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A L A N  H A Y E S
Director’s report

Institute conference

I am pleased to report that the Australian Institute of Fam-
ily Studies 9th Conference, held in Melbourne on 9-11
February 2005, was another outstanding success. It was

extremely well attended and included a pleasing representa-
tion from other countries. Papers presented received
extensive coverage in the national media, and the feedback
on the standard of presentations and the organisation of all
aspects of the conference was very positive. 

We were delighted that the Prime Minister, the Hon. John
Howard, could send a message of welcome to delegates, and
that the Minister for Family and Community Services, Sen-
ator the Hon. Kay Patterson, could be present to open the
conference. We also greatly appreciated the participation of
the Parliamentary Secretary for Children and Youth Affairs,
the Hon. Sussan Ley.

Although they are biennial, we are already beginning to plan
the next Institute conference, and are thinking about issues
related to its timing and the need to avoid coinciding with
other events in cognate areas of research and policy.

I would like to acknowledge the commitment, energies and
talents of so many members of the staff of the Institute in
planning and organising the event. And my thanks go to 
the many researchers, policy makers and practitioners who
contributed so actively to the conference, and without
whose participation it could not have been such an out-
standing success. 

This edition of Family Matters includes a full report on the
conference by Catherine Rosenbrock (pp. 54-61), as well as
several of the conference papers that have been adapted for
publication. Many of the papers presented at the conference
are available on the Institute’s website: www.aifs.gov.au.

As the conference report notes, we were pleased to have 
Professor Linda Waite as one of the keynote speakers. 
Professor Waite spoke on the work that she completed with
Maggie Gallagher that resulted in the publication of the book
The Case for Marriage. In this edition of Family Matters we
publish Robyn Penman’s article which provides a compara-
tive analysis of the Australian data and its relationship to the
findings presented by Waite and Gallagher on the basis of
United States research. 

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children

May 2005 saw the achievement of another major milestone
in the life of Growing Up in Australia, the Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children (LSAC). The Minister for Fam-
ily and Community Services, Senator the Hon. Kay
Patterson, launched the release of the 2004 Annual Report
and the data from Wave 1 of this groundbreaking study. This
makes available for the first time a unique dataset about
Australia’s children. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics has joined the LSAC col-
laboration and will be integrally involved in the collection of
the data for Wave 2, which will take place in 2006. Later this
year a between-waves data collection will also take place.

I have also received the good news that Film Australia will
produce for ABC Television the first of what is hoped to be a
series of documentaries following a new sample of Australian
families taking part in a nested qualitative study parallelling
the design of the main LSAC data collection. This will be a
wonderful means of documenting the study and drawing it to
the widest possible attention of the Australian community.

Institute submission to child support taskforce 

Institute staff have prepared a lengthy submission to the
Taskforce on Child Support involving a research project
jointly sponsored by the Australian Government Depart-
ment of Family and Community Services and the Australian
Institute of Family Studies that involves the first detailed
survey of attitudes to issues in the area of child support. This
study sought to inform the Taskforce in its review of the
functioning of the Child Support Scheme.

Institute submission to balancing work and family inquiry

The Institute has made a substantial submission to the
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Family
and Human Services Inquiry into Balancing Work and Fam-
ily, that focused on recently analysed data held at the
Institute that can inform policy regarding support for par-
ents balancing the demands of work and family life. 

The submission drew on data from the Fertility Decision
Making Project, a recently completed collaborative project
undertaken by the Institute with the Australian Government
Office for Women. In addition, it incorporated unpublished
ABS data related to employment outcomes as well as 
pressures and supports for mothers and fathers. The 

Senior staffing changes

Ms Denise Swift, who acted as Director in the period prior
to my arrival in September 2004, has rejoined the Institute
in the position of Deputy Director Corporate and Strategy.
Denise brings a great knowledge of both the Institute and of
family policy in this country. She has extensive networks at
all levels of government, and in the wider community, as
well as a wealth of experience that is already proving

invaluable to the Institute. Currently, Denise is assisting me with a strategic
review of all aspects of the organisation and operation of the Institute with a
view to position us for the next important stages of our development.

Dr Alison Morehead, who has been with the Australian
Institute of Family Studies since May 2004, first as Senior
Research Advisor and then for eight months as Deputy
Director Research, returned to Canberra at the end of 
April 2005 to head up the Parent Policy Branch within the 
Australian Government Department of Employment and
Workplace Relations. 

Alison has made very valuable contributions to the research management and
strategic directions of several of the Institute’s key research projects. She has
exercised exemplary leadership of research and has ensured that the Institute
continues to deliver high quality research outputs in a timely fashion. I am sure
that readers of Family Matters will join me and Institute staff in wishing Alison
every success and fulfilment for the future, and will echo my expression of our
great appreciation for all that she has done in the year that she was with us. 

Selection for the position of Deputy Director Research is currently underway,
and I have been very pleased with the strength of the field of applicants. I look
forward to advising readers of the outcome in a future Family Matters.
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submission highlighted, in particular, the differences and
similarities between single and couple mothers. 

Recently analysed data about the impact of elder care on
work and family balance was also included in the submis-
sion, and this edition of Family Matters provides a fuller
description of this research in an article prepared by
Matthew Gray and Jody Hughes. 

The final section of the submission discussed data from the
Institute’s recently completed Family and Work Decisions
Study, focusing on the extent to which mothers understand
their entitlements to government payments and their inter-
connection with paid employment. 

The submission shows that decisions about how to balance
work and family are made over the life course, and within
the context of family formation and maintenance.

Issues related to formulating decisions and how to combine
paid and unpaid work, including when mothers return to
paid work after having a child, and how parents divide their
labour between them over the course of their working lives,
were also highlighted in the submission. In this edition of
our journal, Alison Morehead has contributed an article on
governments, workplaces and households and their role in
shaping mothers’ allocation of time to their work and family
responsibilities.

Visit of the Attorney-General

Early in April, I was pleased to host a visit by the Attorney-
General, the Hon. Philip Ruddock, his wife Heather Ruddock,
and two members of his staff. The Minister was interested in
ways in which the Australian Institute of Family Studies can
contribute strongly to the research effort in the area of family
relationships and the support of families in forming and
strengthening their relationships and coping with difficulties. 

Over its 25-year history, the Institute has always had close
working relationships with the Attorney-General’s Depart-
ment, and I welcome opportunities for strengthening our
relationship and enhancing our contributions in this vital
area of Australian social policy. Already the Institute has a
number of significant collaborative projects and seeks fur-
ther opportunities to contribute. 

Currently, with the Departments of Family and Community
Services and Attorney-General, the Institute is framing a
proposal for a major international seminar on “Family Rela-
tionships in Transition: Legislative and Policy Responses”. I
look forward to advising readers in more detail as this initia-
tive develops.

Overseas visitors

At the time of the Institute’s conference it was my great
pleasure to host visits by a delegation from the New Zealand
Families Commission, led by the Chief Commissioner, 
Dr Rajen Prasad. This visit provided an invaluable opportu-
nity for us to explore areas of mutual interest as well as the
scope for collaboration between the Institute and the New
Zealand Families Commission. Already, the Institute is shar-
ing some of its research management tools with the Families
Commission, and discussions are under way with a view to
formalising a collaborative arrangement.
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Similar discussions have been taking place with the Vietnam
Commission for Population, Family and Children, and the
Institute is providing advice on the establishment of a 
longitudinal study of Vietnamese families. 

At the time of the conference we also hosted a senior dele-
gation from the Singaporean Department of Community,
Youth and Sport, and again identified many areas with scope
for forming productive collaborative relationships.

Book launch hosted by Institute

On Thursday 14 April 2005, Justice Elizabeth Evatt
launched the book by Dr Henry Finlay, To Have But Not to
Hold: A History of Attitudes to Marriage and Divorce in
Australia 1878 to 1975. The book sketches the history that
led to the development of the Family Law Act and the estab-
lishment of the Australian Institute of Family Studies. It is a
major contribution to this important area of Australian
social history and, given the Institute’s strong involvement
in issues related to marriage and the family, its launch at the
Institute was most appropriate. For further details of the
launch and of Professor Finlay’s accompanying seminar, see
pp. 60 and p. 62 of this edition.

Strategic and research planning

Since my arrival as Director I have been overseeing the
process leading to the development of the Institute’s next
Strategic and Research Plans. As part of this I have commis-
sioned a review of the alignment of the Institute’s activities
with our charter, and have asked Denise Swift to convene a
Strategic Advisory Group involving external members to
provide advice on all aspects of Institute operations and
strategic priorities. 

In addition, I propose to hold meetings around the country 
to provide opportunities for key stakeholders to have input 
to the process of developing the next three-year Research
Plan. I think it is vital that the Institute’s research is closely
connected to the issues that are of most concern, both to
government and to the wider Australian community. Rele-
vance and timeliness of our research must continue to be
core values for the Institute. I am seeking through this
process to strengthen further the Institute’s position as a
research centre of excellence in family studies for Australia
and the region.

T here is thus a great deal happening at the Institute and
I continue to be impressed with the energy and enthu-
siasm of staff. I am indeed privileged to lead such an

outstanding group of people. For a comparatively small
organisation, the Australian Institute of Family Studies
makes a considerable contribution to understanding and
disseminating knowledge about families in Australia. In no
way, however, do we rest on our laurels, and processes that
I have outlined above are important in further strengthening
the contribution that the Institute makes to the information
available to Australia and its families. 

I trust that you will find the articles in this edition of Family
Matters as interesting, relevant and valuable as I have.



To what extent do they shape how mothers allocate time

to work and family, and what role do preferences play?

Rather than talking about the role of preferences,

it might be more useful to talk about the role of supports,pressures and additional

labour in determining how mothers allocate time to work and family.
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the labour force participa-
tion rates of mothers over
the last 30 or so years has not been accompanied 
by fathers dropping their paid work hours so that
they are present in the home while the mother is
absent. In fact, only around 1 per cent of all fathers
in Australia report being at home full-time specifi-
cally in order to care for children (unpublished
data, HILDA 2001). 

While total hours of work are generally similar
between men and women – when combining the
paid and unpaid work they do each week – men’s
share is mostly made up of paid work. Mothers are
overwhelmingly more likely to work part-time than
fathers, and this helps them keep their total weekly
hours of work to a similar level as fathers. Of all
mothers with dependent children in paid employ-
ment, 56 per cent are in part-time work, whereas of
all fathers with dependent children in paid work, 7
per cent are in part-time work (ABS 2004). 

Where women and men work the same number of
paid hours, women tend to do more total hours of
work per week than men (Bittman, England, Sayer,
Folbre and Matheson 2003; Bittman and Pixley
1997). Mothers with dependent children who are
working in full-time jobs and living in couple families
are likely to experience very high levels of stress (de
Vaus 2004: 315; and see Wooden 2000: 140 for a 
discussion of gender differences associated with
working hours and stress).

Why is this the case? How do mothers arrive at this
skewed allocation of paid and unpaid work within
their households?

ompared with 30 or even 20 years ago,
there has been an increase in choices
available to mothers who combine paid
work with family responsibilities, largely
made possible because of the growth in

the number of part-time jobs and the growth in the
number of child care places. Mothers can choose to
work full-time, or a range of part-time hours. They
can choose to leave their children in the care of a
range of child care providers. But how do mothers
actually make decisions about how many hours to
spend in paid work and how many in the unpaid
work involved with family responsibilities?

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS
2004), while only 14 per cent of all employed people
are mothers with dependent children, around 58 per
cent of all mothers with dependent children are in
paid work. Mothers in paid work are a big issue for
families (how will a household cope with the absence
of the mother?), and perhaps a smaller issue for
employers because mothers make up a relatively
small proportion of all employed people. 

On the other hand, skill shortages in the labour mar-
ket and the ageing of the population mean that
mothers may well become more valuable (and there-
fore a bigger issue) to employers over the longer term. 

Historically, households are accustomed to the
absence of the father for the purposes of paid work.
If the father is absent from the household while the
mother is present, then the father’s absence is not
much of an issue. One adult can generally do all or
most of the unpaid work required to run a house-
hold and look after children. But the strong rise in

CC

A L I S O N  M O R E H E A D

Governments, workplaces 
and households
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Choice and preference: the role of households
The concepts of choice and preference in the work
and family debate are both widely used and often con-
tested. Some researchers argue that women are
relatively free to choose their allocation of time
between work and paid work, based on what they pre-
fer to do (Hakim 2003; Evans 2003; Beck and
Beck-Gernsheim 2002) and that we should celebrate
the increased choices available to mothers with
regard to possible ways of combining paid and unpaid
work (Hakim 2000). Hakim bases her whole model of
work and family on what she calls “preference the-
ory” (women are either ”work oriented”, “adaptive”
or “home centred”) where she argues that women’s
actual combinations of paid and unpaid work largely
reflect their preferences. Given that she found from a
survey conducted in the United Kingdom in 1999 that
around 60 per cent of mothers are “adaptive” (that is,
they tend to do part-time work and/or drop in and out
of the workforce depending on their family responsi-
bilities), Hakim (2003) argues that government
policies should focus on supporting this group. 

Other researchers argue that choices and prefer-
ences are highly constructed and constrained, and
rather than being used as an outcome measure for
policy evaluation, or a basis for policy development,

they might better be used as a springboard for “what
lies beneath” (Crompton and Harris 1999; Probert
and Murphy 2001; Williams 2000; Cass 2002). 

Over the last couple of decades some household
research has focused on how the highly specialised
arrangements concerning paid and unpaid labour
within households are maintained and negotiated
by working parents (West and Zimmerman 1987;
Baxter 2000; Benjamin and Sullivan 1996, 1999;
Pyke 1994, 1996). This sort of research finds that
couples actively construct their households so that
mothers continue to do most of the unpaid work.
West and Zimmerman (1987) famously coined the
term “doing gender” to describe the way that far
from being a given, gender is “done” routinely and
consistently throughout social interaction. Mothers
who think their extra household work is “fair” are
acting out their interpretation of what it means to
be a mother and wife (in the sense of “being femi-
nine”). Bittman et al’s (2003) findings that women
who earn more than their partner tend to compen-
sate for this by taking on more household work
could be explained using this theory. Theories on
gender construction can also be applied to the way
that couples perceive wives’ employment. Research
shows that husbands’ employment is commonly
viewed in terms of breadwinning, for example,
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and age of youngest child, the great majority of
fathers working full-time (ABS 2004).

Given that a mother’s paid employment and labour
force participation vary according to the age of her
youngest child, there are several points during a
mother’s working age life where she alters her
amounts of paid and unpaid work. Using the approach
of Hochschild and others, it can be argued that the
household effect on mothers’ decisions are strong –
via conversational patterns between mothers and
fathers (Dempsey 2000; Benjamin and Sullivan 1996,

1999), and via the application of gen-
der strategies. 

But why do mothers change the
amount of paid and unpaid work they
do? If it is not because they are sim-
ply exercising preferences to be
“adaptive” (in Hakim’s sense) are
they mostly captive to the playing
out of gender strategies within the
household (in Hochschild’s sense)?
Or is there something else going on? 

It is argued here that there is some-
thing else going on – namely, that
the strong household effects help
produce and articulate a mother’s
preferences, but that these prefer-
ences are either maintained or

changed over time in response to a range of sup-
ports and pressures. 

The most common type of work arrangement in dual-
earner families with children is one where paid and unpaid 
work is unevenly allocated between parents (a skewed 
work arrangement)

According to statistical labour force and time use data
in Australia, the most common way that parents
arrange their unpaid and paid work is skewed such
that the mother does more unpaid work than the
father. Hochschild (1997) estimated from her
research in the United States that about 80 per cent of
couples have this skewed allocation of unpaid work.

This type of work arrangement, particularly where
the mother works part-time and the father works
full-time, is the one that “naturally” falls into place
after the birth of a child. It is what could be called
“the structurally prescribed work arrangement”.
Social institutions are to a large extent set up to
support it. For example: school hours do not over-
lap very often with paid working hours and they
make it hard for both parents to work full-time;
child care and outside school hours care, unlike
school, is not freely provided; two part-time jobs
often do not provide enough income for a family so
at least one parent usually has to work full-time;
and so on. There are also strong social norms that
elevate the mothers’ role in the parenting of young
children above the fathers’; and women’s jobs are
often not as well paid, nor as likely to be full-time,
compared with men’s jobs. Combined with the
strong household effects (described in the section
above) that help reproduce these influences on an
everyday basis, it is easy to see why this skewed

while wives’ employment is often seen as “helping
out”, even when wives earn amounts similar to
their husbands (Potuchek 1997; Spade 1994).

Arlie Hochschild (1989: 15) talks about the patterns
of interaction that couples use as “gender strate-
gies”, defining a gender strategy as a “plan of action
through which a person tries to solve problems at
hand, given the cultural notions of gender at play”.
Gender strategies are the result of applied gender
ideologies. These ideologies are a set of beliefs about
men and women and marital roles (1989: 190).
Hochschild (1989: 18) calls gender
strategies “the basic dynamic of mar-
riage” and she categorises them as
ranging from egalitarian through to
transitional and traditional. Wives
with a “traditional” gender ideology
who are working full-time might still

do the bulk of the housework because
their gender strategy is to see this as a fair way to
run the household. In their minds, that is what
wives should do. Many “super mothers” are tradi-
tional – working very long hours to hold down a
full-time job while still spending many hours on the
domestic work at home. 

This gender approach goes much further than
Hakim’s (2000) preference theory in terms of pro-
viding insight into how parents allocate time to
work and family. By discussing the importance of
the couple dynamic it reveals the effect of the
household on individual preferences. 

A simple way to consider this is to imagine house-
hold discussions following the birth of a child
regarding the paid working hours of the parents.
While families might discuss how the father could
cut back on overtime in his full-time paid job, or
whether it was feasible for him to take a few weeks
leave immediately following the birth, it is unlikely
they would discuss whether he should abandon his
job or even drop to part-time hours. 

On the other hand, the matter of how many paid
working hours (if any) the mother should do is
likely to be the subject of much discussion not only
after the birth of the child, but during the preg-
nancy, and perhaps even prior to that. ABS
statistics showing the patterns of labour force par-
ticipation and extent of full-time work for mothers
and fathers with dependent children are revealing.
They show that the likelihood of mothers being in
any paid work and the number of paid hours
worked change markedly depending on the age of
the youngest child. For fathers, however, there is
virtually no association between paid hours worked

Sometimes pressures can make it very hard for parents
to keep their work arrangements (that is, the way
unpaid and paid work is distributed in households) 
in place, and parents need to do a lot of additional
labour if they want to keep things the way they are.
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work arrangement is by far the most common –
basically, our society supports it.

Supports, pressures and additional labour: a new framework
for understanding how mothers allocate time
Any work arrangement (that is, the way unpaid and
paid work is distributed within households) has a
range of supports that help sustain it, pressures that
can lead it to change to another type, and types of
additional labour that parents, particularly moth-
ers, do, to try and maintain the arrangements or,
alternatively, to try and transform them.

The three components (supports, pressures and
additional labour) form a new framework for under-
standing how mothers allocate time. They are the
engines driving and determining the work arrange-
ments that parents have in place at any one time.
Scope for individual agency (for example, the
enactment of preferences) is firmly in place in this
framework – it is part of the engine, but it is not the
only part, and nor is it the most powerful part. 

Skewed work arrangements – SUPPORTS are: family-
friendly policies; low paid hours of work for mothers
(part-time); reasonably paid jobs for fathers; outsourc-
ing domestic work so the father does not have to do it;
extended family members help out; schools, child care,
government financial help; and traditional ideology or
“preferences” of parents.

The supports for the skewed type of work arrange-
ments include family-friendly policies. Because of
their highly gendered take-up rate, family-friendly
policies can help maintain inequities – they free up
the mother to do more of the unpaid work. Part-
time work is the same – it is great for mothers who
are trying to meet the terms of a skewed work
arrangement, because it means at least they can do
some paid work; but it can help maintain inequities
because a mother doing part-time work is likely to
be more available than the father (who is likely to
be in a full-time job), to do household work. 

Australia rates reasonably well in terms of these
sorts of supports – we are known for our good part-
time jobs and for our relatively family-friendly
workplaces. But while these sorts of supports make
the workplace more accessible for mothers, they
were policies designed from a workplace perspec-
tive, not a household perspective. As a result they
get women doing paid work, but they do not get
men doing the unpaid work in the household. 

Outsourcing domestic work rather than getting the
father to do more is one support strategy used by
parents in these work arrangements, and of course
for more affluent families this is an option – they
can ensure the father does not have to replace the
mothers labour in the home. 

Another important support is where both parents
share a traditional ideology or “preference” – that
is, they both think the mother should be in the
home more than the father, and doing more of the
household work. This is the support that Hakim
focuses on in her work on preference theory. She
privileges this support above all others, whereas the

framework developed here does not. (Traditional)
preferences are merely one type of support for this
(skewed) work arrangement.

Skewed work arrangements – PRESSURES are: mother
works more to get more income, can not afford to out-
source domestic work so the father is forced to help out
at home; only jobs available might be full-time for the
mother; non-overlapping shifts between parents grant
the mother power of absence from the household; and
one or both parents have an egalitarian ideology or
“preference”.

In today’s world, the skewed work arrangement has
many pressures on it. Households can struggle on
just one full-time income or on one-and-a-half low
incomes, so the mother may feel forced to work
more paid hours to help make ends meet. If she is
doing a lot of paid hours but the household income
is still low, outsourcing domestic tasks might not be
an option, and this can make the father pick up
more domestic work. 

Other pressures can come from the workplace: the
only jobs available to the mother might be full-time,
so if she has to work, she might have to work full-
time even though both parents would prefer her to
work part-time. 

Non-overlapping shifts are becoming more common
between parents, and these can pressure the father
into doing more at home if he is home at a busy time
of the domestic day while the mother is at work
(Presser 2000; Glass 1998). One or both parents
might have or develop an egalitarian ideology – this
can be a pressure on the skewed work arrangements. 

If the pressures outweigh the supports, the skewed
work arrangement would shift to become a shared
work arrangement. But if at least one of the parents
has a traditional ideology (a set of preferences
where mothers do most of the unpaid work and
fathers do most of the paid work) then the mother
might do additional labour simply to maintain the
skewed work arrangement in the face of various
pressures. In this way, preferences are expressed as
additional labour that is done to maintain (or
change) work arrangements.

One of the major arguments here is that the very
act of maintaining and negotiating the relationship
between work and home constitutes a form of addi-
tional labour, and also, this ongoing everyday
reconstruction of arrangements allows for changes
in the allocation of paid and unpaid work to occur.
The additional labour falls between the dichotomy
of paid and unpaid work, and is not something that
we ever measure in the same way that we measure
units of paid and, to a lesser extent, unpaid work. It
is argued here that this additional labour is “hid-
den” from most researchers and policy makers, and
by developing a new framework, it can be revealed.

Additional labour as an expression of preferences

Additional labour means work that is done by parents
simply to maintain the arrangements they have in
place for doing their paid and unpaid work. It is the
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would be family-friendly policies that are accessed by
both mothers and fathers. A support for sole parents
would be their ex-partners sharing the care of the
children.

In summary, the framework described above shows
that just to keep current work arrangements in
place requires additional labour because of the 
various supports and pressures that affect how
mothers manage the relationship between work 
and home on a continuous basis. By revealing this
additional labour within the framework we can see
that the type of relationship that mothers have
between home and work is not something that they
“freely choose” based on their preferences. Rather,
their preferences are a driver for the additional
labour they do: the stronger the preference, the
more effort the mother will put in to the additional
labour. In this respect, preferences are just one of a
range of supports or pressures on a particular work
arrangement. 

What role do governments and workplaces play in support-
ing or putting pressure on work arrangements?

The list of supports and pressures provided above
for the most common type of work arrangement
(the skewed work arrangement) indicates the sig-
nificant role that both government and workplace
policies play in determining how mothers allocate
time to work and family. Government policy pro-
vides inducements for parents to split work
between them in certain ways and workplace poli-
cies and forces external to the household help
determine the domestic arrangements within it.

If the mix of supports and pressures is changed,
which could be done via policy, then the number of
couple families with skewed work arrangements
can be increased or decreased. Mothers’ prefer-
ences are quite easily overwhelmed if pressures or
supports for their work arrangements mean they
have to put in too much effort (via additional
labour) to maintain current work arrangements. 

Should policies continue to strongly support the
skewed work arrangement, and if so, can some of
the new pressures (mentioned above) be removed?
If we want more balanced work arrangements, (and
this paper does not say that we do – households
with skewed arrangements can lower stress levels
and allow parents to specialise more in some tasks
than others, at the same time as providing a high
level of maternal care for children), then the policy
supports for that type of arrangement would need to
be increased and the pressures reduced. 

What does this mean in practice? The research
shows that non-overlapping shifts are an effective
way of pushing work arrangements to be more bal-
anced, but there is a price that is paid for that –
families spend little time together and relationships
might be stretched to breaking point. An important
and more positive way of encouraging more bal-
anced work arrangements would be to get fathers
taking up family-friendly policies, because this
would get them to be more present in the home at
times when unpaid caring work needs to be done. 

effort parents put into keeping the relationship
between home and work going. Sometimes pres-
sures can make it very hard for parents to keep
their work arrangements in place, and parents need
to do a lot of additional labour if they want to keep
things the way they are: if it all gets too much, their
work arrangements will change in the direction the
pressures are pushing them. The degree of effort a
parent is prepared to put into this additional labour
is a direct reflection of their preferences. 

This sort of labour is ongoing – it is the work done
on an everyday basis so that the current relation-
ship between home and work can continue. 

Skewed work arrangements – ADDITIONAL LABOUR is:
mother does mothering while at paid work, and/or paid
work while at home (synchronising time); mother keeps
paid work down, or gets certain shifts that suit the tempo-
ral rhythms of the home by negotiating with supervisors;
super mothers, doing everything at home and work (large
total weekly work load), can include overloaded part-timer;
father stays at work longer than officially necessary to
enhance job prospects or to keep job; building social cap-
ital links in the community for back-up care support etc;
transformative – mother negotiates at home to try and get
father to do more unpaid work.

To keep a skewed work arrangement going, a
mother might have to synchronise tasks and man-
age family responsibilities while she is at her paid
job. For example, a mother might telephone home
while at work to check that her children have left
for school, or returned home from school. These
mothers are covering for their absence from the
home by still mothering while at work. 

Another type of additional labour mothers might do
to try and keep to the terms of the skewed work
arrangements is to keep their paid hours to a part-
time quota, but then intensify their working time
because really the job can not be done in part-time
hours, and/or do unpaid overtime. This is a com-
mon story – the work intensified and extended
part-time professional (Epstein et al. 1999). 

Another example is where mothers might spend
considerable time negotiating over rosters and
number of weekly working hours so they can meet
the terms of their specialised work arrangements.
The “room to move” that is built into flexible work-
place policies, and conditions like self-rostering,
while certainly giving mothers opportunities to
work the maximum number of paid hours while still
meeting the terms of their skewed work arrange-
ments, actually can result in additional labour for
mothers, as they find themselves negotiating and
organising their working time arrangements on an
ongoing daily basis (Morehead 2003). 

The skewed work arrangement is one (very com-
mon) way that parents allocate paid and unpaid work
between themselves. Other ways include sharing the
work in a more balanced way, or running a sole-par-
ent household. These other arrangements have their
own range of supports and pressures and additional
labour that allow them to be maintained. For exam-
ple, a support for a balanced work arrangement
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To do this, it seems fathers have to be targeted
specifically. Research shows fathers do not tend to
take time away from work if it is not paid, and 
even when it is paid some men will not take it
(Bittman, Hoffman and Thompson 2004). Father-
only policies where parents can not choose which
one of them takes the workplace family-friendly
options might work, because if there is a choice, its
likely to be the mother that takes up the policy.
Paid paternity leave – where if the father does not
take the leave the mother can not have it, thus con-
stituting a “use it or lose it” approach – is one
example of this. 

Policies would also need to start raising the status of
being present in the home. If parents
were paid to be in the home, being at
home would start attracting some of
the benefits previously only available
at the workplace, and being at home
would be both a more attractive
option for fathers and increase
choices avai lable to mothers.
Allowances paid to parents who are
at home full-time caring for their
children help raise the status of being
present in the home, as do paid
parental and carers leave.

What if we want to take another
tack, and rather than saying we
want to promote one type of work
arrangement over another, we want
to let parents more “freely choose”
whatever work arrangement they want? Policies
would need to be developed that supported all types
of work arrangements (including both skewed and
balanced ones), and the policy mix would also have
to help relieve pressures on the work arrangements
and not have contradictory effects. 

Perhaps if we could achieve this, then finally
Hakim’s theory might be of some use; perhaps then
preferences would be the main driving force in work
and family decisions. But it is difficult to see how a
mix of policies could be so delicately and finely
tuned that they could achieve this more perfect
world. 
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Mothers’ preferences are expressed as additional
labour that is done to maintain (or change) 
work arrangements.
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However, parents’ beliefs about what is best for chil-
dren also seem to drive the type of care selected.
For example, research has found that parents who
emphasise the importance of children having close,
warm relationships with adult carers choose family
day care, whilst parents who emphasise education
and a structured curriculum choose centre care (da
Silva and Wise 2005; Seo 2003). Those parents who
need to work but have a strong belief that children
should be cared for in the home will tend to choose
care from grandparents or other relatives (Whee-
lock and Jones 2002). The age of children is also
important when considering parents’ child care use.
Australian research, for example, has found that
parents feel that it is important for children to
attend some form of structured, non-parental care
in the year before they start school in order to pro-
mote school readiness (Rodd and Millikan 1994).

Parent characteristics other than their attitudes and
beliefs can also influence child care selection. In the
United States, mothers with higher education levels
and more positive attitudes to employment have
been found to be more likely to select centre based
care, and mothers on lower incomes and with lower
levels of education tended to place greater emphasis
on cost when selecting care (Huston, Chang and

ccess to child care is seen as a key factor
in encouraging women’s return to the paid
workforce after having children (Doiron
and Kalb 2004), and Australian parents
are increasingly using formal child care to

meet their work and family needs (Baxter 2004; de
Vaus 2004). Knowing “what women want” is an
important question to be answered when planning
child care provision and there has been much
research about what drives child care selection and
how parents view the child care available to them
(Singer, Fuller, Keiley and Wolf 1998; Early and
Burchinal 2001; Vincent and Ball 2001; Duncan,
Edwards, Reynolds and Alldred 2004). 

In the child care literature, considerable variation
has been found between parents who use non-
parental care in how they choose different care
arrangements, the types of care selected and their
reasons for use of non-parental care. This research
usually focuses on the mother’s perspective, assum-
ing that mothers are usually responsible for choice
of care. Research from Australia and the United
Kingdom has found that parents see education and
cognitive development as a key function of child
care regardless of the setting (de Vaus 2004; Long,
Wilson, Kutnick and Telford 1996). 

Drawing on in-depth interview data from the Institute’s Family

and Work Decisions Study, this article explores mothers’

reasons for using or not using child care, and their views on the

child care available to them.

Mothers’ views on using 
formal child care

AA

K E L LY H A N D
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Gennetian 2002). The types of communities parents
live in also influence the ways in which they select
care for their children, with parents in metropolitan
areas of the United States placing greater emphasis
on daily programming and less weight on friends’ rec-
ommendations than parents in non-metropolitan
areas (Ispa, Thornburg and Venter-Barley 1998).

The work and family literature has also explored
how mothers’ views about what constitutes “good”
motherhood, influences their decisions about
whether to use child care (Ford 1996; Himmelweit
and Sigala 2004; Duncan and Irwin 2004; Duncan,
Edwards, Reynolds and Alldred 2004; Probert 2002,
Reid-Boyd 2000). This literature argues that moth-
ers’ beliefs about good mothering take precedence
in decisions about choosing child care. Some
researchers argue that these beliefs are influenced
not only by mothers’ own values, resources and
experiences, but also the dominant values about
mothering and caring for young children held
within the communities in which they live (Duncan
and Edwards 1999; Holloway 1998). 

Commentators have argued that the cultural ideal of
mothering in countries such as the United Kingdom,
Australia and the United States situates mothers as

primarily responsible for the wellbeing of children
(Hays 1996; Vincent and Ball 2001; Probert 2002;
Ribbens-McCarthy and Edwards 2002; Pocock
2003), and that being a good mother involves taking
an “intensive” approach to childrearing that includes
maintaining high levels of interaction with children
and consulting with experts on the best ways to 
raise children (Hays 1996; Pocock 2003). In addi-
tion, despite continuing increases in the labour
market participation of mothers, mothering research
continues to find that mothers remain primarily
responsible for the care of young children – whether
by actually providing this care themselves or in find-
ing adequate substitutes for their own care (Holloway
1998; Innes and Scott 2003). 

Previous research has highlighted that mothers
maintain a strong commitment to the idea of being
a “good mother” and mothers consistently report
“putting their children first” in their decisions
about parenting, paid work and child care use 
(see, for example, Himmelweit and Sigala 2004).
However, there is considerable variation amongst
mothers about what this actually means. For 
example, in the context of child care, qualitative
research in the United Kingdom has found that
among some mothers, the use of child care is



other countries such as the United Kingdom and the
United States, children’s participation rates in for-
mal child care in Australia have increased over
recent years. In 1993, for example, 34 per cent of
children under the age of four used formal child
care; by 2002, this figure had risen to 44 per cent
(ABS 2003). 

However, data about Australian parents’ reasons 
for using child care suggests that this rise in partic-
ipation is not related solely to mothers’ labour 
force participation rates. The Australian Bureau of
Statistics, for example, asked parents to indicate

the main reason they used child care (ABS 2003).
For children aged up to four years attending formal
child care, 39 per cent of parents reported using
child care for work-related reasons, 14 per cent 
for personal reasons (such as playing sport or doing
the shopping), and 44 per cent because they felt
that it was beneficial for the child. This suggests
that parents use child care for multiple reasons 
that relate to both their own needs and that of 
their child. 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies Family
and Work Decisions Study was developed in part 
to examine what Australian mothers’ beliefs about
child care are, the reasons why they may choose 
to use child care, and how mothers make these
decisions. 

This paper describes the Family and Work Deci-
sions Study from which the data presented were
drawn. It then discusses mothers’ patterns of child
care use and their beliefs about child care, using in-
depth interview data collected as part of the study. 

Family and Work Decisions Study

The data presented here are drawn from the second
stage of the Family and Work Decisions Study,
conducted by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies. The first stage of the study involved a 
telephone survey of 2,405 mothers, half of whom
were lone mothers and half of whom were part-
nered. All  were in receipt of some type of
government benefit at the time of selection into 
the sample. This meant that the sample members
overall had lower incomes than a nationally repre-
sentative sample. 

The second stage of the study involved in-depth
interviews with 29 of the lone mothers and 32 of the
partnered mothers who participated in the first
stage. These interviews were conducted approxi-
mately one year later, in late 2003 and early 2004.
The mothers selected had children of different ages,

viewed as potentially harmful to children and infe-
rior to mothers’ care, while for other mothers it is
an important factor in children’s social and cogni-
tive development (Ford 1996; Duncan, Edwards,
Reynolds and Alldred 2004; Himmelweit and Sigala
2004). 

The type of child care preferred by mothers has
been linked to mothers’ childrearing beliefs and
their own understandings of what being a good
mother means: mothers who believe that children
are best cared for by them tend to chose home
based care such as family day care, selecting a carer

who can act as a “substitute for mother love” (Hertz
1997: 376). 

Qualitative research has also revealed that trust is a
key concern for mothers when making decisions
about child care – but again this is variable. Him-
melweit and Sigala found that some mothers would
only trust relatives to provide care for their chil-
dren, some would only trust home based child
minders, and others would only trust “professional
carers” found in centre care settings (Himmelweit
and Sigala 2004).

In Australia, while there has been an increasing
interest in understanding mothers’ beliefs and deci-
sion making processes about parenting and paid
work (Probert and Macdonald 1999; Reid-Boyd
2000; Probert 2002; Maher, Dever, Curtin and Sin-
gleton 2004; Morehead 2002 and 2003), qualitative
research into mothers’ beliefs about and use of child
care is more limited. Reid-Boyd (2000) has exam-
ined mothers who choose to stay home with their
children and found that these mothers chose to do
so for a variety of reasons – for the pleasure of 
raising their children themselves, because they
believe children are best cared for by their mothers
or because of concerns about what may happen 
to their children in non-parental care settings.
Probert’s interviews with women who had been
mothers in the 1950s and 1990s uncovered a strong
suspicion about child care among some mothers.
Probert concludes that only half the women inter-
viewed thought that “child care centres are
satisfactory, let alone good for kids; less than one-
third would use child care centres and a tiny
proportion would use them on a full-time basis”
(Probert 2002:12). 

However, despite consistent reports of widespread
negative beliefs about child care, Australian moth-
ers of preschool aged children continue to return to
paid work at increasing rates and demand for formal
child care places continues to be high (Campbell
and Charlesworth 2004; Baxter 2004). Similar to
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The type of child care preferred by mothers has been linked 

to mothers’ childrearing beliefs and their own understandings

of what being a good mother means.
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diverse work circumstances and diverse employ-
ment histories. The age of youngest child at the
time of the qualitative interviews ranged from eight
weeks to 16 years. Interviews were conducted in
metropolitan, rural and remote areas of Victoria
and South Australia. (For a more detailed descrip-
tion of the Family and Work Decisions Study, see
Hand and Hughes 2004.)

The in-depth interviews were semi-structured in
nature and took a life history approach, covering
the different ways mothers and their partners (if
applicable) had combined paid work with having
and caring for children. While many sections of the
interview are drawn on for this paper (for example,
the cost of child care was often raised in the context
of discussions about whether it was financially
worth working), a number of questions were posed
specifically about child care. 

Issues tapped included: the nature of mothers’ child
care arrangements at different life stages and during
periods of paid work; mothers’ ability to access
their preferred care arrangements; the advantages
and disadvantages of child care; and whether 
mothers thought child care was developmentally
advantageous for children. The responses to these
questions are presented below. 

Before considering this data, however, it should be
remembered that some of the mothers in this study
had teenaged children, and were relying on reflec-
tive recall. Therefore, the reflections of mothers of
older children about the cost of, access to, and
availability of child care may not accurately reflect
the experiences of mothers seeking care in the cur-
rent context. Similarly, these mothers’ beliefs about
the effects of child care may not reflect those 
of mothers who would be considering the use of 
any child care today. Nevertheless, the stories pro-
vided by mothers of older and younger children,
particularly in regard to their beliefs about the
appropriateness of using child care, were similar,
and are considered together in this article.

Mothers’ use of formal child care

Mothers who participated in qualitative interviews
for the Family and Work Decisions study had a
diverse range of child care arrangements. Their
reports ranged from using no non-parental care at
all (including no care from extended family mem-
bers) to the use of full-time formal child care.
However, most mothers reported having used 
combinations of different child care arrangements –
informal arrangements (such as grandparent care
or paid care arrangements with friends or neigh-
bours), formal care options (such as centre care
and family day care), or a mixture of the two. 

Table 1 maps the child care use of different mothers
participating in the qualitative component of the
study. It shows that a substantial proportion (38 per
cent) of mothers reported that they had never 
used formal child care. In some cases their children
had attended kindergarten but this was not viewed
by these mothers as child care. Mothers who had
not used formal child care tended to be in couple

relationships (or had been when their children were
small) and were not participating in paid work. Moth-
ers in this group who did work used informal care,
usually provided by a family member or friend.

While half of the couple mothers had reported never
using formal child care, only 24 per cent of lone
mothers reported having never used formal child
care. Lone mothers who had never used formal care
had typically (but not always) been in couple rela-
tionships when their children were preschool aged. 

To help better understand these patterns of use, the
remainder of the paper explores the reasons for
using or not using formal child care and mothers’
beliefs about the care that they have used. 

Mothers’ reasons for never using formal child care

Like other Australian research findings, the reasons
some mothers gave for never having used formal
care were about a preference to be at home and to
not miss out on children’s developmental mile-
stones (Reid-Boyd 2000). 

As one mother said:

“You miss out on a lot. I know a lot of young mothers who go
straight to work after having kids.And they say,‘oh I missed out
on his first smile’, or ‘he started walking today’. I don’t know
how they can do it myself.”(Couple mother,one child aged 16,
not in paid work.)

This preference to be at home by some mothers in
the study is explored in greater detail in another Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies paper describing
mothers’ attitudes about parenting and paid work
(Hand and Hughes 2005).

For many mothers, like those in Reid-Boyd’s (2000)
research, the choice not to use formal child care
was also based on a belief that children were best
cared for at home by their mothers and that
strangers such as child care workers could not be
trusted to care for their children. They talked about
the possibility of their child being harmed while
attending care. Many of these mothers stated that
children who attended formal child care learned
bad habits and were exposed to values and beliefs
that did not match those of their parents:

Use of formal child care since birth of first child reported 
by mothers participating in the Family and Work 
Decisions Study (n=61)

Table 1

Couple Lone All mothers
mothers mothers in the study

n = 32 n = 29 n = 61

Never used formal care 16 (50%) 7 (24%) 23 (38%)

Used family day care 8 (25%) 7 (24%) 15 (25%)

Used centre care 10 (31%) 16 (55%) 26 (42%)

Used regular informal care 12 (38%) 10 (34%) 22 (36%)

Used kindergarten 8 (25%) 3 (10%) 11 (18%)
(not long day care)

Used after school care 2 (6%) 5 (17%) 7 (11%)
Note: Mothers may have used more than one type of formal child care since the birth of
their first child, so columns may tally higher than 100 per cent.
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Some mothers were concerned about the cost of
child care. Lone mothers and couple mothers on
low incomes who were not working were also con-
cerned about the effects of working on the cost of
child care: 

“When you’re not working it’s cheap as chips but when you’re
working it’s really expensive. And it was like, well I’m going to
pay half my wages to child care.” (Couple mother, one child
aged 3.5 years, not in paid work.)

Availability of hours was also discussed by some
mothers not using formal care. This issue was of
most concern for mothers who worked outside of
normal business hours. Mothers were aware of the
option of using family day care in the evenings but
many were reticent about their children having to
spend evenings away from their own homes. They
stated a strong preference for support to have carers
come to their homes instead: 

“Say I wanted to work at night,and have family day care – but
I’d have to take my children there.They’d be better off being at
home, because you can put them to bed and have a normal
set-up,but that option’s not available.”(Lone mother,two chil-
dren aged 8 and 9, works part-time.) 

“I’d have to drop my kids off so early in the morning so that I
could start a 7 am shift somewhere,which is really tricky ...and
it doesn’t seem a fair thing to do for them . . .The ideal thing
would be to have a babysitter come in and look after them,but
its just totally out of my price range.”(Lone mother,three chil-
dren aged 6 to 11, not in paid work.)

Accessing child care in their local areas was also an
issue. While waiting lists were a concern for some
mothers in metropolitan areas, regional and rural
mothers most often voiced concerns about being
able to access any child care at all. They also voiced
concerns about having limited choices in type of
care and carer: 

“There’s very,very limited services available in this area.”(Lone
mother, one child aged 5, not in paid work.)

“And the availability, having to go on waiting lists . . .” (Lone
mother, three children aged 6 to 11, not in paid work.)

“That’s the only place I could get into, all the rest of the places
were booked. Couldn’t get in, was on the waiting list.” (Lone
mother, three children aged 7 to 14, works part-time.)

Mothers in regional areas spoke about a lack of
options to choose from, high demand for places,
lack of stability of care, and the need to travel large
distances to access care. Some mothers who had
never used care said that there had never been care
available. Others had started using care but the
carer had become sick and they had lost access to
care. Yet other mothers spoke about not being sat-
isfied with the care offered and therefore feeling
that they could not use it.

Reasons for using formal child care

Many mothers who had used formal child care – in
fact, almost all of them – reported “child centered”
reasons as part of the reasons for use. This reflects
Australian Bureau of Statistics data, which also

“It was just the fact that I didn’t know these people – I don’t
know who they are, I don’t know what their opinions are on
how to raise a child.”(Couple mother,one child aged 3.5 years,
not in paid work.)

These mothers tended to have had no direct expe-
rience of formal child care themselves and had
gained their knowledge of it through stories from
other people:

“I don’t like child care . . . just the stories I hear, like when 
they come home with marks on them. They’ve probably 
just had a fall or something, but at least with him at home I
know where he’s fallen, I know what he’s done.You’ve just got
to look after them 100 per cent, so I just don’t like . . . like it’s
going to kill me even sending him to kinder because I can’t be
with him!” (Couple mother, one child aged 15 months, not in
paid work.)

This lack of direct experience of child care by moth-
ers who preferred not to use it was also noted in
Probert’s research. Probert (2002: 13) argues:
“These evaluations are [rarely] based on sound
knowledge of human development. They are, in
fact, more likely to be ideological – that is, derived
from the gender culture and its moral framework.” 

In contrast to child care, participation in early
childhood education in the year or two preceding
primary education (referred to as “kindergarten”
or “preschool” depending on which Australian state
a person lives in) was generally seen by mothers as
a positive experience for children and was not seen
as being the same as child care. Their children’s
attendance at kindergarten/preschool education,
therefore, was framed entirely in the context of
their educational needs: 

“I’ve never used formal child care, ever, for any of my children.
Besides kindergarten.They all went to kindergarten. But that
was more educational than child care.” (Couple mother, three
children aged 6 to 30, not in paid work.)

Mothers who had a strong belief that mothers
should care for their children all of the time were
more likely to speak this way. Sometimes in inter-
views mothers would state that they had never used
child care, but then it would emerge that they had
used occasional care or a-day-a-week at a child care
centre as a learning experience for their child. But
this was framed entirely around the needs of the
child and was therefore not perceived by these
mothers as being child care.

The quality of available child care was also some-
thing that mothers who had never used formal care
were concerned about, and a small number spoke
about not being able to find care of adequate quality
that they were willing to use. This was especially
the case for mothers in regional areas who spoke
about a lack of choice of services. Often there was
only one centre or a handful of family day carers to
choose from, and this led them to use no care at all
if they were not happy with these options:

“I don’t know if it was run by volunteers, or just the structure,
but I didn’t think it was very good. It was everybody clumped
into this little hall and, no, I didn’t think it was suitable.”(Lone
mother, one child aged 17, not in paid work.)
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found child-related reasons as prominent in par-
ents’ child care decisions (ABS 2003). Even if using
child care also enabled them to work, for example,
the fact that child care had benefits for children
that could not be attained elsewhere was seen as 
an important part of why mothers said they used
child care:

“I see a huge advantage in the way they learn. I mean, sure 
you can take them to a friend’s house and they can play with
her kids,but they’re not going to learn.I mean,my son would-
n’t have learnt anywhere near as much as he’s learned in day
care.”(Couple mother, one child aged 2, not in paid work, uses
regular centre care.)

“They’ve got little colleagues . . . the hustle and bustle of hav-
ing other children, learning to share. . .” (Couple mother, two
children aged 3 and 20, works part-time, uses centre care two
days per week.)

Reflecting Hay’s (1996) discussion of intensive
mothering, many mothers in the Family and Work
Decisions study believed that exposing children to
developmentally enhancing experiences provided
by trained early childhood professionals (such as in
formal child care settings) can be seen as an impor-
tant part of their repertoire of “good mothering”
and an experience that some mothers felt morally
obliged to provide.

Mothers also saw child care as a way of gaining
some respite from the demands of child rearing.
This was especially important to lone mothers. The
constant demands of being responsible for a small
child were emphasised by many lone mothers of
young children, who saw having time-out as
enabling them to be a better parent overall, again
emphasising that their choice to use care was as
much about continuing to be a “good mother” as it
was about meeting their own needs:

“Yeah [laughs]. Peace of mind, a sanity day. Just a bit of free-
dom to be able to do what I want. And it’s very helpful now
that I’ve started work, obviously. But before, the original rea-
son wasn’t to work but so I could have some time-out from her.
Because when you’re a sole parent and they’re around 24/7, it
gets very frustrating and they can be very whingey . . .You just
need a break.” (Lone mother, one child aged 2, works part-
time, uses centre care.)

Explicitly stating that they used child care for work
reasons was not popular with many mothers. This
may be due to the mothers in the sample having rel-
atively low levels of labour force participation,
especially for couple mothers. The following are
responses at two extremes, but is interesting to note
that there was a “loud silence” on the issue of using
child care to enable participation in paid work:

“When they were little, one day a week they used to go to 
day care and that was purely social, not because I had any 
jobs to go to or anything . . .” (Lone mother, works part-time,
two children aged 6 and 9, used centre care and after 
school care.)

“Oh look, when I went back to work I realised I really needed 
to be at work and I was quite prepared to pay the extra and 
to have less money to have good child care, but have the 
work I wanted to do that I felt fulfilled in.And I really strongly
feel that.”(Couple mother,two children aged 16 and 17,works
full-time, used centre care and nanny.)

The above quotes both share an underlying dis-
course that choices about using child care are based
primarily on children’s wellbeing. However, while
the first mother argues that she chooses child care
solely for the purpose of enhancing her children’s
development, the second considers her own needs
as well. But implicit in this second quote is a
defence of her own practice of motherhood – that is
working is contingent on being able to provide good
– albeit expensive – child care as a substitute for her
own care. This seems to reflect the argument put
forward by Hays (1996: 132) that: “If you are a good
mother you must be an intensive one. The only
‘choice’ involved is whether you add the role of paid
working woman.” 

While few explicitly stated that that they used 
child care for work purposes, the stories of many
lone mothers made it apparent that they did use
formal care as a way of enabling them to return 
to paid work. Like the mothers in recent Australian
studies by Probert and Macdonald (1999) and 
Morehead (2002), taking on the breadwinner role
was an important aspect of good mothering for
many lone mothers in the study (see Hughes and
Hand 2005 for a more detailed analysis of this
issue).

Mothers’ beliefs about centre care versus family day care

Mothers had quite different views about their pre-
ferred type of care. Mothers who preferred centre
care placed greater emphasis on structure and edu-
cational experiences and also on having a large
group of children to play and interact with:

“I don’t really like the idea of family day care . . . I know a 
few people who look after children and they don’t have 
that experience – or not all of them,I shouldn’t say all of them.
But I know the ones I know don’t have that child care experi-
ence . . . At child care they participate in a lot more activity, its
more a structured kind of thing ...they’ve got more kids to play
with.” (Couple mother, two children aged 2 and 4, not in paid
work, uses two days centre care for older child.)

Many mothers who had used formal child care – in fact,

almost all of them – reported “child centered” reasons as 

part of the reasons for use.
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Conclusion

Differences between mothers in their beliefs about
using formal child care and their preferred child
care arrangements seem to depend on their beliefs
about motherhood. While these beliefs are a key
factor in mothers’ decision-making about many
aspects of their lives, their ideas about how a “good
mother” approaches child care varied considerably
between mothers with different patterns of child
care use. In part, these ideas may well be a product
(rather than a driver) of their child care choices.

Mothers in the Family and Work Decisions Study
talk about basing their decisions about whether or
not to use formal child care mostly on their own 
child rearing ideologies rather than on particular
characteristics of care (such as quality, cost and
accessibility), and they explain their decisions
about child care as being largely based on their own
beliefs about what is good for their children. 

This finding is not surprising – research overseas,
and to a lesser extent in Australia, has yielded sim-
ilar results (Duncan and Edwards 1999; Duncan,
Edwards, Reynolds and Alldred 2004; Himmelweit
and Sigala 2004; Reid-Boyd 2000; Probert 2002).
Mothers in the Institute study, like those in previ-
ous research, are very well aware that they are
expected to frame their child care decisions in the
context of their children’s wellbeing rather than
their own needs (Hand and Hughes 2005; Probert
2002; Hays 1996).

Other Australian Institute of Family Studies research
found similar results. For example, the Child Care 
in Cultural Context study found that parents who
used centre care most valued structural and educa-
tional activities such as learning activities, ratios
between staff and children, and nutrition (da Silva
and Wise 2005).

Mothers who preferred family day care, valued a
home-like experience with less structure and close
relationships between carers and children. Having a
good relationship with caregivers was also an
important measure of quality for these mothers.
Some mothers spoke about experiencing difficul-
ties in finding the right carer and had to change
carers once or twice. These difficulties included a
lack of stimulation (for example, the children
watched television all day), or not using sunscreen
and hats. But all reported being happy with their
current arrangements:

“I prefer family day care.I like them to be in the same environ-
ment as what they’d be in at home ...his day care ‘mum’is kind
of like his second mum . . .” (Couple mother, one child aged 2,
uses family day care full time.)

“I didn’t see centre care as a viable option because I think from
my perspective that’s too structured.I wanted the kids to have
more of a family environment where they could see the role
models of mum doing the dishes and the washing, and stuff
they didn’t necessarily see at home when I was working shift
work.” (Lone mother, five children aged 5 to 20, works
evenings, uses family day care for younger children.)

Like previous research (Hertz 1997), family day
carers tend to be viewed as substitute mothers. It is
also interesting that the second mother quoted
above values “family environment” not because it
mirrors what exists at home but that it provides the
environment that she feels she would be providing
if she was not working. 

Some mothers mentioned they chose family day
care because of cost:

“Well, basically I chose family day care through the council
because it’s cheaper.” (Lone mother, four children aged 3
months to 16 years, works part-time, uses family day care.)

Like United States research findings (Huston,
Chang and Genetian 2002), cost was a particularly
important factor for mothers who were on the low-
est incomes and influenced the type of care chosen
as well as the number of hours used. In addition,
others often weighed up the cost of child care when
making decisions about paid work (see Hughes and
Hand 2005 for a further discussion of this finding).

Mothers in the study did not tend to discuss issues
of access to, availability of, and cost of, care in
much detail. Instead, as noted above, they focused
on the role of their broader belief systems about
mothering and child care. This could be due to the
retrospective nature of many mothers’ accounts.
However, access to child care in regional areas and
the availability of care for shift workers was a con-
cern for some mothers, and some mothers with
young children spoke about cost being a barrier. 

Other research (de Vaus 2004; Baxter 2005) con-
firms these findings about accessing care. The
research also suggests that, consistent with the data
presented here, less than 10 per cent of mothers
who are not in the labour force give “lack of access
to formal child care” as a reason for not working
(Unpublished ABS data cited in Baxter 2005). In
Baxter’s research the majority of mothers not in the
labour market stated that they were not working
because they did not want to work and/or they
wanted to care for their children themselves. 

Some mothers spoke about experiencing difficulties in finding

the right carer, and had to change carers once or twice.
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This seems to reflect the responses of many moth-
ers in the Family and Work Decisions Study who
stated that they chose not to use child care (and
chose not to work) because they preferred to care
for their children themselves. 

In addition, some mothers who had not used formal
child care spoke of barriers to accessing and afford-
ing such care. However, many of these mothers also
had strong reservations about the effects of formal
care on children, and it is not clear whether in fact
they would have chosen to use formal care even
had there been fewer perceived barriers. 

On the other hand, some mothers who had used
formal child care also noted barriers in accessing
and affording such care – barriers that may have
affected the availability of their preferred care type.
Interestingly, mothers who could not access their
preferred care type generally reported high levels of
satisfaction with the care they had ultimately used. 

Overall, findings from the Institute’s Family and
Work Decisions Study suggest that improvements in
the provision of child care (in terms of availability,
accessibility and cost) will not necessarily change
the minds of mothers who believe that formal child
care is not in the best interests of their children.
However, such changes would most likely assist
mothers who do choose to use child care to find care
that best suits their needs and preferences. 
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Second, women are more likely to be carers than
men and so an increase in female employment rates
will increase the proportion of the workforce with
adult care responsibilities. One of the key responses
by government to the projected ageing of the 
population has been to encourage mature age par-
ticipation in the labour market (Treasury 2002). 

Third, there is some evidence that the shift from
institutional to community care for disabled adults
has also increased the burden on carers (Tolhurst
2001). 

The delay in having children until their late 20s and
30s by younger Australians, combined with the 
ageing of the Australian population, is likely to
result in an increase in the proportion of the work-
force who have both dependent children and
elderly parents who require care (Jenson and

The importance of parents having access
to work arrangements that enable them
to adequately care for their children is
widely recognised and accepted. Much
less attention has been given to the

importance of creating work places that allow
employees to provide care for elderly, disabled, or ill
parents, spouses or other adults.

As Tolhurst (2001) writes: “If you arrive late for work
because of problems with young children such as
child care, parent/teacher interviews or medical
appointments for your youngsters that is understood.
How much sympathy or leeway is given if the late-
ness occurred because you had to take mum, dad or
grandma to the doctors or had to arrange respite care
because the district nurse would not be able to visit
today to change a dressing or dispense medication?”

There are several demographic and social trends
which mean that an increasing proportion of the
workforce is likely to have adult care responsibilities.
First, the population is ageing. The proportion of the
population aged over 65 years is projected to
increase from 12.8 per cent in 2002 to 26.1 per cent
in 2044. There are currently 5.3 people in the poten-
tial workforce for every person aged 65 years or
more. By 2044 it is projected that this will have fallen
to less than 2.3 (Productivity Commission 2004). 

M AT T H E W  G R AY  A N D  J O DY  H U G H E S
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Caring for children

As the population ages over the next few decades increasing numbers

of employees will be providing care for their parents or other adults.

Little is known about the use of family-friendly work arrangements for

these employees. This paper presents evidence on the use of flexible

work arrangements to provide adult care and how this compares to the

use by those caring for children.

and adults
Differential access to family-friendly 
work arrangements



First, formal workplace policies may differ accord-
ing to whether the work arrangements are being
use to provide care for an adult or children. Second,
the way in which managers apply existing policies 
may differ. Third, the reactions and views of fellow
workers about colleagues taking time-off or using
flexible work practices to care for a child as com-
pared to an adult may differ. Fourth, the nature of
providing care for an elderly or disabled adult tends
to differ from child care as the period of care is 
generally unknown, unpredictable and time
demands on carers are likely to increase rather
than decrease. In addition, there is limited avail-
ability of formal care such as respite care (Glezer
and Wolcott 2000; Tolhurst 2001).

While there is a great deal of information available
in Australia on the types of work arrangements 
used by people to assist with negotiating family and
work responsibilities, relatively little is known
about the extent to which use of these work
arrangements differ according to whether the car-
ing responsibility is for children or for elderly or
disabled adults (Glezer and Wolcott 2000). In this
paper, evidence is presented about differences in
the use of “family-friendly” work arrangements
between New South Wales employees with child
care responsibilities and those who provide adult
care. The work arrangements and types of leave
used for caring include: flex time; rostered day 
off; working from home; time off in lieu; shift-work;
part-time work; casual work; informal arrange-
ments with employer; paid leave; and unpaid leave.
The use of self-employment or contracting as a 
way of balancing work and caring responsibilities is 
also examined.

The analysis is based on the Managing Caring
Responsibilities and Paid Employment Survey
NSW, conducted in New South Wales by the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2000). This 
is one of the few Australian surveys that includes
information on type of caring responsibilities,
which family-friendly work arrangements are 
used to provide care, and the extent to which carers
report wanting to make more use of flexible work
arrangements to provide care (unmet need).

The survey also contains information on whether
carers have made employment changes in the past
in order to better manage their caring responsibili-
ties. Three combinations of care are considered in
this article: children only; children and adults; and
adults only. Throughout the paper carers are
defined as those with a child less than 15 years of
age, and those who provided care to any other of the
following people in the previous six months – any
other child under 15 years of age, an elderly person,
or any person with a short or long term sickness,
injury or condition where this care is not done as
part of paid work.1 In the survey, children who
require care were defined as those under 15 years
and hence the analysis is limited to this group.
While the survey is restricted to New South Wales,
there is no particular reason to think that the pat-
tern of results would fundamentally differ in other
States of Australia.
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Jacobzone 2000). People in this situation are 
usually in their mid forties to mid sixties and have
been labelled the “sandwich generation” (Nichols
and Junk 1997). Research in the United States 
suggests that employed women in this position 
have higher rates of absenteeism from work and
greater difficulties combining work and family than
women without both child care and adult care
responsibilities (Neal, Chapman, Ingersol-Dayton
and Emlen 1993).

Flexible work arrangements (such as paid leave to
provide care and flex time) have been shown to 
be important in assisting employees with all types 
of caring responsibilities to successfully negotiate
their family and work responsibilities. Use of 
family-friendly work arrangements may differ
according to whether the care is for children or for
an elderly or disabled adult for several reasons.
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cent) and those without any caring responsibilities
(77.6 per cent). This reflects the fact that the care of
children, particularly younger children, is primarily
done by women, and that men still take greater
responsibility for income earning in families (Bittman
1995). The relatively low rates of employment of men
with adult care responsibilities is probably, in part, a
reflection of the older average age of these men (de
Vaus 2004) combined with the decline in employ-
ment rates which occurs for men beyond the age of 50
(Productivity Commission 2004). 

The Managing Caring Responsibilities and Paid
Employment Survey NSW, asked carers not-in-the
labour force whether their caring responsibilities
were the main reason they were not seeking employ-
ment. Among females with caring responsibilities
who were not in the labour force, 55.7 per cent said
the main reason they were not looking for paid work
was their caring responsibilities. Among males with
caring responsibilities who were not-in-the labour
force, 19.3 per cent reported that the main reason
was their caring responsibilities. For Australian
research on the impact of caring for elderly or dis-
abled adults on the likelihood of being in paid
employment, see de Vaus (2004), Glezer and Wolcott
(2000), and Jenson and Jacobzone (2000).

The importance of caring responsibilities as a rea-
son for not looking for work also differed according
to type of caring responsibilities. Only 10.7 per cent
of men with children under 15 said that caring
responsibilities were the main reason for not seek-
ing paid employment. Women not in the labour
force who had child care but not adult care respon-
sibilities were much more likely to report that their
caring responsibilities were the main reason for
them not seeking employment (60.7 per cent).
Again this reflects the fact that primary responsi-
bility for child care is more likely to be taken by
mothers than fathers (Bittman 1995).

Turning to adult care, 45.3 per cent of men not in
the labour force who provided adult care only said
that their caring responsibilities were the main rea-
son they were not seeking employment. Caring
responsibilities were given as the main reason for
not seeking work by 29.7 per cent of women with
adult care responsibilities but not child care
responsibilities. Of women with adult and child
care responsibilities who were not in the labour
force, 48.1 per cent said that their caring responsi-
bilities were the main reason for not seeking
employment. The corresponding figure for men was
26.5 per cent.

Overall these figures suggest that the impact of
adult care responsibilities on paid employment
varies less between men and women than the
impact of child care responsibilities. Even though a
higher proportion of women than men have respon-
sibility to care for an elderly or disabled adult,
where men do have such responsibilities, their
employment is significantly lower. 

There are a number of possible explanations for the
differential effect of child and adult care responsi-
bilities on the employment of men. Men with adult

Caring responsibilities and labour force status

According to the Managing Caring Responsibilities
and Paid Employment Survey NSW (ABS 2000),
39.5 per cent of working-age men (18-64 years) and
49.3 per cent of working-age women had caring
responsibilities. For both men and women the most
common type of caring responsibility was for chil-
dren only (33.1 and 37.4 per cent respectively).
Having caring responsibility for an adult without
having any child care responsibilities was much less
common (3.7 per cent of men and 5.9 per cent of
women). Just 2.7 per cent of men had both child
and adult care responsibilities. A somewhat higher
proportion of working-age women had both child
and adult care responsibilities (6.1 per cent).

Women without any caring responsibilities had
higher rates of employment (69.7 per cent) than did
women with caring responsibilities (ranging from
55 to 60 per cent). Women without caring responsi-
bilities were also more likely than other women to
be employed full-time (Table 1). There was little
difference in the employment rates of women with
children only and adult only caring responsibilities
(55.7 per cent and 55.2 per cent respectively).
Women with caring responsibilities for both chil-
dren and adults had an employment rate of 60.4 per
cent. The higher employment rate of women with
both children and adult care responsibilities is
probably a reflection of the fact that these women
were less likely to have very young children (the
employment rate of mothers increases with the age
of their children (de Vaus 2004)). Women with chil-
dren were more likely to be employed part-time and
less likely to be employed full-time than women
with only adult care responsibilities.

The pattern for men is quite different. Men with child
only responsibilities had an employment rate of 88.6
per cent and those with children and adult care
responsibilities had an employment rate of 84.0 per
cent. This is higher than the employment rates of
men with adult care only responsibilities (68.2 per

Employment, by type of caring responsibilities 
and gender, NSW 2000

Table 1

Type of caring responsibilities

Children No caring
Children and Adults respon- 

only adults only sibilities
% % % %

Male
Total employed 88.6 84.0 68.2 77.6

Part-time employed 5.6 7.9 7.1 9.3
Full-time employed 83.0 76.1 61.1 68.3

Population total ('000) 665.3 53.9 74.0 1,214.9

Female
Total employed 55.7 60.4 55.2 69.7

Part-time employed 30.0 32.6 23.6 20.8
Full-time employed 25.7 27.8 31.6 48.9

Population total ('000) 748.0 121.7 118.1 1,014.3

Notes: Table population is 18 to 64 years. Contributing family workers and employees paid
in kind are classified as being employed.
Source: ABS (2000).
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care responsibilities may, on average, spend more
time providing care than men with child care
responsibilities whose partner often takes primary
responsibility for the care of children. It may also be
the case that when families are deciding who will
care for elderly parents, children who are not
employed, whether male are female, are more likely
to assume primary responsibility for the caring 
than their employed siblings. It is not possible to
distinguish between these explanations using the
Managing Caring Responsibilities and Paid
Employment Survey NSW.

Work arrangements used to provide care 
In this section, the arrangements used by employ-
ees with different types of caring responsibilities in
the six months prior to the survey interview are
described. Almost half (47.3 per cent) of women
with child care only responsibilities had used a fam-
ily-friendly work arrangement to provide care
(Table 2). A much lower proportion of men with
child care but no adult care responsibilities
reported having made use of family-friendly work
arrangements (29.8 per cent).

The higher rate of usage of family-friendly work
practices by women than men with children is not
surprising, given that mothers provide more child
care than fathers do, and are more likely than men
to organise their work around those caring respon-
sibilities (Bittman 1995). Previous studies have also
shown low rates of use of family-friendly work pro-
visions by men to care for children (for example,
Bittman, Hoffman and Thompson 2004).

While it is also more common for female than male
employees to provide care for elderly or disabled
adults, women who have such caring responsibilities
have only slightly higher rates of use of family-
friendly work arrangements than do men with these
responsibilities. For both men and women, those
with responsibility for providing care to both adults
and children were much more likely to make use of
family-friendly work arrangements than those with
only child care or adult care responsibilities. 

While there are some differences in the types of work
arrangements used by men and women, the pattern
is quite similar. The main difference is that women
were much more likely than men to use shift, casual

or part-time work as a way of managing caring
responsibilities, particularly for children2. Women
with child care responsibilities but no adult care
responsibilities were more likely to have made use of
unpaid leave (7.4 per cent) than men with child care
only responsibilities (2.8 per cent). There was little
difference in the use of unpaid leave between males
and females with adult care responsibilities.

A limitation of much of the existing research into the
use of family-friendly work arrangements is that very
little information is available on the extent to which
there are employees who would have been able to
better balance work and family responsibilities if they
had been able to make greater use of flexible work
arrangements. An unusual feature of the Managing
Caring Responsibilities and Paid Employment 

Type of flexible work arrangements used to provide care, 
by type of caring responsibility and gender, NSW 2000

Table 2

Type of caring responsibilities

Children Adults and Adults 
only children only

% % %

Male
Flex time 7.1 8.2 5.3
Rostered day off and time off in lieu 10.2 17.2 12.0
Shift, casual and part-time work 5.3 11.7 7.3
Working from home and informal 9.1 23.0 19.2

arrangements
Paid leave 12.1 28.6 10.7
Unpaid leave 2.8 5.0 5.4
Other 0.5 0.0 3.5
None 70.2 40.5 60.5
Population total ('000) 425.1 34.3 37.5

Female
Flex time 5.8 9.4 5.5
Rostered day off and time off in lieu 9.0 20.7 9.1
Shift, casual and part-time work 24.8 29.8 17.4
Working from home and informal 10.8 19.7 12.5

arrangements
Paid leave 11.5 23.5 10.3
Unpaid leave 7.4 4.6 6.6
Other 0.6 0.0 2.0
None 52.7 36.9 56.4
Population total ('000) 347.1 58.8 56.2

Notes: Table population is the employed 18 years plus. Columns may sum to more than
100 since a person could use more than one type of working arrangement. 
Source: ABS (2000).

Women without any caring 
responsibilities had higher rates of
employment than did women with
caring responsibilities. They were 
also more likely than other women 
to be employed full-time.
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family-friendly work arrangements. For women, 
12.1 per cent wanted to make more use of such
arrangements in order to provide care for children.
Interestingly, there were higher levels of unmet need
for work arrangements to care for elderly or disabled
adults than to care for children – among both men
and women. This applies to almost all types of work
arrangements except shift, casual or part-time work
and unpaid leave. The level of unmet need was high-
est for women with both child care and adult care
responsibilities (20.1 per cent).

The Managing Caring Responsibilities and Paid
Employment Survey NSW (2000) also asked those
with unmet need for family-friendly work practices
the reasons why they could not make more use of
flexible work arrangements to provide care. The
small number of respondents with elder or disabled
adult care responsibility who wanted to make greater
use of family-friendly work arrangements means that
reliable estimates cannot be obtained for all types of
reasons for respondents with this type of care. There-
fore, in Table 4 only figures for those with child care
responsibilities are presented. However, the absence
of published data on this issue for those caring for
adults makes it worthwhile presenting selected infor-
mation for this group. It must be stressed that the
estimates for this group are based on small sample
sizes and are therefore potentially unreliable and
need to be treated with caution.

While the overall pattern of reasons was similar
between men and women, there were some differ-
ences. For both men and women, the two most
common reasons were “Do not have adequate
working arrangements” and “Work commitments”.
Men were more likely than women to say that work
commitments prevented them from making more
use of family-friendly work arrangements (36.7 and
22.6 per cent respectively). Women were almost
twice as likely as men to say that they “Didn’t apply,
as thought they would say no anyway”.

Both men and women with adult care responsibilities
were much more likely than those with child care
only responsibilities to say that even though they
wanted to make greater use of flexible work arrange-
ments, they didn’t apply because they thought their
employer would say no than are those with adult
care responsibilities. Among men with responsibili-
ties for providing care for children only, who had
unmet need, 6.9 per cent reported that they hadn’t
applied because they thought their employer would
say no. This is much lower than the proportion of
men with adult care only and both adult care and
child care responsibilities who gave this reason for
not having made greater use of flexible work arrange-
ments (21.4 and 44.4 per cent respectively).

Among women with responsibilities for providing
care for children but not adults who had unmet
need for flexible work arrangements, 13.1 per cent
gave the reason that they hadn’t asked their
employer because they thought they would say no.
As for men, the proportion of women with adult
care and both child and adult care responsibilities
who gave this reason was higher than for those 

Survey NSW is that it contains a question on whether
those with caring responsibilities would have liked to
make greater use of particular work arrangements to
provide care. This is a particularly valuable question,
since from a policy perspective, what is very useful to
know apart from the actual usage of family-friendly
work arrangements is the extent to which employees
could have benefited from increased access to these
work arrangements.

Overall, the level of unmet need among the employed
for flexible work practices and provisions were quite
low (Table 3). For men with child care but no adult
care responsibilities, almost 10 per cent would have
liked to be able to make greater use of some kind of

Unmet need for flexible work arrangements, by type of 
caring responsibilities and gender, NSW 2000

Table 3

Type of caring responsibilities

Children Adults and Adults 
only children only

% % %

Male
Flex time 2.3 3.5 7.5
Rostered day off and time off in lieu 2.8 # 2.9
Shift, casual and part-time work 0.8 0.0 #
Working from home and informal 3.1 5.0 5.6

arrangements
Paid leave 1.8 # 3.2
Unpaid leave 0.6 # #
Other 0.7 0.0 0.0
None 90.5 85.4 85.1
Population total 425,100 34,300 37,500

Female
Flex time 3.6 5.3 4.6
Rostered day off and time off in lieu 2.1 3.1 4.6
Shift, casual and part-time work 2.2 # #
Working from home and informal 

arrangements 4.0 4.6 3.6
Paid leave 3.5 5.1 4.4
Unpaid leave 1.3 # #
Other 0.3 # #
None 87.9 79.9 84.3
Population total 347,100 58,800 56,200

Notes: Table population is the employed 18 years plus. Column total may sum to more than
100 since a person could want to have made more use of multiple work arrangement. 
# indicates that the figure was not released by the ABS due to confidentiality concerns due
to small cell sizes.
Source: ABS (2000).

Reasons for unmet need for those with child care 
responsibilities only, by gender, NSW 2000

Table 4

Male Female
% %

Applied or asked but was refused 5.5 7.1
Do not have adequate working arrangements 36.2 37.9
Didn't apply as thought they would say no anyway 6.9 13.1
Work commitments 36.7 22.6
Not paid for time off # 10.2
Pressure from bosses or other workers 7.2 8.6
Anything else 14.4 11.0
Population total 40,300 42,000

Notes: Table population is the employed 18 years plus. Columns may sum to more than
100 since multiple reasons could be nominated. # indicates that the figure was not
released by the ABS due to confidentiality concerns due to small cell sizes.
Source: ABS (2000).
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providing care for children but not adults (19.3 and
20.2 per cent respectively). This suggests that feel-
ings of entitlement to make use of flexible work
arrangements may be less for elderly and aged care
than they are for child care.

Employment changes and caring 
responsibilities
An important way of responding to difficulties in pro-
viding care responsibilities because of job demands
can be to change jobs, change the number of hours
worked, or change start or finish times. In the survey,
employees with caring responsibilities were asked
whether they had made any job changes in the past
six months in order to make caring easier, such as
changing jobs, applying for a promotion, changing
their work hours or changing their work schedule.3

Among those with children, 4.7 per cent of men and
11.8 per cent of women had made job changes in
the previous six months in order to care for those
children (Table 5). Among those with caring
responsibilities for an elderly or disabled adult but
no child care responsibilities, 7.3 per cent of men
and 10.0 per cent of women had made job changes
in the previous six months in order to manage that
care. Consistent with the findings for use of family
friendly work arrangements, men’s employment
was affected more by adult care than child care
responsibilities. Men and women with both adult
and child care responsibilities had the highest rates
of having made a job change in the previous six
months in order to provide care (10.5 and 14.1 per
cent respectively). 

The rates of making job changes would appear to be
quite high given that the changes refer only to those
occurring in the previous six months. The impact of
caring responsibilities on paid employment decisions
might be most evident at particular points in time,
say, when people first take on caring responsibilities
and/or leave or return to paid jobs. For example,
when adults take on caring responsibilities for an eld-
erly relative or when parents seek and return to paid
employment following the birth of children.

Caring responsibilities may also restrict a person’s
working life by limiting their ability to make a 
job change or take up new job opportunities. For
men with caring responsibilities, only a very small

proportion reported there was a job change (such as
changing job, applying for a promotion, or changing
their work hours or schedule) they wanted to make
but could not because of their caring responsibili-
ties. For example, among men with caring
responsibilities for children only, just 4.0 per cent
reported not being able to make a job change they
wanted to make. Among men with adult care
responsibility, only 5.9 per cent reported having not
made a job change they wanted to make, and
among those with caring responsibilities for both
adults and children 7.0 per cent reported having not
made a job change they wanted to make.

A higher proportion of female employees with car-
ing responsibilities had not made a job change they
wanted to make because of their caring responsibil-
ities. For example, amongst those with child care
only responsibilities, 8.9 per cent had not made a
job change, of those with adult care responsibilities
11.0 per cent had not made a job change, and of
those with adult and children responsibilities 17.5
per cent had not made a job change.

The final type of job change considered is the 
decision to become a contractor or start one’s 
own business in order to make caring easier. It is
sometimes argued that becoming self-employed
may make it easier to combine paid work with 
caring responsibilities because it means more 
control over work hours, work-loads and work
arrangements (Berke 2003; Bell and La Valle 2
003). Employed men are more likely to be self-
employed or a contractor (23.2 per cent) than
women (13.2 per cent) (Table 6). Women with car-
ing responsibilities were about twice as likely to be
self-employed as women with no caring responsi-
bilities (17.6 per cent versus 9.9 per cent). For men,

Proportion making job change in order to care by type of
caring responsibilities and gender, NSW 2000

Table 5

Type of caring responsibilities

Children Adults and Adults 
only children only

% % %

Male 4.7 10.5 7.3
Female 11.8 14.1 10.0

Source: ABS (2000).

While it is also more common for female employees
than male employees to provide care for elderly or
disabled adults, women who have such caring
responsibilities have only slightly higher rates of
use of family-friendly work arrangements than do
men with these responsibilities.



Family Matters No.70 Autumn 2005  Australian Institute of Family Studies 24

caring responsibilities for elderly or disabled adults,
nor how it differs from those with caring responsi-
bilities for children only. This paper has used
survey data collected in New South Wales in 2000 to
examine this issue. While the data presented in this
paper is restricted to that state, there is no particu-
lar reason to think that the pattern of results will
fundamentally differ in other states of Australia. 

Among employees with caring responsibilities,
there are clear differences in use of family-friendly
work arrangements between those with child care
responsibilities and those with responsibility for
providing care to elderly or disabled adults. There
are also differences evident between males and
females – particularly for those with child care but
not adult care responsibilities. 

For women with child care responsibilities but not
adult care responsibilities, almost half had used a fam-
ily-friendly work arrangement to provide care in the
previous 12 months. A much lower proportion of men
with child only care responsibilities reported having
made use of family-friendly work arrangements. 

In contrast, while women were also more likely to
have caring responsibilities for the elderly or dis-
abled, among those that did, women had only slightly
higher rates of use of family-friendly work arrange-
ments than did men with these responsibilities. 

For both men and women those with responsibility
for providing care to both adults and children were
much more likely to make use of family-friendly
work arrangements than those with child care or
adult care only responsibilities. This means that
men with responsibility for care for elderly or dis-
abled were more likely than men with children to
make use of flexible work practices and provisions. 

For women, patterns of usage of family-friendly
work provisions are similar for those with children
and those with caring responsibilities for the elderly
or disabled. Men and women vary in the different
types of work arrangements they make use of in
order to provide care. Women are much more likely
to use shift, casual and part-time employment in
order to manage caring responsibilities, while men
are more likely than women to work from home or
rely on informal arrangements with employers.

Caring responsibilities were more likely to lead to
job changes or prevent job changes for women than
men, particularly caring responsibilities for chil-
dren. There was less difference between men and
women in the impact of adult care responsibilities
on paid employment. Men and women with both
adult and child care responsibilities had the highest
rates of having made a job change in the previous
six months in order to provide care. The rates of
making job changes would appear to be quite high
given that the changes referred only to those occur-
ring in the previous six months.

Many self-employed carers also said they became
self-employed in order to make caring easier, par-
ticularly women with child care and men with adult
care responsibilities. This highlights the attractive-
ness of self-employment for carers in terms of

those with caring responsibilities were also more
likely to be self-employed than those without caring
responsibilities (27.1 per cent versus 20.5 per
cent), although in proportional terms the increase
is not as great. Those with adult only care responsi-
bilities had the highest rates of self-employment or
contracting (30.3 per cent). 

Among the self-employed with only child care
responsibilities, 9.1 per cent of men said that they
became a contractor or started their own business
in order to make caring easier (Table 6). The pro-
portion of women with children only care
responsibilities who said that they became self-
employed in order to make caring easier was more
than three times that of men (29.1 per cent). Of
those with adult care responsibilities, 15.4 per cent
of men and 10.9 per cent of women said they
became a contractor or started their own business
in order to make caring easier. 

Conclusion
The importance of parents having access to work
arrangements which enable them to adequately
care for their children is widely recognised. How-
ever, there has been much less attention paid to the
need for access to family-friendly work arrange-
ments to provide care for an elderly or disabled
adult. As the Australian population ages over the
next few decades, the proportion of employed peo-
ple who will be needing to provide care for elderly
or disabled adults is likely to increase.

Despite the growing importance of this issue, there
is very little empirical information on the use of
family-friendly work arrangements by those with

Employment status by type of caring responsibilities 
and gender, NSW, 2000

Table 6

Employment status

Became self-
employed or 

Self- contractor to 
employed or make it easier 

Type of caring Employee contractor to provide care
responsibilities % % %

Male
Children only 73.0 27.0 9.1
Children and adults 75.0 25.0 9.6
Adults only 69.7 30.3 15.4
Had no caring 79.5 20.5 -

responsibilities
Total 76.8 23.2 9.7

Female
Children only 82.9 17.1 29.1
Children and adults 79.4 20.6 37.5
Adults only 82.5 17.5 10.9
Had no caring 

responsibilities 90.1 9.9 -
Total 86.8 13.2 28.3
Notes: Table population is the employed 18 years plus. Contributing family workers and
employees paid in kind are excluded since it is not possible to determine the nature of the
employment relationship. The percentages who became self-employed in order to make
caring easier are percentages of self employed persons only. Respondents who said that
they didn't know whether they became self-employed in order to make caring easier are
classified as not having become self-employed to make caring easier. 
Source: ABS (2000).
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providing flexibility and choice in decisions about
when, where and how much to work. However, as
self-employment is likely to have its own set of chal-
lenges for carers, this finding also highlights the
need for policy to consider how to ensure adequate
support is provided for the self-employed as well as
employees with caring responsibilities (Bell and La
Valle 2003). 

While rates of unmet need for flexible work practices
and provisions were relatively low overall, they were
higher for elderly and/or disabled care than for child
care. This applied to almost all types of work arrange-
ments except shift, casual or part-time work and
unpaid leave. The reasons given suggest that people
think employers are more likely to refuse use of flex-
ible work practices and provisions for elder and/or
disabled care than for child care. 

Although the levels of unmet need were relatively
low among employees, caring responsibilities were
given as a major reason for not seeking employment
among those not-in-the labour force who had child
or adult care responsibilities. It is likely that
improved access to family-friendly and flexible
work arrangements will lead to movements into the
labour force among at least some of this group.

It is important that the awareness of issues sur-
rounding use of flexible work arrangements to
provide care for elderly, disabled, or ill parents,
spouses or other adults be raised, and that both for-
mal workplace regulations and informal practices
provide greater recognition of the importance and
value of this type of care.

Endnotes
1 Excluded from the definition of carers are those who had

provided care only once within the previous six months. In
most cases, people in this situation will have quite a low
level of caring responsibilities. People were defined as hav-
ing caring responsibilities for their own children if they had
children under the age of 15 years and had more than lim-
ited access to those children. Excluded from the analysis in
the paper are respondents who reported that their job
involved providing care. For these respondents it was not
possible to separate paid care from unpaid care. Therefore
the results are not generalisable to occupations that involve
providing care. 

2 Although figures for shift, casual and part-time work could not
be reported separately in this paper due to small cell sizes,
when they were examined separately in supplementary
analyses it was found that gender differences were predomi-
nantly in part-time and casual work, rather than shift work.

This is consistent with previous research that has shown in
particular much higher rates of part-time work among
women than men (Bittman, Hoffman and Thompson 2004).

3 These four types of work changes were prompted, but any
other types of changes respondents mentioned were also
recorded.

References
ABS (2000), Managing Caring Responsibilities and Paid

Employment Survey NSW, Catalogue No. 4903.1,
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra. 

Bell, A. & La Valle, I. (2003), Combining self-employment and
family life, The Policy Press, Bristol.

Berke, D. (2003), “Coming home again: The challenges and
rewards of home-based self-employment”, Journal of
Family Issues, vol. 24, May, pp. 513-546.

Bittman, M. (1995), Recent changes in unpaid work,
Catalogue No. 4153.0, Australian Bureau of Statistics,
Canberra.

Bittman, M. Hoffman, S. & Thompson, D. (2004), Men’s
uptake of family-friendly employment provisions, Policy
Research Paper No. 22, Australian Government Department
of Family and Community Services, Canberra.

de Vaus, D. (2004), Diversity and change in Australian fami-
lies: Statistical profiles, Australian Institute of Family
Studies, Melbourne.

Glezer, H. & Wolcott, I. (2000), “Conflicting commitments:
Working mothers and fathers in Australia”, in L. Haas, P.
Hwang and G. Russell (eds), Organisational change and
gender equity, Sage, London.

Jenson, J. & Jacobzone, S. (2000), Care allowances for the
frail elderly and their impact on women care-givers,
OECD Labour Market and Social Policy Occasional Paper
No. 41, OECD, Paris.

Neal, M., Chapman, N., Ingersol-Dayton B. & Emlen, A. (1993),
Balancing work and caregiving for children, adults and
elders, Sage, Newbury Park Ca.

Nichols, L. & Junk, V. (1997), “The sandwich generation:
Dependency, proximity, and task assistance needs of par-
ents”, Journal of Family and Economic Issues, vol. 18 
no. 3, pp. 299-326.

Productivity Commission (2004), “Economic implications of
an ageing Australia”, Draft Research Report, Productivity
Commission, Canberra.

Tolhurst, P. (2001), “Supporting carers for older Australians”,
Work & Family, vol. 26, pp. 3-4.

Treasury (2002), “Intergenerational Report 2002-03”, 2002-03
Budget Paper no. 5, Circulated by the Honourable Peter
Costello, MP, Treasurer of the Commonwealth of Australia,
For the Information of Honourable Members on the
Occasion of the Budget 2002-2003, 14 May, Commonwealth
of Australia, Canberra. 

Matthew Gray is a Research Fellow at the Centre for Abo-
riginal Economic Policy Research at The Australian
National University. Jody Hughes is a Senior Research 
Officer at the Australian Institute of Family Studies.

The importance of parents having access
to work arrangements which enable
them to adequately care for their 
children is widely recognised. However,
there has been much less attention paid
to the need for access to family-friendly
work arrangements to provide care for
an elderly or disabled adult.



relationships. They went on to
observe that the majority of mar-
ried couples live together first,
Americans spend most of their

lives unmarried, and the overwhelming trend is
toward increasing acceptance of family diversity. 

The declining marriage rate, along with the increase
in alternative forms of relating and of remaining
single has generated public concern (Qu and Sori-
ano 2004). The basis for this concern varies: for
some it is the impact on fertility rates (for example,
Birrell, Rapson and Hourigan 2004) and for others it
is the undermining of the institution of marriage
itself (for example, Waite and Gallagher 2000). 

This paper is concerned with the arguments about the
undermining of the institution of marriage and, in
particular, with the relevance to Australia of the
approach of Linda Waite, a family sociologist, and
Maggie Gallagher, a journalist, in their book The Case
for Marriage (2000). They wrote their book in
response to what they saw as a “sustained and sur-
prisingly successful attack” (p.1) on the institution of
marriage that has led to the very situation described
above – a dramatic decline in marriage rates since the
1970s. In order to counter this “war on marriage”, as
they see it, they compiled empirical evidence to show
that marriage conferred a number of benefits to the
spouses. As their book jacket describes it, “married
people are happier, healthier, and better off finan-
cially”. (See p. 54 of this edition of Family Matters for
a summary of Linda Waite’s keynote address to the
Institute’s conference in February 2005.) 

hanges in the forms of
adult living over the
past 30 years have led
more than one author
to describe them as revolutionary. For

example, Coontz (2004), from an historical perspec-
tive, writes about the “contemporary revolution in
marriage”, and Giddens (2001), from a sociological
perspective, writes about a “global revolution” in the
way we form relationships with each other.

One of the more notable aspects of this “revolution”
has been the dramatic decline in marriage rates over
the past 30 years. According to de Vaus (2004), in
2001 only 52 per cent of the Australian population
aged 15 or over were married. This compared with
64.5 per cent of the population in 1971. Since the
1970s, alternative pathways to marriage and alterna-
tive forms of partnering have become more accepted.
More people are living alone and, for young adults at
least, this is partly because of an expressed difficulty
in finding an appropriate partner (Qu and Soriano
2004). At the same time, the rate of cohabitation is
increasing – from 5.7 per cent of all couples in 1986 to
12.4 per cent of all couples in 2001. Most notable,
however, is that cohabitation appears to have become
the “normative” pathway to marriage: 75 per cent of
all partners married in Australia in 2003 had cohab-
ited before marriage (ABS 2004).

A similar pattern has been observed in the United
States. Solot and Miller (2001) noted that 44 per
cent of American adults are not married; they are
either single, cohabitating, and/or in homosexual
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American researchers Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher have
launched an extensive empirical case for the promotion of marriage in the United States.
But is it the right case for Australia?

R O B Y N P E N M A N

Current approaches to marriage
and relationship research in the
United States and Australia
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On the one hand, the arguments and claims of
Waite and Gallagher (2000) have received some
sustained criticism, as being politically discrimina-
tory (for example, Solot and Miller 2001) and
empirically inadequate (for example, Huston and
Melz 2004). On the other hand, their arguments
and others like them have generated quite a degree
of media attention and policy interest. The topic
obviously lends itself to public debate and is worthy
of scrutiny in the Australian context.

Could it be the case that married Australians are
better off than their non-married counterparts1 as
Waite and Gallagher (2000) claim for the United
States? More importantly, can we follow the
approach of Waite and Gallagher to establish that
differences, if any, are attributable directly to the
institution of marriage, as the authors also claim?
This latter point is critical to their claims. It is the
public commitment, social and legal reinforcement
of that commitment, and the consequent expecta-
tion of long-term stability that makes marriage
work as they claim.

These questions are addressed here in two ways.
First, the recent (since 1998) Australian research
literature is reviewed. Then the paper considers
the usefulness of Waite and Gallagher’s (2000)
approach to promoting the case for marriage in
terms of the Australian evidence. In presenting 
the evidence below it may be useful to bear in 
mind there are substantive methodological issues
about the comparisons made; notably with the 
way in which comparisons are and are not made

between married and de facto couples. More 
shall be said about this later in the paper. But, in
essence, neither the Australian nor the United
States data treat the comparisons as well as they
could.

Reviewing Waite and Gallagher’s approach

Marriage and physical health

Waite and Gallagher (2000) claim there is a strong
relationship between marriage and physical health.
In particular, they present evidence that shows that
married people have longer life spans, although this
is far more so for married men than married
women. They also show that married men and
women rate themselves as healthier than the
divorced, separated or widowed.

In Australia, only one recent study looking at this
health issue could be found, and that was confined
to those aged 60 and over. Hewitt, Turrell, Baxter
and Western (forthcoming 2005) do not separately
consider de facto couples; nevertheless, the results
of their study were striking. Hewitt et al. (2005),
examined the relationship between marital status
and health in a sub-sample of Household, Income
and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) respon-
dents aged 60 and over, including 1195 women and
1105 men. They found that there was a strong asso-
ciation between marital status and health among
the elderly, but this was the converse of that
reported by Waite and Gallagher (2000). 
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Other Australian research also points to the impor-
tance of a number of intermediary variables in any
possible relationship between mental health and mar-
ital status. For example, while Stack and Eshleman
(1998: 535), reporting on data gathered in 1981-1983
in 17 nations (including Australia), found marital sta-
tus significantly related to happiness in 16 of the 17
nations, they also point out that “unhappily married
persons may choose to divorce rather than remain
married, resulting in a net effect of higher rates of
happiness among those remaining married”. More
importantly, Stack and Eshleman (1998: 535) found,
contrary to Waite and Gallagher (2000), that: “Mar-
riage was not, however, the most important correlate
of happiness. Reported health and financial satisfac-
tion were the two principal predictors of happiness.”
Fleming and Marks (1998) also found income and
occupational status was related to life satisfaction –
albeit this relationship weakened with age.

The divorced, widowed and never married women
reported significantly higher levels of general health
compared to married women. Separated women
reported significantly poorer health than the mar-
ried, divorced, widowed and never married, but
other data suggest this arises because of limited
social and economic resources. There was no sig-
nificant relationship found between health and
marital status for men (Hewitt et al. 2005).

However, we have to treat these data cautiously. As
the researchers themselves recognise, the research
is exploratory and they probably have a sample that
over-represents the healthy non-married elderly.

Marriage and mental health 

According to Waite and Gallagher (2000: 67): “Mar-
ried men and women report less depression, less
anxiety, and lower levels of other types of psycholog-
ical distress than do those who are single, divorced,
or widowed.” They also cite evidence that shows that
the widowed and divorced are three times more
likely to commit suicide than the married, and that
people’s mental health improved when they married,
and when they separated or divorced their mental
health declined.

The Australian research is more equivocal than that
presented by Waite and Gallagher. Some of the
research supported their claim. For example, de
Vaus (2004) compiled data from a range of sources
showing married people have better mental health
than never married and divorced people; although
there was no comparison with de facto couples. But
it is the work of Evans and Kelley (2002) in Aus-
tralia that most directly matches that reported by
Waite and Gallagher (2000). 

Evans and Kelley drew data from the pooled Inter-
national Social Science Surveys/Australia (ISSSA)
over the period 1984-2001 to give them a represen-
tative national sample of over 26,000 people. Using
the standard measure of subjective wellbeing in
ISSSA, they investigated how this measure was
affected by family arrangements. Evans and Kelley
(2002: 18) concluded from their research that:
“These results strongly suggest that marriage makes
people happier because the security and legal
recognition of formal marriage makes for commit-
ted, loving personal relationships.” Yet, notably,
Evans and Kelley (2002) never measured commit-
ment directly; instead they simply inferred its
existence from the fact of marriage.

On the other hand, when measures of mental health
are compared between de facto and married couples,
along with other non-married categories, the findings
become less clear-cut. Evans and Kelley (2002) found
de facto couples were less happy than married cou-
ples and no happier than singles. In contrast, Marks
and Fleming (1999) found that de facto couples were
happier than singles. And then again, using the Aus-
tralian Unity Wellbeing Index Survey of 2,030 adults,
Cummins, Eckersley, Pallant, Okerstom and Davern
(2002) found that, overall, married, de facto and wid-
owed grouped together are those most personally
satisfied with life, then the never married, and then
the separated and divorced. 

The work of Dockery (2003) also shows the effects of
other non-marital status variables. Using Longitudi-
nal Study of Australian Youth (LSAY) data for the
1997-2000 period, Dockery found a significant posi-
tive relationship between being married, being an
extrovert, and being in a good job. But it must be
noted here that the sample was aged only from 16-19
years. From the Housing, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey data, Dockery
(2003) also found that the estimated effect of being in
a totally satisfying job on the degree of life satisfac-
tion was greater than the effect of being married. 

Yet other research highlights the problems of data
from earlier time periods. As Shields and Wooden
(2003) point out, much of the research before theirs
(including Stack and Eshleman 1998, and Evans
and Kelley 2002) is quite dated, drawing as it does
on data gathered in the 1980s. There have been sig-
nificant social and legislative changes since then
that have made de facto relationships increasingly
acceptable and one would expect that this would
have an impact on other measures such as life sat-
isfaction. The impact of the social changes can be
seen in the latest ABS statistic, mentioned previ-
ously in this paper, that 75 per cent of those who are
married in Australia cohabited before marriage. 

The main reasons for not getting married 

are related to concerns regarding 

problems with the specific marital 

relationship or the failure of the marriage,

rather than explicit opposition to the 

institution of marriage itself.
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Using more recent data from HILDA gathered in
2001, Shields and Wooden (2003) found that married
and de facto couples were more satisfied with life
than singles and that there was no significant differ-
ence between married and de facto couples. In their
Relationships Indicators Survey of 700 respondents,
Relationships Australia (2001) also found the now
married and de facto were equally satisfied with life
(69 per cent and 70 per cent, respectively) and that
life satisfaction was highly correlated with partner
satisfaction (de facto or married).

The mental health evidence for Australia is clearly
equivocal. In the main, there seems to be some
mental health advantages of being married but not
necessarily substantially better than being in a de
facto relationship. There also seems to be other
variables at play and there is no substantive evi-
dence to suggest it is the act of marriage itself that

the lowest net worth. Moreover, the wealth of spouses
grows with each passing year but not so for those in de
facto relationships. From these data, Waite and Gal-
lagher (2000: 123) conclude: “When it comes to
building wealth or avoiding poverty, a stable marriage
may be your most important asset.”

A similar pattern of income and wealth distribution
has been found in Australia. Baxter and Gray (2003)
found that after controlling for age, education and
child status, men are more likely to be employed if
they are married than if they are single or in a de facto
relationship and to have a large and significant mar-
riage premium on earnings. Similarly, marriage
appears to be associated with a reduction in unem-
ployment duration for males (Marks and Fleming
1998). Married men are also more likely to be in a
management or supervisory position, while men in de
facto relationships are more likely to be in blue collar

is critical to a person’s happiness or life satisfaction.
On the other hand, lack of evidence does not rule
out the possibility that marriage confers mental
health benefits, particularly over time (de facto
relationships tend to be shorter lived than mar-
riages – see Weston and Qu 2004). 

Marriage and economics

Waite and Gallagher (2000) claim significant eco-
nomic advantages for the married. They cite
evidence that shows husbands earn at least 10 per
cent more than single men – what they call a mar-
riage premium – and the longer they stay married the
bigger their pay cheques get, when compared with
single men. De facto relationships produce some but
not all of the economic benefits of marriage for men.
However, marriage by itself neither increases nor
decreases women’s personal (as opposed to house-
hold) earnings, and motherhood actually decreases
it. Waite and Gallagher (2000: 109) conclude: “Both
men and women, it is fair to say, are financially bet-
ter off because they marry. Men earn more and
women have access to more of men’s earnings.”

American data cited by Waite and Gallagher (2000)
also show married families have the highest net worth
(assets) and single mothers and de facto couples have

or lower white collar jobs (de Vaus 2004). On the
other hand, marriage has little association with the
work experience of women, except for the number of
hours worked (Baxter and Gray 2003). 

A similar pattern of marriage advantage is suggested
in data on wealth accumulation for Australians. For
example, de Vaus (2004) shows that, as a group, peo-
ple who live alone have higher levels of poverty and
lower levels of wealth than the average household. He
also shows that de facto couples are more likely to be
renting than purchasing a home. But, it needs to be
borne in mind here that de facto couples are also
likely to be younger (Dempsey and de Vaus 2004)
and thus have had less time to accumulate wealth.

On the surface, the Australian data support the claims
of Waite and Gallagher (2000). There appears to be a
clear economic advantage of being married for men 
– and also for women so long as they stay in the mar-
riage and have access to their husband’s earnings.
However, there is nothing in the evidence that indi-
cates it is marriage per se that brings about the
advantage for men. Indeed, it is just as likely that
women only choose to marry those men who are likely
to be good breadwinners – as suggested by de Vaus
(2004) – or that only richer men can afford to marry. 
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non- Indigenous homicides) and more likely to
involve women. It is also important to note that while
Indigenous people represent just over 2 per cent of
the Australian population, they account for just
under one-quarter of intimate partner homicides, as
both victim and offender (Mouzos and Rushforth
2003). It should also be noted that the proportion of
Indigenous people who form de facto relationships is
much higher than in the non- Indigenous popula-
tion, with 36 per cent of partnered Indigenous people
cohabiting in 2001 (de Vaus 2004). 

It can be concluded that women in de facto rela-
tionships are more likely than married women to
experience violence. It is clear from the data that
other factors, such as employment and Indigenous
status, are significantly involved in these trends.

Gender differences

In 1972, Jessie Bernard considered The Future of
Marriage and presented data and arguments to indi-
cate that there was a “his” and “hers” marriage,
where “his” was good and “hers” far less so. Waite
and Gallagher (2000) argue strongly against that
claim, asserting that it was based on inadequate
research and poor inferences. They claim that:
“Overall, the portrait of marriage that emerges from
two generations of increasingly sophisticated empir-
ical research on actual husbands and wives is not one
of gender bias, but gender balance” (2000: 163).

This notion of a gender balance is interesting. Waite
and Gallagher (2000: 170-171) seem to be suggest-
ing that males and females get different things but
in a balanced way from marriage: “Both men and
women get health and earning benefits from mar-
riage, but men benefit more in physical health and
earnings. Both men and women are safer, more sex-
ually satisfied, and wealthier, if married, but women
benefit more on sexual satisfaction, financial well-
being, and protection from domestic violence, and
they benefit about equally on emotional wellbeing.”
The available Australian data does not lead to such
a clean, or firm, conclusion, and there certainly is
no evidence for the “balance” they describe. 

Of all the Australian research reviewed for this
report, Evans and Kelley (2002) were the only ones to
state clearly that there was no significant gender bias,
one way or the other. On the other hand, differences
between “his” and “hers” were observed in a number
of studies, in particular, in terms of life satisfaction,
domestic labour, and income and employment.

A Relationships Australia (2001: 6) survey of 700
adults throughout Australia noted that: “Throughout
life, there appears to be an imbalance in male and
female contentment with their relationships.
Although females tend to be more satisfied in the
younger age groups, they become relatively more dis-
enchanted as the years move on.” For example, for
the 60 and over age group in the Relationships Aus-
tralia survey, 21 per cent of females were not satisfied
with their relationship while only 8 per cent of males
expressed dissatisfaction. Cummins et al. (2002)
found that men are more affected in terms of life sat-
isfaction than women when separated, divorced or

Marriage and domestic violence 

Waite and Gallagher (2000: 155) conclude from
their review of relevant studies that: “The evidence
is overwhelming that being unmarried puts women
at a special risk for domestic abuse. A large body of
research shows, for example, that marriage is much
less dangerous for women than cohabitation.”

The Australian research does not lead to such a
clear-cut conclusion as that of Waite and Gallagher
(2000). For example, data from the 1996 Women’s
Safety Survey (ABS 1998) indicate that women who
are married or in a de facto relationship were less
likely to report an experience of violence by a man
than those who were not married (4 per cent com-
pared with 10 per cent) during the past 12 months.
On the other hand, de Vaus (2004) writes that the
1996 ABS Women’s Safety Survey showed that
women in de facto relationships were considerably
more likely than married women to report a wide
range of forms of domestic violence, but that this
was mainly when the male partner was not
employed. For example, of those with unemployed
partners, 6 per cent of married women and 25 per
cent of women in de facto relationships reported
that their partner had physically assaulted them.

The data on homicides in Australia are also of inter-
est. Drawing on homicide data from 1989-2002 held
as part of the National Homicide Monitoring Pro-
gram at the Australian Institute of Criminology,
Mouzos and Rushforth (2003) show almost two out
of five homicides occur between family members,
with an average of 29 family homicides a year. The
majority of family homicides occur between inti-
mate partners (60 per cent) and three-quarters by
men against women. While Mouzos and Rushforth
(2003) could find little difference between those in
a de facto relationship and married persons (34 per
cent vs 33 per cent) in risk of victimisation, other
data they knew of indicated that men in a de facto
relationship incur a significantly higher risk (16
times higher) of homicide than married men. These
two claims do not sit easily together and Mouzos
and Rushforth (2003) do not reconcile them.

Further Australian Institute of Criminology data
(Carcach and James 1998) show that, of the 543
intimate homicides committed between 1989 and
1996, 178 and 172 respectively were committed by
married and de facto partners. According to the
2001 Census in Australia, 12 per cent of all couples
are cohabiting and 88 per cent of all couples are
married (less than 1 per cent of all couples are gay
or lesbian) so it is clear that de facto partners are
over-represented in the homicide data. 

Alternatively, using Carcach and James 1998, we can
say that of all the male to female intimate homicides,
35 per cent were committed by married male part-
ners and 29 per cent by de facto male partners. On
the other hand, of the female to male homicides, 45
per cent were committed by de facto female partners.

But, Indigenous status is a confounding factor in the
above data. As Mouzos (2001) shows, Indigenous
homicides are more likely to occur in the family envi-
ronment (45 per cent compared with 24 per cent of
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living alone. On the other hand, women tend to be
more adversely affected (in terms of life satisfaction)
by de facto relationships and having children. 

There is also a clear difference in distribution of
domestic labour. Baxter and Gray (2003) found that
marriage clearly benefits men and has negative con-
sequences for women in terms of amount of domestic
labour. Baxter (2001) similarly found that de facto
couples are more egalitarian in domestic labour
arrangements than married couples, and that women
in de facto relationships spend less time on domestic
labour than married women – and this is after con-
trolling for various other socio-economic variables.
Married women who lived with their partners before
they married do less than their married counterparts
who did not cohabit before marriage. de Vaus (2004:
126) has also noted that the data suggest “there is
greater gender equity in the time spent on domestic
work among cohabiting couples than married ones”
– but this was mainly because the cohabiting women
did less than the married women. 

Married men are clearly far better off in the income
and employment stakes than married women. Mar-
ried men have a clear earning advantage that married
women do not (Baxter and Gray 2003) and marriage
reduces unemployment duration for men but not
women (Marks and Fleming 1998). In all, marriage
has little effect on the work experience of women
(Baxter and Gray 2003) or on their earning capacity.

Other differences

Waite and Gallagher argue for two further advantages
of marriage. First, they point to the sexual advan-
tages of marriage. While they present evidence that
shows people in de facto relationships have sex just a
little more frequently than married couples, they also
claim that married people are significantly more sat-
isfied with sex than those in de facto relationships
and those in de facto relationships are more likely
than married people “to cheat on their partners”
(Waite and Gallagher 2000: 93). 

While it would seem obvious that both de facto and
married couples have the “convenience” of sex, there
is little Australian data to comment on the quality of
that relationship for the different types of couples. At
best, there is Kelley’s (2002) paper that showed no dif-
ference between married and de facto couples in
terms of how much they quarrelled over sex.

Second, Waite and Gallagher (2000: 124) argue that
there is significant advantage to children of being in
a family with married parents: “On average, chil-
dren of married parents are physically and mentally
healthier, better educated, and later in life, enjoy
more career success than children in other family
settings.” The authors then go on to argue that mar-
ried parents are better than anything. 

Findings from a significant comparative study in
Australia (Ruschena, Prior, Sanson and Smart
2005), drawing on longitudinal and concurrent 
data from the Australian Temperament Project, do
not support Waite and Gallagher’s conclusions.
Ruschena at al. (2005), found that there were no
significant differences with regard to behavioural

and emotional adjustment, academic outcomes and
social competence between Australian children and
adolescents whose parents had separated (either
through divorce, death or separation) and those
whose biological parents remained together.

However, it is important to note here that neither
the research used by Waite and Gallagher (2000)
nor the Australian study by Ruschena et al. (2005)
compares children whose parents are married with
those whose parents are living in a de facto rela-
tionship. As such, it is not possible to establish that
the results are or are not due to marriage per se.

In sum

Waite and Gallagher (2000: 186) conclude that:
“The scientific evidence is now overwhelming” in
support of the importance of the institution of mar-
riage to the health and welfare of the individuals in
it, and to society at large. We, however, cannot
make the same claim for Australia, at least in rela-
tion to outcomes for individuals.

There was certainly evidence for an economic advan-
tage associated with marriage, especially for men.
There was also some evidence to suggest a mental
health advantage associated with marriage, but not
necessarily substantially better than that arising from
a de facto relationship. On the other hand, there was
no substantive support for the claim that married
people have better health. In all, the evidence sug-
gests some benefits, with the nature of these benefits
varying for men and women. Importantly, however,
there is no substantive support for the claim made by
Waite and Gallagher (2000) that it is marriage per se
that confers what benefits there are.

With unresolved social issues of this nature, the
temptation is to continue to gather more data in an
attempt to shore up support that shows either there
is, or there is not, a case for marriage. However, just
gathering more data in this instance would not be
sufficient. It needs to be better data. 

In what follows, the approach adopted by Waite and
Gallagher (2000), and the quality of the evidence
used, is considered more critically. Arguments are
also made as to what may constitute better data in
this regard, and what may also constitute a better
approach to a case for marriage in Australia.

What sort of case is it really?

Better than . . . ? The problem of comparisons

On the jacket of Waite and Gallagher’s (2000) book,
The Case for Marriage, it is claim that “married peo-
ple are happier, healthier and better off financially”.
But the critical question is, better than whom? 

In a cogently argued paper, Huston and Melz (2004)
expound on all the things we would need to find in
order to promote a case for marriage from social sci-
ence data. As they say, the idea that marriage is
beneficial requires, at a minimum, that we compare
married, single and divorced people on a variety of
indicators and we must find that those who are mar-
ried are consistently better off. That would establish
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facto relationships are the least religious. And in
their review of the literature, de Vaus, Qu and
Weston (2003: 2) concluded that: “Those who
cohabit before marriage have more unconventional
backgrounds, attitudes and values than those who
marry directly – characteristics that lead the former
group to be more ‘divorce-prone’.” This proneness
is also evidenced in the fact that de facto relation-
ships are more likely to break up than marriages 
(de Vaus 2004).

Notwithstanding the above, to reiterate, 75 per cent
of those who were married in Australia in 2003 lived
together before marriage. Are they still the same
people or does marriage change them somehow?

Other research suggests that differences are main-
tained. For example, those who live together and
then get married (the pathway of an “indirect mar-
riage”) are less likely to have completed tertiary or
post-graduate courses and more likely to have expe-
rienced parental separation or divorce than those in
direct marriages (Craddock 1998). While Craddock

(1998) found no difference in the life satisfaction of
those in indirect and direct marriages, de Vaus, Qu
and Weston (2003) found that there is an increased
risk of instability for indirect marriages compared
with direct. Nevertheless, as de Vaus (2004: 232)
notes: “This enhanced risk is not due to premarital
cohabitation but to the characteristics of those who
cohabit.”

Such differences between people in de facto rela-
tionships and people who marry “directly” have led
some (for example, de Vaus, Qu and Weston 2003)
to suggest that there is a self-selection process at
play here. Those who get married are different
types of people, demographically, socially and psy-
chologically, from those who enter de facto
relationships, even if those in a de facto relationship
later marry.

All in all, comparing people in de facto relationships
with people who are married is not a straightfor-
ward task. At the very least, if those comparisons
are made, the different demographic statuses of the
separate groups needs to be taken into account. 

the advantages of being coupled. But then, in order
to make the further claim that it is the institution of
marriage that is important, we would also need to
establish that married couples are consistently bet-
ter off than de facto couples. 

Unfortunately, the comparison point in The Case for
Marriage is not always de facto and the groups used
for comparison purposes shift. As an example, con-
sider the following two statements regarding mental
health on page 67: (a) “married men and women
report less depression, less anxiety, and lower levels
of other types of psychological distress than do those
who are single, divorced, or widowed”; and (b) “the
previously married tend to be considerably less
happy and more distressed than the married”. Gen-
eralisations about the benefits of marriage are
undermined by these shifting comparison points.

However, keeping de facto as the stable comparison
point may not be the best, or even a sufficient,
answer to this problem of comparisons. There is
substantive American and Australian evidence to

suggest that those who marry and those who live in
de facto relationships are quite different from each
other in many ways.

For example, in the United States, Solot and Miller
(1999) note that research has shown that couples
who cohabit are less religious and more likely to
believe divorce is an acceptable choice in a mar-
riage gone bad. On the other hand, people who
marry without living together first tend to be more
religious and more likely to be strongly opposed to
divorce. These differences mean that people in de
facto and married relationships are also likely to
behave differently.

In Australia, those living in de facto relationships
also have a different demographic profile from those
who are married. Those in de facto relationships are
younger, more likely to be divorcees than never-
married, less likely to be religious, and more likely
to be Anglo (Dempsey and de Vaus 2004). We also
know that Indigenous people form de facto rela-
tionships far more than marriages (de Vaus 2004).
In addition, Craddock (1998) found that those in de

There appears to be a clear economic 

advantage of being married for men – 

and also for women so long as they stay 

in the marriage and have access to their 

husband’s earnings.
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However, there is a little more to it than this. Hus-
ton and Melz (2004) convincingly argue that
controlling for select demographic variables is not
sufficient. We should also find that the apparent
advantages of marriage do not disappear when the
psychological and social factors that select people
into and out of marriage are fully considered. 

By way of illustration, and argument, Huston and
Melz (2004) propose at least four psychological 
qualities that would seem important and have not
been considered – at least in the Australian litera-
ture. These qualities are self-efficacy, secure
attachment style, socio-sexual orientation, and con-
scientiousness. According to Huston and Melz
(2004), these qualities are likely to be associated
with successful people who confidently enter inti-
mate relationships and, for all we know, are the 
key reasons why marriages are beneficial, not the
characteristics of the institution itself or the com-
mitment implied in the act as Waite and Gallagher
(2000) argue.

One size fits all? The problem of heterogeneity

Implicit in the claims of Waite and Gallagher is the
assumption of an homogeneous group of married
people, along with an equally homogeneous group of
people in de facto relationships. Indeed, one of the
concerning aspects of Waite and Gallagher’s argu-
ment is the almost caricatured treatment of those in
de facto relationships, or cohabitation as they call it.

For Waite (2003: 17): “Cohabitation is a tentative,
non-legal, co-residential union. It does not require
or imply a lifetime commitment to stay together.”
Thus, for Waite and Gallagher, all those who live
together do so tentatively and non-legally, without
commitment. This may or may not be so in the
United States, but the Australian evidence would
seriously question such an assertion.

Qu and Weston (2001: 78-79) describe a number of
different ways that people come to live together in
Australia: “Couples may decide to cohabit early in
their relationship when first ‘going steady’, or they
embark on cohabitation as a trial marriage, or for

practical reasons after having decided to marry. Oth-
ers may opt for cohabitation, expecting to marry if
and when they want to have children, while other
committed cohabiting couples may view marriage as
redundant.” Moreover, as these researchers also
argue, the meaning of cohabitation is likely to change
over the course of the relationship. 

Work by Sarantakos in the early 1980s (described in
Carmichael and Mason 1998) also found different
types of de facto couples. Sarantakos distinguished
between trial cohabitation (not expected to lead to
marriage), liberal cohabitation (flaunting marriage),
and de facto cohabitation (entered into as if mar-
riage). Each of these different groups had different
demographic characteristics along with different
belief systems. Work by Glezer in the early1990s
(described by Charmichael and Mason 1998) found
that the motivation for forming de facto relationships
varied between couples and ranged over the emo-
tional, economic and pragmatic. She also found that
the level of commitment varied, as did the intention
to formalise the relationship. 

The key point here, then, is that the group of “cohab-
itors”, or de facto couples, is not homogeneous.

Couples in this broad cate-
gory vary – at least, in terms
of demographic variables,
motivations for relating,
and levels of commitment.
This variability is of such a
nature that to treat them all
as one group is to obscure
potentia l ly  important
understandings. The same
could equally be said of the
group of married people.

Huston and Melz (2004: 946) came to a similar con-
clusion in their consideration of the use of broad-scale
statistics that treat the groups as homogeneous: “This
national portrait obscures substantive differences in
family-building behaviour for different racial and
income groups in the United States.” It is also likely to
obscure a whole lot more.

Is marriage the cause? Confusing correlation and causation

According to Huston and Melz (2004), in order to be
able to claim that marriage is the cause of any
health, economic or other benefit, it is necessary to
meet four further criteria. First, marriage’s benefi-
cial effects cannot be limited to those who establish
good marriages: we should find the same benefits
for those, for example, in conflict-ridden marriages.
Second, we should find that good marriages are bet-
ter for people than good versions of other lifestyles,
such as good de facto or gay relationships. Third,
the benefits of marriage should prevail regardless of
the couple being rich or poor, or any other demo-
graphic difference. Finally, any differences between
comparison groups should matter: significant
effects do not count if they are not substantive.

While it is not possible to examine the data used by
Waite and Gallagher (2000) in any detail, there is no
evidence that they have attempted to address any of
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In essence, Waite and Gallagher (2000) have tried to
show that scientific evidence supports the value of
marriage to the individuals in the marriage. But they
have let the case for marriage down by treating a very
complex question overly simply. As demonstrated in
the preceding section, they have not rigorously 
considered and accounted for their points of com-
parison and the substantive differences between
them, especially between married and de facto cou-
ples. They have also oversimplified their approach
by assuming homogeneity of married couples and of
de facto couples. Further, they have not been able
to demonstrate any causative mechanism for the
act of marriage itself. 

To identify more productive approaches we need to
take a step back and ask two different types of ques-
tions about what Waite and Gallagher (2000) were
trying to do, and then see where else this could lead.

First, Waite and Gallagher (2000) were trying to gar-
ner evidence to convince people that getting married
is good for them. Yet, people seem to be convinced
already. A number of authors have noted that the
falling marriage rates over the past three decades
have little to do with a loss in the value of marriage.
For example, Seddon (2000: 321) has observed that:
“The main reasons for not getting married are related
to concerns regarding problems with the specific
marital relationship or the failure of the marriage,
rather than explicit opposition to the institution of
marriage itself.” Huston and Melz (2004) also note
that Americans still value marriage but are doing it
less because, amongst other things, of problems in
finding a viable mate. Qu and Soriano (2004) found a
similar phenomenon for Australia.

Gillis (2004) sheds an interesting light on this phe-
nomenon of valuing marriage but delaying marriage
or not marrying. He suggests that we have too great
an expectation of “big marriages” and thus opt for
“little marriages”. These “little marriages”, or de
facto unions, offer a downsize version of the full
marriage in such a way that what the proponents of
marriage view as the limitations of living together
are in fact its attraction to a growing number of
people. These people would marry if they had what
they believe it takes to make a perfect couple but, as
their expectations are too high, they opt for some-
thing without such an impossibly high standard. As
Gillis (2004: 989) concludes: “Clearly the barriers
to marriage are not only material but mental.”

Such observations would suggest that the problem
may well be with our models of marriage and Seddon
(2000) argues that we may need to create “new rela-
tionship maps”. This is an interesting proposal and
one that could well be explored further. What could
new relationship maps look like? How could they help
couples with impossible expectations or ideals of mar-
riage? More specifically, what new constructions of
marriage could we offer to allow couples to maximise
their fulfilment in our real and changing world? 

Second, Waite and Gallagher (2000) were also try-
ing to promote a case for the benefits of marriage to
society as a whole by showing its value to individu-
als. But the value of marriage and its role in society

the above criteria. When it comes to the Australian
research, only one study was found that attempted a
more sophisticated comparison – the study of Evans
and Kelley (2002). When it comes to life satisfaction,
Evans and Kelley were able to demonstrate that 
married couples were more satisfied than all others,
including de facto couples. They could also demon-
strate that the level of satisfaction for those in bad
marriages was still higher than those who were
divorced and the same as for those in de facto rela-
tionships. So, from their point of view, even a bad
marriage is better than divorce, and no worse than a
de facto relationship (Evans and Kelley 2002).

However, not even Evans and Kelley addressed the
further criteria given above. Most importantly, they
did not attend to the possible effects of other poten-
tially important variables. One of the more notable
lacks in their work, and others, has been a full con-
sideration of the role of economics. As Solot and
Miller (2001) have noted for the United States, it is
known that marriage rates are tied to economics
and if this is not controlled for, then any study pur-
porting to compare happiness or domestic violence
rates between married and unmarried people is
actually seeing the effects of income or wealth. 

Australian data already presented also suggest that
economics could be the more important variable
here. Data shows de facto couples are more likely to
have a working class background and/or to be too
young to have accumulated wealth (for example, de
Vaus 2004). Dockery (2003) also showed that work
has a very large impact on feelings of wellbeing –
more so than being married. And Birrell and Rapson
(1998) and Birrell, Rapson and Hourigan (2004)
showed that there are strong relationships between
men’s working and their partnering.

Neither Waite and Gallagher (2000) nor any of the
Australian data reviewed here make a sufficiently
strong case for marriage to confidently assert that
marriage is the causal mechanism in any docu-
mented benefits. Any benefits observed are likely to
be associated with other more important variables,
especially economic and health related.

On the other hand, there may well be merit in further
research that systematically explores the criteria pro-
posed by Huston and Melz (2004). In particular, there
is an argument for much greater attention being
payed to the role of economic factors. For example,
Hewitt et al. (2005: 16), with particular reference to
health, made a note of the need “to move beyond
simply describing the association between marital
status and health, and increasingly direct our
research efforts at better understanding how or why
social and economic resources differentially impact
on the health of married and separated.”

Where to from here?

The case for marriage, and there can be no doubt
that there is one, is not well served by Waite and
Gallagher’s (2000) approach. There is insufficient
empirical rigour employed in the arguments of
Waite and Gallagher and insufficient corroborating
evidence from the Australian data. 
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cannot be directly addressed by showing that indi-
viduals benefit. Rather, the case needs to be argued
from a broader, macro level. Instead of saying peo-
ple should get married because it is good for them,
we need to be asking what the conditions are under
which the institution of marriage can be fostered
and sustained for society’s good? 

There was no doubt from the Australian evidence
reviewed that to ask these broader questions we need
to be considering, among other things, the interrela-
tionships between economic and social variables. For
example, what is the relationship between economic
conditions and marriage rates? We also need to
recognise that marriages have a good chance of
achieving stable household environments for their
members who are also likely to be financially self-suf-
ficient. Married couples are more likely than
cohabiting or single people to have children.

Asking these broader questions about the role and
value of marriage in society feeds more directly and
appropriately into questions of policy. And it is at the
level of policy that the real case for marriage needs to
be addressed. It is not so much that marriage may or
may not have various individual benefits, but that
marriage, as a whole, is of value to society. 

Endnote
1. Various phrases are used for those who are living together but

not legally married reflecting, among other things, different
political sensitivities and the historical remnants of a less than
acceptable form of relating. These terms include cohabitation,
consensual partnering, unwed couples and de facto couples.
Here, the phrase “de facto relationship” or “de facto couples”
is used in order to avoid the particular, and limiting, meaning
of “cohabitation” used by Waite and Gallagher (2000).
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with children of this age. Of these
families with co-resident step 
relationships, 44 per cent also
included co-resident children
born of the couple relationship.
(Such families are classified as
“blended families” by the ABS.)
Of course, the proportion of fami-
lies that include co-resident step
relationships would be slightly

higher if families with children of all ages were included.

The present snapshot of stepfamilies is based on data from
wave 3 of the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in
Australia (HILDA) Survey, conducted in 2003. This panel
survey is funded by the Australian Government, through the
Department of Family and Community Services (see Watson
2005 for details). 

The snapshot focuses mainly on couple families in which at
least one of the partners has a co-resident or non-resident
stepchild under 18 years old. As the Australian Bureau of Sta-
tistics points out, children under 18 years have not yet
attained full adult rights and typically remain reliant in some
ways on their parents or guardians (ABS 2004). The existence
of step relationships was examined for each partner. 

Table 1 shows the proportion of couple families with
stepchildren aged under 18 years who either lived inside or
outside these households. The two sets of statistics focus on
separate scenarios. In the first scenario, couple families
were living with at least one child aged under 18 years, who
was the biological child of either one or both partners. The
second scenario concerns couple families in which there are
no children under 18 years old living in the household (that
is, either there were no children in the household at all, or
all children in the household were aged 18 years and over).
Thus, in this second scenario, any stepchildren under 18
years were non-resident stepchildren.

The first set of statistics indicates that, of the couple families
with at least one co-resident child under 18 years old in the
household, the majority (87 per cent) had no step relation-
ships either inside or outside the household. In total, 11 per
cent included co-resident step relationships – that is, at least
one of the children under 18 years residing in the household
was a stepchild to one of the partners in the couple relation-
ship. (This proportion is slightly higher than the 9 per cent
apparent in the Family Characteristics Survey undertaken in
2003 (ABS 2004)). The 11 per cent includes families with co-
resident step relationships only, families with both co-resident
and non-resident stepparent–child relationships, and families
in which the step relationship was not recognised as such. 

In the families where the step relationship was not recognised
as such, the respondent who provided information about rela-
tionships within the household either maintained that the
children were not related to their biological parent’s partner or
were being fostered by this partner. The couples in all such

S tepfamilies have been around
for a long time, in fairytales as
in real life. In the past, when

almost all couples who were living
together were married to each
other and divorce was rare, most
stepfamilies were created through
a widowed parent marrying. Under
these circumstances, the children
and their stepparent typically lived
in the same household – except where the children had left
home, usually to find employment or to marry.

Nowadays, however, stepparent–child relationships (here
called “step relationships”) are far more likely to be formed
after parental separation caused by relationship breakdown
than after widowhood. Where parents have repartnered after
separation, step relationships often cross household bound-
aries (here called “non-resident” step relationships).
Children in households headed by a single parent, and chil-
dren living with a parent and stepparent, may have a parent
living elsewhere who has repartnered. In other words, the
children may have a “co-resident stepparent”, a “non-resi-
dent stepparent”, or both. In addition, one or both partners
in couples without any co-resident children may have
stepchildren living elsewhere.

Yet most statistics on family types, including those derived
from censuses, focus exclusively on relationships within the
confines of household boundaries. For instance, the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics defines a family as “two or more
persons, one of whom is at least 15 years of age, who are
related by blood, marriage (registered or de facto), adoption,
step or fostering; and who are usually resident in the same
household” (ABS 2004: 71). As McDonald (1995) notes, this
“household family” is not only easily measured, but also
represents the major purchasing unit in society, and is thus
the image of family that is conveyed through marketing. 

Using this definition of “family”, the Australian Bureau of
Statistics estimated that in 2003 there were 176,700 families
with at least one child under 18 years who was a stepchild to
one of the parents in a couple family (ABS 2004). In total,
such families accounted for 9 per cent of all couple families

Snapshot of couple families with 
stepparent–child relationships

F A M I L Y  T R E N D S

In this analysis, a stepparent–child relationship within a household was established on
the basis of a matrix (developed in the HILDA interviews) of the nature of relationship
between all household members. A non-resident stepparent–child relationship was
established if either partner in a couple family had at least one child living with the other
parent, or only one partner had children living outside the household, or any non-res-
ident children of either partner were children born at least two years before the couple
started living together. Multiple-family households, same-sex couples, and the few
couple family households where neither partner participated in personal interviews
have been excluded. These families accounted for 4 per cent of all couple families.

D E F I N I T I O N

Stepparent–child relationships that cross household boundaries, through the repartnering of a non-resident
parent (typically the father) are rarely documented in statistics on family types. LIXIA QU and RUTH WESTON
explore the prevalence these relationships within households and those that cross household boundaries.



families (n = 30) were cohabiting rather than (legally) married.
This is not surprising, given that it can take time for members
of couples to see themselves as a “couple” and for each partner
and the children to perceive the new partner as a stepparent.
The timing of any such recognition (if it occurs at all) can vary
for different household members and for kin.

The first set of statistics in Table 1 also shows that another 
2 per cent of all the couple families with children aged under
18 in the household also had non-resident stepchildren of
this age. That is, one or both partners had at least one non-
resident child under 18 years old by a previous relationship.
These families would be classified as “intact” if the definition
of “family” is based on the nature of relationships that exist
between people who usually live in the same household.
Once again, one or both partners or children would not nec-
essarily recognise the step relationship.

The second half of Table 1 focuses on couple families with no
children under 18 in the household. These families either had
no children at all in the household or had co-resident children
(step or otherwise) who were at least 18 years old. For 3 per
cent of these families, one or both partners in the couple had
at least one non-resident child aged under 18 years from a pre-
vious relationship. The other partner, then, would have been
a stepparent to these children.

Given that most children tend to live with their mother after
parental separation (84 per cent in 2003) (ABS 2004), co-res-
ident stepparents are most likely to be men and non-resident
stepparents are most likely to be women. The prevalence of
these different types of relationships involving stepchildren
under the age of 18 years, is shown in Figures 1 and 2. 

Figure 1 indicates that, among co-resident stepfamilies, 84
per cent had stepfathers only, 12 per cent had stepmothers
only, and 4 per cent had both a stepfather and stepmother –
that is, both partners had children from previous relation-
ships living with them.

Figure 2, on the other hand, shows that, in 85 per cent of
couple families with non-resident stepchildren under 18,
the stepparent was the female partner. In 11 per cent of
cases, the male partner was the stepparent, and in 4 per
cent, both partners were stepparents. That the proportion of
non-resident step relationships involving stepmothers is vir-
tually the same as the proportion of co-resident step
relationships involving stepfathers is to be expected in any
sample that is representative of the population. 

While the focus of this snapshot is on step relationships
involving co-resident and non-resident children aged under
18 years, it is worth noting that 12 per cent of all couple fam-
ilies in the HILDA survey 2003 had only adult stepchildren. In
almost all cases (97 per cent), the stepchildren were living
elsewhere, with some having established their own house-
hold. It is likely that, in some cases, the step relationship
encouraged stepchildren to leave home prematurely. Accord-
ing to Young (1987), adult children who are living with a
stepparent are more likely than those living in intact families
to leave home relatively early in life.

T his snapshot highlights the complicated stepparent–
child arrangements that exist today as a result of the chang-
ing pathways to stepfamily formation. While the discussion

has focused on couple families only, it is important to note that
non-resident stepchildren of one partner may be living in a fam-
ily headed by an unpartnered parent (typically called
“sole-parent” “single-parent” or “lone-parent” families). 

In summary, with the changing pathways to stepfamilies, the
proportion of families involving children who live with one
biological parent and his or her new partner is no longer a

reasonably accurate indicator of the prevalence of steppar-
ent–child relationships. 

Stepparent–child relationships are more likely than in the past
to cross households. While much is yet to be learned about the
challenges facing these two types of step relationships (“co-res-
ident” and “non-resident”) and the roles and responsibilities
that members of the family define for themselves and the other
members, it is noteworthy that couples in which one partner is
a stepparent to one or more children in the household are
more likely to separate than couples in “intact families” (see
review by Coleman, Ganong and Fine 2000). 

Given that HILDA is a longitudinal study, it will be possible
to examine the quality and stability of relationships involv-
ing different types of stepparenting.
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Couple families: Presence of stepchildren aged 0-17 years
living in and outside the household, 2003

Table 1

Couple families with children aged 0-17 years 
in the household %
No stepchildren (<18 yrs) either in or outside household 87.0
Stepparent to non-resident children (<18 years) only 1.9
Stepparent to co-resident children (<18 years) only 7.1
Stepparent to both co-resident & non-resident  
children (<18 years) 2.8 11%
Unacknowledged co-resident stepparent to 
children (<18 years) 1.1
Total 100.0
Number of families 1815
Couple families without children aged 0-17 years 
in the household
No non-resident stepchildren (<18 years) 96.8
Stepparent to non-resident children (<18 years) 3.2
Total 100.0
Number of families 2178
Source: HILDA wave 3 (2003). Percentages are based on weighted data.

Couple families with
stepparent–child 
relationships within
the household

Step mother Step father Step father & step mother

4% 4%

12%

84%

11%

85%

Figure 1 Couple families with
stepparent–child 
relationships outside
the household

Figure 2

}
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maltreatment (for example, the Victorian Risk Framework,
Child Protection Professional Development Unit 2003).

The failure within practice to take into account the effects
on children of chronic maltreatment may in part be a con-
sequence of the framing of legislation that has forced courts
and statutory child protection services to focus on assessing
whether an adult has acted in an abusive or neglectful man-
ner and the likely impact on the child given their age. The
problem with this approach is that it tends to shape our
thinking about maltreatment into a rather simplistic “cause
and effect” model, in which a determination is made as to
whether a specific adult act of commission or omission
resulted in the child being harmed. When abusive or neg-
lectful behaviour occurs in isolation it may not be high risk;
if it is repeated over a prolonged period of time the cumula-
tive impact can be detrimental (Higgins 2004). 

In this paper, the experience of maltreatment is explored
using data from a statutory child protection service, and a
new conceptual approach for describing chronic maltreat-
ment is proposed. 

A new typology for describing 
chronic child maltreatment
In the 1990s, researchers began to acknowledge that some
children experienced multiple incidents of maltreatment
and attempted to develop typologies for the repeat victim-
isation of children (Hamilton and Browne 1998; Higgins
and McCabe 2000; Rossman and Rosenberg 1998). Each of
the typologies contributes toward a re-conceptualisation of
child maltreatment as a chronic problem rather than an
isolated event in a child’s life. 

The following dimensions have been suggested as useful for
conceptualising the experience of multiple victimisation:
number of incidents (Hamilton and Browne 1998; Higgins
and McCabe 2000; Rossman and Rosenberg 1998); duration
of time over which maltreatment took place (Rossman and
Rosenberg 1998); number of maltreatment sub-types (Hig-
gins and McCabe 2000; Rossman and Rosenberg 1998);

esearchers and practitioners in the field of child
maltreatment often consider child abuse and
neglect as a single or repeated series of isolated
events. However, such an approach fails to
acknowledge that some children’s development

is characterised by repeated incidents of maltreatment over
a prolonged period of time, and it fails to address the cumu-
lative impact of repeated victimisation on children’s
physical, psychological and developmental outcomes. 

Research into child maltreatment falls into two main areas:
(a) identification of the risk factors for maltreatment occur-
ring; and (b) identification of the impact of maltreatment on
victims. Researchers often investigate specific maltreatment
sub-types, rather than the experience of maltreatment more
broadly (for example, Black, Heyman and Smith Slep 2001a,
2001b; Black, Smith Slep and Heyman 2001; Schumacher,
Smith Slep and Heyman 2001). However, it is the frequency
and severity of abusive and neglectful behaviours experienced
by children, rather than the particular type of abuse or neg-
lect, that is important in predicting outcomes (Higgins 2004). 

There is a dearth of research investigating the risk factors
for children experiencing chronic maltreatment or the
cumulative harm of repeated victimisation. For example,
in a   literature search conducted in 2002, only nine stud-
ies were identified over a five-year period in which
researchers specifically investigated chronic child mal-
treatment (Bromfield, submitted). 

By their very design, child protection services acknowledge
the persistence of abusive and neglectful behaviours (that is,
maltreatment chronicity). Child protection services are
mandated to intervene in cases where they have demon-
strated that an adult act of commission or omission resulted
in significant harm to the child, or the child being placed at
risk of significant harm and where there is a likelihood that
this will happen again. Although history of involvement
with child protection is used to determine the aspect of 
risk assessment related to assessing children likely to be
maltreated again, it is not incorporated into assessments in
regard to the likely harm to the child as a consequence of

RR

Many children who are maltreated experience multiple incidents of
maltreatment over a prolonged period of time.

Chronic and isolated maltreatment 
in a child protection sample
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number of perpetrators (Hamilton and Browne 1998; Higgins
and McCabe 2000); the child’s embeddedness in his or her
family, community and cultural environment – that is, an
ecological perspective (Rossman and Rosenberg 1998); and
the child’s developmental stage (Hamilton and Browne
1998). Although maltreatment severity and the relationship
of the perpetrator to the child (intra- or extra-familial) have
been discussed, neither of these dimensions has been incor-
porated into any of the typologies for multiple victimisation.

Based on a review of the typologies for repeat victimisation,
multi-type maltreatment and multiple victimisations, we have
proposed a new typology for chronic child maltreatment –
The Chronic Child Maltreatment Typology – which includes
the following five dimensions: frequency – number of inci-
dents; sub-type – number of sub-types and categorical
classification of the different sub-types (physical abuse, neg-
lect, sexual abuse, emotional abuse and witnessing family
violence); severity – severity of the adult behaviour, and
severity of harm to the child; perpetrators – number of per-
petrators and relationship of perpetrator to child (intra- or
extra-familial); and duration – period of time over which
maltreatment occurred.

The Chronic Maltreatment Study
The primary aim of the study described in this paper was
to examine whether some children coming to the attention
of child protection services experience chronic as opposed
to isolated child maltreatment. 

The Chronic Maltreatment Study is part of a wider research
project investigating the course, characteristics and predic-
tors of chronic and isolated child maltreatment in a statutory
child protection sample. In this research, quantitative analy-
ses were performed using factors identified in previous
research as being related to the emergence of child maltreat-
ment (child developmental, behavioural, or health problems,
parental substance abuse, domestic violence, parental his-
tory of maltreatment, neighbourhood poverty, and social
support) to determine what factors differentiated chronic
and isolated child maltreatment (see Bromfield, submitted). 

In Bromfield’s study, the quantitative analyses did not differ-
entiate reliably between isolated and chronic child
maltreatment groups. However, three factors were significant
in differentiating the two groups. These were: family size (the
more children in the family, the greater the likelihood of those
children experiencing chronic maltreatment); severity (the
higher the assigned level of risk at the first investigation, the
greater the likelihood of children subsequently experiencing
chronic maltreatment); and case type (children in families in
which the first investigated allegation was classified by the
researcher as having sufficient evidence to determine that the
alleged maltreatment occurred, whether substantiated by
child protection or not, were more likely to experience
chronic maltreatment). The majority of families in this sam-
ple (isolated and chronic) were found to live in the areas of
highest poverty within the state. The high levels of disadvan-
tage experienced by both groups could have contributed
towards the lack of differentiation between the two groups. 

In the Chronic Maltreatment Study, isolated maltreatment
was defined as a single maltreatment incident or inter-related
events (for example, witnessing domestic violence and expe-
riencing physical abuse) in a single time period, reflected by
one to two notifications to child protection within a six-
month period. Chronic maltreatment was defined as
recurrent incidents of maltreatment over a prolonged period
of time, reflected by three or more notifications to child pro-
tection over six months or more.

All families living in a regional child protection jurisdiction
with a child aged up to four years who was a subject of a
notification to child protection for the first time between
July and December 1994 were identified (n = 182). From
these, a random sample of 100 children was selected. Data
on the immediate families of the 100 children selected
(“referent child”) were the focus of the study. In order to
protect the anonymity of families, the Australian jurisdic-
tion in which these data were collected is not identified.

The data source for the study was the existing child pro-
tection case files. Every notification recorded from 1 July
1994 to 30 June 2002 for a child in the family was audited
through to case closure. A follow-forward research design
was used (case records were audited from the initial noti-
fication1 through to the most recent notification) to avoid
bias as a consequence of hindsight when auditing the fam-
ilies’ earlier contacts with the child protection service. A
pro forma was used to collect quantitative and qualitative
data from each recorded notification about the character-
istics of the individuals, families, neighbourhoods and
child protection services activities (investigation, referral,
implementing appropriate supports).

In this study, notifications were considered a proxy measure
for maltreatment, thus involvement with child protection
was a proxy measure for the course of maltreatment. Reli-
able data on the incidence of child maltreatment in the
population are not available. It is assumed that notifications
to child protection are at the severe end of the maltreatment
spectrum and are an under-estimation of the incidence of
child maltreatment in the community (Bromfield and Hig-
gins 2004). Despite these limitations, child protection
samples represent the best approximation of maltreated
children (Kinard 1994). The legislative requirement in the
jurisdiction in which these data were collected mandating
professionals to report suspicions of maltreatment may have
increased the rate of maltreatment in the community that
was reported to child protection. 



• Sub-type: The incident or circumstances alleged to
have occurred by the notifier was classified according 
to the abusive or neglectful behaviour directed towards
the child into one or more of the maltreatment sub-
types – physical abuse, neglect, emotional abuse, sexual
abuse or witnessing family violence. (For information
on theoretical, conceptual and methodological issues
related to the definition of maltreatment and specific
maltreatment sub-types, see Socolar, Runyan and
Amaya-Jackson 1995; Mash and Wolfe 1991; Higgins
2004.) 

The maltreatment sub-types experienced most fre-
quently were neglect (38.5 per cent, n = 95) and
physical abuse (26.3 per cent, n = 65). The proportion
of re-notifications containing allegations of sexual abuse
(19.4 per cent) was approximately double the propor-
tion of allegations of sexual abuse at initial notification
(7.5 per cent). This may reflect the increasing age of the
referent children in the sample. However, it might also
suggest that children are more likely to be a victim of
child sexual abuse if they have previously experienced
another form of victimisation.

Another limitation of this methodology is that notifications
are unproven allegations; however, substantiations do not
take into account maltreatment chronicity. The use of notifi-
cations to child protection is consistent with the approach
taken by other researchers who have investigated chronic
child maltreatment (for example, English, Marshall and Orme
1999; Hamilton and Browne 1999; Marshall and English
1999). A further qualification is that the study findings relate
to chronic maltreatment in a child protection sample as
opposed to chronic maltreatment in the wider community.

As well as providing descriptive statistics on the entire sample
using the Chronic Child Maltreatment Typology, six case 
studies were investigated. The case study accounts are mate-
rial taken from the case notes describing families’ involvement
with child protection over the course of the study period. The
six families presented in case studies were selected to repre-
sent the varying degrees of involvement with child protection
services. Two case studies portray isolated involvement with
child protection services (one to two notifications within a six-
month period), two portray the typical level of involvement
with child protection in this sample (three to four notifica-
tions) and two depict chronic involvement with child

The classification of maltreatment sub-type was made
based on the primary allegation recorded in the notifi-
cation; however, a cross tabulation was calculated to
determine the prevalence of multiple maltreatment sub-
types within a single notification. In 42 of the 374
notifications, there was an additional maltreatment sub-
type listed along with the primary sub-type. Emotional
abuse was most frequently listed as a secondary mal-
treatment sub-type. The findings from this sample
suggest that children who experience more than one
incident of maltreatment may also experience multiple
sub-types of maltreatment, and that children may expe-
rience multiple sub-types of maltreatment within a
single event. This is consistent with previous research
that has found that children are likely to experience
multiple maltreatment sub-types (Higgins 2004; Higgins
and McCabe 2000; McGee, Wolfe and Wilson 1997; Ney,
Fung and Wickett 1994).

• Severity: There was no direct measure of the severity of
the maltreatment in the case records. As previous
research has identified that severity is an important
dimension, this is a limitation of these data. Child protec-
tion risk assessment ratings were employed as indicators
of maltreatment severity. There was very little change in
child protection risk assessment rating assigned to notifi-
cations over the course of the families’ involvement with
child protection services. In this sample, approximately
85 per cent of initial and re-notifications were not sub-
stantiated or were assessed as “no further risk”, and 15
per cent were rated as “moderate to severe”.

• Perpetrators: Mothers were identified as being respon-
sible for child maltreatment in the majority of the initial

protection services (the two chronic cases represent the 
families in the sample with the most extensive involvement
with child protection services). Families were randomly
selected for the isolated and typical involvement case studies. 

These case studies provide a detailed description of the course
of chronic and isolated child maltreatment in a child protec-
tion sample. A qualitative thematic analysis was performed to
investigate factors that differentiated chronic and isolated
child maltreatment in these six case studies (Bromfield, sub-
mitted). Here, however, only two case studies are described in
order to provide an example of isolated and chronic child
maltreatment. The first is a randomly selected family in which
the children experienced isolated maltreatment (“isolated”):
notifications with sufficient information in the case notes to
determine that the maltreatment did not occur or that the
notification did not involve an allegation of maltreatment (for
example, child self harming) were excluded. The second case
study is a family whose involvement with child protection
reflected one of the most extreme examples, in terms of fre-
quency, of chronic maltreatment (“chronic”). 

Descriptive results
• Frequency: There were 374 notifications and 82 substan-

tiations recorded for the 100 families sampled. The
maximum number of notifications was 22 in a single fam-
ily and the maximum number of substantiations in a single
family was six. Out of 100 families, 65 had more than one
recorded notification (chronic maltreatment). In the
remaining 35 families there was only one recorded notifi-
cation (isolated maltreatment). For 24 families, there was
more than one recorded substantiation. The average num-
ber of notifications per family was between three and four. 

Chronic maltreatment was defined as recurrent incidents of maltreatment over a 
prolonged period of time, reflected by three or more notifications to child protection 
over six months or more.

Family Matters No.70 Autumn 2005 Australian Institute of Family Studies 40



C A S E  S T U D Y  1

and the re-notifications. However, some children expe-
rienced maltreatment at the hands of more than one
perpetrator. Non-parental perpetrators were more likely
to be present in re-notifications than in initial notifica-
tions. With the exception of parental surrogates (for
example, the de facto partner of the mother or father),
there were very few cases of extra-familial child mal-
treatment. However, this was most likely a reflection of
child protection legislation in this jurisdiction, which
limits the role of child protection services to only those
cases where parental action or inaction results in child
maltreatment (Bromfield and Higgins 2004). 

• Duration: The average duration of family involvement
with child protection was 3.3 years with ten months
between each notification. The majority of re-notifica-
tions occurred within six months. Those families in
which there was no further involvement for two years
were unlikely to be the subject of a subsequent re-noti-
fication. The time between notifications decreased as
the number of notifications increased, and the fewer
the notifications the greater the chance of an extended
time period between them.

Qualitative case study results
This section presents the results in relation to the the-
matic analysis of all six of the case studies conducted and
described in the methodology section. Two case studies
illustrating isolated and chronic involvement with child
protection are provided as examples of the case study data.
These case studies are abbreviated versions of the case
studies analysed and are provided to illustrate the differ-
ences between the two extremes of involvement with
statutory child protection services. 

Prior to presenting these case studies, a brief description of
the role of child protection is provided. (For a more detailed
description of the provision of statutory child protection
services in Australia see Bromfield and Higgins 2005.) Statu-
tory child protection services are mandated to protect
children who have experienced or are likely to experience
significant harm as a consequence of child maltreatment. In
some jurisdictions, the child protection mandate may also

extend to children in need of protection who have not been
maltreated, such as homeless adolescents (for a comparison
of the grounds for intervention in Australian states and ter-
ritories see Bromfield and Higgins 2004). 

Community, family, professionals and services can report
suspicions of maltreatment to the statutory child protec-
tion services (and in some jurisdictions people are
mandated to do so). The identity of individuals who make
a report to child protection (notifiers) is protected by 
law. These reports (or notifications) are received by the
statutory child protection intake service who make an
assessment as to whether or not (a) the alleged event or
circumstance suggest that the child has experienced or is
likely to experience significant harm, and (b) child protec-
tion intervention is required to ensure the child’s ongoing
safety. Notifications requiring child protection interven-
tion are investigated to determine whether the allegation
occurred (that is whether the allegation is substantiated or
unsubstantiated). 

Following substantiation, there is an assessment of the serv-
ices required to ensure the safety of the child: no further
action required; referral to external service/professional but
no further child protection involvement required; or ongo-
ing child protection involvement required. For those cases
in which it is determined that ongoing child protection
involvement is required, a case plan meeting is held and a
case plan outlining the interventions required (for example,
referral to services, supervision, court action) is agreed
upon. Case management principles of ongoing assessment,
review and planning are put in place. The case is closed
when it is assessed that the child is no longer at risk of sig-
nificant harm.

Case study 1: Isolated maltreatment

Family 19 was the subject of only one notification to child
protection services. However, the notification of neglect was
substantiated and the family received child protection inter-
vention. The family was a female-headed single-parent family
with two girls aged four and two years. Following the initial
notification there were no further notifications during the
eight-year study period.

Presenting event
The district nurse arrived to visit the family. The mother and children
could be seen inside the house. The mother appeared to be asleep on
the couch, but the district nurse could not rouse her. The district nurse
advised that the mother had a history of drug use. 

Intervention
Upon arrival the mother was conscious, but obviously drug affected. The
mother admitted to using speed while on a methadone program. She
advised that she had contracted both Hepatitis B and C, and that she was
planning to admit herself into a detoxification program. She was not usu-
ally the primary carer for the children, the maternal grandmother was.
However, the maternal grandmother had gone overseas on holiday and
had left the children in the mother’s care. The children’s father had 
contact with the children; however, the mother advised that she was a
victim of domestic violence of which the children’s father was the perpe-
trator. The mother advised that she had a brother and sister living in a

neighbouring suburb approximately a 15-minutes drive from where she
and the children were residing. The children were placed in respite – a vol-
untary placement to which the mother had consented. The mother was
transported to a general practitioner for assessment, and returned home.
Upon the return of the children from respite placement, the family was
visited and, following discussion, the mother was eager to access family
day care and a parenting program. The worker linked the mother with a
family day care program and made a referral to a parenting program. 

Outcome
The maternal grandmother returned from overseas and the family
accessed day care for respite throughout the week. Child protection
assessed that there was no further protective concern. The maternal
grandmother advised that the notification had been a catalyst for the
family to mobilise support. In the future, if the maternal grandmother
was absent, other family members would stay with the mother to pro-
vide support.
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Results of the thematic case study analysis 
Families in which children experienced isolated and
chronic child maltreatment were characterised by 
multiple interlinked problems, economic disadvantage and
social exclusion. This is consistent with the findings in the
related study by Bromfield (submitted) in which it was
reported that it is not possible statistically to distinguish
between the number and types of problems experienced
by families in which children experienced isolated com-
pared to chronic child maltreatment.

The detailed analysis of the six case studies described in
the methodology elicited several factors that qualitatively
differentiated chronic and isolated courses of child mal-
treatment. These factors included parental protective
factors (for example, support versus social isolation), sta-
bility of parental risk factors (for example, temporary
versus enduring), and the type of child protection service
provision (for example, therapeutic versus investigative),
and are illustrated using the two case studies provided as
examples in this paper. 

In the isolated case study, the following parental protective
factors were present: the mother had recognised the need
for change and made a personal choice to effect change in
her (and therefore her family’s) life circumstances without
prompting or coercion from statutory child protection
services; the mother was willing to seek and accept 

Case study 2: Chronic maltreatment
Family 96 is a case study demonstrating chronic maltreat-
ment. Of the 100 families sampled, this family had the
second highest number of notifications (17), only one of
which was substantiated. 

The notifications recorded for Family 96 fell into six
groups. The first group comprised notifications 1, 3 and 4
and were allegations of supervisory neglect. The second
group occurred in isolation and concerned a suspicion of
physical abuse (notification 2). The third group (notifica-
tions 5 and 6) concerned the mother’s lack of appropriate
supports. The fourth group occurred in the context of a
custody dispute between the parents (notifications 7 to
10). The fifth group contained two notifications (11 and
12) concerning allegations of inadequate parenting and
low-to-moderate severity maltreatment. The sixth group
comprised five notifications (13 to 17) alleging serious
environmental neglect and sexual abuse. 

Each of these six groups of notifications is described in
order to show the interconnection between the alleged
abusive and neglectful behaviours in each group. The
“developmental trajectory” of the family’s experiences and
its contact with statutory child protection services high-
light the chronic nature of much of the maltreatment and
the inadequacy of treating maltreatment as a series of sin-
gle or isolated events. 

Supervisory neglect (1, 3 & 4)

The son, aged one and a half years, sustained physical injuries
caused by supervisory neglect. 
Both parents were considered responsible, but particularly the
mother as the pattern of injuries to the child escalated after the
father secured employment.
During involvement it emerged that the mother had an intellectual
disability.
The group of notifications concerning supervisory neglect spanned
a period of two and a half years. 
During this time there were two investigations and one substantia-
tion. However, there was no intervention provided until the
occurrence of notification 4 when the family was linked with services.
After linking the family with support services there were no further
notifications for a further two and a half years. 

Physical abuse (2)

This was an isolated notification that was investigated, but not sub-
stantiated.
It was alleged that the girl, aged four and a half years, was fearful of her
father; however, the child’s school did not corroborate the allegation.

Lack of Support (5 & 6)

The mother and father’s separation and the breakdown of the fam-
ily’s professional support network appeared to have precipitated
these two notifications.
The mother and father had recently separated resulting in the cou-
ple’s son (aged five) residing with his father, and the couple’s
daughter (aged seven) residing with her mother.

The father was allegedly violent towards the mother prior to 
separation; however, it was not stated whether there had been 
a history of domestic violence in the relationship, or whether the
children had witnessed any violence.
A notifier raised concerns about the mother’s ability to cope 
following the relationship break-up, and the mother subsequently
self-referred to child protection seeking assistance to re-establish a
professional support network. Child protection re-connected the
mother with the appropriate services.
Child protection involvement spanned 18 days and included one inves-
tigation and no substantiations. There was no official intervention;
however, child protection facilitated the mother accessing support. 
The next involvement commenced eight days prior to the closure of
notification 6, and appeared to be provoked by the commencement
of a custody dispute between the parents.

Custody dispute (7 – 10)

Both parents made allegations and counter-allegations while they
were pursuing access and residency issues through the Family Law
Court.
On seperate occasions, the mother alleged that the father had been
drinking in the presence of the children (aged six years and eight
years); and that the six-year-old had to be treated for a cut lip. The
mother did not make specific allegations of maltreatment to child
protection.
The father alleged that the mother’s boyfriend was physically abus-
ing the children and had assaulted the father.
Child protection dismissed the mother’s allegation as it was appar-
ent from the assessment made at intake that there were no grounds

C A S E  S T U D Y  2
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professional support and had engaged with professional
services prior to case closure; the mother also had signifi-
cant familial social support. The protective factors present
in the isolated case study were consistent with those 
identified in other case studies conducted as part of this
research (as previously noted, only one isolated and one
chronic case study were presented in this paper for illus-
trative purposes).

open about the alleged circumstances or events; there
were multiple sources in regard to the allegations of 
environmental neglect and in one notification the mother
self-referred.) With the exception of the allegation of 
sexual abuse, notifications were not substantiated as 
the events described, when considered in isolation, 
were unlikely to result in the child experiencing signifi-
cant harm. Unless it can be established that a child has

for child protection to investigate. The father’s allegations were not
pursued by child protection as the father obtained an intervention
order against the mother’s boyfriend (on his own and the children’s
behalf), thus ensuring the children’s safety.
This group of notifications spanned a period of 298 days (nine
months) and comprised one investigation and no substantiation.
There was no child protection intervention.

Inadequate parenting and low-moderate maltreatment (11 & 12)

Notification 11 occurred only two days subsequent to the closure of
notification 10.
The notifiers raised concerns regarding the mother’s ability to par-
ent her nine-year-old daughter (her seven-year-old son was
residing with his father).
The mother had withdrawn from support services and was experi-
encing significant emotional problems.
During this time the mother was allegedly physically abusive
towards her daughter (the mother threw a glass at her daughter, but
this did not result in her daughter experiencing physical harm), and
emotionally and physically neglected her (the mother left her child
with friends and did not collect her for six weeks). The nine-year old
girl had reportedly lost weight and was refusing to return to the
mother’s care.
During the investigation the mother acknowledged that she had 
been experiencing problems, but minimised the extent of these 
problems and the possible effect they may have had on her 
daughter. The mother advised that she had resolved her problems,
her daughter was now residing with her, and things were generally
much better. 

In making their decision, child protection did not appear to have
considered the mother’s intellectual disability or prior inability to
cope without supports in place. This may reflect the difficulty of car-
rying forward information from one notification to the next in cases
of chronic child maltreatment when there are large quantities of
records involved. It is possible that child protection were unaware
that the mother had an intellectual disability.
The two notifications concerning the mother’s inadequate parenting
spanned a 94-day (three-month) time period, during which time
there was one investigation but no substantiations or child protec-
tion involvement.
The subsequent group of notifications commenced 120 days (four
months) after concerns were raised about the mother’s inadequate
parenting and indicate an escalation in the mother’s pattern of poor
parenting.

Chronic environmental neglect and sexual abuse (13 – 17)

This group of notifications contained allegations of chronic 
environmental neglect from multiple sources and allegations that 
a male boarder was sexually abusing the girl, aged nine and a half
years.
The child protection involvement concentrated on the environmen-
tal neglect and not the sexual abuse, and the concerns raised
regarding the chronic neglect were not prioritised as the father was
again pursuing custody.
The allegations of chronic neglect and sexual abuse occurred over
283 days (nine months). One investigation was conducted, but not
substantiated and there was no child protection intervention.

The case study in which children experienced chronic
child maltreatment was characterised by a high number 
of notifications, but only one substantiation. In the major-
ity of notifications, the failure to substantiate was not
based on a lack of evidence. There was little question 
that the alleged circumstances and/or behaviour had
occurred. (In several notifications the parents were 

experienced or is likely to experience significant harm as a
consequence of parental maltreatment, child protection
does not have a mandate to intervene. This is a challenge
for policy makers.

The chronic maltreatment case study demonstrates 
the way in which an event-oriented approach to child 

When abusive or neglectful behaviour occurs in isolation it may not be high risk; if it is 

repeated over a prolonged period of time the cumulative impact can be detrimental.
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occurred in groups, with allegations within that group
relating to a specific family problem or set of circum-
stances. 

The implications of these findings for researchers, practi-
tioners and legislators suggest a need to revise the way in
which maltreatment is approached conceptually to better
incorporate the ongoing nature of maltreatment, as this is
the way in which many child victims of abuse and neglect
experience maltreatment (Higgins 2004). 

The study also aimed to compare the characteristics of
chronic and isolated child maltreatment. The case study
analysis showed that families in which children experi-
enced any maltreatment (chronic or isolated) typically
experienced multiple interlinked problems, including
poverty and exclusion. This is consistent with the findings

reported by Bromfield (submitted)
in a related study that the majority
of families lived in the areas of high-
est poverty within the jurisdiction.
Programs targeting poverty, exclu-
sion and area disadvantage could
possibly assist in preventing child
abuse and neglect (for example,
Parkinson 1998 described programs
designed to combat area-based
exclusion in four countries in the
European Union).

The qualitative case study analysis
elicited several areas in which
chronic and isolated maltreating
families differed. These were: the
presence of protective factors (such
as family support, readiness to
change, willingness to seek/accept
support); the type of parental or
family problem underlying the 
maltreatment (such as intellectual
disability permanently affecting
parenting capacity or lack of sup-
port temporarily affecting parenting
capacity); and the type of child 
protection service provision (such
as therapeutic or investigative
responses).

The findings in relation to the 
presence of protective factors is
consistent with research into child

resilience that suggests protective factors can have a
greater impact on child outcomes than risk factors
(Garmezy 1985). More needs to be done to assist 
families develop positive social support networks. Parental
motivation to change was a protective factor present 
in the isolated maltreatment case studies. Motivation to
change is considered in the treatment of sexual abuse per-
petrators (O’Reilly, Morrison and Sheerin 2001; Tierney
and McCabe 2004). However, further research needs to be
conducted to determine whether programs fostering readi-
ness to change would be appropriate for parents who
maltreat, or are at risk of maltreating, their children in
other ways.

There are some specific implications for child protection
services arising from this study. The type of problem was
an important factor in determining whether families’

protection can result in practitioners failing to observe (or
be able to act in response to) a pattern of maltreatment. The
allegation of sexual abuse was confirmed by the police 
and resulted in criminal charges. However, two aspects of
legislation, in combination, prevented the notification from
being substantiated. Statutory child protection services in
the jurisdiction in which data were collected had a mandate
to intervene (a) only if the child had been, or was likely to
be, significantly harmed, and (b) if the child did not have a
parent able or willing to protect them. The sexual abuse
experienced by the nine-year-old girl in the chronic mal-
treatment case study was extra-familial, and upon the
perpetrator’s removal by the police the girl was no longer at
risk of harm from sexual abuse.

The child protection response to these notifications was
principally information recording and investigation, with
only one instance of intervention
recorded for the family during the
study period. Families linked with
appropriate services and supports
were more likely not to be re-
referred to statutory child protection
services, or to experience longer
periods of time between referrals
than families who were the subject of
an investigation only. Interventions
that linked families with appropriate
support services tended to alleviate
family problems and were related to
the prevention of re-notifications. 

The intervention was provided
while the biological parents were
still together. However, the case file
information suggests that the expe-
rience for the couple’s daughter was
actually worse following separation.
In this case study, the underlying
problem in the majority of notifica-
t i ons  was  the  mother ’s  poor
parenting. The mother had an intel-
lectual disability which may have
affected her parenting capacity:
there was never any suggestion that
the mother intended to cause her
children harm, and the majority of
allegations concerned acts of omis-
sion (parental neglect and failure to
protect from other perpetrators). 

The mother’s lack of parenting skills was an enduring prob-
lem, which escalated when the mother withdrew from
support services. The factors present in this case of chronic
maltreatment were consistent with those identified in other
cases of chronic maltreatment identified within the wider
research from which this paper was drawn.

Conclusion
One of the aims of the Chronic Maltreatment Study was to
determine whether some children experienced chronic as
opposed to isolated child maltreatment. In some families
(35 per cent), maltreatment was isolated. However, in
most families (65 per cent), maltreatment was chronic.
Notifications in which attempts were made to describe iso-
lated events were frequently inadequate because the
events were inter-related. In the case studies, notifications

Programs targeting

poverty, exclusion and

area disadvantage could

possibly assist in 

preventing child abuse

and neglect.
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involvement with child protection would be isolated or
chronic. Thorough assessment of parenting capacity dur-
ing the investigation needs to be carried out to determine
whether families need short-term support and therapeutic
intervention to overcome a specific problem or set of cir-
cumstances, or crisis intervention and long-term support
to enable them to cope with an enduring problem. Assess-
ments need to determine whether the parenting capacity is
below adequate (even with appropriate supports in place)
and plan accordingly. 

In the six case studies analysed, notifications to child 
protection occurred in groups and recurred while the 
underlying problem or circumstances were present. Mal-
treatment was presumably ongoing while the problem 
or circumstances remained unresolved. A regulatory
approach (record keeping, investigating, directing 
families) did not address the underlying problem or cir-
cumstances being experienced by the families and thus did
not prevent re-notifications from occurring. However,
interventions that linked families with appropriate sup-
port services tended to alleviate family problems and were
related to the prevention of re-notifications (and presum-
ably further maltreatment). 

Child protection services, policy makers and funding bod-
ies may need to consider early intervention and the
provision of long-term family support to more families in
order to prevent children from experiencing chronic child
maltreatment.
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Endnote
1 A notification is an allegation of child maltreatment reported to

statutory child protection services and a substantiation is a notifi-
cation that is investigated and the allegations verified.

References
Black, D.A., Heyman, R.E. & Smith Slep, A.M. (2001a), “Risk factors

for child physical abuse”, Aggression and Violent Behavior, vol. 6,
pp. 121-188.

Black, D.A., Heyman, R.E. & Smith Slep, A.M. (2001b), “Risk factors
for child sexual abuse”, Aggression and Violent Behavior, vol. 6,
pp. 203-229.

Black, D.A., Smith Slep, A.M. & Heyman, R.E. (2001), “Risk factors
for psychological abuse”, Aggression and Violent Behavior, vol. 6,
pp. 189-201.

Bromfield, L.M. (submitted), “Chronic child maltreatment in an
Australian statutory child protection sample”, Unpublished doc-
toral dissertation, Deakin University, Geelong.

Bromfield, L.M. & Higgins, D.J. (2004), “The limitations of using
statutory child protection data for research into child maltreat-
ment”, Australian Social Work, vol. 57, no. 1, pp. 19-30.

Bromfield, L.M. & Higgins, D.J. (2005), “National comparison 
of child protection systems”, Child Abuse Prevention Issues, 
no. 22.

English, D.J. Marshall, D.B. & Orme, M. (1999), “Characteristics of
repeated referrals to child protective services in Washington
State”, Child Maltreatment, vol. 4, no. 4, pp. 297-307.

O’Reilly, G., Morrison, T. & Sheerin, D. (2001), “A group-based mod-
ule for adolescents to improve motivation to change sexually abu-
sive behaviour”, Child Abuse Review, vol. 10, no. 3, pp. 150-169.

Parkinson, M. (1998), Combating social exclusion: Lessons from
area-based programmes in Europe, Policy Press, Bristol, UK.

Rossman, B.B.R. & Rosenberg, M.S. (eds) (1998), Multiple victimisa-
tion of children, Hawthorn Maltreatment and Trauma Press, New
York. 

Schumacher, J.A., Smith Slep, A.M. & Heyman, R.E. (2001), “Risk fac-
tors for child neglect”, Aggression and Violent Behavior, vol. 6, pp.
231-254.

Socolar, R.S., Runyan, D.K. & Amaya-Jackson, L. (1995),
“Methodological and ethical issues related to studying child mal-
treatment”, Journal of Family Issues, vol. 16, no. 5, pp. 565-586.

Tierney, D. & McCabe, M. (2004), “The assessment of motivation for
behaviour change among sex offenders against children: An inves-
tigation of the utility of the Stages of Change Questionnaire”,
Journal of Sexual Aggression, vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 237-249. 

Victorian Department of Human Services (2003), Beginning prac-
tice: Orientation program for new practitioners, Child Protection
Professional Development Unit, Victorian Department of Human
Services, Melbourne.

Leah Bromfield and Daryl Higgins are researchers with the
National Child Protection Clearinghouse at the Institute of Family
Studies. This is an expanded version of a paper presented at the 9th
Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference, held in Mel-
bourne on 9-11 February 2005.

Child protection services, policy makers and funding bodies may need to consider early 

intervention and the provision of long-term family support to more families in order to prevent 

children from experiencing chronic child maltreatment.



Family Matters No.70 Autumn 2005 Australian Institute of Family Studies 46

here has been much speculation and
concern about how young people are far-
ing in today’s world. The lives of the
current generation are very different
from the lives of their parents and grand-

parents. For example, in the 1960s and 1970s, most
young people had settled into lifelong careers, mar-
ried, and become parents by their mid twenties. 

Nowadays, however, the period following secondary
schooling is often one of prolonged financial depend-
ence, with young people progressing to further
education and training at rates unprecedented in Aus-
tralia’s history. Employment opportunities are
changing rapidly and have become more uncertain,
and it is expected that individuals will traverse multi-
ple career paths during their working life. Many young
people are postponing marriage and family life, and
there is growing public debate about an imminent “fer-
tility crisis” (Weston, Qu, Parker and Alexander 2004).

Some have even suggested that we should begin
thinking of the years from the late teens through the
middle twenties as a new stage in the life-course, call-
ing this the “emerging adult” period of development

Many worry about how young people are coping with the complexity and uncertainty of

modern life. Is the sky the limit, or are their lives tough and unrewarding? Are young people

happy or miserable? This paper reports the progress and perspectives of 1157 young people

aged 19-20 years.

TT
(Arnett 2000). As Arnett (2000: 469) notes, this is a
time in which a “variety of possible life directions in
love, work, and world views” are explored, and a
period of self-discovery and trial and error for many. 

There is disagreement about whether young people
are doing well, or finding life difficult. In a recent dis-
cussion of this issue, Richard Eckersley (2004: 36)
asks “are young people having the time of their lives,
or struggling with life in their times?”, and cites evi-
dence supporting both possibilities. However, the
evidence base to answer this question of clear public
health concern remains slim, with Australian
research particularly lacking. Hence, conclusions
tend to be based on the accumulation of findings
across studies that are designed to examine a single
issue (such as substance use) or only a few of the key
areas. The methodologies of these studies (for exam-
ple, the type and age of participants, and the
measures and data collection methods used) may dif-
fer substantially and not mesh well.

There is an urgent need for Australian research that
can provide information about how a large and
diverse group of young adults is faring over a broad

D I A N A  S M A R T  A N D  A N N  S A N S O N

What is life like for young Australians today,
and how well are they faring?
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range of aspects of life, both positive and problem-
atic. The most recent wave of data collected in the
Australian Temperament Project provides such an
opportunity. This paper aims to provide a snapshot of
what life is like for young Australians on the thresh-
old of adulthood, across a broad range of indicators.
A more detailed report examining interconnections
between the various indicators, and the progress of
particular sub-groups (for example, young women
compared with young men, young people living in
urban or rural areas), is currently in preparation. 

Australian Temperament Project
The Australian Temperament Project (ATP) is a
multi-disciplinary collaborative project between
the Australian Institute of Family Studies, the Uni-
versity of Melbourne, and the Royal Children’s
Hospital, Melbourne. To date, this ongoing, longitu-
dinal study has followed the progress of a large,
representative group of Victorian children from
infancy to 19-20 years of age. A cohort of 2,443
infants aged 4-8 months and their parents were
recruited in 1983. Thirteen waves of data have been
collected up to the year 2002, via annual or biennial

mail surveys, with the aim of elucidating the path-
ways to psychosocial wellbeing and maladjustment
over the lifespan. Using age-appropriate measures, a
wide range of aspects has been assessed, including
the child’s temperament, behavioural and emo-
tional adjustment, academic progress, health, social
skills, peer and family relationships, as well as
broader family functioning, parenting practices and
the family socio-demographic background. Parents,
teachers and the children themselves have pro-
vided information about the children’s adjustment
and development and aspects of family life at vari-
ous stages of the project. 

Approximately two-thirds of the cohort continue to
participate in the study after 20 years. Of the fami-
lies who are no longer participating, a higher
proportion come from a lower socio-economic
background, or include parents who were not 
born in Australia. However, there are no significant
differences between the retained and no-longer-par-
ticipating sub-samples on any child characteristics
assessed in infancy, and the retained sample closely
resembles the original sample on all facets of infant
functioning (for further details see Prior, Sanson,
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cent female) and 1,100 parents took part in this
survey wave. This represents a response rate of 75
per cent of the young people and 71 per cent of the
parents who were still participating in the study at
this time.

A wide range of aspects was measured in the 13th
survey wave, but here only a sub-set of measures,
considered to be key aspects of positive and 
problematic adjustment, is used (listed in Table 1).
The paper focuses mainly on young adults’ self
reports, but also includes parental reports where
appropriate.

An overview of the activities and current life cir-
cumstances of this group of 19-20-year-old young
adults is provided, and followed by an examination
of how the sample was faring on aspects of positive
adjustment (social competence, life satisfaction,
relationships with others, and civic engagement), as
well as problematic aspects (depression, anxiety,
antisocial behaviour and substance use).

Activities and lifestyle

Figure 1 shows that almost one-third of respondents
were working (either full- or part-time), and similar
proportions were studying, or doing both. A small
number (4 per cent) were neither employed nor
taking a course of study; this group includes the 1
per cent who were parents caring for a dependent
child. These trends suggest that this sample of
young people were generally leading productive,
and often busy, lives.

Figure 2 shows the diversity of take-home, weekly
incomes received by this sample of 19-20-year-olds
(for reader ease, the original ten categories were
collapsed into four). Income could be derived from
wages earned, as well as government allowances,
parents’ support and other sources (for instance,
savings, shares). The most common take-home,
weekly income was between $150 and $300, with
two-fifths receiving this amount. Almost one-third
received more than this, while approximately one-
quarter received less, and 2 per cent did not receive
any income at all. 

When asked about their current financial situation,
almost three-quarters (72 per cent) reported that
they were “living comfortably” or “doing alright”,
with one-fifth feeling that they were “just getting
by” (21 per cent). Only 6 per cent said they were
“finding it difficult” or “very difficult”. Thus, it
seemed that while most were receiving a fairly small
income, they were getting by with few difficulties.

Almost three-quarters (72 per cent) said they were
living in the parental home. Half of those living away
from home were sharing a house or flat with others
(14 per cent). A small proportion (6 per cent) was
living with a partner or spouse; and a similar pro-
portion was in residential accommodation, such as
at a university college or in the army (5 per cent).
Few were living by themselves (2 per cent) and 1 per
cent reported more complicated arrangements (for
example, living with other relatives, or living on-the-
job during the week and with parents at weekends).

Smart and Oberklaid 2000). Thus, while the attri-
tion over the 20-year time span of the study has led
to a slight under-representation of children from
families living in socio-economically disadvantaged
circumstances, the study continues to include 
children with a wide range of characteristics and
capacities.

The data for the present paper come from the 13th
ATP survey wave, collected at 19-20 years of age in
the year 2002. A total of 1,157 young adults (56 per

Measures of lifestyle, and positive and problematic 
adjustment

Table 1

Life circumstances 

Current educational / occupational activities (ATP item)
Take-home weekly income (ATP item)
Financial strain (ATP item)
Living arrangements (ATP item)
Existence of a romantic relationship (ATP item)

Positive aspects of adjustment

Social competence (ATP items – see Smart and Sanson 2003)
Life satisfaction (adapted from Australian Institute of Family Studies 
Quality of Life scale)
Faith (Social and Community Planning Research and Barnado’s Policy 
and Development Unit, Young People’s Social Attitudes (YPSA) 1994)
Relationships with parents (MacDonald 1998, Perceived Social 
Support Scale)
Conflict with parents (ATP scale)
Relationships with friends (MacDonald 1998, Perceived Social 
Support Scale)
Size of friendship network (ATP items)
Engagement in civically-oriented activities (ATP items)

Problematic aspects of adjustment

Depression (Lovibond & Lovibond 1995)
Anxiety (Lovibond & Lovibond 1995)
Health – the presence of a long-term physical or mental health 
problem/disability (ATP item)
Antisocial behaviour (adapted from Elliott & Ageton 1980 Self Report 
Delinquency Scale)
Substance use (ATP items): alcohol and cigarette use during the previ-
ous month; binge drinking in the past month (risk = 5+ if male, 3+ if 
female; high risk = 7+ if male, 5+ if female, NHMRC 2001); marijuana 
and other illicit drug use during the previous month
Total number of these problems

Percentage who were working and/or studying

Not working

Working not 
studying
Studying not 
working 
Working and 
studying

Figure 1
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One obvious possibility is that the low rate of finan-
cial strain reported by this group of young people is
due to the fact that many were still living in the
parental home. Investigation of this possibility
revealed a complex relationship between living
arrangements and financial strain. For young peo-
ple who were receiving less than $300 per week in
income, rates of financial strain were significantly
higher among those who were living away from
home than those living at home. However, living
circumstances were not related to the experience of
financial strain among those receiving more than
$300 per week in income. These findings suggest
that young adults in receipt of a relatively low
income tend to be buffered from financial strain if
they are living in the parental home. 

Just over half (54 per cent) were currently in a
romantic relationship, most commonly in a stable,
“steady” relationship (40 per cent), or engaged or
married (2 per cent and 1 per cent respectively).
Ten per cent were in a casual relationship, and 1 per
cent were in a different type of relationship (for
example, de facto, long-distance). The corollary of
this is that a substantial minority (46 per cent) were
not in a relationship at this age.

In summary, the great majority of young people were
still living at home, and about half were involved in a
romantic relationship at 19-20 years of age.

Positive adjustment

Five indicators of positive adjustment were used.
The large number of items measured precludes 
the reporting of findings for each individual item.
Instead, the average of the items selected to meas-
ure a particular aspect is reported. For example,
several items assessed each aspect of social compe-
tence (responsibility, empathy, assertiveness,
self-control), but only a single overall score for each
aspect (the average of responses across the set of
indicator items) is reported.

Personal atributes

With regard to social competence, 80 per cent of
young people said they “often” or “always” acted
responsibly, or were empathic towards others.

Parental reports were in accord, with 76 per cent of
parents assessing the young people as “often” or
“always” behaving in this way. More than half the
young people (58 per cent) reported being assertive
in social situations, or being able to maintain self-
control in conflict situations. Parental perceptions
were again similar, with 52 per cent of parents 
rating the young people as “often” or “always” dis-
playing these characteristics. For more details of
the findings concerning social competence, see
Smart and Sanson (2003).

A set of ten items assessed young people’s life satis-
faction. These covered areas such as lifestyle,
work/study, relationships with others, perceptions
of oneself and one’s accomplishments, and the
direction one’s life is taking. On every item, the per-
centage who were “satisfied” or “very satisfied” was

Range of take-home, weekly incomes

150

Nil

$1-150

$151-300

$301+

5 10 20 25 30 35 40 45

Figure 2

Percentage of young adults

How often argued, fought, or had difficulty with 
parents in the last 3 months

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

More than weekly About 1 a week 1-3 times a month

Less than monthly Not at all

Figure 3

Percentage of young adults

The great majority of young people

were still living at home, and about

half were involved in a romantic 

relationship at 19-20 years of age.
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months. As can be seen, 85 per cent said conflict
had occurred infrequently (at most one to three
times per month) or not at all, while only 10 per
cent had experienced conflict on a weekly basis and
4 per cent more often. When they disagreed, the
most common disagreements were about helping
round the house (49 per cent), followed by money
(39 per cent), job (24 per cent), and staying out late
(20 per cent).

The quality of the parent–young adult relationship
was assessed by a series of questions (for young
adults these were about their relationship with “the
parent/s or step-parent/s you have most contact
with”). Over the set of items assessing whether the
relationship was warm and close, 82 per cent of
young people and 93 per cent of parents reported
that this was so. Similarly, when asked whether par-
ents viewed them negatively, only 18 per cent of
youth and 16 per cent of parents reported that this
had occurred. The consistency of views across both
young people and parents suggests that these are
valid trends, although there may be some social
desirability and an “eye of the beholder” effect also
present in these findings. 

The same items were used to assess the quality of
relationships with friends, and friends’ negative
perceptions of the young adult. These aspects were
even more positively rated, with 86 per cent of
young people feeling that their relationships with
their best friends were warm and close, and only 9
per cent feeling that these friends viewed them neg-
atively. Also assessed was the size of the individual’s
friendship network (see Figures 4 and 5). Figure 4
shows that four-fifths of young people had three or
more close friends, with the most common number
being between three and five, while Figure 5 shows
that 90 per cent had six or more friends with whom
they were less close, the most common number
being 15 or more.

Overall, it seemed that the relationships between
young people and their parents and friends were pos-
itive and supportive, suggesting that they had strong
connections to those closest to them. Additionally,
conflict between young people and their parents and
friends occurred infrequently at this stage of life.

Civic engagement

The final area of positive adjustment considered
was pro-social attitudes and behaviour. It should be
noted that several aspects were measured and will
be discussed in a forthcoming report, but this paper
reports on only one indicator – engagement in 
civically-oriented activities. As the items assessing
this characteristic are quite disparate, the findings
for the individual activities are shown. Table 2
shows the proportion of young people who partici-
pated in each activity at least once in the previous
12 months.

Table 2 shows that there were moderate to high 
levels of participation in some activities, and lower
engagement in others that may have been more
overtly politically oriented. Over four-fifths reported
taking actions to care for the environment, while

more than 80 per cent, and the level of satisfaction
averaged across all items was 86 per cent.

Young people were also asked if they belonged to a
religion, and the importance to them of their faith.
Just over one-third reported belonging to a religion
(37 per cent), but only one-quarter agreed that
their religion was important to them (25 per cent).

Relationships with others

Regarding young adults’ relationships with others,
relationships with parents are first described. Two
aspects were examined: levels of conflict and the
quality of the relationship. Figure 3 shows how
often young people said they had argued, fought or
had difficulty with their parents in the last three
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Rates of engagement in civically oriented activitiesTable 2

Per cent

Made a personal effort to care for the environment in one’s daily life 84
Voted in an election 81
Signed a petition 51
Undertaken voluntary or charitable work 38
Attended a public meeting 16
Supported an environmental lobby or political group 16
Joined with others to try to resolve a local or neighbourhood problem 7
Taken part in a demonstration or march 6
Contacted a government official regarding a problem 6
Contacted the media regarding a problem 3
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almost two-fifths had undertaken voluntary or char-
itable work. On the other hand, as Table 2 shows,
only a small minority had taken part in a number of
the activities measured. For example, only 16 per
cent had supported an environmental lobby/political
group, and 7 per cent had joined with others to try to
resolve a local or community problem. Overall, while
there was considerable variability in the type of
activities undertaken, many young people reported
engaging in some type of civically oriented activity.

Problematic aspects
Regarding problematic aspects of adjustment, rates
of depression and anxiety are first described. The
Lovibond and Lovibond (1995) Depression, Anxi-
ety and Stress Scale was employed to measure
these aspects, with the published norms applied 
to determine the percentage of young people 
who were experiencing “moderate” or “severe” dif-
ficulties. (A “moderate” level of difficulties meant
that an individual was between the 87th and 
95th percentile on the norms, while “severe” diffi-
culties placed an individual between the 95th 
and 98th percentiles, and an individual in the 
98th to 100th percentile was classified as experi-
encing “very severe” difficulties. Hence, the
presence of moderate or severe difficulties suggests
a serious level of difficulty). Using these norms, 20
per cent of young people were found to have been
moderately or severely depressed over the past
month, while 19 per cent had been moderately or
severely anxious.

Involvement in antisocial behaviour was also
assessed. Individuals who had engaged in three 
or more different types of antisocial acts in the 
previous 12 months were classified as “highly anti-
social”. The behaviours included were criminal acts
such as property offences, assault, white collar
crimes, and illicit drug use such as marijuana,
amphetamines, designer drugs (during the past
month), but a small number of socially unaccept-
able behaviours such as fighting or carrying a
weapon were also included (for further details, see
Smart, Vassallo, Sanson, Richardson et al. 2003).
This is a widely used method (see Elliott and Ageton
1980) and parallels the DSM IV criteria for Conduct
Disorder (American Psychiatric Association 1994).
Using the criterion of involvement in three or more
different types of antisocial acts in the past 12
months, a total of 15 per cent of young adults was
identified as “highly antisocial”.

Rates of licit and illicit substance use were investi-
gated separately as well. As recommended by
McLellan and colleagues (1992) and consistent with
many other studies (for example, Bond et al. 2000),
the ATP study sought information about use within
the past month, as reports over a longer time frame
are considered unreliable. Alcohol use in the past
month was very prevalent, with 87 per cent report-
ing such use. Of concern, almost two-thirds (64 per
cent) reported drinking at the NHMRC (2001)
defined level of “high risk” (seven or more drinks
for males and five or more drinks for females) on at
least one day in the past month. 

The number of days on which alcohol was consumed
in the past month is shown in Figure 6. The Figure
shows that approximately one-tenth of young adults
(11 per cent) had not consumed alcohol at all; one-
third (37 per cent) reported drinking on one to four

Number of days on which alcohol was consumed 
in the past month

None 

Low

Moderate

High

Very high

Figure 6

Number of days on which cigarettes were smoked 
in the past month

None 

Low

Moderate

High

Very high

Figure 7

Number of days on which marijuana was used 
in the past month

None 

Low

Moderate

High

Very high

Figure 8

Note: No = no use in past month. Low = use on 1-4 days (i.e. up to once a week). Moderate
= use on 5-8 days (i.e. once or twice a week). High = use on 9-14 days (i.e. several days
per week). Very high = use on 15-30 days (i.e. use every second day or more often).

Note: No = no use in past month. Low = use on 1-4 days (i.e. up to once a week). Moderate
= use on 5-8 days (i.e. once or twice a week). High = use on 9-14 days (i.e. several days
per week). Very high = use on 15-30 days (i.e. use every second day or more often).

Note: No = no use in past month. Low = use on 1-4 days (i.e. up to once a week). Moderate
= use on 5-8 days (i.e. once or twice a week). High = use on 9-14 days (i.e. several days
per week). Very high = use on 15-30 days (i.e. use every second day or more often).
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cent) and LSD/hallucinogens (6 per cent). All other
types of drug use were rare, at less than 2 per cent
occurrence. Due to the small numbers who had
used other illicit drugs, a more detailed breakdown
of use was not possible. 

The final aspect included as an indicator of prob-
lems was the existence of a long-term physical or
mental health problem or disability. More than 80
differing conditions were reported ranging from
minor ailments such as skin problems to major
problems such as cancer. In total, one-fifth of young
adults (21 per cent) reported having a long-term
health condition. 

To gain a view of the overall prevalence of difficul-
ties, the total number of problems present was
computed. Table 3 shows the percentage of young
Australians who were depressed, anxious, and/or
highly antisocial (recalling that the definition of
antisocial behaviour included illicit substance use).
As the Table shows, more than one-third (37 per
cent) were experiencing one or more problems,
with the majority experiencing a single problem.
Nevertheless, 15 per cent were encountering multi-
ple problems.

Adding problematic alcohol use (defined as “high
risk” binge drinking on five or more days in the last
month – equivalent to once a week or more often)
to the list of difficulties, one-half (50 per cent) of
this group of young adults were found to be experi-
encing one or more problems, with the majority of
these individuals (28 per cent) experiencing one
type of problem and 22 per cent multiple problems
(see Table 3). 

Thus, a substantial number (from one-third to one-
half) were experiencing one or more serious
problems depending on how this was defined, and 15
to 22 per cent were encountering multiple problems.

Discussion and conclusions

What can be concluded about the progress of this
group of 19-20-year-old young Australians? It
seems to be quite a mixed picture. On the one hand,
almost all were holding down a job or taking a
course of study, and some were undertaking both.

days (equivalent of up to once a week); one-quarter
(28 per cent) from five to eight days (equivalent to
once or twice a week); and another quarter (24 per
cent) on nine to 30 days per month (equivalent to
several days per week or more often). 

Regular “high risk” (see above definition) and
“risky” (five or more drinks for males, three or
more drinks for females) binge drinking was rela-
tively common – about one-quarter (25 per cent) of
the sample reported binge drinking at “high risk”
levels once a week or more often, and a further one-
tenth (9 per cent) at “risky” levels weekly or more
frequently.

Cigarette use during the past month was reported
by about two-fifths (39 per cent) of young people,
with 15 per cent reporting that they were daily
smokers. The frequency of cigarette use is shown in
Figure 7. The categories used are the same as those
used for alcohol consumption. Figure 7 reveals two
main patterns of use, with much greater numbers of
young people reporting either ‘low” or ”very high”
use while few reported “moderate” or “high” use,
perhaps reflecting the addictive nature of smoking.

Approximately one-fifth (22 per cent) reported 
marijuana use in the previous month. As Figure 8
shows, more than half of this type of substance use
was at low levels, although 6 per cent were using
marijuana on several days per week (classified 
as “high or “very high” use). Other illicit drug use 
in the past month (hallucinogens, opiates, designer
drugs) was reported by about one-tenth of young
people (11 per cent). The most frequent types 
of illicit drugs used were sniffing inhalants (7 per

Percentage who were experiencing one or more problemsTable 3

Percentage who were depressed, Percentage who were depressed, 
anxious, and/or involved in anxious, involved in antisocial 
antisocial behaviour behaviour and/or high alcohol 

consumption

None 63 None 50
One 22 One 28
Two 12 Two 16
All three 3 Three 5

All four 1

A sizeable minority were experiencing

substantial difficulties and may 

need support to help them flourish 

in the future.
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They were surviving on not much money but coping
(probably because most were living in the parental
home); they reported being very satisfied with their
lives; they were socially skilled; and they were
closely connected to parents and friends. Many had
formed a long-term relationship with a partner, and
a sizeable number had been involved in civically-
oriented activities. If we were simply to look at the
positive side of the equation, we would conclude
that they were doing very well.

On the other hand, there were clear signs of difficul-
ties. One-quarter were experiencing high levels of
depression or anxiety; one-fifth reported having 
a long-term health condition; there were high rates 
of substance use; and one-tenth of the young 
people were involved in illegal, criminal activities
outside of substance use. Overall, from one-third 
to one-half were encountering serious adjustment
problems, depending on how this was defined, and a
substantial number were experiencing multiple
problems. 

Thus, if only the problematic side of the equation
were to be considered, it is far from a rosy picture,
and it could be concluded that the group was strug-
gling. It should also be noted that while the sample
has been remarkably loyal over the life of the 
project, those with difficulties are probably over-rep-
resented among the group no longer participating,
hence the rate of problems reported here may be
conservative.

These findings reinforce the value of gaining a
broad view of how this group of young adults is far-
ing over a large and diverse range of aspects.
Focusing on only one or other side of the equation,
or on a limited number of areas of life, could have
led to a simplistic and inaccurate view of the group’s
wellbeing and adjustment. 

Bearing in mind the trends evident across both posi-
tive and problematic areas of life, overall, the
majority of young people in this study appeared to 
be progressing well. However, a sizeable minority
were experiencing substantial difficulties and may
need support to help them flourish in the future. 
Particularly worrying were the rates of depression
and anxiety, and the extent of harmful substance 
use, especially of alcohol. However, it was encourag-
ing to see that most had close ties to others, and 
high personal skills, which augur well and promise to
provide a sound resource base for a positive future. 

The findings also illustrate the multi-faceted nature
and complexity of young people’s lives, and suggest
that their lives are often finely balanced. They rein-
force Eckersley’s (2004) call for a different kind of
summation to be sought. Instead of the “either/or”
question of whether young people are doing well 
or poorly, a more differentiated view focusing on
strengths and difficulties may provide the most use-
ful information to guide policy and practice aimed
at assisting young people to lead satisfying and pro-
ductive adult lives. 

This paper has provided a relatively simple descrip-
tion of the differing facets of young people’s lives.

The next step is to examine in more depth inter-rela-
tionships between these positive and problematic
aspects. For example, how do social skills relate to
antisocial behaviour and substance use? Are they
protective? Do positive family and peer relationships
help those who were previously experiencing prob-
lems to become better adjusted at age 19-20 years?
These are some of the issues that will be addressed
and reported in a forthcoming report.
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Based on United States data, the mes-
sage from American demographer
Professor Linda Waite was clear.
Those who marry, and remain married
have better physical, mental and emo-
tional wellbeing and ultimately live
longer healthier lives than those who
never marry, or those who divorce. 

Linda Waite is the Lucy Flower Professor of Sociology and Director of the
Center on Aging at the University of Chicago, and author with Maggie Gal-
lagher of the influential book, The case for marriage: Why married people
are happier, healthier and better off financially (2000). Professor Waite deliv-
ered a keynote address titled “Marriage, Family, and Health” at the opening
session of the Australian Institute of Family Studies conference in Mel-
bourne on 9th February 2005.

Marriage, Waite asserted, is a component of wellbeing that is both under-
recognised and under-explored. Above all other relationships, marriage
results in changes in people’s choices and behaviours, which lead to 
different outcomes – and in the case of health, to better outcomes.

She said: “Researchers have known for a long time that the social is very
important for health.” Social support, advice and help improve people’s
ability to deal with stress. Spatial environments like neighbourhoods
affect the course of disease, and religious communities and such institu-
tions as marriage all have been shown to affect health.

“Marriage is unique”, she said, contrasting marriages with friendships
and other social, romantic or caring relationships. Marriage is a public
promise to stay together for life, socially recognised, and socially sup-
ported by families and communities, including religious communities.
Unlike other forms of couple relationships, marriage is legally recog-
nised. “People around this unit recognise the bond and support it.”

In a lively conference presentation, Waite presented data showing trends
in marriage, and links between marital status and mortality; between
marriage and family wellbeing; between marriage, family and changes in
health; and between marital history and personal health.

Waite used a large United States national data set (the Loneliness, Stress
and Health in Aging Project) to determine the probability of survival for
more than 6,000 adults aged 43 to 65 throughout an 18-year period.
Many more married women and married men were still alive at age 65,
compared with widowers and never-married and divorced people. Wid-
ows seemed to retain some of the “marriage benefit”, with survival rates
only slightly lower than those of still-married women. Survival rates for
widowers were much lower – almost the same as for divorced or never-
married men.

Families matter

Waite’s research shows that family context is an important contributor to
health. Family members bring resources into the home via various sup-
port mechanisms: social (a shoulder to lean on); instrumental (someone
to take out the garbage or wash the dishes); and financial (additional
household income).

At the same time, however, family members bring demands – the need
for physical care, emotional and financial support, and the “inevitable”
conflict/criticism.

Families differ in the level of demands relative to the level of resources
experienced. Balancing these is not always easy. Too many demands and
not enough resources leads to stress. Stress diminishes health directly
and it may diminish health by affecting healthy behaviors. 

More adults in the household mean more resources; more children mean
more demands. Marriage provides unique resources. Multi-generational
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researchers had contributed more than 20 papers
to the program as well as having convened a num-
ber of symposia.

Minister opens conference
The conference was opened by the Minister for
Family and Community Services, Senator the Hon.
Kay Patterson. In a major speech outlining the Aus-
tralian Government’s fourth term agenda and
achievements to date, Minister Patterson discussed
initiatives in two significant areas.

First, the development of Family Impact State-
ments for Cabinet submissions would enable the
Government to make decisions that better support
an environment in which people can pursue oppor-
tunities and build better lives for their families. The
statements would formalise and standardise for

“Families Matter”, the 9th Australian Institute of
Family Studies Conference, was held in Melbourne
on 9-11 February 2005. The conference was
attended by 382 delegates, with more than 130
papers and five workshops presented over the three
days of the conference.

In welcoming the delegates, the Institute’s Director,
Professor Alan Hayes, said that a major aim of the
conference was to help advance the connections
between research, policy and practice. Noting that
the conference is a wonderful opportunity for the
Australian Institute of Family Studies to bring its
own research to the attention of a broad audience,
Professor Hayes expressed his pride that Institute
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households, particularly where there are elderly dependents, make
unique demands.

What are the health effects of marriage?
Waite examined three categories of health – physical, emotional and cog-
nitive – using data from the US Health and Retirement Survey. This survey
was begun in 1992 and includes 12,000 respondents aged 51-61. Respon-
dents have been followed every two years since. 

Married people who live only with their spouse or with their own children
reported the best physical health, while other family types – singles liv-
ing alone or with others, married couples living with parents, or single
parents – all reported significantly lower health. Single parents were the
least healthy. 

Extended family households limited the marriage benefit in both physical
and emotional health; cognitive health did not statistically differ accord-
ing to family composition. Waite noted that: “The marital advantage
depends on family context, with people in multigenerational households
getting less advantage.” 

What happens when a marriage ends?
If marriage improves health by reducing stress, by giving people more
resources to meet demands, then the end of marriage increases stress
and damages health. “Marital disruption is a source of stress and it leaves
its mark”, Waite told the conference. 

The Health and Retirement Survey’s married respondents were separated
into two categories: those continuously married to the same person, or
those separated/divorced or widowed and then remarried. The data
showed that a disruption in marriage had an impact on the person’s
health. Data also showed that continuously married couples and never-
married individuals clearly had a health advantage. 

When marital quality was added to the analysis, Waite found that health
effects of marital disruption persist. People with high quality remarriages
reported health similar to those with only medium quality marriages. 

People with medium quality remarriages reported health similar to those
with low-quality, though continuous, marriages.

Does marriage cause good health?
Professor Waite offered “preliminary work” on biological responses to
stress as one avenue researchers are exploring to explain how marriage
leads to improved health outcomes. This evidence suggests that married
couples differ from single people in several key measures, including
exposure to stress, severity of stress, and access to restorative behaviors
after stress. Researchers are looking at the brain as well as cardiovascu-
lar, immune and metabolic system responses to stress for the answers.

In 2002, additional analysis of hypertension and the wear and tear of
stress on the body in a smaller sample of 229 Chicago residents aged
between 50 and 67, confirmed the findings from the larger study.

How does marriage produce these benefits?
One conclusion that could be drawn, Waite said, is that it is the perma-
nence and stability provided only by marriage that provides the health
advantages suggested by the evidence. 

“Married people can specialise”, Waite concluded. “Two working together
can produce more and then trade with each other. They get the advantage of
economies of scale. Two can live as cheaply as 1.65, according to recent esti-
mates. Married people also share risks and are less inclined to take risks with
their health, less prone to unhealthy behaviours. Finally, marriage provides
people with social connections, which we know are health-protecting. I think
of marriage like smoking. People make choices but they ought to make them
knowing the research, and policy makers need to recognise this.”

Professor Waite ended her address by posing questions for further
research, and answering a number from the audience. 

Linda Waite is the co-author with M. Gallagher of The Case for Marriage,
published by Broadway Books, New York, 2002. See Robyn Penman’s
article on pp. 26-35 of this edition of Family Matters for a methodologi-
cal critique of some of the issues that confront research in this area. 
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Cabinet Ministers the centrality of family policy
across government decision-making. 

Second, the Minister discussed initiatives put in place
by the Government to better enable families to bal-
ance their work and family commitments. But, she
acknowledged, the decision to return to work will be
affected by access to affordable and quality child care,
and people need to feel confident that their children
are safe and well nurtured. The Minister told the con-
ference that she was hoping to work collaboratively
with state and territory ministers to ensure improved
and more consistent national standards for the provi-
sion of early childhood education and care.

A full transcript of the Minister’s speech is available
on the Institute’s website www.aifs.gov.au/insti-
tute/afrc9/papers.html.

Keynote speakers
The keynote speakers, Professor Linda Waite, Dr
Don Edgar and Ms Pru Goward delivered thought-
provoking and challenging addresses. 

The opening keynote address was presented by Pro-
fessor Linda Waite, Lucy Flower Professor of Sociology
and Director of the Centre on Ageing at the University
of Chicago, where she also co-directs the Alfred P.
Sloan Center on Parents, Children and Work. Professor
Waite’s paper, “Marriage, Family and Health”, exam-
ined the link between marriage and health that
underlies significant differentials in mortality between

married and non-married people. The paper assessed
the relationship between marriage and three key
dimensions of health – physical health, emotional well-
being, and cognitive functioning. (See accompanying
box for a summary of Professor Waite’s address.)

The Day 2 plenary session saw two of Australia’s
most significant contributors to work and family
policy, Dr Don Edgar and Ms Pru Goward, address
the issue of balancing work and family life.

Dr Don Edgar was the Director of the Institute of
Family Studies from its establishment in 1980 until
1992. Since that time, he has been a Professorial
Fellow with Monash University’s Key Centre in
Industrial Relations; an Adjunct Professor with
RMIT’s Centre for Workplace Culture Change; and
now works as a writer and policy adviser to business
and governments around the nation. His presenta-
tion to the conference, “AIFS and the Work-Family
Roundabout”, looked at the development of the
work–family debate over time, and the contribu-
tion of Institute and other research to government
policy and organisational practice. (See accompa-
nying box for a summary of Dr Edgar’s address.)

Following her 2000 Inquiry into paid maternity leave,
the Federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner 
Pru Goward has now turned her attention to the
broader issue of work and family and the beginning of
a new project titled “Striking the Balance: Women, ➤
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Charlotte Beck, Director, Family Policy, Ministry of
Community Development, Youth and Sports, Sin-
gapore, provided a broad sweep of the policies and
support system for families in Singapore in the
areas of early childhood development, work–life
harmony, and the key changes currently being

Men, Work and Family”. The Commissioner’s keynote
address, “Men, Women, Work and Family”, outlined
the challenges facing employers, employees and those
seeking to re-enter the workforce. (See accompanying
box for a summary of Ms Goward’s address.)

Family policy in the Asia Pacific region
The conference concluded with a panel discussion on
the topic “Family policy in the Asia Pacific region”. 

The Hon. Sussan Ley, MP, Parliamentary Secretary
for Children and Youth Affairs, spoke about the 
Australian Government’s philosophy and approach
to family policy. The focus on early childhood inter-
vention, in particular the National Agenda for Early
Childhood, and the Government’s commitment to
supporting families in the choices they make
regarding work and family life were discussed, as
were the provision of income support and other
payments at critical points in the family life cycle. 

“The work–family debate has been
a recurring theme that has ebbed
and waned over the 25 years of life
of the Australian Institute of Family
Studies. It’s like being on a round-
about that never quite stops but is
never quite fast enough for fun
either.”

With those words, the Institute’s founding Director, Dr Don Edgar, made
a welcome return to the Institute as a participant in the Day 2 plenary ses-
sion on Work and Family Life at the Institute’s 2005 conference. 

From the very outset of the Institute in 1980, work and family life have been
recurring themes of its research, and in the 12 years since he left the Institute,
Dr Edgar has continued to undertake research and consultancies in the area. 

Outlining the record of Australia’s progress in relation to equal pay, mater-
nity leave, parental leave, and Sex Discrimination and Equal Opportunity
Legislation during the 1980s,  he noted that while these were big improve-
ments, an inherent underlying problem remained. “Balancing work and
family was seen to be a ‘women’s issue’, a ‘problem’ for employers caused
by women wanting to have both a paid job and children.”

By the 1990s the family-friendly jargon had been picked up enthusiasti-
cally by the media, but there was underlying resistance from employers.

“Despite good American and British evidence for the cost-benefits of
work–family programs in the workplace, Australian managers still largely
saw it as an area for government, not corporate action.”

The focus of much of the research was on child care rather than on
spousal responsibilities and family functioning more broadly. There was
little Australian research that addressed men’s problems in relation to the
work–family balance. 

Under Dr Edgar’s direction, the Institute continued to conduct Australian
research on this topic. Its studies of workers with family responsibilities
and maternity leave, and studies of small businesses and how they han-
dled such problems, all indicated the growing damage being done to
Australian families by inflexible, uncaring workplace practices and atti-
tudes. In spite of continued resistance to change from the corporate
sector, “As time went by, the growing evidence of stress, loss of produc-
tivity and staff turnover could not be ignored.”

Dr Edgar outlined the findings and impact of the ANZ Trustees-funded,
New Links Project which he commenced in 1993 while Director of the
Australian Institute of Family Studies, and subsequently continued at
Monash University and RMIT. 

“In 1993, the ANZ Trustees invited me to put up a proposal for funding on
any topic I saw as of fundamental importance to Australian society. I
argued for a new approach to work–family issues. The New Links Work-
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made in the social support system. The core of the
family and social support system in Singapore has
been education, health and housing. Singapore
recognises that it is a small nation and that people
are its main resource. The guiding principles for
Singapore’s social and family support systems have

been to build self-reliance, while retaining mutual
obligations within the family and between the fam-
ily and the community in which they belong. 

Elizabeth Rowe, former Interim Chief Executive
Officer of the New Zealand Families Commission,

place Project cut across much of the current jargon and tired old argu-
ments of the day. Simply put, I suggested that it did not matter how
family-friendly a company itself became if the wider community in which
employees lived was unfriendly towards or unsupportive of family life.
The Institute had also been doing studies of family support services and
every one of those studies had demonstrated that social infrastructure in
support of family life was essential to family functioning and wellbeing.” 

The project involved working with several major companies,  including
Alcoa, Australia Post and Lend Lease as major participants, to develop
and test the proposition that if you could get both the company working
in support of families and the community in which employees lived 
providing a family-friendly environment, there would be clear cost-ben-
efits to both the company in terms of performance and productivity, and
to the wider community in terms of family stability and improved capac-
ity to cope. 

The project demonstrated that “by making better links across the corpo-
rate culture and between company and community we were able to see
marked and measurable change.”

Turning to the issue of where the debate on work and family might take
us next, Dr Edgar noted that an ostrich-like mentality among corporate
leaders was a major impediment to  change. He said: “The usual objec-
tion to implementing work and family programs is that they cost too
much, and that it’s easy for large corporations but it’s too difficult for
small business to contemplate. The Institute and many others have
amply demonstrated that this is not the case.” 

He also noted: “There was a growing backlash against family-friendly
work practices, not just from those who think a woman’s place is in the
home and formal child care is harmful to children, but also from the ‘new
honchos’ – those gung-ho young executives who don’t and won’t have
children, who play hard and work hard, and whose attitude is – it’s your
choice to have a wife and family, don’t expect me to pay for it, or even to
adapt my management attitudes to accommodate it.”

Dr Edgar said: “In spite of the very good research conducted by the Institute
and others over the last 25 years, there remains a belief that all this hoo-ha
is caused by women wanting too much. Many men do not see it as their
issue and managers fail to treat all employees as equally responsible for
family care because, in truth, that responsibility is not yet shared by men.
While some men were making conscious decisions about spending more
time with their families, the fact that many working men and fathers do
express regret and stress over their lack of time for children and partners
seems to get less media attention than a few reports of good corporate prac-
tice in relation to maternity leave. This shows how far we have still to come.”

In closing, Dr Edgar said that the negotiation of work and family respon-
sibilities in the lives of Australia’s men and women is a fundamentally
important family issue. “Getting this right should be a high priority for
every government, every opposition, every union, and every citizen.”

The full text of Dr Edgar’s keynote address is available at www.aifs.
gov.au/institute/afrc9/papers.html. Don Edgar’s latest book, The War
Over Work: The Future of Work and Family, was published by Melbourne
University Press in April 2005. 
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Professor Alan Hayes, Director, Australian Institute of Family Studies with keynote speakers, Pru Goward,
Federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner, and Dr Don Edgar, writer and policy advisor. 

Keynote speaker, Professor Linda Waite, University of Chicago.

Charles Waldegrave, Family Centre, Social Policy Research Unit, New Zealand; and Charlotte Beck, 
Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sport, Singapore.

Conference delegates at the opening session.

From left: Professor Alan Hayes, Director, Australian Institute of Family Studies; Senator the 
Hon Kay Patterson, Minister for Family and Community Services; Dianne Gibson, Presiding Member 
of the Institute’s Board of Management. 

The Hon Sussan Ley, MP, Parliamentary Secretary for Children and Youth Affairs, addresses the conference.

Michael Alexander and Daryl Higgins, Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Carolynn Bull, New Zealand Families Commision, and Dr Lynda Harrison, Charles Sturt University.

Bruce Smyth, Australian Institute of Family Studies talks with Professor Richrard Chisholm, 
University of Sydney.
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were delivered. This summary thus confines itself
to identifying several key themes. 

Children and parenting

Early childhood development, early intervention
strategies and the development of effective children’s

and Charles Waldergrave, Family Centre, Social
Policy Research Unit in New Zealand, outlined 
the social policy setting for New Zealand family pol-
icy, and the problems facing their country.
Population ageing, and issues of ethnic and inter-
racial fairness were discussed. New Zealand has
gone through a period of economic re-structuring
and is competing successfully in a globalised mar-
ket. The speakers noted that this is a critical time of 
early prosperity and social inclusion to set genera-
tive and far-sighted policy parameters that enhance
the lives of all New Zealand families. The opportu-
nity begs for researchers, evaluators, and policy
analysts to engage vigorously in public debate on all
these issues.

Overview of program content
It is not possible in a short overview to summarise all
the sessions at the conference, still less to provide a
review of all the approximately 130 papers that

For the Federal Sex Discrimina-
tion Commissioner, Pru Goward,
getting people talking about paid
maternity leave at barbeques was
just the beginning of the story. 

While paid maternity leave was a
significant step in enabling

women to better balance their paid work and family responsibilities, a
“full and frank national conversation” on issues such as men’s role in
family life and women’s continuing greater responsibility for caring and
household work was needed. 

Outlining a new project on women, men, work and family, Striking the
Balance, at the Institute’s Conference in Melbourne, Ms Goward said
that the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC)
would spend the next 18 months “tying together the many threads of
the paid work and family debate, including balancing work with caring
for children and for ageing parents, men’s participation in family life,
and gendered roles in the home.”

The Commission’s project will seek to place the work–family debate in
the context of caring for family members across the lifecycle. Ms
Goward said: “Many women and men struggle to balance the demands
of paid employment with their family responsibilities. While this is a
major issue for women with small children, who may not be able to

access family-friendly workplace arrangements, it is an issue for us all
– individual men and women, policy-makers and researchers.”

There are many national interest issues at stake in the work and family
debate, encompassing macroeconomic, intergenerational and equality
concerns. The HREOC project will attempt to reconcile and incorporate
various competing interests into a policy framework which would pre-
vent discrimination against women and men on the basis of their family
responsibilities. Part of this will be appraising the availability of 
family-friendly industrial provisions for both women and men. 

As the population ages, the question of who will provide the care for
these people is a critical one. “The economic and social value of infor-
mal care for older people, not to mention those with a disability, is
enormous. Without it, the costs of formal care for government and for
individuals in their later years will be greatly increased.”

Connections between the paid workforce and the family arrangements
which support labour force participation, and the ways in which men
and women manage their time in the home, will also be examined in an
attempt to understand the strategies Australian families adopt to han-
dle the combination of paid work and family commitments. 

Given the Commissioner’s brief, gender equality in itself is an important
project goal, regardless of the other benefits of good work and family
balance to Australian society. 
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symposium. The growing recognition of the need to
engage with children and young people, and to ensure
their participation in the development of policy and
practice, were reflected in sessions on “hearing chil-
dren’s voices” in the aftermath of divorce, and
developing child inclusive protective services.

“To approach work and family from this angle is not to poke our noses
into people’s private lives and dictate what decisions individual 
families should make.  What we do want to do is ask what families need
to be better placed to make real choices in both their paid and unpaid
working arrangements. In doing so, we confront the vexatious pub-
lic/private divide – where we ask how far we can go in terms of public
policy for supporting care, when so much care takes place in private.“

The Commission will release a discussion paper later this year, ahead
of stakeholder consultations. 

“We won’t necessarily make recommendations for regulations, but 
re-adjusting the policy mix for incentives for shared care may be one
outcome of a robust national discussion we hope to have over the next
18 months. Looking at the structures and social conditions that 
support or hinder choice in managing family responsibilities will be a
big part of this conversation.”

In her closing comments, Commissioner Goward posed some of the
questions which will no doubt surface across the life of the Striking the
Balance project. 

“First, and the question of most importance to government, is there a
net economic and social gain from a more equal balance of family
responsibilities? Determining the fiscal impact of supporting both men
and women to meet their paid work and their family obligations will be
a key question if we find that something more than awareness and cul-
tural change is required.”

The Institute’s Ellen Fish looks after the Institute’s National Child Protection 
Clearinghouse display.

Institute researchers (from left): Jenny Renda, Leah Bromfield and Nick Richardson
pictured during morning tea.

Institute staff Carol Jean and Margaret Wiggins are kept busy with delegates’ 
queries at the Institute’s book display stand.

Conference delegates pictured during a break in proceedings.

David and Merryl Stanton chat with Jean Gifford.

Conference delagates catch up between sessions.6
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“Second, we know that men’s take-up of already existing family-
friendly arrangements is low. Some will argue that consequently no
further provisions are necessary, but perhaps the reason men don’t 
use what they already have is because they have not been sufficiently
tailored to their needs. We know that men say their role in the work-
force is the biggest barrier to spending time with family. It may be that
workplace culture is the key to understanding the barriers to men
becoming more involved in family life.”

“Third, it may be asked if women really want men to share equally in the
responsibility for caring. Maternal gatekeeping of caring and household
tasks is often cited as a barrier to greater involvement by men. The
extent and nature of women’s control in the home is contentious but it
is something we will need to grapple with. If women do indeed gate-
keep (as opposed to mediate) in order to preserve maternal power in
the domestic realm, then is this any different from the gatekeeping of
men in positions of power in public life? And does this mean that
attempts to institute gender equality in the home are doomed?”

Ms Goward concluded: “With this project we aim to shed some light on
these and other questions. In doing so, we hope that researchers, pol-
icy makers, service providers and the broader community will join us
in making sure Australian families are properly supported now and into
the future.” 

The full text of Ms Pru Goward’s keynote address is available at
www.aifs.gov.au/institute/afrc9/papers.html.
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services continue to be enduring themes of Institute
conferences. 

The experiences of children with a parent with a
mental illness and how best to support them in their
difficult role, formed the focus of a well-attended 
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communities in supporting families with young
children, and the use of community settings for
family service provisions. 

Work and family

As outlined in the keynote addresses by Don Edgar
and Pru Goward, the link between work and 
family represents one of the key challenges facing
Australia. The Institute’s conferences have been a
major forum for discussion of these issues since the
early 1980s and this year was no exception. Several
papers discussed the issues families face in recon-
ciling their family responsibilities with their work
commitments, and the nature of policies which may
ease the time and money pressures faced by fami-
lies. Papers explored the challenges experienced by
women returning to the workforce after child bear-
ing, and issues linked with full-time, part-time and
non-standard working hours. 

International contributions

The participation of international delegates pro-
vides an important networking opportunity for
Australian researchers and policy makers attending
the Institute’s Conference. The Institute was 
therefore pleased to be able to schedule a workshop
on the newly established New Zealand Families
Commission.

Contributions in the family law area were provided
by New Zealand and Malaysian researchers. Child
protection and welfare reform research from New
Zealand researchers and an examination of the
effectiveness of interactive online services for par-
ents in Sweden were also presented.

The first findings from the large Institute-led Grow-
ing Up in Australia (the Longitudinal Study of
Children in Australia) were presented, as were
papers outlining the methodology, future direc-
tions, and issues encountered in the design and
data collection for the first wave of this landmark
national study. 

Child protection in Australia

A number of papers discussed children’s wellbeing
in child care. Papers covered the complex choices
parents make in determining the type, amount and
mix of child care for their children, and the impacts
of particular types of care experiences, such as the
use of multiple and changeable child care arrange-
ments. One paper which received a great deal of
media coverage examined the positive outcomes for
children using a mix of formal and grandparent
care. Access, quality and affordability of child care
were also popular themes. 

Emerging issues in family law

In the wake of a renewed debate about child 
custody, a number of papers were offered on post-
separation parenting, and fathers’ involvement in
children’s lives after separation. The emphasis in
many of these was on the supports required to
ensure meaningful and rewarding relationships
between fathers and their children. 

Workshops and papers focusing on innovative 
programs for fathers were especially prominent at
this year’s conference and many of these were
included on the program. Research on parent–child
contact, child support and child mental health out-
comes following parental separation was also
presented. 

Sessions on the future directions of the Family
Court of Australia and the Family Court of Western
Australia attracted great interest. 

Family and community life

A number of sessions were dedicated to exploring
the interaction between family life and community
life. Papers and symposia focused on program and
policy initiatives aimed at the creation of family
and community capacity (resilience), the role of
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Conference outcomes
Feedback from delegates attending the conference was
very positive. As always, there is room for improve-
ment, and delegates’ comments in this regard will be
considered in the planning of the next conference.

During and immediately after the conference,
research presented at the conference was reported
in more than 800 media items.

In order that those who were not able to attend the
conference do not miss out on research presented,
the Institute has obtained as many papers as possi-
ble and made them available online. To date, more
than 80 papers have been received. Conference
papers can be accessed online at: www.aifs.gov.au/
institute/afrc9/papers.html.

Catherine Rosenbrock, Manager Strategy and Communica-
tions at the Australian Institute of Family Studies, and
responsible for the organisation of the Institute Conference
2005, wrote this overview and summarised the three
keynote papers.
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Keynote speaker, Dr Don Edgar, chats with Jean Gifford, Australian Government
Department of Family and Community Services.

Keynote speaker, Pru Goward.

AIFS Director Professor Alan Hayes (centre) with Nava Stolzenberg (left) and 
Dr Rajen Prasad of the New Zealand Families Commission.

Siew Lim Bail of the International Branch of the Australian Government 
Department of Family and Community Services.

Professor Alan Hayes, AIFS Director, catches up with Judy Cashmore, University 
of Sydney.

Dianne Gibson, Presiding Member of the AIFS Board of Management, and Esa Han
Hsien Masood, Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports, Singapore.
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Sandra Alofivae and Michael Fletcher from the New Zealand Families Commission.

Chomil Kamal, Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports, Singapore.

Ben Wallace, Australian Government Department of Family and Community
Services, and Matthew Gray, Australian National University.

Alison Morehead, Deputy Director Research, Australian Institute of Family Studies,
and Professor Ilan Katz, Acting Director, Social Policy Research Centre, University
of New South Wales.

Guests enjoy the conference dinner.11
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Involving children in social policy: A case study from Northern Ireland
(Seminar held at the Institute on 24 February 2005)

From left: Alan Hayes, Henry Finlay,
Elizabeth Evatt and Dianne Gibson.

Dorothy Scott

In 2005 the Australian Institute of Family Studies continued its series of public seminars presenting contemporary
research on national and international issues related to family.

Bruce Smyth
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Attitudes to marriage and divorce in Australia: A 100-year retrospective
(Seminar held at the Institute on 14 April 2005)

Madeleine Leonard

Sara Arber

Dr Madeleine Leonard, from the School of Sociology and Social Policy,
at Queen’s University, Belfast, presented a seminar describing the
process of conducting research into children’s educational experiences.
Specifically, Dr Leonard examined the usefulness of Hart’s “Ladder of
Participation” (1992) for involving children in social research concerning
the Eleven Plus system in Northern Ireland. This test, taken by the major-

ity of 10-11-year-old children to determine the type of secondary educa-
tion that they receive, was being reviewed at the time this research was
carried out. As well as describing various approaches that she employed
to gain the views of children, such as story writing, drawing and role
play, Dr Leonard also explored the philosophical and methodological
issues involved in incorporating children’s views into research.

Dr Sara Arber, Professor of Sociology and Co-Director, Centre for
Research on Ageing and Gender at the University of Surrey in the United
Kingdom, used recent data from the British General Household Survey to
illustrate how older people’s partnership status is linked to their material
disadvantage, social networks and access to carers. Dr Arber noted that
research on gender and later life has previously focused mainly on older
women. Her research examined the associations of partnership status in
both men and woman aged 65 years and over. Older men who are never
married or divorced are disadvantaged both socio-economically and in

access to support from informal carers, while married men are advan-
taged. The pattern is somewhat different for older women according to
partnership status, with divorced women materially disadvantaged and
never married women advantaged. Older divorced and never married
men also have more limited involvement in social organisations, while
there is less effect of women’s partnership status on their social relation-
ships. Dr Arber suggested that a reassessment of the meaning of
partnership status in later life is central to understanding the changing
contours of gender with advancing age.

Professor Henry Finlay, well known family law scholar and former lec-
turer and Barrister, presented an overview of the history of legal attitudes
to marriage and divorce in Australia over the past century, as viewed
through the eyes of parliamentarians. As set out in his new book To Have
But Not to Hold, between 1857 and 1976 marriage changed from an
institution to be preserved at almost any cost to a union of equal partners

to be dissolved when it had irretrievably broken down. In this seminar,
Professor Finlay discussed key aspects of this transformation in family
relationships, a change that has underpinned modern Australia’s atti-
tudes since the Family Law act of 1975. (See p. 62 for Bruce Smyth’s
report of the launch of Professor Finlay’s book.)

Dr Dorothy Scott, Professor of Child Protection, Director, Australian Cen-
tre for Child Protection at the University of South Australia, outlined the
need for a national child protection research agenda. Dr Scott provided an
overview of the plethora of pilot programs aimed at addressing the needs
of vulnerable children and families at both State and Federal levels.
According to Dr Scott, policy makers, researchers and practitioners need
to work together to develop a national child protection research agenda

and facilitate a process of “innovation, evaluation, dissemination and
replication” which could lead to systemic reform. Key research priorities
include: out-of-home care placement avoidance; reduction of multiple
out-of-home care placements; effectiveness of family reunification; and
permanent out-of-home care outcomes. The crucial issue is how and
under what conditions the translation of child protection research into
policy and practice can be best facilitated.

Gender and ageing: Material resources, caring roles and social relationships
(Seminar held at the Institute on 17 March 2005)

Towards a national child protection research agenda and its translation into policy and practice 
(Seminar held at the Institute on 28 April 2005)



AIFS STAFF FAREWELL ALISON MOREHEAD

From Left: Michael Alexander, Alison Morehead and Daryl Higgins

On 28 April 2005, Institute staff  joined together 
to farewell Deputy Director Research, Dr Alison
Morehead. Alison made a substantial mark on the
Institute’s research and future direction. She over-
saw the recruitment of a significant number of new
staff, helped steer the Longitudinal Study of Aus-
tralian Children project towards the public unveiling
of its first dataset in mid-May 2005, and negotiated
numerous long-term contractual arrangements
between the Institute and its major clients – includ-
ing the Department of Family and Community
Services and the Australian Bureau of Statistics – a
legacy that is sure to hold the Institute in good
stead in the years ahead.

Alison’s contribution and her standing at the
Institute were reflected in the genuine warmth that was expressed at her farewell drinks by
the Director on behalf of the staff, and individually by colleagues who wished her all the best
in her new role as the Assistant Secretary of the newly formed Family Policy Branch within
the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations. (See also p. 2 of this edition.)

A highlight of the farewell was the rendition by staff of a couple of songs penned by 
workmates Carol Soloff and Daryl Higgins in Alison’s honour. The presentation was accom-
panied by drinks, some wonderful food prepared by staff, and thoughts about what it would
be like at the Institute without Alison. All agreed she will be greatly missed. 

AIFS Director, Professor Alan Hayes, makes
the presentation at Alison Morehead’s 
farewell gathering.

In 2005 the Australian Institute of Family
Studies is continuing its series of seminars
presenting research on national and interna-
tional 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 for 2005 are Institute
researchers Leah Bromfield, Nick Richardson
and Anna Ferro. People wishing to attend a
particular seminar should phone Grace Sori-
ano at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies. Phone (03) 9214 7888.

SEMINAR PROGRAM 2005

26 MAY 2005
Children’s contact services: Expectation
and experience
Dr Grania Sheehan
Socio-Legal Research Centre, Law School, Griffith 
University.
Facilitator – Bruce Smyth, Australian Institute of Family Studies

26 JUNE 2005 
Adolescents who sexually abuse their
siblings: A study of family and individual
factors, and the nature of abuse
Jo Hatch
Children’s Protection Society; Doctoral Student 
Melbourne University
Facilitator – Melanie Heenan, Australian Institute 
of Family Studies

21 JULY 2005
Is relationship separation a barrier to
workforce participation? A Child
Support Agency perspective 
Mary O’Hanlon
Child Support Agency
Facilitator – Ruth Weston, Australian Institute of Family Studies

18 AUGUST 2005
Initial findings from Growing Up in
Australia: The Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children
Carol Soloff  and Michael Alexander
Australian Institute of Family Studies
Facilitator – Ruth Weston, Australian Institute of Family Studies

15 SEPTEMBER 2005 
The treatment of family violence in the
family law “system” in Australia:
Implications of restorative justice
explored
Dr Juliet Behrens
Faculty of Law, Australian National University
Facilitator – Bruce Smyth, Australian Institute of Family Studies

AIFS HOSTS PHILIPPINES VISITOR

Ms Vilma Cabrera, the Director of the Program Management
Bureau at the Department of Social Welfare and Development in
The Philippines, visited the Institute on 9 May 2005 to share infor-
mation about joint interests. Ms Cabrera was welcomed by AIFS
Acting Director Research, Ruth Weston. The Philippines Program
Management Bureau is responsible for the development and mon-
itoring of government programs for families, children, women,
older people, and people with disabilities. The Bureau also provides
practical support for these programs. During her visit, one of the
things Ms Cabrera particularly wanted to see was the technology

available in the Institute’s library, and she was given a demonstration of the means by which
the latest resources can be obtained online. 

Ms Vilma Cabrera during
her visit to the Institute. 
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From left: Alan Hayes, Ruth Weston, Alison Morehead and
Denise Swift pictured at Alison’s farewell on 28 April 2005.

Grace Sorino (right) farewells 
Alison Morehead
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Growing Up in Australia, the Longitudinal Study of Australian Chil-
dren (LSAC), is a landmark Australian study, initiated and funded by
the Australian Government Department of Family and Community
Services, and managed by the Australian Institute of Family Studies.

Wave 1 data release
As part of National Families Week, the Minister for Family and Com-
munity Services, Senator the Hon. Kay Patterson, launched the first
LSAC Annual Report at the Melbourne Museum on 16 May 2005. (A
report of the launch will appear in the next edition of Family Matters.)

The LSAC Annual report constitutes the release of the first wave of
LSAC data and is available free of charge from the Institute. It is also
available online at the Institute’s website www.aifs.gov.au. 

Unit record data from the main study were also released to
researchers and policy makers in May 2005, along with a full set of
user documentation. Application forms for access to the data are
available on the website.

New partnership
The Australian Institute of Family Studies and the Australian Bureau
of Statistics are working together on the development and conduct of
Wave 2 of Growing Up in Australia, the Longitudinal Study of Aus-
tralian Children (LSAC). A Memorandum of Understanding has been
signed between the Institute, the Australian Bureau of Statistics and
the Australian Government Department of Family Services, and these
agencies will work collaboratively together on this landmark study.

Members of the operations teams from the Institute and the Australian Bureau of Statistics recently met in Melbourne to plan the first pilot test for LSAC Wave 2.
Pictured (from left) are: Carol Soloff, Joanne Slater, Emma White, Robert Johnstone, Linda Bencic, Sebastian Misson and Anna Ferro (from the Institute), and Sue Doyle,
Joanne Corey, Tony Grubb, David Zago and Gill McPadden (from the Australian Bureau of Statistics).

This year marks the 30th anniversary of Australia’s Family Law Act
1975 as well as the 25th anniversary of the Australian Institute of
Family Studies. As Institute Director Professor Alan Hayes said in his
opening remarks, both these milestones provided a fitting context
for the launch at the Institute on 14 April 2005 of a new book by Pro-
fessor Henry Finlay on the history of marriage and divorce in
Australia. The launch, organised by AIFS Research Fellow Bruce
Smyth, followed a seminar presented by Professor Finaly as part of
the Institute’s 2005 seminar series (see report on p. 60). 

The book, To Have But Not to Hold: A History of Attitudes to Mar-
riage and Divorce in Australia 1858–1975, was launched by the
first Chief Judge of the Family Court of Australia, The Honourable
Justice Elizabeth Evatt AC, who wrote the forward to the book. 

In her speech, Justice Evatt said: “Henry Finlay has given us a fas-
cinating blend of social history, politics and law, which will lead us
to respect some of the early reformers and their efforts to bring jus-
tice to women and the poor. He has brought stories from our legal

and social history to life by using
the words of those involved.”

The Director and staff were
pleased to welcome a number
of well-known academics and
family law professionals in
Australia to the launch, includ-
ing: the Honourable Justice
John Fogarty AM; Professor
AGL Shaw AO (Emeritus Pro-
fessor of History at Monash
University); and Ms Dianne 

Gibson (Presiding Member of the Institute’s Board of Management
and Principal Mediator at the Family Court of Australia). Federation
Press, the book’s publisher, co-sponsored the launch, and was rep-
resented by one of its founding Executive Directors, Diane Young. 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies was delighted to host the
launch of this important contribution to the history of family law in
Australia. (See the Book Notes section p. 69 for a précis of the book.)

Henry Finlay at the
launch of his book
To Have But Not to
Hold, at the Aus-
tralian Institute of
Family Studies on 
14 April 2005.

INSTITUTE HOSTS BOOK LAUNCH
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At the launch (from left): Diane Gibson, Alan Hayes and Elizabeth Evatt.

Guest at the launch, John Forgarty, 
pictured with Elizabeth Evatt, who
launched Professor Finaly’s book.



ASIA-PACIFIC MEETING

The Australian Branch of the International Social Service (ISS) hosted
the Annual Asia-Pacific ISS Meeting in Melbourne on 13-15 April
2005. Founded in 1924, ISS is a non-government, non-profit organi-
sation that helps resolve individual and family problems arising from
the movement of people across national borders. Its General Secre-
tariat is located in Geneva.
A major topic discussed at the Melbourne meeting concerned the
ISS response to long-term issues facing families and children liv-
ing in areas that were affected by last December’s tsunami. 
During the gathering in Melbourne, the Australian Institute of 
Family Studies was represented by Ruth Weston at a reception at 
Government House in Melbourne, to celebrate the achievements 
of ISS, particularly in the Asia-Pacific Region. 

Left to right: Barbara Baker (Volunteer at ISS National Office); Frances Davies
(FaCS Office Director Victoria); Maree Shelmerdine (Director of the Myer
Foundation); Ruth Weston (AIFS Acting Deputy Director Research).

On 4 May 2005 the Institute hosted a delegation from Taiwan com-
prising three Judges and the General Director of the Family and
Juvenile Department of Judicial Yuan.

The visitors were: Chin-Chih Kao, General Director of Family and 
Juvenile Department of Judicial Yuan; Yuh Won Chen, Jutice of 
Taiwan High Court, Section Chief of Juvenile and Family Department
of Judicial Yuan; Liag-Yao Chu, Judge of Taiwan High Court Kaohsi-
ung Branch; and Huei-Li Chang, Presiding Judge of Taiwan Taichung
District Court). 

The delegates were particularly interested in policy directions in
the family law area, how best to protect children’s interests after
parental separation, and how to assist parents to reach their own
parenting arrangements. The visit also enabled members of the
Institute’s family law researchers to gain valuable insights into devel-
opments in Taiwan’s family law system.

Thus the day was extremely mutually beneficial and is another
example of the Institute’s growing network of international links.

AIFS Director Alan Hayes (back row centre) and members of Institute staff
are pictured with the Taiwanese delegation at the Institute on 4 May 2005.

AIFS WELCOMES VISITORS FROM TAIWAN 

VISIT AIFS ON THE WEB

www.aifs.gov.au

Have you heard the latest 
from the Australian Institute 

of Family Studies

what’s new . . .
Conference papers online from the Institute’s 2005 Conference
Parent–child contact after separation – the latest topic in the
Family Facts and Figures series
New publications on all sites 
National Child Protection Clearinghouse Resource sheets – on
foster care, child abuse in Indigenous communities, the social
costs of child maltreatment
And lots more – check out the “what’s new” page on all the
websites

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

databases . . .
aifs library catalogue, databases of child abuse prevention
programs and good practice on the Stronger Families and Centre
for Sexual Assault websites

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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T he year 2005 marks 30 years since the proclamation of the Fam-
ily Law Act 1975. The anniversary falls on the cusp of significant
changes, not so much to the Act itself but rather to the family law

system as a whole that has evolved since the Act commenced operation
on 5 January 1976. 

What follows is a progress report on the current batch of reforms
emerging from the Every Picture Tells a Story report (Common-
wealth 2003), and an outline of some recent developments in state
domestic violence legislation.

Family law reforms

The Australian Government’s community consultation process on the proposed reforms
drew to a close on 14 January 2005, with the receipt of more than 400 submissions. It is
anticipated that the Government will announce its final package of reforms in the near
future, with legislation likely to be introduced later in 2005. A public education program
of some kind is proposed to help explain the changes to the law. 

As foreshadowed in the Government discussion paper released last year (Commonwealth
2004), the proposed legislation is likely to include changes to the substantive law seeking
to promote shared parenting and shared responsibility for children, procedural reforms
relating to the conduct of cases involving children (modelled in part on the Family Court’s
Children’s Cases Program), and amendments introducing compulsory pre-filing mediation.

The characteristics of the Children’s Cases Program, an initiative of the previous Chief Jus-
tice of the Family Court, are an important component of the reform package. Although
currently confined to the Sydney and Parramatta Registries, it is planned that this less
adversarial and lawyer-driven approach will eventually become standard (and compul-
sory) procedure in all cases involving children’s issues. If so, legislative changes relating to
the rules of evidence in these matters will be required. Early indicators from an evaluation
of the pilot, which is currently underway, are encouraging, suggesting a higher settlement
rate and shorter hearings. 

The proposed roll-out of the much anticipated Family Relationship Centres will be
announced shortly and the registries of the Federal Magistrates’ Court and the Family
Court will be combined into one. It is hoped that the gate-keeping function of both the
combined registry and the nationally badged Family Relationship Centres, will go a long
way towards streamlining entry into the family law system and ensuring more appropri-
ate screening and referral of matters to appropriate services. 

Under the Government’s proposals, participation in primary dispute resolution
processes, such as mediation and conciliation, will be a pre-requisite to initiating court
action for parenting matters, with some exceptions. 

In other proposed amendments to the Family Law Act 1975, provision will be made to
allow for recovery in the Family Court of child maintenance paid or property transferred
as capitalised child maintenance by a person who has subsequently, through DNA test-
ing, been found not to be the parent of a child. These amendments follow on the heels
of the recent paternity fraud case of Magill v Magill [2005] VSCA 51. In that case the
Victorian Supreme Court allowed an appeal against a county court award of $70,000
(consisting of damages and reimbursement for child support paid) to Mr Magill, two of
whose three children were subsequently found to have been fathered by another man.
The matter is to be reconsidered on appeal.

New domestic violence measures

In the recent past there have been a number of significant changes to state domestic vio-
lence legislation, in particular in Tasmania, Western Australia, Victoria and New South
Wales. Following is a summary of some of the major changes to the law in these states.

A busy law reform agenda 

sees the Australian

Government close to

announcing far-reaching

family law reforms, and 

a number of states

overhauling laws relating 

to domestic violence.

See previous editions of 

Family Matters (Caruana 

2003, 2004) for a summary 

of the federal family law

reform process to date.

F A M I L Y  L A W  U P D A T E

Catherine Caruana

Changes to federal family law and 
state domestic violence legislation
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Tasmania

New family violence legislation which came into effect in
Tasmania on 30 March 2005 forms part of a package of far-
reaching reforms representing a complete overhaul of
policy and service responses to violence in the home. The
Family Violence Act 2004 incorporates most of the recom-
mendations outlined in the Options Paper, Safe at Home: A
Criminal Justice Framework for Responding to Family
Violence in Tasmania (2003). The stated aim of the strat-
egy is to create a “pro-arrest, pro-charge, pro-prosecution
response to family violence in Tasmania” (Tasmanian Gov-
ernment 2003: 4). 

The legislation is unique in Australia in that it introduces
both economic abuse and emotional abuse and intimida-
tion as criminal offences and as grounds for obtaining
restraint orders. The Act creates a presumption against
bail for alleged perpetrators, requiring the decision-maker
to consider the likely effect of release on the safety, well-
being and interests of the victim or affected child. The
premise of the strategy is that the safety of victims is a pri-
mary concern, and that where possible, they should have
the choice of remaining in the family home. 

Penalties for breaches of orders have been increased and a
breach that exposes a child to violence will be considered an
aggravating factor in sentencing. Police will be mandated to
notify the Child Protection services of any children present
during an incident of family violence and considered at risk.
Tasmanian statistics indicate that children are present in 
40 per cent of incidents attended by police (Little 2005).

Other initiatives which form part of this integrated
response system include a 24-hour police crisis line, the
development of specially trained police Victim Safety
Response Teams, the introduction of police “risk assess-
ments” and “safety audits”, court support and victim
liaison services, a child witness program, and perpetrator
intervention programs. 

Early indicators of the impact of the policy changes made to
date paint a dramatic picture: the number of family violence
reports in January and February 2005 are approximately 40
per cent higher than for the same time last year; the number
of arrests for family violence have increased 136 per cent in
the period from January 2004 to January 2005; and there
has been an increase of 77 per cent in restraint orders issued
in the three months prior to February 2005 than in the same
period 12 months previously (Little 2005).

Western Australia

Amendments to the Western Australian Restraining
Orders Act 1997 came into effect on 1 December 2004.
The decision to amend the Act, one of two pieces of legis-
lation containing domestic violence provisions, rather
than creating separate and consolidated domestic violence
legislation, leaves Western Australia as the only state/terri-
tory without a discrete domestic violence act.

The Western Australian amendments broaden the defini-
tion of “family and domestic relationship” and the grounds
on which an order can be made. As in Tasmania, the Act
now includes the new ground of “ongoing emotionally 
abusive behaviour” and allows for an order to be obtained
to protect a child from exposure to domestic violence. It is
no longer necessary to prove that it is likely that a person
will be directly violent towards a child. 

The Act provides for expanded police powers to enter
premises to investigate an incident of alleged violence and
in certain circumstances, they are obliged to apply for an
order. Police can issue on-the-spot, temporary restraining
orders and can represent applicants in proceedings. The
Act contains similar provisions to the Tasmanian legisla-
tion relating to increased penalties. 

Victoria

In Victoria, the Crimes (Family Violence) Act 1987 was
amended by the Magistrate’s Court (Family Violence) Act
2005 on 1 April 2005. As in Western Australian and Tas-
mania, the act now includes an additional ground for
obtaining an intervention order for a child where the child
has heard or witnessed family violence and such exposure
is likely to occur again. The court is required to make
enquiries about the presence of children when making an
intervention order and, of their own motion, can include a
child on that order, or make a separate protection order for
the child if there are grounds to do so. Other changes relate
to the provision of evidence in interim and final hearings,
including restrictions on the use of children as witnesses.

The review of the Crimes (Family Violence) Act 1987 
by the Victorian Law Reform Commission, which is cur-
rently underway, is likely to result in more reforms in this
jurisdiction. 

The new legislation also amends the Magistrates’ Court
Act 1989 to establish a specialist Family Violence Court
Division, which will pilot at Ballarat and Heidelberg Magis-
trates’ Court from June 2005. Like the Magellan and
Columbus models in the Family Courts, the pilot aims to
develop a more integrated and specialist jurisdiction in
this high-needs area. 

New South Wales

Plans are also underway for the establishment of two spe-
cialist domestic violence courts in New South Wales aimed
at improving responses to domestic violence at each stage
of the criminal justice system. 
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The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Library.They are

available through Libraries,

through the Institute’s Library

via the Inter Library Loan sys-

tem, 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

From work–family balance to
work–family interaction:
Changing the metaphor,
edited by Diane F. Halpern 
and Susan Elaine Murphy,
Erlbaum, Mahwah, 2005.

This collection of papers is
drawn from a range of writers
including academics, lobbyists,
business people and those
working in Human Resources.
Broad issues covered include:
the business case for family-
friendly policies; employer
responses to work–family 
interactions; and how children
are affected by work–family
issues.This volume will make
valuable reading for all of those
involved in the area of work 
and family.

The war over work: The future of
work and family, by Don Edgar,
Melbourne University Press,
Carlton, 2005. Price: $35.00.

In this book Don Edgar (the
Foundation Director of the 
Australian Institute of Family
Studies) aims to widen the
debate about work and 
family issues. He argues that
governments, businesses and
ordinary citizens must think
about these issues in the
broader context of the place 
of men, women,children and 
the aged in a rapidly changing
global economy. His wide 
ranging discussion of issues
include the gendered division 
of labour, children and work,
the role of schools,older workers,
and global challenges to 
Australian workers.Written in 
an engaging and accessible
style, this book will be of interest
to anyone concerned with
work–family issues.

Understanding human 
development:
A multidimensional approach,
by Louise Harms, Oxford 
University Press, South 
Melbourne, 2005.

This book is intended to give
undergraduate students an
overview of the social ecology 
of human behaviour and 
adaptation, by introducing 

Maintaining long-distance and
cross-residential relationships,
by Laura Stafford, Earlbaum
Mahwah, 2005.

Both long-distance and 
cross-residential relationships
are becoming increasingly 
common.This American 
study examines how these 
relationships come about, how
they are maintained and how
they can be strengthened. For
the purposes of the study, the
author defines the two types 
of relationships as follows:
long-distance relationships are
those where individuals live
apart from someone they care
about, whether it be a romantic
partner, a relative or friend;
cross-residential relationships
are where people live in 
separate households, although
they may be geographically
close – for example, a non-
custodial parent and a child.
Individual chapters detail:

readers to some of the core 
theoretical understandings of
human behaviour.The author
argues that a multidimensional
approach is needed in order 
to understand the complexities
of human behaviour and 
development across the 
lifespan. Specific topics covered
include the role of the family,
social class and cultural 
contexts, and the effect of 
various adversities (including
stress, trauma and grief ).
Chapters include case studies,
questions for revision, and a 
list of websites to follow up for
further information. A detailed
bibliography is also included.

long-distance dating 
relationships; adult romantic
relationships; children and 
parents; adult children and 
elderly parents;peer relationships
(siblings and friends); and 
computer-mediated long 
distance relationships.This 
book gives fascinating insights
into these forms of relationships,
many of which have been
underrepresented in the 
academic literature on 
relationships.
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To have but not to hold: A history of 
attitudes to marriage and divorce in 
Australia 1858-1975,
by Henry Finlay, Federation Press, Leichhardt, 2005.
Price: $69.50

To have but not to hold is a
major contribution to the 
history of divorce law in 
Australia.This scholarly work,
from one of Australia’s well
known family law academics,
explores the revolution in
family relationships that took
place in Australia between
1857 and 1975. Chapter 
One gives an introductory
account of marriage and
divorce in England, including
the English Divorce Act of
1857, as well as a discussion
of the situation of the 
Australian colonies. Chapters
Two,Three and Four examine
in detail the attempts by 
individual colonies (and later,
states) to introduce their own
divorce laws. Final chapters
look at the role of the 
Commonwealth, with the
book ending with the passing
of the 1975 Family Law Act.
This fascinating and detailed
account of the changes to,
and the development of,
Australian family law focuses
on the parliamentary debates
of the time.This book is an
exercise in “old school”
erudition involving the 

accumulation of small 
but important pieces of 
information embedded in 
the social and legislative
nooks and crannies of history.
Straddling the disciplines of
sociology, history and law, the
book is likely to be of interest
to family law academics,
socio-legal historians,
policymakers, and those
interested in the sociology 
of the family.This book is to
have and to read.

Is your child ready for school?:
A guide for parents, by Sandra
Heriot and Ivan Beale, ACER,
Camberwell, 2004.
Price: $19.95

Starting school is one of the
biggest changes that children
make in their early years.This
book aims to assist parents in
making this transition as easy 
as possible for both themselves
and for their child. Based on the
belief that learning can be a
pleasurable and fun experience
for children, the authors give
practical examples, strategies
and fun activities which allow
parents to assist their children 
in attaining school-readiness.
Topics covered include learning,
motivation, play, social 
competence, concentration,
memory, motor skills, and the
transition from home to school.
This book is written in an 
engaging style and will prove 
to be valuable to parents with
children in the preschool age
group.

Child sexual abuse,
editor Justin Healey,
Spinney Press, Thirroul,
2005. Price: $18.95.

This educational resource book
is written for secondary school
students. It contains information
reproduced from a variety of
sources including newspaper
reports, magazine articles,
websites, government 
documents and lobby groups.
Section 1 looks at victims of
child sexual assault and covers
statistics, myths and facts about
child sexual abuse, effects of
abuse, reporting abuse, and
information for survivors.
Section 2 focuses on child sex
offenders. It examines offender
characteristics, child abuse and
the internet, how to protect 
your child from pedophiles, and
child abusers abroad. A glossary
of terms used throughout the
text is included, as is a list of
internet resources that can 
provide further resources.

Carole Jean is the Reference
Librarian at the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies.

The complete parenting guide:
Caring for your child from toddler
to teenager, by The Children’s
Hospital at Westmead,
Focus Publishing, Bondi 
Junction, 2005. Price: $29.95.

This practical (Australian) 
parent guide is divided into
three parts. Part 1, titled
“You and your child”, covers 
general parenting issues.
These include child growth 
and development,behavioural 

issues and family relationships.
Part 2, titled “What to do 
when your child is sick”, offers
practical tips on how to deal
with a sick child, how to handle
emergencies, first aid and 
going to hospital.The final 

part is an A-Z listing of 
common childhood illnesses.

This book is attractively 
produced, with a clear,
easy-to-read format.The text 
is interspersed with helpful 
tips, and suggestions for where
to find further information.
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16–18 June 2005
Our children the future
Adelaide, SA
The theme of this Early Childhood
Conference,“Challenging realities:
Rights, relationships, research”,
challenges early years’profession-
als to consider their role and the
contribution they make to the
lives of young children and their
families in today’s complex world.
Early childhood professionals
involved in the care and education
of children birth to eight years
and those involved in school-aged
care throughout Australia and
overseas will be brought together
to strengthen connections across
the sector.The conference will
include a parent forum; and a pre-
conference symposium “Birth to
Age Three”will be held on 16 June
2005 for educators of babies and
toddlers in child care settings.

Further information: Phone: (08)
8226 0044. Email: octf@saugov.sa.
gov.au.Web: www.octf.sa.edu.au

17–19 June 2005
Children’s services as family services
Newcastle, NSW
This 36th annual conference of
the Country Children’s Services
Association of NSW (CCSA),
“Revolution or evolution?”,will look
at the latest thinking and current
issues in the provision of services
for children living in NSW.Issues
explored at the conference will
include: ways of building and
strengthening relationships with
children and families;how children
and families contribute to curricu-
lum development; the role of
leadership as a catalyst for change;
how marketing contributes to
high quality service delivery; and
re-evaluating service delivery in
the light of new policy directions.

Further information: Phone: (02)
4782 1470.Email:office@ccsa-nsw.
asn.au.Web:www.ccsa-nsw.asn.au

7-9 July 2005
Infant mental health
Brisbane, Qld
The theme of this year’s Australian
Association for Infant Mental Health
conference is “Before the Bough

Breaks – working with infants,
families and communities”.The
conference aims to bring together
local, national and international
participants to think about oppor-
tunities for working within a
prevention and early intervention
framework across diverse systems,
while keeping infants and their
families in mind.

Further information: Phone: (07)
3864 2915.Email:aaimh2005@qut.
edu.au

20-22 July 2005
Australian social policy
Sydney, NSW
The theme of this conference is
“Looking back, looking forward: A
quarter century of social change”,
marking the 25th anniversary of
the Social Policy Research Centre.
Presentations will examine social
and policy changes past, present
and future.Topic areas will include:
employment, unemployment and
welfare reform; work/family 
balance; childhood and child well
being; income distribution and
social inequalities; retirement and
ageing; Indigenous Australians;
and organisation and delivery of
community services.

Further information: Phone: (02)
9385 7802.Email d.aldridge@unsw.
edu.au.Web:www.sprc.unsw.edu.
au/confer.htm

6-8 August 2005
Child and family welfare
Mackay, Qld

Hosted by the Mackay Centre for
Research on Community and 
Children’s Services (CROCCS), this
third conference on international
research perspectives,“Challeng-
ing practices”, aims to challenge
the paradigms in the child and
family welfare arena with stimu-
lating speakers covering a range
of perspectives.The conference
will incorporate the inaugural
meeting of the Australian College
of Child Protection Practitioners.

Further information: Phone: (07)
4954 7890.Email: relate@bigpond.
net.au.Web: www.croccs.org.au/
events.htm

14–17 August 2005
Engaging communities
Brisbane, Qld

This international conference is an
initiative of the United Nations
and Queensland Government.The
unique event will explore all issues
related to community engagement
and address the experiences,
challenges and research that affect
all citizens, governments and
organisations alike.The program
is designed to interest representa-
tives from community groups,
academia, government agencies,
corporations and associations.

Further information: Phone: (07)
3854 1611. Email: info@engaging
communities2005.org.Web:www.
engagingcommunities2005.org

23-25 September 2005
Marriage and relationship education
Sydney, NSW
The Marriage and Relationship
Education National Conference is
presented by the Marriage and
Relationship Educators Association
of Australia and the Catholic Soci-
ety for Marriage Education, and
will be of interest to relationship
and family educators, marriage
celebrants, academics, and policy
makers from government and
professional organisations.The
theme of the conference is “The
Relationship dance – commit,
connect, create”.The conference
aims to promote marriage and
relationship education in the wider
community and update partici-
pants with developments in the
field of relationship education.

Further information: Phone:(02)
9390 5156 or (02) 9425 4916.Email:
marenc2005@yahoo.com.au.
Web: www.mareaa.asn.au or
www.csme.catholic.org.au

28 September - 1 October 2005
Early childhood Australia
Brisbane, Qld
The “Kaleidoscope: Changing
images of childhood”conference
will focus on several main themes.
“Popular culture and technologies”
will consider the effects of popular
culture on literacy,children’s growth
and learning;curriculum in response
to the effects of popular culture;the
use of technology in education,
training, and service delivery; and
the impact of technology on chil-
dren’s lives.“Cultural diversity”will
include the rights of children; the
cultural context of service/program
delivery; and leadership in diverse
communities.“Changing relation-
ships”will look at the effects of
change on children;changing roles
of professionals;curriculum change;
and communication.“Young 
children’s health”will consider the
effects of societal change on chil-
dren’s health; and look at nutrition,
obesity, and physical activity.

Further information: Phone: (07)
3368 2644. Email: eca2005@ccm.
com.au.Web: www.eca2005.com

29–30 September 2005
HILDA 
Melbourne, Vic

This second HILDA Survey Research
Conference will provide a forum for
the discussion of research based on
the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) 
Survey.All people interested in the
survey and in longitudinal survey
research are invited to attend the
conference.

Further information: Email: hilda-
inquiries@unimelb.edu.au.Web:
www.melbourneinstitute.com/hil
da/conf2005.html

10-12 October 2005
Child, youth and family services
Preston, Vic
The Centre for Excellence in Child
and Family Welfare and the Child
and Family Welfare Association of
Australia are hosting this National
Symposium,“Their lives, our work:
critical questions for practice in
child, youth and family services”.
The symposium will showcase the
practical approaches that assist in
responding to, and supporting
children,young people and 
families with complex needs.

Further information: Phone: (03)
9614 1577.

28 October 2005
Social change in the 21st century
Carseldine, Qld
This conference of the Centre for
Social Change Research will show-
case social research projects that
address a wide range of issues
pertaining to social change at a
local, national and international
level,and which collectively con-
tribute to a better understanding
of the drivers of social change and
the implications for individuals,
families, nations and beyond.
Themes of the conference include:
gender and sexuality; changing
education; Asia Pacific; ageing;
ethical consideration for the new
millennium; culture; community;
and technology and change.

Further information: Phone: (07)
3864 4776.Email:c.bailey@qut.edu.
au.Web:www.socialchange.qut.edu.
au/conference/docs/about.html

5-8 December 2005
Family and community strengths 
Newcastle, NSW
This national conference with the
theme “Evidence driving practice”
aims to bring together practitioners
and organisations with an interest
in,and commitment to,a strengths
approach to supporting families
and communities. Participants will
have the opportunity to explore:
the impact of strengths-based
approaches; how to build account-
able practice;how to make the best
uses of resources; what counts as
evidence in strengths-based 
practice; how we use research to
strengthen practice; and how we
can use practice-based research to
influence policy.As well as keynote
presentations, there will also be
panel discussions and interactive
sessions. Pre-conference work-
shops will run on 5 December.

Further information: Phone: (02)
4984 2554.Email:family@pco.com.
au.Web: www.pco.com.au/family

C O N F E R E N C E S

B I A N C A  D O B S O N

This short selection of
forthcoming family-related
conferences is taken from the
Australian Institute of Family
Studies internet conference
listing, which is updated
weekly. For the complete,
up-to-date list, refer to www.
aifs.gov.au/conf/confmenu.html
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P U B L I C A T I O N S

This account of the Australian Temperament
Project’s Young Drivers Study is from the 
collaboration between the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies, the Transport 
Accident Commission of Victoria and the
Royal Automobile Club of Victoria.

The report describes young adults’ learner
driver experiences and current driving 
behaviour; earlier and current factors that are
linked to risky driving, involvement in crashes
while driving, or speeding; and finally, the

extent to which risky driving co-occurs with
other types of problem behaviour.

The major findings include:while many young
19-20 year olds were occasional risky or unsafe
drivers, few frequently drove in a risky or unsafe
manner.Speeding and driving when tired were
particularly common. Looking back in time,
the riskiest drivers were more aggressive,
more hyperactive, less socially skilled,and
tended to be less attentive from middle 
childhood than less risky drivers.They also

In the driver’s seat:Understanding the trends and influences on young adult driving
behaviour,by Diana Smart and Suzanne Vassallo,AIFS Research Report No.12,
April 2005,140 pages.Free.Also available online.

B E S T B U Y

This book draws together in the one publication
statistical 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; information 

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 its data sources – large scale national surveys
and data collections, including from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, the Australian
Institute of Family Studies, and the Australian
Social Science Data Archive, where the figures

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.

are reliable and can be generalised to the
population with a high degree of confidence.

Diversity and Change in Australian Families
keeps the analysis and presentation of 
statistical information simple and widely
accessible, and will be of enormous value to 
a wide range of readers.

Young adults’ driving behaviourN E W

encountered more school-related problems,
and in adolescence more often had antisocial
friends. Some had a history of problem
behaviours, especially antisocial behaviour
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Two new publications are available
from the National Child Protection
Clearinghouse.

Child Abuse Prevention Issues No. 21
(Spring 2004, 23 pages)  by Ruth
Lawrence and Penelope Irvin is titled
Redefining fatal child neglect. This paper
outlines a developmental theoretical
framework to underpin the definitions
of fatal child neglect and provides an
ecological perspective on prevention
of fatal neglect, which takes into
account broad social and contextual
factors associated with neglect. In
order to reduce the risk of fatal child
neglect, the authors recommend a shift towards
shared responsibility for child safety and wellbeing at the level of
the family, community and society. Also available online.

Child Abuse Prevention Newsletter Vol.13,No.1 (Summer 2005,
43 pages) contains articles and news on a variety of topics such
as: problems for workers in adult-focused drug and alcohol
services in seeing children and responding to child abuse and
neglect; national priorities for child abuse prevention –
whether the focus of the media, community and government
highlights the needs of Australia’s most vulnerable children and
families; and a comparison of advocacy models for protecting
the rights and interests of children from each state and terri-
tory. Also available online.

CHILD PROTECTION

Two new publications are available from the Australian
Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault.

ACSSA Aware No.6 (April 2005, 40 pages). The feature
article in the sixth edition of ACSSA’s newsletter explores
the link between mental health and sexual assault,
addressing this relationship in terms of how sexual
assault impacts on women’s mental health as well as
looking at the vulnerability of people with mental ill-
ness to sexual assault. There are also a number of
reviews and updates included in this issue such as:a sum-
mary of the Australian Component of the International
Violence Against Women Survey (IVAWS); an update on
the Personal Safety Survey; a review of the National
Report on Drink Spiking, and a summary of Dr Denise
Lievore’s report examining prosecutorial decision-
making in sexual offence cases. Also available online.

ACSSA Briefing Paper No. 5 (May 2005) is titled Trafficking in Women for Sexual
Exploitation by Lara Fergus. Recent years have seen many changes in interna-
tional and national responses to, and legislation on, trafficking in persons. In
this Briefing Paper, ACSSA reviews some of the theoretical approaches to traf-
ficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation,and considers what the legislative,
policy and service responses have been to date. It also provides an overview
of recent developments including an examination of what are often quite var-
ied,or opposing modes of analysis surrounding how we should understand the
issues, and what should be considered appropriate responses. ACSSA intends
this paper to serve as an informative resource for services, policy makers and
researchers on the subject of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation in
Australia. Also available online.
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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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