feelings of control and family
wellbeing. However, we should be cautious in draw-
ing this conclusion because this group did not have
significantly lower levels of control than more
matched groups in a multivariate context.

It is also noteworthy that, when focusing on work
orientation alone, mothers with high work orienta-
tion reported significantly lower levels of control
than those with average or low work orientation.
This finding is interesting and worthy of future
research. As mentioned earlier, this finding may be
specific to this survey sample which consists only of
mothers with dependent children. Responsibility
for children makes participation in paid work more
difficult, but achievements in paid work may be
closely tied to feelings of control for those who place
a high value on career in their lives. This reinforces
the potential benefit of policies that assist mothers
with high career orientation in combining child
rearing with paid employment. 

Results surrounding part-time employment are
also particularly interesting. Of mothers with low
work orientation, it was part-time employees who
expressed the highest levels of control. Therefore
policies that increase opportunities to take up part-
time employment (such as the option to reduce
working hours after the birth of children, increased
number of permanent rather than casual part-time

by those with low and average levels of work orien-
tation. This pattern is consistent with that found in
the bi-variate analysis – namely, those with high
levels of work orientation had significantly lower
levels of control than those with either low or aver-
age levels of work orientation. 

Looking at the effect of the other variables
included in the model, having poor health, having
lower levels of education, and renting public hous-
ing were also negatively related to control. 

The results of the second regression model show
that the set of variables combining labour force sta-
tus and career orientation were also significantly
related to control (F=3.183, P<0.001). For the 
omitted group we chose mothers who had average
levels of work orientation and

were working part-time, as this
was the largest group of mothers
in the sample, and because this
combination was a clear example
of a match between career orien-
tation and labour force status
against which to compare our mis-
match groups. Results in Table 5
show that when comparing to this
group, mothers who were highly
work orientated but were not working full-time
reported significantly lower levels of control. This
included highly work orientated mothers working
part-time as well as highly work orientated mothers
who were not working. 

In contrast, results show that mothers with low
levels of work orientation who were working full-
time did not have significantly lower levels of
control than the omitted group. This finding
strengthens the conclusion drawn from the bi-vari-
ate analyses that a mismatch between attitudes and
outcomes related to employment may have a
greater negative impact for mothers orientated
towards work but not working, than for mothers
not orientated towards work but working. 

Conclusions and policy implications
Previous studies have found that mothers’ work ori-
entation and labour force status tend to match, but in
cases where they do not, measures of health and well-
being tend to be lower (Helms-Erikson, Tanner and
Crouter 2000; Hock and DeMeis 1990; Pistrang 1984).
The above analyses showed a clear relationship
between mothers’ labour force status and orientation
towards paid employment, but also identified a sub-
stantial number of mothers whose labour force status
and work orientation did not match (13.4 per cent of
mothers with a low work orientation were full-time
employed and 34.7 per cent of mothers with a high
work orientated were not employed). While mothers
with a mismatch tended to report lower feelings of

Responsibility for children makes participation in

paid work more difficult, but achievements in paid

work may be closely tied to feelings of control for

those who place a high value on career in their lives.
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positions) may be beneficial for mothers with low
work orientation.

In contrast to those with low work orientation, the
results of the regression analysis show that for highly
work orientated mothers, feelings of life control are
relatively low amongst those working anything less
than full-time. As suggested earlier, this may not
reflect a desire for longer hours so much as a desire
for opportunities for career advancement and train-
ing that tend to be associated with full-time rather
than part-time employment. Therefore, policies that
assist highly work orientated mothers in taking up (or
continuing) full-time employment or longer part-time
hours (such as the provision of affordable, high qual-
ity child care) and improvement in workplace factors
(such as the quality of part-time work) may increase
their feelings of control over their lives and their own
and their children’s health and wellbeing.

To conclude, these findings suggest that there is
a relationship between mothers’ sense of control
over their lives and the degree to which their work
orientation matches their actual labour force sta-
tus. Due to the close relationship that has been
found between control and wellbeing, policies that
enhance mothers’ abilities to achieve their pre-
ferred patterns of employment may have a positive
impact, not only on mothers’ feeling of control over
their lives but also on their health and wellbeing. 

Future research could explore the processes by
which work orientation and labour force status are
linked to feelings of life control, and the causal
direction of such relationships. Future research
could also explore why mothers who have low work
orientation but are working full-time do not have
notably lower levels of control. Research on how
financial factors feature in these processes may also
shed light on these issues. 
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Endnotes
1 In the 2002-2003 financial year just over 2 million families

received fortnightly FTB payments through Centrelink,
accounting for 93 per cent of all FTB recipients (FaCS 2003).

2 227 respondents were excluded because of missing values:
133 respondents were missing on labour force status, 67 on
career orientation, 42 on control, and 15 on more than one of
these measures.

3 The validity of combining these three statements as a meas-
ure of work orientation was tested using the alpha statistic
(alpha=0.59). Consideration was given to using just the first
two more career focused questions, but the reliability was
greater with the three measures included (alpha=0.57).

4 A further two questions from the sense of mastery scale were
included in the survey, but were not included in the control
measure. The alpha scores were found to be higher when only
the two questions were included (alpha=0.55) compared to
when all four questions were included (alpha=0.45). Also, the
findings were similar when using the two items or all four items,
but the trends were clearer when only two items were included.
The validity of the control measure was tested, using self-
reported health measures. Past research has found a strong rela-
tionship between measures of control and health outcomes
(Noor 2002; Phares 1976). Results from the current research
also showed a strong, statistically significant relationship
between these variables, with the average control measure being
2.80 for those with poor health, 3.20 for those with good health,
and 3.65 for those with excellent health (f=13.485, p<0.001).

Jennifer Renda and Jody Hughes are researchers in the Fam-
ily and Society research program at the Australian Institute of
Family Studies. The authors would like to acknowledge the
assistance of the Australian Government Department of Fam-
ily and Community Services (FaCS) in the implementation of
the Family and Work Decisions Study. 
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Young Aboriginal Fathers
Project: Research report,
by Craig Hammond, Richard
Fletcher, John Lester and 
Sue Pascoe, University of
Newcastle, Callaghan, 2003.
Price: $27.50.

This publication is part of the
Family Action Centre’s, Engaging
Fathers Project. The aim of the
report was to survey indigenous
and non-indigenous
organisations which provided
services to young Aboriginal
fathers, and to interview a
sample of young Aboriginal
fathers. Findings from the
survey of service providers
found that while many
organisations offered family-
related services, less than 20 
per cent of the users of services
directly related to parent
education and support were
men. Services were also
concerned about the lack of
support available to young,
indigenous fathers. The young
men themselves felt uncertain
of their roles as fathers, and
suggested practical ways of
improving support. Overall the
report recommends that it is
important for services to
recognise the importance of
indigenous fathers for the
wellbeing of their children, and
to develop programs, services
and resources relevant to these
young men. This report would
make vital reading to anyone in
the human services field
working with young, indigenous
families.

The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Family Information

Centre. They are available

through libraries, or through

the Family Information Centre

via the inter-library loan

system, or for purchase from

good book shops. Prices are

given as and when supplied.

C A R O L E  J E A N

B O O K  N O T E S

Communication among 
grandmothers, mothers and
adult daughters: A qualitative
study of maternal relationships,
by Michelle A. Miller-Day,
Lawrence Erlbaum, Mahwah,
2004. Price: US 29.95.

This work builds on the author’s
previous research (which
looked at the mother-daughter
relationship) to include
grandmothers, thus giving a
three-generational approach.
The basis of the research was
detailed interviews and
observations of six sets of
middle-income, Caucasian
grandmothers, mothers and
daughters. Initial chapters
examine differing theoretical
perspectives of the
mother–daughter relationship,
and the methodological
approach used by the author 
in her research. Detailed
descriptions of the participants
in the study are also given.
Remaining chapters examine
the interaction of the three
generations in detail. In 
Chapter Six, the author
discusses her theory of
“necessary convergence”

The sociology of gender:
An introduction to theory and
research, by Amy S. Wharton,
Blackwell Publishing, Malden,
2004.

This introductory text covers
the following topics: the
gendered person; gender in
interactions and institutions;
work and family; gender,
childhood and family life;
employment and gender;
and gender differences and
inequalities. Each chapter
begins with a list of chapter
objectives, and ends with a
short list of books for further
reading. This book would make
important reading for students
of sociology, gender studies and
related disciplines.

Family policy matters:
Responding to family change 
in Europe, by Linda Hantrais,
Policy Press, Bristol, 2004.
Price: UK 23.99.

Changing family living
arrangements have created
debate about socio-economic
trends, family wellbeing and
government policy. This book
examines these issues from a
European perspective. Taking a
cross-national approach, the
book examines the following

areas: the changing family;
population decline and ageing;
family diversification; family-
employment balance; welfare
needs; the impact of policy on
family life; and responses to
socio-economic change. While
the book focuses exclusively on
the European situation, many of
the issues discussed do have
relevance for Australia. Because
of this, the book would make
valuable reading for anyone
interested not only in changing
family dynamics, but also the
impact this has on government
policy.
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Youth and society: Exploring the social
dynamics of youth experience,
by Rob White and Johanna Wyn, Oxford University Press,
South Melbourne, 2004. Price: $44.95.

This Australian textbook

provides a comprehensive

overview of young people’s

lives in contemporary society.

The authors aim to provide

an understanding of the

effects of social structure on

young people, and the ways

in which young people’s

identities are shaped. Part

One, Social Divisions,

examines class inequality and

community resources;

gender, sexuality and social

difference; race and ethnicity;

and young people in rural

communities. Part Two,

focusing on Social

Institutions, discusses issues

surrounding government

policy, the family, education

and juvenile justice are

discussed. The final section,

Social Identities, looks at

young people and the

economy, culture, health and

wellbeing. Written and

presented in a clear, easy to

understand format, and

including a detailed list of

references for further reading,

this book would be a valuable

resource for youth studies

students and workers in 

the field.

which she has developed to
explain the ways in which
women in enmeshed maternal
relationships communicate with
each other. This comprehensive
study would be of interest 
to anyone interested in
communication within families,
or who works with families on
an intergenerational level.

Carole Jean is the Reference
Librarian in the Institute’s Family
Information Centre.

Attitudes to flexible working
and family life, by Diane M.
Houston and Julie A. Waumsley,
Policy Press, Bristol, 2003.
Price: UK 14.95.

This report focuses on work–life
balance in the United kingdom.
Responses from over 1,500
members of a large
manufacturing union, plus 50
union officials, were collated to
gain an overview of attitudes to,
and take-up of, flexible working
practices. Key issues addressed
were: differences in take-up of
flexible work benefits by
gender; differing attitudes
related to occupational level
and caring responsibilities; the
effect of workplace culture; and
perceived career implications of
flexible working. The findings of
this study would make for
important reading for those
working in human resource
management as well as
policymakers.

Well and good: How we feel 
and why it matters, by Richard
Eckersley, Text Publishing,
Melbourne, 2004. Price: $32.00.

“Is life getting better or worse?”,
this is the answer that the
author attempts to answer.
Taking a broad brush approach,
Eckersley examines how we (in
western society) live now, and
what makes us happy and gives
meaning to our lives. He looks
at a variety of issues such as
health, youth issues, influence of
the media, quality of life and
what people mean by
“happiness”. The author
concludes that using measures
of the human condition such as
population, life expectancy and
income, more people are living
better lives – however, he
argues,“quality of life” is not the
same as “standard of living”.
Using various quality of life
criteria, such as degradation of
the natural environment,
inequality, and people’s notion
of the “meaning of life”, he
argues that  these have to be
weighed up against the gains
made.

Family investments in children’s
potential: Resources and parent-
ing behaviours that promote
success, Edited by Ariel Kalil
and Thomas DeLeire, Lawrence
Erlbaum, Mahwah, 2004.

Is it what parents have or what
they do that matter for
children? This collection of
papers examines parents’

family investments in sons and
daughters, expenditure
decisions in single-parent
households and parent versus
child-based intervention
strategies are also examined.
The final chapter gives a cross-
national perspective on policies
used to promote investments in
children. This collection would
make valuable reading for those
involved in policy making with
regard to children’s services, as
well as workers in the field.

abilities and choices regarding
investments, both economic
and psychological, in their
children. Written from a variety
of perspectives (including
economic, biological, and
developmental psychological
theory), contributors examine
the following issues: the role of
genetics in family investment
and child and adolescent
adjustment; family influences
on children’s verbal ability; the
impact of parental organisation
and efficiency; and family
investments in response to
children with disabilities.
Immigrant families, differing



86 Family Matters No.68 Winter 2004  Australian Institute of Family Studies 

6–7 October 2004
Young people on the edge of 
policy and place
South Morang, Melbourne
With the theme “Fringe
benefits? Young people on the
edge of policy and place”, the
Youth Affairs Council of Victoria
(YACVIC) State Conference 2004
is for young people, workers
with young people and
community leaders to explore
the issues facing young people
and service providers on the
geographical fringes (the edges
of Melbourne and regionally
isolated areas), the cultural
fringes (cultural groups and
cultural expression), and the
political fringes (young people’s
participation in decision-making
processes).

Further information: Web:
www.yacvic.org.au/conference/

13–15 October 2004
Diverse voices in evaluation 
Adelaide, SA
Major themes at this Australian
Evaluation Society international
conference include: Cultural
diversity; Stakeholder diversity;
Evaluation diversity; and
Contemporary issues.
Pre-conference workshops will
be held on 11 and 12 October.

Further information: Email:
aes2004@sapmea.asn.au. Web:
www.sapmea.asn.au/conventio
ns/aes2004/index.html

20–22 October 2004
Pursuing excellence in family
services 
Sydney, NSW
This conference marks the tenth
anniversary year of Family
Services Australia’s operations.
There are four sub-themes:
practice excellence; effective
practice in linking family services
with family law; connecting
services and business; and work

and family – meeting the 21st
century challenge.

Further information: Family
Services Australia, PO Box 326,
Deakin West ACT 2600. Phone:
(02) 6281 1788. Fax: (02) 6281
1794. Email: fsa@fsa.org.au.
Web: www.fsa.org.au 

11–14 November 2004
Early childhood 
Melbourne, Vic
The 4th International Conference
from the Centre for Equity and
Innovation in Early Childhood
(CEIEC),“Pushing the boundaries
for change: Honouring the child,
honouring equity”, aims to push
boundaries for change towards:
respecting diversity, equity,
intergenerational justice and
children’s voices in our pedago-
gies, curricula, research, policies
and daily practices; honouring
diverse perspectives on how we
can enact a better world with
children. Speakers will include
Professor Gunilla Dahlberg,
Senator Bob Brown, Rita 
Swannen, and Moira Rayner.

Further information: Web:
www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/LED/
CEIEC/news/conf04.shtml

17–19 November 2004
Siblings
Adelaide, SA
This inaugural national
conference from Siblings
Australia Inc has the theme
“Creating Connections”. The aim
of the conference is: to create
national connections between
families and providers who are
interested in sibling/family
support; to assist service
providers achieve positive
outcomes for siblings and their
families; to provide a forum for
interdisciplinary connections; to
showcase current programs of
sibling support; to present
current research and future
directions; and to provide a
“voice” for families, adult and
young siblings – their
experiences and their needs.

Further information: Siblings
Australia, Email: info@siblings
australia.org.au. Web: www.
siblingsaustralia.org.au

24–26 November 2004
Multiculturalism and race politics 
Brisbane, Qld
A University of Queensland
Australian Studies Centre
Conference that is focused on
multiculturalism and race
politics in Australia. Entitled

“The Body Politic: Racialised
Political Cultures in Australia”,
the conference concentrates on
cultural and political contexts,
welcoming in particular
comparative research between
Australian and other contexts.

Further information: Web:
www.asc.uq.edu.au/main/index.
php?apply=&webpage=default
&cID=51&menuID=151

29 November – 1 December 2004
Engaging fathers
University of Newcastle, NSW
Entitled “Bringing Men In”, this
conference (29 November) and
workshop (30 November – 1
December) is hosted by the
Engaging Fathers Project, Family
Action Centre, the University of
Newcastle, New South Wales.
Focusing on how to engage
with men for the benefit of
everyone in the family, the
conference and workshop are
based on a strengths approach
which recognises the assets,
perspectives and motivations 
of males in their roles of father,
brother, son, stepfather, uncle
and grandfather.

Further information: Phone:
Janine Bendit (02) 4921 8640.
Email: janine.bendit@newcastle.
edu.au. Web: www.newcastle.
edu.au/engagingfathers 

7 December 2004
Social Capital
Beechworth, Vic
“Social Capital: Past, Present 
and Future” is organised by 
the Community of Scholars –
Community Capacity Building
through the School of
Humanities and Social Sciences
and the Centre for Rural Social
Research, Charles Sturt
University, Wagga Wagga in
New South Wales. The
Symposium will focus on
conceptual and practical issues
concerning social capital. Has
this concept lost its appeal?
How does it relate to other
concepts such as community
capacity building? 

Further information: Dimi Giorgas,
Email: dgiorgas@csu.edu.au or
Rachael Williams, Email: rawillia
ms@csu.edu.au. The Australian
Sociological Association, Web:
www.tasa.org.au/conference.ot
her.html#dec2004.

12–15 January 2005
Sustainable futures and home 
economics
Hobart, Tas

The core business of home
economists is to promote the
wellbeing of individuals and
families in their everyday lives.
Addressing the theme “The
Choice is Ours: Sustainable
Futures and Home Economics”,
the Biennial Conference of the
Home Economics Institute of
Australia will address a range of
issues related to sustainability
in home economics contexts,
including sustainable family
environments.

Further information: Rita Cawley,
Email: rcawley@tasmail.com.
Web: www.heia.com.au/heia_
pages/conference.asp

10–13 March 2005
Rural health 
Alice Springs
Previous conferences have
helped build the national
strategy for rural general
practice. The 8th National 
Rural Health Conference will 
be an opportunity to assess
progress with this strategy,
lessons learned from it, and
how to apply these lessons to
other health professions. The
conference has the theme
“Central to health: Sustaining
wellbeing in remote and rural
Australia”.

Further information: 8th National
Rural Health Conference, PO 
Box 280, Deakin West ACT 2600.
Phone: (02) 6285 4660. Fax: (02)
6285 4670. Email: conference@
ruralhealth.org.au. Web: www.
nrha.net.au/nrhapublic/publicd
ocs/conferences/8thNRHC/
home.htm

14–15 July 2005
Rural and remote social work
practice
Geelong, Vic
“From the Desert to the Deep
Blue Sea: The challenges and
diversity of rural and remote
social work practice” is the
theme of this 8th Biennial
Conference from the Rural
Social Work Action Group in
association with the National
Rural and Remote Special
Interest Group of the Australian
Association of Social
Workers(AASW).

Further information: Martin
Butler, Phone: (03) 9294 3000.
Email: Martin.butler@crsrehab.
gov.au. Peter Quin: Phone: (03)
5154 6635. Email: peter.quin@
orh,com.au. Web: www.aasw.
asn.au/news/conferences/aasw.
htm.

C O N F E R E N C E S

B E L I N D A  S N I D E R
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P U B L I C A T I O N S

In Australia, as elsewhere, not a great
deal is known about the “nuts and
bolts” of parent–child contact after
separation. The latest report from the
Institute’s Caring for Children after
Parental Separation Project, identifies
five patterns of parenting after separa-
tion – fifty-fifty care, little or no contact,
holiday-only contact, daytime-only
contact, and so-called “standard” con-
tact – and the circumstances that lead
to them.

The report seeks to identify what fac-
tors facilitate or impede parent–child
contact, particularly contact between
fathers and their children, and how
these factors interact to influence 
different patterns and levels of care.

The report contains the stories and
quotes of many study participants who
revealed much personal information
about themselves and their post-
separation arrangements, in the hope
that this would make a difference to
the lives of others.

Family dynamics in tandem with 
several demographic appear to be
important correlates of particular 
patterns of care, with inter-parental
conflict being a dominant force.Higher
levels of contact appear to be associ-
ated with lower levels of inter-parental
conflict, lower rates of repartnering,
less physical distance between par-
ents’ households, and higher levels of
financial resources.

Parent–child contact and post-separation
parenting arrangements is essential
reading for anyone interested in “what
happens”and “what works”when fami-
lies separate.The insights will be useful
as a framework for researchers to
explore in more depth and to test
empirically with representative sam-
ples. They are also likely to be a useful
resource for separated parents, and 
the family law professionals they
approach for assistance, to reflect on
when developing or refining parenting
arrangements.

Parent–child contact and post-separation parenting arrangements, Edited by Bruce Smyth,
AIFS Research Report No. 9, June 2004. 156 pages. Also available online.

The publication listed on this page is free of charge. It is available in

print by returning the attached order form with payment of postage to the Institute. It is also available online at the Institute’s

website www.aifs.gov.au. The Institute has a range of other publications available – please see our website.
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Diversity and change in Australian families
Even a fleeting familiarity with family history, family
demography and other family research makes it clear
that families come in many shapes and sizes – they
always have and always will. Not only does the nature
of families change over historical time, any person’s
family changes over their life course.

Families are embedded in the broader society.
Inevitably, as social and economic structures change,
so too will families. It is critical that families do change.
For were they to remain unresponsive to broad social
influences then families would end up playing an
increasingly marginal role in people’s lives,and in help-
ing them live in an increasingly complex world.

This book draws together in the one publication sta-
tistical information about families from a wide and
diverse range of sources. Five main criteria have
guided the choice of issues addressed in this book.
These are: the availability of good quantitative data;
the types of questions that are frequently asked of the
author and other family researchers; common myths
and misunderstandings evident both in questions and

arguments often heard in the popular media; informa-
tion that is relevant for the development of informed
family policy; and information that bears on some of
the ongoing debates among sociologists of the family.

The value of this book depends on the quality of the
data sources.The book reports quantitative data from
large scale national surveys and data collections,
including from Australian Bureau of Statistics, the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies, and the Australian
Social Science Data Archive, where the figures are reli-
able and can be generalised to the population with a
high degree of confidence.

Statistical information is not always easy to read. Diver-
sity and Change in Australian Families keeps the
analysis and presentation simple and widely accessi-
ble. The book will be of enormous value to a wide
range of readers, particularly to students and teachers
in secondary schools and universities, to the reading
public, to journalists and commentators, family
researchers, and to people who work in family policy
and service delivery to families.

Family Matters is now available as an
Online subscription from RMIT Publish-
ing’s Informit Library. At the same price as
the print edition, an online subscription
provides access to the latest issue and
back issues in one place. Check out the
website for more information and to 
subscribe online – www.informit.com.
au/library/ (select Family Matters from the
Title index)
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Diversity and change 
in Australian families:
Statistical profiles,
by David de Vaus,
Australian Institute of 
Family Studies,
September  2004.
352 pages. Price $50.00 
plus $5.00 postage and 
handling.





AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF FAMILY STUDIES

The Institute is an statutory authority which originated 

in the Australian Family Law Act (1975). It was established

by the Australian Government in February 1980.

The Institute promotes the identification and 

understanding of factors affecting marital and family

stability in Australia by:

researching and evaluating the social, legal and 

economic wellbeing of all Australian families;

informing government and the policy making 

process about Institute findings;

communicating the results of Institute and other 

family research to organisations concerned with family 

wellbeing and to the wider general community;

promoting improved support for families, including

measures which prevent family disruption and

enhance marital and family stability.

The objectives of the Institute are essentially practical

ones, concerned primarily with learning about real 

situations through research on Australian families.
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