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A L A N  H A Y E S
Director’s report

A
nniversaries, such as this in our 25th year, provide a won-
derful opportunity to acknowledge our past, and all those
who have contributed to the Institute’s first quarter 

century. They also are a time to look to the future. While
acknowledging our past achievements, our focus this year has
been both on the present circumstances and the future
prospects of the Institute. This has been a year in which we have
taken stock, reviewed our priorities, operations and organisa-
tion and framed plans for the future. Our gaze has been
predominantly outward. A key element that has focused our
attention above the horizon has been the research consultation
program, now completed.

Research consultations

The research consultations started in Darwin on 12 August.
Consultations followed in every other state and territory capital,
and a selection of regional centres, concluding in Canberra. The
meetings were well attended and involved very worthwhile dis-
cussions. Among the themes that emerged were the need for a
better understanding of relationships, their formation, transi-
tions, pathways and outcomes; the role of the Institute in
collating the evidence for particular approaches to interven-
tions focused on families; the Family Law reforms, including the
need for evaluation of the Family Relationship Centres initia-
tive; as well as the need for research on family impacts of the
key social policy developments. Also especially highlighted were
some of the issues that relate to Indigenous families, and fami-
lies in regional, rural and remote locations.

The response from key stakeholders was very pleasing.  I thank all
staff who helped to make the consultation program such a suc-
cess, and of course all those who generously gave their time to
attend and provide invaluable insights into future research needs.

House of Representatives

On Tuesday 2 August, staff of the Institute appeared before the
Melbourne hearings of the House of Representatives Standing
Committee on Family and Human Services Inquiry into Bal-
ancing Work and Family. I am pleased to report that the
Institute was congratulated on the quality of its submission. We
have been called to appear at a future hearing, probably in Can-
berra, so that the Inquiry can take evidence on the areas of the
submission that limited time precluded being considered at the
Melbourne hearing. The Institute’s contributions on work and
family issues across the years were included in many of the
other submissions to the Inquiry.

Family law forum

The Chief Justice extended an invitation for Dr Matthew Gray
and I to attend the Family Law Forum. The Forum brings
together representatives from the courts, governments, cognate
professions and the community. I am delighted that in this 25th
anniversary year we have two seats on the Forum.

Board meeting

The Board has met on 8 September and 9 December. I was
delighted to extend a welcome to the new members of the Board

of Management, Angela MacRae, Marie Leech and Professor
John Dewar, to their first meeting. Each brings a wealth of expe-
rience and expertise to the Board that will be invaluable to the
Institute. I especially acknowledge the great assistance that
Narda Sowter has given in preparing for the meetings over her
16 years with us. Narda’s contributions to the smooth running of
the Board, and on so many other fronts, are greatly appreciated.
We wish Narda well in her retirement.

Work and family awards - final judging meeting

With Michael Alexander, I participated in the judging for the Work
and Family Awards and, in November, we both attended the
Awards Dinner held in Sydney. The Institute has participated in
the judging of the Awards from their inception.

Stronger Families and Communities Strategy (SFCS)

The Institute has established in recent months, under the 
leadership of Helen Cheney, the Communities and Families 
Clearinghouse Australia (CAFCA). In addition to being a key
element of the National Evaluation of the Stronger Families and
Communities Strategy, CAFCA will have a major role in dis-
seminating the learnings and examples of Promising Practice
Profiles from the initiatives funded under the Strategy. 

We are now working with the Social Policy Research Centre at
the University of New South Wales (SPRC) to undertake the
national evaluation of the SFCS. Our two prime areas of
involvement are the compilation of Promising Practice Profiles
by CAFCA, and the planning of the Family Study, which will be
a short term, longitudinal evaluation in a number of Communi-
ties for Children sites around the country. It is proposed to base
the Family Study on the Longitudinal Study of Australian Chil-
dren (LSAC) and the aim is to be in the field early in 2006. 

I have been advised that the Minister has now approved extra
funding for the National Evaluation and funding to support
CAFCA. I look forward to being involved in the evaluation and I
am delighted at the capacity that we are marshalling. This is a
wonderful opportunity to make a major contribution to a key
area of Australian Government policy for children, families and
communities. 

I have also been actively involved in the work of the Stronger
Families and Communities Partnership, and had the rare privi-
lege of participating in a site visit to the Kimberleys. The
problems and the prospects of a small Indigenous community
have left a deep impression. The enthusiasm of those involved
with the Communities for Children project is equally impres-
sive. The visit reinforced for me the importance of the Institute
engaging in research focused on Indigenous families and the
issues that confront them.

Growing up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children (LSAC)

The review of the Wave 2 content is reaching its end and the
dress rehearsal has been completed. Film Australia is well
advanced in the production of a documentary on LSAC, with
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filming underway. I am pleased to announce that Associate Pro-
fessor Ann Sanson, former Acting Director of the Institute, has a
continuing role with LSAC, although she has now moved to direct
the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth/Aus-
tralian Research Council Network Future Generations, based at
the department of Paediatrics at the Royal Children’s Hospital,
Melbourne. Ann is now the Principal Scientific Advisor to LSAC,
and I am delighted that she is maintaining her close involvement
with the project. As Executive Director, Dr Gray will provide
strategic leadership and will be responsible for overseeing the
day-to-day management of LSAC. 

Vietnam’s National Family Survey

Ruth Weston recently visited Hanoi to assist in the development
of Vietnam’s first National Family Survey. I am delighted to see
that her suggestions about the basic design of the survey have
been adopted. Her last visit focused on the actual measures to be
incorporated in the survey. Her aim has been to suggest measures
that will enable baseline indicators of family wellbeing for a coun-
try undergoing rapid modernization and provide international
comparisons, while ensuring that all measures are sensitive to
the cultures and socio-economic conditions in Vietnam. Officers
of the funding body, UNICEF, have consistently indicated that
they are extremely impressed with Ruth’s contribution and I
have just received a letter from Mr Le Do Ngoc, Executive Direc-
tor for the Family, Commission for Population, Family and
Children (VCPFC) expressing his appreciation. This work helps
to fulfil agreements made in the Memorandum of Understanding
between FaCS and VCPFC regarding both the sharing of infor-
mation and expertise between Vietnam and Australia, and the
policies and programs for families, children and youth.

Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault

I am pleased to report, that funding has been announced for the
continuation of the Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual
Assault. Dr Melanie Heenan and her team are to be congratu-
lated on their efforts during the first two years of the Centre’s
operations. 

International forum

The Institute hosted an International Forum, Family Relation-
ships in Transition, which was held in the Public Theatre in
Parliament House, Canberra, on 1 and 2 December. It brought
together international and national keynote speakers. An invi-
tation-only meeting, with 100 delegates and 100 observers, the
program included a message of Welcome from the Prime Minis-
ter and addresses by the Governor-General, the Attorney-
General, Minister Patterson, the Chief Justice of the Family
Court of Australia, the Chief Federal Magistrate along with 
several international keynote speakers. Delegates attended
from the People’s Republic of China, Indonesia, Malaysia, New
Zealand, Singapore and Vietnam. A number of key meetings
also took place with delegates from the East Asia Region. The
planning for this event was a mammoth task and I extend our
sincere thanks to those who worked so hard to bring this to
fruition, from the Institute and from the Departments of the

Attorney-General and Family and Community Services. The
Forum took place with the generous support and assistance of
the two Departments and was a fitting culmination to the Insti-
tute’s 25th Anniversary year. A more detailed report will be
included in the next edition of Family Matters.

Family Relationship Clearinghouse

During the opening session of the International Forum the 
Minister for Family and Community Services, Senator Kay Pat-
terson, announced the allocation of the funding to the
Australian Institute of Family Studies to establish and operate
the new Family Relationship Clearinghouse. The purpose of the
Clearinghouse is to facilitate exchange of information about
family relationships throughout life. It will also distribute infor-
mation about best practice and innovative service delivery
approaches across the range of family relationship services,
from prevention and early intervention to post separation.

Closing comments

In addition to being our Anniversary Year, 2005 has been a year
of change. We have focused on the future of the Institute and
laying the foundation for our next quarter century. It has also
been my first full year as Director. The year has brought the
right mix of challenge, achievement and fullfilment, and the
support I have received from staff has been remarkable. It is
indeed a rare privilege to work with colleagues who bring such
talent, enthusiasm, energy and commitment to their work. 

Meredith Michie retires

After 22 years at the helm of the Institute’s publishing unit, Meredith Michie retired in
October 2005, making this edition of Family Matters her last. 

Meredith saw the magazine through its transformation from its old newsletter format to
the more substantial publication we know today. 

Meredith’s legacy to the Institute is far more than the 65 editions of Family Matters, the
books, reports and research papers she edited and published over her time here. It 
was her commitment to making the Institute’s research accessible to a wide audience, in
formats that could be read by students, as well as academics, politicians and policy-
makers that have shaped the Institute’s publications.

Meredith’s contribution to the Institute was far more than simply editing.  With a knowledge
acquired after editing more than 700 separate research papers, Meredith was an important
part of the Institute’s knowledge base. She would sit for hours with researchers, teasing out
the key points of their research, shaping ideas and creating products that were not only more
clearly written, but also got to the very core of the research and its implications for policy.

It is not easy saying farewell to someone who has been such a fabulous colleague and
friend. As Meredith herself pointed out on more than one occasion, “One of the most 
visible outputs of a research organisation is its contribution to the literature”. So it was
fitting that Institute staff gathered in the library, surrounded by the physical proof of her
work, to bid her farewell.

There were many speeches, but one memorable line, from Ruth Weston sums up our
feelings. “Thanks for teaching us to write well and to be clear.”
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will enable researchers
to examine in detail the
impact of early experi-

ences on later development, and to identify the
diverse pathways children follow over their child-
hood. It will also help to determine the opportune
times for the provision of services and welfare sup-
port and to identify the long-term consequences of
policy changes. 

To achieve these objectives, the study explores 
multiple facets of children’s wellbeing, including
their physical health, and their social, cognitive and
emotional development. In order to understand the
risk and protective processes that underlie children’s
healthy development, the study also examines other
attributes of the children themselves (such as their
temperament), along with the contexts in which they
are raised, particularly their home, child care set-
tings, school, neighbourhood and community. The
study also examines dynamics within these settings,
for example the parenting practices and the quality
of co-parental relationships to which children are
exposed, and the quality of the care they receive in
different types of non-parental care.

Growing Up in Aus-
tralia: The Longitudinal
Study of  Austral ian
Children (LSAC) is Australia’s first national study of
its kind. It delivers comprehensive national data on
children as they grow up. Prior to the establishment
of LSAC, Australia was one of only a few OECD
countries without a large scale nationally represen-
tative survey of its young children. 

This issue of Family Matters has a number of arti-
cles based on data from the first wave of LSAC,
released in May 2005. In this paper we first provide
a brief overview of the background and design of the
study. This is followed by an overview of the papers
included in this edition.

The study was instigated to throw light on the impact
of Australia’s current social, economic and cultural
environment on the next generation. More specifi-
cally, it seeks to improve understanding of the
complex interplay of factors that facilitate or impede
healthy early childhood development, to identify
opportunities for early intervention and prevention
in policy areas concerning children, and to inform
policy debate in general. Its longitudinal nature 

M AT T H E W  G R AY  A N D  A N N  S A N S O N

G r o w i n g  u p  i n  A u s t r a l i a : The  
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Study design and 
sample selection

LSAC addresses a range of 
key research questions about
children’s development and
wellbeing, clustered around
the themes of family function-
ing, health, child care, and education (see Sanson et
al. (2004) for a discussion of these questions).
Respondents include parents, child carers, preschool
and school teachers and, from Wave 2 onwards, the
children themselves. Here we provide a brief descrip-
tion of the design of LSAC; more detailed information
can be found in discussion and technical papers at the
project’s web site www.aifs.gov.au/growingup.

The focus of the study is on the early years of chil-
dren’s lives, and therefore ‘the child’ is the sampling
unit of interest. The study has adopted a cross-
sequential design that follows two cohorts whose
ages will overlap as the study progresses. In total,
10,090 children and their families participated in
Wave 1; approximately half of the children were
infants (aged 3-19 months) and half were 4 to 5 years

old. The sample is broadly rep-
resentative of all Australian
children (citizens and perma-
nent residents) in each of two
selected age cohorts: children
born between March 2003 and
February 2004 (infants) and
children born between March

1999 and February 2000 (children aged four to five
years). Children in some remote parts of Australia
were excluded because of the extremely high data
collection costs in these areas.

The sampling frame for the study was the Health
Insurance Commission’s (HIC) Medicare data base
(now Medicare Australia). During 2004 a sample of
more than 18,500 children within the LSAC sample
birth dates was selected from the Medicare adminis-
trative database. The study children were from a
random selection of 330 postcodes. The selection of
children within postcodes was also random. A process
of stratification was used in order to ensure that the
numbers of children in each state/territory and within
and outside each capital city were roughly propor-
tionate to the total numbers of children in these areas. 

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
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the HIC. Refusals were the largest source of sample
loss (31 and 35 per cent of infants and 4-5 year 
olds respectively) followed by ‘non-contact’. Non-
contact occurs when the
address details supplied
by HIC are out of date due
to the family moving or
when only a post office
box address was available.
The rates of ‘non-contact’
were  10  per  cent  for
infants and 14 per cent for
4-5 year olds. The most
appropriate response rate
is thus constructed by
excluding the ‘non-contacts’. This results in a
response rate of 64 per cent for infants and 57 per
cent for 4-5 year olds.1

The response rates above refer to Parent 1 inter-
views. As noted above, parents and carers/teachers
were also asked to complete other written materials.

Interviewers spent on average 2 hours with each fam-
ily, collecting information from the child’s parents
and from the child (physical measurements and, for
the 4-5 year old children, direct assessment of school
readiness and language). Interviews were held with
the parent who knew the child best (“Parent 1”); in 97
per cent of families, this was the child’s biological
mother. Parent 1 and her or his resident partner (typ-
ically the child’s other parent) were also asked to fill in
separate questionnaires. In addition, the interviewer
recorded some personal observations about the
neighbourhood, family, parent and child, and left
behind two diaries for the parent to record how the
child spent his or her time during two 24-hour peri-
ods. Finally, if the parent agreed, a questionnaire was
sent to a carer/teacher 

Response rates

Calculating response rates is complex for a study
such as LSAC. The final Wave 1 sample represents
53 per cent of all families who were sent a letter by

Growing Up in Australia is being designed and implemented by a consortium led by the Australian 

Institute of Family Studies in partnership with the Australian Government Department of Family and 

Community Services. LSAC was initiated and funded by the Australian Government Department of 

Family and Community Services (FaCS) as part of its Stronger Families and Communities Strategy.

The Consortium brings together significant research and management expertise. 
It includes researchers from a wide range of disciplines, including child 

development, sociology, epidemiology, public health, family studies, psy-
chology, paediatrics and child health, early childhood education

services, social policy research, and economics. This breadth of
expertise ensures comprehensive coverage of influences on child
development.

The Institute sub-contracted the first wave of data collection 
to Colmar-Brunton Social Research and I-view, private social 
and market research companies. Future waves of data 
collection are being undertaken by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS).

A key role in the design of the study is played by the Consortium 
Advisory Group (CAG). The CAG includes members of each of the

Consortium partners and is chaired by Professor Stephen Zubrick.

Management and implementation of LSAC 
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Response rates for these questionnaires were high-
est for the Parent 1 and Parent 2 questionnaires (85
per cent and 79 per cent respectively) and for the
time-use diaries (78 per cent), followed by the
teacher questionnaire (69 per cent). Only 53 per
cent of carers based at long day care centres and 43
per cent of home-based carers (Family Day Carers

or informal carers such as grandparents) completed
and returned their questionnaires. 

Sample representativeness

The LSAC sample is in broad terms, representative
of the population, with no large differences from

For some children, non-parental care begins in the first months of life, whereas for others, it begins 
at preschool-age or school entry.

In addition to the CAG, a Scientific Policy and Advisory Group was appointed during 2002 to provide high level strategic, 
scientific and policy input. It consists of national and international experts. Other Australian Government agencies, State and 
Territory Government and the community and research sectors are represented on an advisory Steering Committee.

Day-to-day management of the study is being undertaken by a Project Operations Team based at the Australian Institute of 
Family Studies (AIFS). AIFS Deputy Director, Research, Dr Matthew Gray is Executive Project Manager and Carol Soloff, Project
Manager for the Study. 

Associate Professor Ann Sanson, Department of Paediatrics, University of Melbourne and Network Coordinator for the Australian
Research Alliance for Children and Youth, is the Principal Scientific Advisor for the Study. 

Dr John Ainley, Australian Council for Educational Research.
Dr Donna Berthelsen, Faculty of Education and Faculty of Early Childhood, Queensland University of Technology.
Dr Michael Bittman, Department of Sociology, School of Social Science, University of New England.
Dr Linda Harrison, Faculty of Education at Charles Sturt University.
Professor Ilan Katz, Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales.
Dr Jan Nicholson, Institute for Health and Biomedical Innovation and the Centre for Health Research (Public Health), Queens-
land University of Technology.
Dr Bryan Rodgers, Centre for Mental Health Research, Australian National University.
Professor Michael Sawyer, Department of Paediatrics, University of Adelaide and Youth and Women’s Health Service.
Professor Sven Silburn, Centre for Developmental Health, Curtin University and Telethon Institute for Child Health Research.
Dr Lyndall Strazdins, National Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health, Australian National University.
Associate Professor Judy Ungerer, Department of Psychology, Macquarie University.
Professor Graham Vimpani, University of Newcastle and Clinical Chair Kaleidoscope: Hunter Children’s Health Network.
Associate Professor Melissa Wake, Centre for Community Child Health, Murdoch Childrens Research Institute. 
Professor Stephen Zubrick (Chair), Telethon Institute for Child Health Research and Centre for Developmental Health at Curtin
University of Technology.

Consortium Advisory Group Membership
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child care. Non-parental education and child care are
a feature of the wider environment that will affect all

the LSAC children over the course of the study.
The Wave 1 data show the diversity of non-
parental care experiences of children today. For

example, for some children, non-
parental care begins in the first

months of life, whereas for
others, it begins at pre-
school-age or school entry.
This descriptive paper pro-

vides a useful starting point for
examining the effects not only of the
amount but also the quality of non-
parental care on children’s development

over the early years. 

LSAC adopted a clustered sample design
specifically to allow the examination of
neighbourhood effects on children. The

paper by Edwards exploits this feature of
the LSAC data to estimate the extent to

which neighbourhood socio-economic advan-
tage or disadvantage is associated with 4-5 year old

Australian children’s physical, social/emotional and
learning outcomes. Edwards finds that neighbourhood
socioeconomic status is associated with outcomes for
children but that the effects are small. However, it is
important not to downplay the potential importance of
the impacts of neighbourhoods on children because
small effects can accumulate
over time and become sub-
stantial over the longer term.

The paper by Richardson,
Higgins, Bromfield, Tooley
and Stokes examines the
relationship between family
structure (intact, sole-par-
ent and step-family) and the
incidence of child injury.
Although children living in
sole parent and step fami-
lies have a slightly higher injury rate than those in
intact families, this slightly high risk could be fully
explained by the higher levels of socio-economic dis-
advantage in sole parent households. It is likely that
any higher risk for child injury in non-intact families
occurs because such families are more likely to pos-
sess child, parent, family and neighbourhood
characteristics that are risk factors for child injury,
rather than being specific to family type itself.

The last 20 years have seen enormous changes 
in family life, and children’s experiences in their

ABS Census data on most characteristics. Variables
with a close match to census figures include mother’s
and father’s country of birth and study child 
gender. Children with mothers or fathers who
have completed Year 12 are a little over-
represented in the sample. Infants with no 
siblings are under-represented (by 3 percent-
age points), while 4-5 year olds in couple
families are over-represented and
those in sole parent families are under-
represented (each by 4
percentage points). Weights
are provided with the data to
ameliorate the impact of
biases in the sample selection process
and survey non-response. The clustered
stratified nature of the sampling, in princi-
ple, needs to be taken into account when
using data. These issues are discussed in
detail in LSAC Technical Report 3, Wave 1
Weighting and non-Response. 

Overview of articles in this edition of 
Family Matters

Grandparents have always played an important role
in raising children and in family life in general. How-
ever, very little is known about the role that
grandparents play in the lives of Australian children.
The paper by Gray, Misson and Hayes provides esti-
mates of the extent to which young children have
contact with their grandparents. They find that there
are very few children who have no face-to-face con-
tact with at least one grandparent. The paper also
highlights the important role that grandparents can
play after parental relationship breakdown. Later
waves of LSAC data will provide unique insight into
the ways that grandparental care is related to chil-
dren’s later development.

An increasing number of mothers with young chil-
dren are in paid employment and the effect of this
on family life is of increasing policy and scientific
interest. The paper by Alexander and Baxter pro-
vides the first analysis of this issue for Australian
families with very young children. The analysis iden-
tifies the effects of gender, job characteristics and
the nature of the family environment in mediating
the impacts of paid employment on family life. The
paper provides a good example of how the LSAC data
can be used to analyse family level outcomes, rather
than outcomes related specifically to the study child. 

The paper by Harrison and Ungerer provides an
overview of the LSAC data on patterns of use of 
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early years are vastly different today to the previous
generation. This has led to considerable discussion
and concern about the possible impacts on devel-
opmental outcomes for children. The Australian
Temperament Project has followed a large cohort of
Victorian children since their infancy in 1983, and
the dataset includes some identical measures on
the children in infancy and at 4 years to the LSAC
Wave 1 data. Smart and Sanson exploited this
unique opportunity to compare children’s tempera-
ment and behaviour over this 20-year period. They
found, as expected, little difference in children’s
temperamental characteristics. Comfortingly, they
also found no evidence that children today have
higher levels of emotional or behavioural difficulties
than children 20 years ago. It will be exciting to
make further comparisons between these two
major longitudinal studies as LSAC progresses.

We hope that the articles in this issue of Family Mat-
ters illustrate the value of the first wave of data in
providing new insights into the development of young
children in Australia, as well as detailed information
about the contexts of their lives. The articles also
illustrate the breadth of issues that can be addressed
using the LSAC data. While the designers of the study
anticipated a wide range of questions that the survey
could be used to address, the rich and comprehensive
nature of the data affords opportunities to examine a
range of other unanticipated questions in new and

G r o w i n g  U p  i n  A u s t r a l i a

the number of waves of data increases and the length
of time covered increases. The Household, Income
and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey,
which is now up to its fifth wave provides a good
example of this. For a study of development over
time such as LSAC, multi-wave design is critical. It is
intended that these children and their families will
be followed at two-yearly intervals until 2010, and
possibly beyond. As we write, the content and proce-
dures for Wave 2 (which goes into the field in 2006)
are being finalised, and planning for Waves 3 and 4
has already commenced.

Endnote

1 This response rate calculation assumes that the ‘non-
contacts’ would respond at the same rate as those who
could be contacted by an interviewer and is probably 
the most reasonable assumption. Nonetheless the fact
that more geographically mobile families are more 
likely to be a non-contact may introduce some biases
into the sample.
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informative ways. The analysis by Gray, Misson and
Hayes on patterns of grandparent care following
parental separation is an example of this.

While the articles in this edition illustrate the value
of a single cross-sectional wave of the LSAC data, its
true value will only be realised once it becomes a lon-
gitudinal study. The international experience is that
the value of longitudinal surveys increases rapidly as
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The last 20 years have seen enormous changes in family life, and children’s experiences in
their early years are vastly different today to the previous generation.
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Impacts of work on family life among partnered  
Work-to-family strain: Key associations
A key issue of investigation in all work-to-family strain
research is whether women and men experience this type of
spillover to the same extent or in the same manner. Early
writings focused on the different social roles played by
women and men and so considered that women were more
likely to prioritise family obligations over paid work and
men to prioritise paid work over family (Pleck 1977). Such
gender role differences would suggest that men are more
likely to incur negative spillover from work-to-family due to
a greater focus on their paid working roles (Voydanoff 2002). 

More recent studies have considered the links between role
conflict and perceived salience of each role. Rather than
assuming that women and men identify more strongly with
a particular domestic or work role, these studies have
attempted to measure gender differences in the importance
attached to each role and the extent to which this conflicts
with their current family and work circumstances (Cinamon
and Rich 2002a; 2002b; Westman and Etzion 1995).

Other studies have conceptualised work-to-family strain as
resulting from the multiple work and family roles that
working parents experience. According to this approach,
role strain occurs where individuals have difficulty fulfill-
ing the expectations and responsibilities in both the work
and family domains (Marshall and Barnett 1993). 

Consequently, a first question of interest that can be con-
sidered with the LSAC data is:

Do working mothers and working fathers experience
work-to-family strain to the same extent and in the
same manner?

Another variable that has generated a great deal of interest
with respect to work-to-family strain is that of hours in paid
work. There is a common perception that the more hours

Introduction
The last 30 years has seen significant change in the social
and economic roles of Australian parents. The dominant
“male breadwinner” model of the family of the 1950s and
1960s, where fathers worked full-time in paid employment
and mothers worked full-time in the home, has been
replaced by one in which it is more common for both par-
ents to undertake some level of paid work. While
internationally this has led to a plethora of research into
the impact of these changing roles on individual and fam-
ily wellbeing, there is still relatively little Australian
research in this area. Using a new data set of young chil-
dren and their families, this paper seeks in part to address
this deficiency by considering characteristics of the work
and family environments that are important in the experi-
ence of work-to-family strain.

The literature surrounding work–family balance recog-
nises that the interplay between the work and home
environments is crucial to the understanding of individual
and family wellbeing. It has long been recognised that
events that affect the feelings, attitudes and experiences of
a parent in either the family or work environment can
“spillover” into other spheres of a parent’s life. These
spillovers are usually characterised as work-to-family or
family-to-work and can be both positive and negative. 

This paper focuses only on one aspect of work–family
spillover, specifically the detrimental effect that work can
have on family life (work-to-family strain) and it identifies
(through the use of regression analysis) those characteris-
tics from both the work and family environments that are
associated with the level of strain experienced. The analysis
uses new Australian data based on a representative sample
of families with at least one child who was between three
and 18 months old or around 4-5 years old.

Based on the first wave of the Longitudinal Study of

Australian Children (LSAC), this paper investigates

potential sources of work-to-family strain for partnered parents of young children. The analysis identifies the importance of

gender, job characteristics and the nature of the family environment in exploring how working parents experience negative

spillover between their work and family lives.

M I C H A E L A L E X A N D E R  A N D  J E N N I F E R  B A X T E R
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someone works, the more negative will be its impact on the
individual and their family, and that the most negatively
affected workers are those who work the longest hours; how-
ever, the research around hours is far from conclusive on this
point. In her review of the work–family literature, Barnett
(1998) provides substantial evidence to “dispute the wide-
spread belief that long work hours exacerbate and reduced
work hours ameliorate work/social system issues” (p. 145). 

Australian evidence consistent with some of Barnett’s (1998)
findings on hours comes from Gray, Qu, Stanton and

date, there is minimal published data about the availability of
family-friendly working conditions in Australian workplaces
aside from some analyses of the 1995 Australian Workplace
Industrial Relations Survey (Gray and Tudball 2003; White-
house and Zetlin 1999).

In Australia, the characteristics of casual employment have
received considerable debate. On the one hand, casual
employment is seen as inferior and less rewarding work
(Pocock, Buchanan and Campbell 2002, 2004), but on the
other, it is a means by which parents may gain the flexibility

Weston’s (2004) research into long work hours and the well-
being of fathers. Using data from the Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, they found
that work-to-family strain was one of only two measures of
wellbeing (from a list of 13) where a less favourable outcome
was associated with longer work hours (after controlling for a
range of characteristics associated with hours worked). Gray
et al. (2004) went on to show that satisfaction with work
hours (rather than hours themselves) was more important in
explaining work-to-family strain, with greater satisfaction
with work hours being associated with less negative work-to-
family spillover for any given level of actual hours worked.
Interestingly, this effect was strongest for those fathers work-
ing 60 hours or more per week. However, despite the
ameliorating effect of satisfaction with hours, after controlling
for satisfaction with hours it was still true that work-to-family
strain was higher for fathers who worked longer hours.

More important to work-to-family strain than actual hours
worked appears to be the nature of the work itself – in partic-
ular, the perceived “quality”, complexity and skill level of the
job, as well as the degree of flexibility and schedule control a
worker has over their tasks. Work hours that encompass less
family-friendly work schedules (evening work, weekend
work, shiftwork, or excessive overtime) have been found to
be associated with greater work-to-family strain (Barnett
1998). In essence, these are measures of job-role quality and
in some studies job-role quality is measured using a single
index (Barnett, Marshall, Raudenbush and Brennan 1993),
with greater job-role quality being associated with lower 
levels of work-to-family strain. 

Consequently, it appears that jobs that have “family-friendly”
characteristics are likely to be a resource for parents in man-
aging the work–family balance, while those that lack these
characteristics will increase the strains on parents and be
more likely to increase negative work-to-family spillover. To

to juggle the demands of their work and family responsibili-
ties. The impact of casual employment (compared to
permanent, ongoing employment) on work-to-family strains
is therefore somewhat unclear – for some parents, the inse-
curity of casual employment may generate pressures
affecting family life, while for others it may provide the flex-
ibility needed to help parents meet their work and family
responsibilities. 

The effects of self-employment are similarly unclear. There
is evidence that some parents (especially mothers) are using
self-employment as a resource to help them better manage
their work–family lives (Gray and Hughes 2005; Hughes and
Gray 2005), although the long hours usually associated with
running a business could represent a significant demand on
the ability to balance work and family responsibilities.

So a second question of interest for this analysis is:

How do different work characteristics affect the way in
which working mothers and fathers experience work-to-
family strain?

Significant time constraints are a large part of the current
work and family discourse (Pocock 2003) and working par-
ents (particularly those with young children) are significantly
more likely to indicate they “always or often feel rushed or
pressured for time” compared to other workers (Bittman
2004). Women continue to do more of the domestic duties
than men (even when they perform similar number of hours
in paid work) and significantly more of the high stress and less
rewarding aspects of domestic duties (especially those around
child care – see Bittman and Wajcman 2004; Goward 2005).

In many studies, the presence of young children or others
needing care has been demonstrated to be associated with
more work-to-family strain (Barnett 1994; Barnett and Mar-
shall 1992a; 1992b), while the issue of household work can
have a negative effect if the division of household labour is
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responsibilities, my family time is less enjoyable and more
pressured”. Agreement was measured on a five-point Likert
scale, from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5)
and then the two scores were averaged to provide an overall
measure of “negative work-to-family spillover” (see Table 1).
The higher the value of the score the greater is the apparent
work-to-family strain. 

Table 1 shows that fathers were more likely than mothers
to report work-to-family strain, especially in relation to
missing out on home or family activities because of work.
Only 21 per cent of working fathers indicated they “dis-
agreed” or “strongly disagreed” with this statement,
compared with 46 per cent of working mothers. Mothers
and fathers were more similar in their response to the sec-
ond statement, with only about one-quarter of parents
agreeing with this statement. The overall measure of 
work-to-family strain was significantly higher for fathers
than for mothers (p-value<.001), indicating that on these
unadjusted scores, fathers were more likely to report work-
to-family strain than mothers. 

Analytic approach
As discussed earlier, there is a range of work and family
environment factors that can be expected to be associated
with the degree of work-to-family strain that working moth-
ers and fathers experience. In order to determine which
factors were associated with work-to-family strain, a regres-
sion model was tested (with full details available from the
authors) with a range of explanatory variables taken from
the existing literature. Importantly, in order to explore how
work-to-family strain, and its association with other factors,
varied between mothers and fathers, all explanatory vari-
ables were interacted with gender. That is, separate effects
were identified for mothers and fathers. This approach
allowed us to consider the impact on mothers and fathers
separately, as well as test whether the effect for mothers was
the same as that for fathers. In the results that follow, gender
differences that are significantly different are identified in
the text; otherwise, the reader can assume that the results
for mothers and fathers did not vary.

By using weighted data from both cohorts of the LSAC first
wave, the results from this analysis are broadly represen-
tative of the Australian population of couple parents who
have a child born between the two 12-month periods iden-
tified earlier.

Explanatory variables

The explanatory variables used in this analysis included
those relating to characteristics of the job, as well as 
family-level and personal characteristics. 

considered by parents to be “unfair” (Coltrane 2001). Inter-
estingly, a fair division is not necessarily interpreted as an
equal division, even for couples where they both do similar
amounts of paid work. Rather, attitudes surrounding appro-
priate gender roles within families appear to have a
profound impact on the perceived fairness of the division of
domestic responsibilities (Greenstein 1996; Wilkie, Ferree
and Ratcliff 1998). 

Parents fulfil various roles within the home (spouse and
parent) and the perceived “quality” of these roles has con-
sistently been demonstrated to be an important factor in
determining work-to-family strain, with greater perceived
quality being associated with less negative spillover (Bar-
nett et al. 1993; Greenstein 1996; Marshall and Barnett
1993; Milkie and Peltola 1999).

Therefore, a final question of interest for the analysis in
this paper is:

How do the demands and supports working parents
experience in the home environment influence how they
experience work-to-family strain?

The LSAC study
In addressing these three questions, this paper uses data
from the recently released first wave of the Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children (LSAC) – see Sanson and Gray
(2006) in this issue for a description of the study. The LSAC
sample is representative of all Australian children (citizens
and permanent residents) in each of two selected age
cohorts: children born between March 2003 and February
2004 (infants) and children born between March 1999 and
February 2000 (children aged 4-5 years). The collection of
information obtained in the first wave of LSAC was spread
over nine months, between March and November 2004. Con-
sequently, at the time the family were interviewed, the ages
of the infant children ranged between three and 19 months
and for the 4-5 year old children between 51 and 67 months.

The analysis in this paper is restricted to mothers and fathers
in couple families, who were working (and not on leave) at the
time of the survey. Both the infant and 4-5 year old cohorts
were used, but unlike other analyses of LSAC data, the par-
ents, and not the child, were the subject of the analysis. 

Measures of work-to-family strain

The LSAC survey contains two items relating to how work
‘spills over’ to the family environment in a negative way. Par-
ents were asked for their level of agreement to the following
two statements: (1) “Because of my work responsibilities, I
have missed out on home or family activities that I would
like to have taken part in”; and (2) “Because of my work

LSAC measure of work-to-family strainTable 1

Alpha score on work-to-family strain score was 0.71 for mothers and 0.55 for fathers.

Neither 
Strongly agree nor Strongly Mean 

Work-to-family strain items disagree Disagree disagree Agree agree Total score
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Because of my work responsibilities 
I havemissed out on home or family  
activities that I would like to have 
taken part in

Because of my work responsibilities
my family time is less enjoyable and 
more pressured

Mother 16.2 29.7 14.5 29.1 10.6 100.00 2.88

Father 4.5 16.7 13.0 44.5 21.3 100.00 3.61

Mother 21.0 35.7 20.3 18.2 4.9 100.00 2.50

Father 16.3 39.3 20.2 19.1 5.1 100.00 2.57

Negative work 
to family 
mean score

Mother’s 
mean score
2.69

Father’s 
mean score 3.09

}
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The job characteristics included own hours worked (plus
own hours squared to capture non-linear effects), occupa-
tional skill level and degree of freedom in how work is done.
Other job characteristics included whether parents pre-
ferred to work more, fewer or the same hours; whether start
and finish times could be varied if needed; whether hours
could be permanently changed; employee status (perma-
nent/casual employee or self-employed); and controls for
non-standard work schedules (sometimes works weekends;
works permanent night shift; or works some evenings).

Family-level variables were the partners’ hours worked (zero
if they did not work), age of the youngest child and number
of children, and indicators of whether the parent, their part-
ner or any of their children had a long-term medical
condition. Three scales were incorporated, reflecting differ-
ent dimensions of family life. A parenting self-efficacy scale
reflected parents’ own perception of the quality of their par-
enting skills. The Hendrick relationship quality score
(Hendrick 1988) was also included, measuring the quality of
the relationship between the parents. A “supports scale”
reflected the degree to which each parent felt supported by
their partner in relation to their needs as a parent. Also, two
variables captured possible effects of unequal division of
household labour by looking at the effect of doing more than
the fair share of childrearing, as well as other domestic tasks.
Finally, the analysis contains some control variables for total
family income, the age of the parent and whether a language
other than English was spoken at home.

Summary statistics and how the explanatory variables
were constructed are shown in the box on measurement
and summary statistics.

Results
Most of the job and family characteristics had significant
associations with work-to-family strain, and these are dis-
cussed in more detail below. To demonstrate the size of the
impact of a particular explanatory variable on the work-to-
family strain score, adjusted means were calculated for the
“average” mother and “average” father in data, allowing
the adjusted score to change only for the variable of inter-
est and holding the values of the other variables at the
mean values for mothers and fathers. For each explanatory
variable, we were able to test whether the effect for moth-
ers and fathers differed, and where this was the case, this
is highlighted in the text. Where the explanatory variable
was categorical, the significance of the adjusted mean
score from the reference category is shown.

Hours of paid work

Working longer hours was significantly associated with more
work-to-family strain for working mothers, up until around
48 hours, after which the negative impact started to decline
(Figure 1); however, only 5 per cent of working mothers usu-
ally worked more than 48 hours. For fathers, working longer
hours and greater work-to-family strain were also signifi-
cantly associated, but the relationship was weaker than for
mothers, and closer to a linear relationship (Figure 1). 

Preferred hours

The usual hours worked by parents were not necessarily
their preferred hours and this distinction was found to have
a strong association with work-to-family strain. Mothers and
fathers who preferred to work fewer hours had considerably

higher levels of work-to-family strain (Table 2), with the size
of these effects being the largest of all categorical variables in
the model (as shown by the difference in the adjusted mean
score in Table 2 compared to subsequent tables).

Mothers who preferred to be working more hours did not
differ in their levels of work-to-family strain from those
who were content with their usual hours. In contrast,
fathers who preferred to work more hours were more likely
to experience work-to-family strain, a result that is difficult
to interpret. Possibly, fathers in this situation do not have
ideal employment conditions, and may be in jobs that have
less flexibility with regard to work and family balance. 

Non-standard hours

Working non-standard hours can be an additional demand on
work-family balance and so variables were also included to
capture weekend work, evening work and permanent night
shift work. Working weekends was associated with a greater
tendency to experience work-to-family strain. On average,
mothers who worked on the weekend at least once a month
had a work-to-family strain score 0.12 higher than those who
did not, and fathers who worked on the weekend had a score
0.07 higher than those who did not (although the difference
between mothers and fathers was not statistically significant).

Adjusted mean work-to-family spillover score 
by usual hours worked(a)
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(a) Adjusted values were calculated by predicting scores from the regression model
for the “average” mother and “average” father (holding values of all variables
except hours constant at the mean for mothers or the mean for fathers). 
Scores range from 1 (least spillover) to 5 (most spillover).

Adjusted mean work-to-family spillover 
scores by preferred hours(a)

Table 2

(a) Adjusted values were calculated by predicting scores from the regression model
for the “average” mother and “average” father (holding values of all variables
except hours preferences constant at the mean for mothers or the mean for
fathers). Scores range from 1 (least spillover) to 5 (most spillover). 
(b) Difference in the adjusted mean work-to-family spillover score from the 
reference category.
*** p< 0.001,  ** p<0.01,  * p<0.05,  # p<0.1 

Adjusted mean Difference
Whether would prefer work-to- in adjusted  
to work different hours family strain mean(b)

Mothers Prefer fewer 3.06*** 0.54***
Prefer same (ref) 2.52 -
Prefer more 2.52 0.00

Fathers Prefer fewer 3.39*** 0.49***
Prefer same (ref) 2.90 -
Prefer more 3.04** 0.14**
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This result is partly explained by the different types of casual
jobs in which mothers and fathers in the sample were
employed. Mothers in casual jobs were predominantly in
professional or intermediate clerical positions with part-
time usual hours (15.1 hours per week on average). Casually
employed fathers, on the other hand, were predominantly in
the less skilled labouring and intermediate production jobs,
with some also in trades positions, all of which are predom-
inantly less family-friendly (less autonomy, lower skill, less
control over start and finish times). Also, most fathers in
these casual jobs worked close to full-time hours, with the
average usual hours worked being 34.8 hours.

Flexibility of hours

Parents were asked whether they could change the time they
start or finish their workday if required, and if so whether
these arrangements were available all the time or if they
required approval in special situations. Those parents with
the most flexible hours had significantly lower work-to-fam-
ily strain (Table 5). Those who could change their hours with
approval in special situations had less work-to-family strain
than those with no flexibility, but their strain was still signif-
icantly higher than for those with the most flexibility.
However, the size of the association between flexibility of
start and finish time and work-to-family strain was not sig-
nificantly different between mothers and fathers. 

Related to this is the ability to permanently change hours
if needed. Mothers, being more likely to be in casual or
part-time jobs, were much more likely to be able to per-
manently change their hours. Those parents who could
not permanently change their hours had higher levels of
work-to-family strain. For mothers this was associated
with an increase in the work-to-family strain score of 0.17
and for fathers of 0.12 (these effects were not significantly
different from each other). 

Autonomy at work

Parents were also asked about autonomy within their work
(see box on measurement and summary statistics for variable
construction). Those who had more freedom in how they
decide to do their work had significantly less work-to-family
strain. For example, for mothers the difference between two
points on the measurement scale equates to a reduction in the
work-to-family strain score of 0.07. The equivalent figure for
fathers was a reduction in the strain score of 0.06, although
again this effect did not differ significantly between mothers
and fathers.

Occupational skill level

To allow for the likelihood that work-to-family strain might
be associated with the skill level of occupations, the occu-
pational data were grouped into skill levels (ABS 1997).
This classification is a fairly rough measure of skill level
involving broad categories that are not based on self-
reported complexity in the job. These occupational
groupings reflect not only differences in skills required in
different occupations, but also different employment
arrangements or conditions (that were not otherwise con-
trolled for elsewhere in the model). 

Work was most likely to have a negative impact on family
in higher-skilled jobs, especially professionals, managers
and administrators and associate professionals. This effect
was larger for mothers than fathers, although the differ-
ences were small (see Table 6). 

While the impact of weekend work was significant, the size of
the impact was very small.

Work-to-family strain did not have a significant relation-
ship with evening or night work for mothers (see Table 3).
For fathers, working evenings or nights (whether perma-
nently or otherwise) was associated with more negative
spillover from work-to-family. 

Employment status

Compared to employees in permanent, ongoing employ-
ment, being self-employed was associated with a less
negative impact from work onto the family, both for mothers
and fathers. The effect was somewhat more pronounced for
mothers (reduced mean spillover scores of 0.15 compared to
0.08 for fathers – see Table 4); however, the difference
between mothers and fathers was not significant. These
results suggest that self-employment can be one means by
which parents manage work-to-family spillover.

Being a casual employee reduced the amount of negative
work-to-family spillover for mothers, although for fathers it
significantly increased it (Table 4). These findings suggest
that casual work may be a method by which mothers are able
to better balance aspects of work-family life, but for fathers
casual employment makes this balance more difficult. 

Adjusted mean work-to-family spillover 
scores by type of evening work(a)

Table 3

(a) Adjusted values were calculated by predicting scores from the regression model
for the “average” mother and “average” father (holding values of all variables except
hours preferences constant at the mean for mothers or the mean for fathers).
Scores range from 1 (least spillover) to 5 (most spillover). 
(b) Difference in the adjusted mean work-to-family spillover score from the 
reference category.
*** p< 0.001,  ** p<0.01,  * p<0.05,  # p<0.1 

Adjusted mean Difference
work-to- in adjusted  

family strain mean(b)

Mothers No evening/nights (ref) 2.63 -
Permanent night shift 2.70 0.07
Sometimes works 
evenings/nights 2.67 0.04

Fathers No evening/nights (ref) 3.00 -
Permanent night shift 3.16* 0.16*
Sometimes works 
evenings/nights 3.14*** 0.14***

Adjusted mean work-to-family spillover 
scores by employment status(a)

Table 4

(a) Adjusted values were calculated by predicting scores from the regression model
for the “average” mother and “average” father (holding values of all variables except
hours preferences constant at the mean for mothers or the mean for fathers).
Scores range from 1 (least spillover) to 5 (most spillover). 
(b) Difference in the adjusted mean work-to-family spillover score from the 
reference category.
*** p< 0.001,  ** p<0.01,  * p<0.05,  # p<0.1 

Adjusted mean Difference
work-to- in adjusted  

family strain mean(b)

Mother Permanent 2.71 -
employee (ref)
Casual employee 2.61* -0.10*
Self-employed 2.56*** -0.15***

Father Permanent 3.11 -
employee (ref)
Casual employee 3.30** 0.19**
Self-employed 3.03* -0.08*
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Children

The demands of the family environment are substantially
increased by the presence of children. Time-use data indicate
that parents perform a substantially higher amount of domes-
tic labour compared to couples without children, particularly
those with pre-school age children (Bittman 2004; Goward
2005). The demands of children are captured in the regres-
sion analysis by variables indicating the age of the youngest
child and the total number of children in the household.

Parents with a youngest child aged four or five were more
likely to report work-to-family strain than parents whose
youngest child was younger than four. This is not surprising
as mothers whose youngest child was in this older age group
were more likely to be working full-time hours (or at least
longer hours) than mothers with younger children. Also, the
needs of these older children in terms of child care and 
preschool were likely to be greater. The difference in the
work-to-family strain score was 0.10 for mothers and 0.12
for fathers (results that were not significantly different
between mothers and fathers). Also, each additional child
was associated with more work-to-family strain (an increase
in the work-to-family strain score of 0.05 per child for moth-
ers and 0.03 per child for fathers). 

Caring for others

Family demands can be substantially higher where there is
a family member with a long-term medical condition. To
capture this, variables were included to indicate whether
any child in the family, or either parent, had a long-term
medical condition. A parent having a long-term medical
condition did not have an impact on work-to-family strain.
Presumably, individuals had made the necessary adjust-
ments to their work and family roles in order to cope with
whatever their condition was. Where a child in the family
had a long-term medical condition, however, mothers expe-
rienced more work-to-family strain (an increase of 0.14 in
the work-to-family strain score) most likely reflecting the
greater caring role that mothers tend to play in these cir-
cumstances; fathers’ work-to-family strain was not affected.

Relationships and parenting

The LSAC data has a range of subjective measures on par-
enting and relationships. Two items were used that relate
to the amount of support partners provided each other
(see box on measurement and summary statistics), and
responses to these questions were averaged to create a
‘supports’ scale. A greater level of perceived support from
a partner was strongly and significantly associated with
less work-to-family strain. A one-unit increase on the sup-
ports scale meant a reduction of 0.09 for mothers and 0.13
for fathers in the negative work-to-family score.

To assess whether relationship quality had a significant
association with work-to-family strain, six items from the
Hendrick relationship quality scale were used (Hendrick
1988). As with the supports scale, relationship quality had
a strong association with the strain measure. A higher
value of relationship quality was associated with less work-
to-family strain. A one-unit increase in relationship quality
was associated with a decrease in work-to-family strain of
0.14 for mothers and 0.13 for fathers. Gender differences
were not significant.

Adjusted mean work-to-family spillover scores 
by flexibility of start/finish times(a)

Table 5

(a) Adjusted values were calculated by predicting scores from the regression model
for the “average” mother and “average” father (holding values of all variables except
hours preferences constant at the mean for mothers or the mean for fathers).
Scores range from 1 (least spillover) to 5 (most spillover). 
(b) Difference in the adjusted mean work-to-family spillover score from the 
reference category.
*** p< 0.001,  ** p<0.01,  * p<0.05,  # p<0.1 

Whether could sometimes Adjusted mean Difference
vary start and finish work-to- in adjusted  
times if required family strain mean(b)

Mothers Yes, able to work 2.57 -
flexible hours (ref)

Yes, with approval in 
special situations 2.72*** 0.15***

No, cannot change 
start and finish times 2.77*** 0.20***

Fathers Yes, able to work 3.03 -
flexible hours (ref)

Yes, with approval in 
special situations 3.13** 0.10**

No, cannot change 
start and finish times 3.22*** 0.19***

Adjusted mean work-to-family spillover 
scores by occupational skill level(a)

Table 6

(a) Adjusted values were calculated by predicting scores from the regression model
for the “average” mother and “average” father (holding values of all variables except
hours preferences constant at the mean for mothers or the mean for fathers).
Scores range from 1 (least spillover) to 5 (most spillover). 
(b) Difference in the adjusted mean work-to-family spillover score from the 
reference category.
*** p< 0.001,  ** p<0.01,  * p<0.05,  # p<0.1 

Adjusted mean Difference
work-to- in adjusted  

Occupational skill level family strain mean(b)

Mothers Managers, 2.71 -
administrators and 
professionals (ref)
Associate 2.69 -0.02
professionals 
Tradespersons and 2.58* -0.13*
related workers, 
advanced clerical 
and service workers 
Intermediate clerical, 2.58** -0.13**
sales and service 
workers, intermediate 
production and 
transport workers 
Elementary clerical, 
sales and service 
workers, labourers 
and related workers 2.64 -0.07

Fathers Managers, 3.14 -
administrators and 
professionals (ref)
Associate 3.13 -0.01
professionals 
Tradespersons and 3.07* -0.07*
related workers, 
advanced clerical 
and service workers 
Intermediate clerical, 3.06* -0.08*
sales and service 
workers, intermediate
production and 
transport workers 
Elementary clerical, 3.06# -0.08#
sales and service 
workers, labourers 
and related workers 
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Another measure was included to capture whether confi-
dence in parenting skills was related to the extent of
work-to-family strain. This was based on parents’ own rating
of their overall parenting ability (see box on measurement
and summary statistics). A higher parenting self-efficacy
score was related to lower work-to-family strain (with a one-
unit increase in self-efficacy equating to a 0.09 decrease for
mothers and 0.10 decrease for fathers). 

Finally, the impact of the distribution of unpaid work in the
home was considered by asking parents whether they per-
ceived they did their fair share of the childrearing tasks, as
well as the other domestic tasks. Unsurprisingly, working
mothers were about five times more likely to say they did
“more” or “much more” than their fair share of these tasks
than working fathers.

Interestingly, neither of these measures had a significant
relationship with work-to-family strain for mothers. For
fathers, however, doing more (or much more) than the fair
share of childrearing tasks was associated with significantly
less work-to-family strain (a difference of 0.17). These results
would suggest that fathers who are able to arrange their work
and family arrangements such that they can contribute more
than their fair share to the childrearing will also reap the
rewards by having less negative work-to-family spillover.

Gender differences

It was observed earlier (in Table 1) that for the LSAC data,
working fathers report significantly more work-to-family
strain than do working mothers on the unadjusted measure.
After modelling the measure of work-to-family strain, how-
ever, the gender main effect is no longer significant,
(although the paper has identified some job and home char-
acteristics where mothers differed from fathers). This means
that once the observed job, family and individual character-
istics were controlled for, there was no significant difference
on the strain score between mothers and fathers. 

Discussion
Apart from a couple of exceptions, the associations found
between work-to-family strain and a range of work and fam-
ily environment variables were found to be in line with results
from previous studies. The results from the regression model
clearly demonstrate the importance of different work
arrangements for how parents experience negative spillover
from their work to their family environment. More favourable
associations (that is, less negative spillover) were found for
jobs where parents had greater control over how the work was
performed (higher autonomy), more flexibility in terms of
start and finish times and a capacity to permanently change
the number of hours they work if necessary. Being self-
employed (compared to being a permanent employee) was
also beneficial to parents in balancing their work and family
life, as was casual employment for mothers. Given that the
majority of working mothers with pre-school age children
work part-time, this could indicate that casual employment
provides mothers with the flexibility they need at this point of
their working lives, or it could reflect a lack of permanent
part-time jobs with the necessary conditions that working
mothers require. Casual jobs were certainly not conducive to
working fathers trying to balance their work and family life. 

Less favourable associations between spillover and work
arrangements were found where parents worked non-stan-
dard hours (some weekends or, for fathers, permanent night

Measurement and summary statistics

Variables in regression model Mothers Fathers Total

Mean 
(continuous/interval variables)

Usual hours worked per week 22.3 46.8 38.0
Partner’s usual hours worked 44.6 10.6 22.9
Age (years) 33.8 35.6 34.9
Number of children 2.1 2.2 2.2
Total gross weekly couple income (log) 7.2 7.2 7.2
Support from partner scale: Based on 
mean of two items measured on a five-
point scale from ‘never’ (1) to ‘always’ (5)
‘How often is your partner a resource or 4.3 4.5 4.4
support to you in raising your child(ren)?’
and ‘How often do you feel your partner 
understands and is supportive of your 
needs as a parent?’
Amount of control in job: Single item response 
measured on five-point scale from ‘strongly 
disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (5)
‘I have a lot of freedom to decide how 3.7 3.7 3.7
I do my own work’
Parenting self-efficacy scale: Single item 
response measured on five-point scale 
from ‘not very good at being a parent’ 
(1) to ‘a very good parent’ (5)
‘Overall, as a parent, do you feel that you are…’ 4.0 4.0 4.0
Hendrick relationship quality: Based on 
mean of six items measured on differing 
five-point scales, for example:
‘How well does your partner meet your 4.3 4.4 4.4
needs?’ and ‘How many problems are 
there in your relationship?’

Column percentages 
(categorical variables)

Prefer fewer hours 24.3 39.9 34.3
Prefer the same hours 63.7 53.9 57.4
Prefer more hours 12.0 6.3 8.3

Could vary start/finish times - flexible hours 56.3 47.7 50.8
Could vary with approval 25.9 32.6 30.2
Could not vary start/finish times 17.7 19.8 19.0

Could permanently change hours 62.8 38.7 47.4
Could not permanently change hours 37.2 61.3 52.6

Never works weekends 53.7 38.3 43.8
Sometimes works weekends 46.3 61.7 56.2

Never works evenings/nights 48.0 30.4 36.8
Permanent night work 1.5 2.5 2.2
Sometimes works evenings/nights 50.5 67.1 61.1

Permanent employee 54.5 71.2 65.1
Casual employee 19.3 4.5 9.8
Self-employed 26.3 24.3 25.0

Managers administrators and professionals 35.1 35.0 35.1
Associate professionals 11.8 16.0 14.5
Tradespersons and related workers; 15.1 22.2 19.6
Advanced clerical and service workers 
Intermediate clerical sales and service 24.7 17.2 19.9
workers; intermediate production and 
transport workers 
Elementary clerical sales and service 
workers; labourers and related workers 13.3 9.6 10.9

Youngest child aged under 4 67.3 75.4 72.5
Youngest child aged 4 or 5 32.7 24.6 27.5

Main language is English 90.0 89.2 89.5
Main language is not English 10.0 10.8 10.5

Percentages 
(binary variables)

Child has medical condition 22.7 22.7 22.7
Parent has medical condition 23.4 20.1 21.3
Parent’s partner has medical condition 20.6 24.3 23.0
Does more/much more than fair share 57.2 10.5 27.3
of childrearing
Does more/much more than fair share 61.6 13.1 30.6
of domestic tasks
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shifts) or where parents preferred to work fewer hours than
their usual hours (even after taking into account the effect
this would have on income). Working longer hours was pre-
dominantly associated with less favourable outcomes,
although for mothers this was tempered somewhat, with
negative spillover reducing marginally at very long hours.
The effect of occupational skill level for both parents is con-
sistent with the findings for hours, at least for those in
managerial, professional and associate professional posi-
tions, which were associated with greater negative spillover.
These are also the occupations with the longest hours.

The models also demonstrate the importance of differing
family circumstances for balancing work and family life.
Those who felt they had more support from their partner (in
raising children and understanding their parental role), had
a higher quality relationship with their partner, and felt
more competent as a parent, indicated less work-to-family

Barnett, R. C., Marshall, N. L., Raudenbush, S. W. & Brennan, R. T. (1993),
“Gender and the relationship between job experiences and psychological
distress: A study of dual-earner couples”, Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, vol. 64, no. 5, pp. 794-806.
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show”, in N. Folbre & M. Bittman (eds), Family time: the social organiza-
tion of care (pp. 152-170), Routledge, London.

Bittman, M. & Wajcman, J. (2004), “The rush hour: the quality of leisure
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Cinamon, R. G. & Rich, Y. (2002a), “Gender differences in the importance
of work and family roles: Implications for work-family conflict”, Sex
Roles, vol. 47, no. 11, pp. 531-541.

Cinamon, R. G. & Rich, Y. (2002b), “Profiles of Attribution of Importance to
Life Roles and their Implications for the Work-family Conflict”, Journal
of Counseling Psychology, vol. 49, pp. 212-220.

Coltrane, S. (2001), “Research on household labor: Modeling and measuring
the social embeddedness of routine family work”, in R. M. Milardo (ed.),
Understanding families in the new millenium: A decade in review
(pp. 427-452), NCFR, Minneapolis, MN.

Goward, P. (2005), Striking the balance : women, men, work and family :
discussion paper 2005, Sex Discrimination Unit Human Rights and
Equal Opportunity Commission, Sydney. 

strain. Increased strain was also associated with having a
youngest child closer to school age (compared to younger)
and with more children in the family. Having a child with a
long-term health condition also increased the negative
spillover for working mothers, perhaps reflecting the greater
caring role mothers tend to play in these circumstances.

Interestingly, perceived fairness in the household division
of labour was not associated with strain for mothers, but
was associated with strain for fathers, particularly with
respect to childrearing. Working fathers who perceived
they did more than their fair share of the childrearing
(which admittedly was only about 1 in 10 working fathers)
unambiguously had more favourable outcomes with
respect to work-to-family spillover.

Finally, based on unadjusted scores, working fathers
reported greater levels of work-to-family strain than did
working mothers. However, once the social roles of moth-
ers and fathers are controlled for through variables
capturing the nature of the work and home environments,
this difference was no longer statistically significant. In
other words, the difference was largely a product of the cir-
cumstances that mothers and fathers find themselves in,
rather than any intrinsic identification with a particular
work or family role.
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Young children 
and their 
grandparents

of increased life expectancy for longer workforce par-
ticipation and hence for grandparents’ caring roles
have been prominent in Australia and elsewhere.

Surprisingly little is known about the nature of
grandparenting in Australia. For example, there is
relatively little data on the proportion of children
who have contact with their grandparents and on
how often children see their grandparents. While
more is known about the extent to which children
receive care from their grandparents, this is also an
area in which there is relatively little data. One of
the few Australian sources of data is the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Child Care Survey that
provides some information on the numbers of chil-
dren receiving care from grandparents (ABS 2002). 

Information about grandparenting is important for
several reasons. For example, grandparents’ care for
their grandchildren can enable parents to be 
in paid employment. The rights of grandparents 
to have contact with their grandchildren and the

t has been recognised for some time that
attachment relationships are vitally
important for children (Bowlby 1982;
1973) and that children are attached to
significant others, beyond their relation-

ship with their primary caregiver (Schaffer and
Emerson 1964). While relationships with grand-
mothers and their contribution to child care have
been, and continue to be prominent, relationships
with grandfathers are of growing interest (Roberto,
Allen & Blieszner 2001). 

Grandparents have always played an important role
in raising children and family life in general and var-
ious aspects of ‘grandparenting’ are increasingly
discussed in social policy debates. On the one 
hand, the role of grandparents in providing care
(Goodfellow & Laverty 2003; COTA National Seniors
2003), especially where they provide sole care for
their grandchildren (Orb & Davey 2004), is increas-
ingly a topic of policy interest (Poole 2005; Dench
and Ogg 2002). On the other hand, the implications

II
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Young children 
and their 
grandparents
The relationships children have with

significant adults, including their

grandparents, are the foundation of their

development. The Growing Up in Australia

study provides new information on how

much time young children are spending

with their grandparents.
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grandchild (from the grandparent’s per-
spective). LSAC also provides detailed
information on any other non-parental
care received by the child, allowing
comparisons between grandparent care
and other forms of care.

This paper uses the first wave of LSAC,
collected during 2004, to estimate the
extent to which young children have
face-to-face contact with, and receive
regular care from, their grandparents.
Of particular interest is the impact of
children having a parent living else-
where on the frequency of face-to-face
contact with grandparents. It also
examines the nature of the relationship
between the child and grandparent
where the grandparent provides regu-
lar care, and how this compares with
the relationship between the children
and their centre-based carers.

Face-to-face contact between 
children and grandparents

Living with grandparents

While much of the recent policy debate
has been about grandparents who are
raising their grandchildren, the num-
ber of children in this situation is quite
small. According to the ABS Family
Characteristics Survey 2003, there
were about 22,500 grandparent fami-
lies with children aged 0-17 years in
Australia.1 This represents around one
per cent of all families with children
aged 0-17 years. 

While being raised by grandparents is
quite rare, living in a household in
which grandparents reside is much

more common. Estimates from the LSAC are that
6.7 per cent of infants and 4.4 per cent of 4 to 5 year
olds were living with a grandparent. Of the infants
living with grandparents, 4.5 per cent were with a
maternal grandparent, and 1.9 per cent with a
paternal grandparent. For a further 0.4 per cent of
children, it could not be determined from the ques-
tionnaire response whether it was a paternal or
maternal grandparent. Of the 4-5 year olds, 2.8 per
cent were living with a maternal grandparent, 1.2
per cent with a paternal grandparent, and for 0.4
per cent it could not be determined whether they
were a paternal or maternal grandparent.

Face-to-face contact

The LSAC survey asks the parent who provides the
most care for the child (‘Parent 1’) about how often
the child sees their grandparent or grandparents. The
main limitation of the LSAC data for analysing con-
tact between children and their grandparents is that
it does not identify face-to-face contact separately

extent to which these should be taken into account
by the Family Court of Australia and the Federal
Magistrates Court are issues of current public policy
concern. For example, a recommendation of the
House of Representatives Standing Committee 
on Family and Community Affairs report, Every 
Picture tells A Story, is that grandparents be 
specifically mentioned in clauses of the Family Law
Act 1975 relating to contact and residence orders.
This issue has been raised as being important by fam-
ilies who have experienced parental separation
(Smyth 2004). 

Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children (LSAC) provides a new and rich
source of data on the extent to which young children
(infants and 4 to 5 year olds) have face-to-face con-
tact with their grandparents, and the factors
associated with such contact. Detailed information
was collected from grandparents who provide regular
care for their grandchildren on a range of dimensions
of the relationship between the grandparent and the
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Child-grandparent contact and parental separation

A much debated question is the impact of
parental relationship breakdown on contact
between children and their grandparents. In
particular, there are concerns about the diffi-
culties that some grandparents have seeing
their grandchildren following relationship
breakdown (Ferguson 2004). 

There is only limited Australian data on the
level and pattern of grandchild–grandparent
contact following divorce. To our knowledge
the only data on this issue is that of Weston
(1992). This study based on a survey of 511
divorced parents five to eight years after their mar-
riage ended was conducted by AIFS. According to
this survey the majority of children had contact
with at least one set of grandparents weekly or
monthly (over 80 per cent). 

Although the proportion of children with contact
with grandparents is high following parental separa-
tion, analysis by Weston (1992) suggests that
children’s living arrangements influenced the
amount of contact they have with each set of grand-
parents. Children living primarily with their mother
were much more likely to have frequent contact with
their maternal grandparents than with their paternal
grandparents. Over a third of resident mothers
reported that their children rarely or never had con-
tact with their paternal grandparents, but this was
dependent on whether or not contact between the
non-resident father and his children was occurring.
Furthermore, frequent contact with paternal grand-
parents was much more likely when the children
were living with the father than the mother (84 per
cent of resident fathers and only 35 per cent of resi-
dent mothers reported at least monthly contact
between their children and their paternal grandpar-
ents). In other words, paternal grandparent contact
mirrored paternal involvement in the child’s life.

Weston (1992) also asked parents a direct question
about whether the divorce affected relationships
between children and their grandparents. While the
majority of parents did not believe this to be the
case, a substantial minority (about 40 per cent) felt
that the divorce had a damaging effect on the chil-
dren’s relationship with their grandparents on the
non-resident parent’s side of the family.

In a small scale qualitative study conducted in the
United Kingdom, Douglas and Ferguson (2003)
found that resident mothers were more likely to

with each grandparent so it is not possible, for exam-
ple, to distinguish between maternal and paternal
grandparents. Information on face-to-face contact
between children and grandparents was gathered
using a self-complete questionnaire for Parent 1. This
questionnaire had a non-completion rate of 15 per
cent and so for this group there is no information on
face-to-face contact with grandparents. 

Only a very small proportion of the children had 
no grandparent alive (1 per cent of the infants and
1.2 per cent of the 4 to 5 year olds) (Table 1). The
most striking feature of Table 1 is that there are
very few children who have no face-to-face contact
with at least one grandparent (2.9 per cent of
infants and 2.6 per cent of 4 to 5 year olds). A sub-
stantial majority of grandchildren see their
grandparents at least every month or more fre-
quently (78.9 per cent of infants and 74.9 per cent
of 4 to 5 year olds). Overall, infants saw their 
grandparents slightly more often than 4 to 5 year
olds, but the differences are very small.

Face-to-face contact between children and grandparents by
parental relationship status and birth cohort, 2004 

Table 2

Infant 4 to 5 year olds
Has parent No parent Has parent No parent 

living living living living 
elsewhere elsewhere elsewhere elsewhere

% % % %

Every day 27.6 11.7 18.6 10.7

At least every week 41.2 49.7 37.9 46.1

At least every month 14.0 17.0 15.8 18.6

A few times a year 5.1 11.8 13.9 13.8

Rarely 5.5 6.1 8.7 7.2

No contact 5.2 2.7 3.6 2.4

No grandparent 1.5 1.0 1.4 1.2

Number 387 3,833 666 3,463
Notes: Children who lived with their parents and grandparent(s) are included in this table.
There are 2 infants and five 4 to 5 year olds where grandparents have custody of the study
child. These children are included in this table. Estimates are weighted to population
benchmarks. Shared care is included as having a parent living elsewhere.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.

Face-to-face contact between children and grandparents 
by birth cohort, 2004

Table 1

Notes: Children who lived with their parents and grandparent(s) are included in this 
table. There are 2 infants and five 4 to 5 year olds where grandparents have custody of the
study child. These children are included in this table. Estimates are weighted to 
population benchmarks.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.

4 to 5 
Infants year olds

% %
Every day 13.2 12.0

At least every week 48.9 44.8

At least every month 16.8 18.1

A few times a year 11.2 13.8

Rarely 6.0 7.5

No contact 2.9 2.6

Does not have any grandparents 1.0 1.2

Number 4,223 4,138

Children living primarily with their
mother were much more likely to have 
frequent contact with their maternal
grandparents than with their 
paternal grandparents.
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with their grandparent as compared to 2.7 per
cent of those with no parent living elsewhere.
For the 4 to 5 year old cohort, amongst those
with a parent living elsewhere 3.6 per cent had
no contact as compared to 2.4 per cent of those
with no parent living elsewhere. However, given
the relatively small numbers with no contact,
caution should be used in interpreting the
absence of contact with grandparents. 

A possible explanation for the much higher
rates of seeing grandparent(s) every day
amongst children with a parent living else-
where is that the resident parent (usually the
mother) is more likely to be living with their
parent (the grandparent of the child) than
those without a parent living elsewhere.

Infants with a parent living elsewhere are
much more likely to be living with their
grandparent(s) than are those without a par-
ent living elsewhere (24.0 per cent as
compared to 4.6 per cent) (Table 3). Of the
infants with a parent living elsewhere who see
their grandparent(s) every day, 61.6 per cent
are living with a grandparent. For the 4 to 5
year old cohort, 8.3 per cent of children with

a parent living elsewhere are living with a grand-
parent and that is higher than the 3.5 per cent of
children living with a grandparent who do not have
a parent living elsewhere. The difference is much
smaller for 4 to 5 year olds than for infants.

This pattern may be explained by two factors. First,
single mothers with an infant may be more likely to
return to live with their parents but this may last for
a relatively short period of time. Second, some
women will have never lived with the father of their
child and may have been living with their parents at
the time they conceived the study child. It is not
possible to distinguish between these explanations
using the LSAC data. 

Caring by grandparents
Many children are regularly cared for by their
grandparents. By ‘care’ we mean that the child was
regularly cared for by someone other than the par-
ents (or other primary carer) during the month
prior to the survey. The LSAC data provides infor-
mation on up to three types of regular care that
children may experience.

Proportion of children living with grandparent(s) by 
parental relationship status and birth cohort, 2004

Table 3

Notes: Estimates are weighted to population benchmarks. Includes two infants and five 
4 to 5 year olds who are in the custody of their grandparents.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004

describe the maternal grandparent–child relation-
ship as close and involving frequent contact. This
was less likely to be the case for the relationship
between children and their paternal grandparents.
The paternal grandparents in this study tended to
rely on fathers to facilitate contact between them
and their grandchildren.

The LSAC survey contains information on whether
the child has a parent living elsewhere. We use this
information to construct a measure of relationship
breakdown (or the parents never having lived
together). While it is possible for the parents to be
in a married or in a marriage-like relationship and
living separately, this is unusual, particularly for
parents of young children.

Children with a parent living elsewhere were more
likely to see a grandparent daily than children with-
out a parent living elsewhere. Amongst the infant
cohort, 27.6 per cent of those with a parent living
elsewhere see a grandparent every day as compared
to 11.7 per cent of those with no parent living else-
where (Table 2). Of the 4 to 5 year old cohort, 18.6
per cent of this with a parent living elsewhere and
10.7 per cent of those with no parent living else-
where saw a grandparent every day. It is interesting
that, for those with a parent living elsewhere, the
proportion seeing a grandparent is higher amongst
the younger age group. However, amongst those
with no parent living elsewhere, there is no differ-
ence between the age cohorts in the proportion
seeing a grandparent everyday.

Although children with a parent living elsewhere were
more likely to see a grandparent daily, they were also
slightly more likely to have no face-to-face contact
with any grandparent than children without a parent
living elsewhere. In the infant cohort, 5.2 per cent of
those with a parent living elsewhere had no contact

Infant 4 to 5 year olds
Has parent No parent Has parent No parent 

living living living living 
elsewhere elsewhere elsewhere elsewhere

% % % %

Living with 24.0 4.6 8.3 3.5
grandparent(s)

Number 545 4,552 860 4,109
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Regular care by grandparents

While the proportion of children having contact
with their grandparents is high, a smaller propor-
tion of children receive regular care from a
grandparent. Slightly less than one in five infants
(18.0 per cent) received care on a regular basis from
their grandparents (Table 4).2 In 13.2 per cent of
cases the grandparent care was the only form of
non-parental care the child received and in 4.8 per
cent of cases grandparent care was combined with
other forms of care. 

A similar proportion of 4 to 5 year olds received reg-
ular care from their grandparents (17.3 per cent).
This is interesting given that 95.6 per cent of 4 to 5
year olds were attending a school, pre-school,
kindergarten or child care centre. Thus, in contrast
to the infant cohort, in only 0.6 per cent of cases
was grandparent care the only type of non-parental
care received. (Unreported analysis shows that hav-
ing a parent living elsewhere does not affect the
extent to which children are regularly cared for by
grandparents.)

For both age cohorts, grandparent care was on aver-
age for a shorter period of time than time spent in
child care centres (Table 5). For infants receiving
grandparent care, the average number of hours per
week was 12, and for 4 to 5 years olds it was 11
hours per week. For both cohorts, the average num-
ber of hours spent in child care centres was 19
hours per week. Grandparent care was correspond-
ingly for fewer days per week on average than
centre-based child care. 

The distribution of hours per week (Figure 1) and
days per week (Figure 2) of grandparent care are
very similar for infants and 4 to 5 year olds. Grand-
parent care arrangements typically involved care
on either 1 or 2 days/week, but occasionally
involved care on up to 7 days/week (Figure 2). 

The majority of grandparents caring for children
were not paid for the care they provided, with just
4.9 per cent of grandparents receiving remunera-
tion for caring for an infant, and 8.3 per cent of
grandparents for caring for 4 to 5 year olds. For the
infants, 60.9 per cent of grandparent care arrange-
ments involved only one adult caring for the child,
while 35.9 per cent involved two, and 3.2 per cent
involved three or more adults supervising. For the 4
to 5 year olds, 46.2 per cent of grandparent care
arrangements involved only one adult caring for the
child, while 47.1 per cent involved two and 6.7 per
cent involved three or more adults providing care.
Infants were more likely than 4 to 5 year olds to
receive this care in their own home (43.5 and 31.2
per cent respectively).

Main reason for using child care

Table 6 shows the main reason parents stated for
their most frequently used child care type (main
care type). There are differences between age
cohorts in the LSAC questionnaire in the question
about the main reason for using child care. For the

Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.
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Hours/week

Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.

4 to 5 
Infants year olds

% %
Average hours per week

Grandparent care 12 11

Child care centre 19 19

Average number of days per week

Grandparent care 2.02 2.11

Child care centre 2.41 2.64

Hours and day per week by type of care and birth 
cohort, 2004

Table 5

Proportion of children regularly cared for by 
grandparent(s) by birth cohort, 2004

Table 4

Notes: Estimates are weighted to population benchmarks. 
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.

4 to 5 
Infants year olds

% %

Cared for by grandparent 18.0 17.3

Cared for grandparent and no other care 13.2 0.6

Cared for grandparent and other care 4.8 16.7

Number 5,105 4,981
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Main reason for using child care by main child care typeTable 6

Infant 4 to 5 year olds

Grandparent Child care Grandparent Child care 
centre centre

% % % %
Parent’s work or study commitments 69.4 78.6 73.9 65.5

Parent’s sport, shopping, social or community activities 12.0 0.9 5.2 2.1

Give parent a break or time alone 10.0 10.1 3.7 9.1

So parent can attend to her/his own, partner’s or relatives’ health needs 0.8 0.6 0.5 0.3

Good for child’s social development 0.5 5.0 1.8 12.6

Good for child’s intellectual or language development 0.0 0.4 0.3 2.0

Respite care for the child 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.4

To mix with other children of the same age 0.0 1.8 1.0 3.9

To establish relationships grandparents 3.6 0.0 10.4 0.3

Other for parent’s benefit 1.2 0.5 0.7 0.4

Other for child’s benefit 0.7 0.3 0.7 1.4

Other unspecified 1.8 1.7 1.7 2.1

Notes: Estimates are weighted to population benchmarks. Includes two infants and five 4 to 5 year olds who are in the custody of their grandparents.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004

infant cohort, this question is ‘What is the main 
reason that the child is using regular child care
arrangements at present’. For the 4 to 5 year olds
the question about the main reason for using child
care is about non-parental care other than school,
pre-school or kindergarten since the majority of
children are in one of these forms of educational
institution.

For both grandparent care and centre-based child
care, the main reason given by parents for using child
care was for the parent’s work or study commitments.

Amongst infants being cared for by a grandparent,
69.4 per cent of parents cited work or study commit-
ments as the main reason for using the care. For 4 to
5 year olds being cared for by grandparents, 73.9 per
cent of parents gave this reason. These reasons were
also cited by two-thirds to three-quarters of parents
who used centre-based care.

The second and third most common reasons for
using grandparent care were ‘Parents’ sport, shop-
ping, social or community activities’ and to ‘Give
parent a break or time alone’ for the parents of the

Reasons for using grandparent
care were ‘Parents’ sport,
shopping, social or community
activities’ and to ‘Give parent 
a break or time alone.
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The scale items can be categorised into four factors:
warmth, conflict/anger; dependency; and open
communication.3 The average scores for each of the
factors are presented in Figure 3.4 The detailed
results for each item of the Pianta Student-Teacher
Relationship Scale is available from the authors on
request. While both grandparents and centre-based
carers reported relatively high levels of warmth,
open communication and high relationship quality
and relatively low levels of conflict/anger and
dependency, there are some differences between
these two groups. 

Overall, grandparents reported having better rela-
tionships with the infant than centre-based carers.
Grandparents reported having a warmer relation-
ship with the infant than did centre-based carers
(Figure 3). Grandparents also reported more 
open communication and a better overall relation-
ship quality with the infant than the centre-
based carers. These differences are statistically 
significant

In terms of the conflict/anger and dependency
scales there were no statistically significant differ-
ences between grandparents and centre-based
carers. However, the conflict/anger scale includes
the item ‘Dealing with this child drains my energy’.
Given that everything else being equal, older people
are more likely to report that dealing children
drains their energy, we reconstruct the anger/con-
flict scale excluding this item. For the modified
scale, grandparents reported significantly lower lev-
els of conflict/anger than the centre-based carers.

The vast majority of grandparents reported having a
good relationship with their grandchildren. While
they were willing to admit to varying degrees of
problems on the conflict/anger, dependency and
open communication items, they very strongly
endorsed the warmth items. 

infant cohort. The parents of the 4 to 5 year old
cohort were less likely to say that they use grand-
parent care for these reasons. The chance to
establish relationships with grandparents was more
commonly cited for 4 to 5 year olds than infants
(10.4 per cent versus 3.6 per cent).

The child’s social development was less commonly
cited by those predominantly using grandparent
care than those using centre-based child care, par-
ticularly for the 4 to 5 year old cohort. 

Parents of the infant cohort were asked to rate their
overall satisfaction with their main child care type.
Overall, parents were satisfied or very satisfied with
their child care arrangements. Parents were sub-
stantially more likely to indicate that they ‘very
satisfied’ regarding grandparent care (92.4 per cent)
than for centre-based child care (67.7 per cent).

The nature of relationships between 
children and grandparents
The quality of the relationship between children and
their grandparents can have an impact upon the 
wellbeing of the grandparent as well as on the devel-
opmental outcomes for the child. In this section the
nature of the relationship between children and
grandparents is explored and compared to that
between centre-based carers and the children in their
care. We use centre-based carers as the comparison
group since they are not related to the study child. 

The LSAC collects carer-report information on the
relationship between carers (including grandpar-
ents providing regular care) and the child from a
series of questions on different aspects of their rela-
tionship to the study child. The questions comprise
a short-form of the Pianta Student-Teacher Rela-
tionship Scale (Pianta 2001). For the infant cohort,
when care by a grandparent was the main type of
care and the parent of the study child gave consent
for this, the grandparent was asked to fill in a ques-
tionnaire about the care they provided—211
grandparents agreed to fill in the questionnaire. 

Scores on Pianta Student-Teacher relationship scale for
grandparents and centre-based carers

Figure 3
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Conclusion
The analyses of LSAC data, pro-
vided above, cast new light on
the nature of grandparenting in
Australia. They illuminate the
patterns of grandparent involve-
ment and the nature of their
relationships with grandchil-
dren. In addition to showing the
extent of contact, they provide
insights into the relationship of
grandparent contact, both to the
age of children and to the struc-

ture of their families. Around three-quarters of
children have at least monthly contact with their
grandparents, for children with a parent living else-
where contact is more likely to be with the
maternal grandparents. Overall, very few children
have no contact, although parental separation sub-
stantially alters the pattern of contact.

While a minority (about 1 in 5 infants and 4-5 year
old children) are cared for by a grandparent on a
regular basis, this is still a major contribution by
grandparents to the care of children. Although work
and study are the most common reasons parents
give for the use of formal care as well as grandparent
care, there is evidence of the priority that families
place on the relationship with grandparents, in its
own right, and their recognition of its role in chil-
dren’s development.

For policy makers the data reported above highlight
the salience of grandparents in the lives of young
children. They provide some valuable insights into
the ways in which family structure, separation and
divorce impact on these relationships. After divorce,
grandparents play a particularly important role in
caring for infants and assisting in raising the child.
Their role tends to reduce in such families as chil-
dren get older. Future research needs to focus more
directly on the patterns of contact with grandparents
following separation and divorce. While for children
with a parent living elsewhere, the data show greater
contact with the maternal grandparents, more needs
to be known about the patterns of contact with 
paternal grandparents and the factors that influence
these. With longitudinal data, we will be able to look
at the influence of grandparent care on children’s
developmental outcomes and for understanding 
variation and change in key social relationships for
children, including those with their grandparents.
These will be key elements of the analysis of future
waves of this rich data set.

G r o w i n g  U p  i n  A u s t r a l i a

Endnotes

1 Families in which grandparent(s) is/are the guardians of chil-
dren aged 0–17 years.

2 The LSAC estimates can be benchmarked against the ABS’s
2002 Child Care Survey. Although there are differences in
the questions between LSAC and the Child Care Survey the
two surveys are broadly comparable. The main difference is
that the Child Care Survey refers to child care actually used
in the last week, whereas LSAC asks about regular arrange-
ments in the last month. Another difference is that LSAC
explicitly excludes casual babysitting, something which is
included in the ABS Child Care Survey. However, overall the
estimates are similar with the 2002 Child Care Survey esti-
mating that 22.1 per cent of children under one-year and 20.7
per cent of 4 to 5 year olds were cared for by a grandparent. 

3 The items in the warmth factor are: ‘I share an affectionate,
warm relationship with this child’; ‘If upset, this child will seek
comfort from me’; ‘This child is uncomfortable with physical
affection or touch from me’; and ‘My interactions with this
child make me feel effective and confident’. The items in the
conflict/anger factor are: ‘ This child and I always seem to be
struggling with each other (i.e. having a hard time getting
along)’; ‘ This child easily becomes angry at me’; ‘ Dealing with
this child drains my energy’; ‘ When this child is in a bad mood,
I know we’re in for a long and difficult day’; ‘Despite my best
efforts, I’m uncomfortable with how this child and I get along’;
and ‘ This child whines or cries when he/ she wants something
from me’. The items in the dependency factor are: ‘This child
reacts strongly to separation from me’; and ‘This child is overly
dependent on me’. The open communication factor is a single
item ‘It is easy to be in tune with what child is feeling.

4 For the full scale a=.68, warmth a=.65, conflict/anger a=.60,
dependency a=.60 
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Research from overseas suggests that the neighbourhood and community in which children live influence

children’s development. Is this the case in Australia and, if so, which children are most affected?

a village?
Does it take 

and obesity (Timperio, Crawford, Telford
and Salmon 2004; Hume, Salmon and

Ball 2005; Timperio, Salmon, Telford and Crawford
2005), and one older study on children’s emotional and
social adjustment (Homel and Burns 1989). 

Homel and Burns (1989) reported that children with
higher levels of worry, fear, anger and unhappiness lived
in disadvantaged neighbourhoods (neighbourhoods
where a higher percentage of the workforce were unem-
ployed and unskilled, and a higher percentage of single
parents). Children living in these disadvantaged neigh-
bourhoods also had lower levels of social adjustment
than those living in more advantaged neighbourhoods. 

Aspects of the physical environment of neighbour-
hoods have been associated with physical activity and
obesity in Australian children (Timperio et al. 2004;
Hume et al. 2005; Timperio et al. 2005). For instance,
girls aged 5-6 and 10-12 years were less physically
active if public transport was limited in their neigh-
bourhood, if they had to cross several roads to reach
play areas (older girls only), and if there were no parks
or sports grounds near home (older girls only). Boys
aged 10-12 years were also less physically active if
there were no lights or crossings in their neighbour-
hood. Data from the same study also suggested that
10-12 year old children were more likely to be over-
weight or obese when there was heavy traffic in local
streets and when their parents were concerned about
road safety (Timperio et al. 2005). 

illary Clinton popularised the
saying “It takes a village to
raise a child” with her book, It Takes a Village
(1996). In it she argued that the community
plays a key role in children’s development.

There is a large body of international research that docu-
ments neighbourhood influences on children’s
developmental outcomes (for example, Leventhal and
Brooks-Gunn 2000). However, there are few studies of
neighbourhood effects on Australian children. 

This issue is relevant to community development poli-
cies devised by federal and state governments that aim to
foster positive childhood development. For example, the
Australian Government’s Stronger Families and Com-
munities Strategy aims to build stronger families and
communities, and encourage economic and social par-
ticipation. One of the ideas underpinning this and other
similar policies is that building a stronger community or
neighbourhood will result in better outcomes for chil-
dren and their families. Of particular importance is the
influence that communities and neighbourhoods have
on young children, as the first five years of a child’s life
are seen to impact on the rest of their lives. 

Do neighbourhoods affect Australian children’s 
wellbeing and development?

A search of the literature suggested that the research on
neighbourhood effects on Australian children is limited
to three studies focusing on children’s physical activity

B E N  E D WA R D S
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An investigation of neighbourhood effects on
Australian children’s development

a village?
Does it take 



37Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.72 Summer 2005

G r o w i n g  U p  i n  A u s t r a l i a

The importance of Australian research evidence on
neighbourhood effects is reinforced by the evidence of a
growth in income inequality between neighbourhoods
in Australia. For example, Gregory and Hunter (1995)
and Hunter and Gregory (2001) used aggregated Census
data to demonstrate that, between 1976 and 1991, aver-
age household income increased 23 per cent in the 5 per
cent of neighbourhoods with the highest socio-eco-
nomic status and fell 23 per cent in the 5 per cent of
neighbourhoods with the lowest socio-economic status.
Job losses were also reported to be concentrated in
neighbourhoods with low socio-economic status. 

The growth in neighbourhood income inequality since
the 1970s in Australia mirrors what has occurred in
other developed countries such as the United States
and Canada. Hunter (2003) compared the neighbour-
hood inequality of family income in Australia, the
United States and Canada and reported that, while
there was less neighbourhood inequality in Australia
than in Canada and the United States, the increase in
neighbourhood inequality of family income in Australia
between 1976 and 1996 was comparable to that in the
other two countries. 

Neighbourhood research on children in North America

Much of the impetus for the study of neighbourhood
effects on children in the United States has been 
credited to William Julius Wilson’s book The Truly Dis-
advantaged (Wilson 1987) in which he argued that the

concentration of joblessness and poverty that was
being observed in the inner cities of North America
would have detrimental effects on families and chil-
dren living in these impoverished neighbourhoods.
Given that there has also been an increase in the con-
centration of joblessness and lower income families in
Australian neighbourhoods, it may be that neighbour-
hood effects similar to those seen in North America
exist in the Australian context. 

The majority of studies of neighbourhood effects on
children have used administratively defined units
(such as postcodes) to characterise neighbourhoods.
Postcodes have the advantage of being able to include
aggregated census information as a source of informa-
tion about neighbourhood characteristics. However,
there are some limitations with this definition of 
neighbourhood that are outlined later in the discussion
section. The three dimensions that have been 
examined most frequently have been income or socio-
economic status (affluence/high socio-economic status
and poverty/low socio-economic status), racial/ethnic
diversity, and residential stability. Racial/ethnic diver-
sity has been used because it has been argued that
neighbourhoods characterised by ethnic and linguistic
heterogeneity may impede the capacity of residents to
engage and communicate with one another. Residential
stability has been argued to be important as it takes
time for residents to get to know each other and build
relationships. 

The first wave of neighbourhood research focused on
whether such neighbourhood characteristics were
associated with children’s outcomes. The general 
conclusion drawn from this research was that 
neighbourhoods indeed matter to children, with neigh-
bourhood characteristics being associated with
children’s school readiness and achievement, behav-
ioural and emotional outcomes, early childbearing and
physical health (for details the interested reader is
referred to an excellent review by Leventhal and
Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Neighbourhood socio-economic
status was particularly important, with lower levels of
neighbourhood socio-economic status associated with
poorer learning and behavioural outcomes (Leventhal
and Brooks-Gunn 2000).

The second wave of neighbourhood research that
began in the mid 1990s moved beyond simply estab-
lishing the importance of neighbourhood effects, to
investigate the social and institutional mechanisms by
which neighbourhoods affect children (Sampson,
Morenoff and Gannon-Rowley 2002). Sampson et al.
(2002) reviewed studies conducted in several countries
on these mechanisms in relation to adult and child out-
comes (none of these studies was Australian). In
relation to children’s outcomes they concluded that
strong social ties were not as important for child well-
being as the shared expectation that neighbours would
intervene on behalf of the neighbourhood; that con-
centrated poverty, physical and social disorder, and low
neighbourhood cohesion were associated with greater
adolescent psychological distress; and that measures of
neighbourhood socio-economic disadvantage were still
associated with wellbeing when neighbourhood social
and institutional processes were included. 
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Moving to low poverty neighbourhoods was beneficial in
several areas.  Parents’ and children’s mental health (Katz,
Kling and Liebman 2001; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn
2003; Orr et al. 2003), boys’ educational outcomes (Lev-
enthal and Brooks-Gunn 2004), and parents’ obesity levels
(Orr et al. 2003) were significantly better in the group that
was given the opportunity to move to low poverty areas
(the first group) than in the group that that was given no
assistance to move (the third group). Families who were
given a voucher to move to any area (the second group)
were not significantly different from families that were not
given assistance to move (the third group). 

A different study attempted to control for selection bias
by employing a “genetic design” that tested whether
growing up in deprived neighbourhoods mattered above
and beyond a genetic predisposition to develop behaviour
problems while accounting for the family environment
(Caspi, Taylor, Moffitt and Plomin 2000). Results sug-
gested that children in deprived neighbourhoods were at
risk for emotional and behavioural problems even when
controlling for any genetic predisposition. This suggests
that neighbourhoods exert a true environmental effect.
The results from the experimental study and the genetic
design study both suggest that neighbourhoods exert a
real effect on children’s outcomes.

LSAC and neighbourhood effects

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC),
also known as Growing Up in Australia, was specifically
designed to allow an examination of neighbourhood effects
on children (Sanson, Nicholson, Ungerer, et al. 2002). 

The wide range of variables included in the study over-
comes one of the other criticisms of other neighbourhood

It should be noted that the investigation of neighbour-
hood social and institutional processes is still a
relatively new area and a larger evidence base in rela-
tion to children’s outcomes needs to be developed.

Are neighbourhood effects real?

The studies of neighbourhood effects on children
described above have the limitation of selection bias –
neighbourhood effects may be due to parents’ decisions
to live in poor neighbourhoods (Leventhal and Brooks-
Gunn 2000). In other words, how do we know that the
neighbourhood effects on children are the result of
neighbourhood characteristics rather than the
increased likelihood of particular families choosing cer-
tain neighbourhoods to live in? 

Several experimental and genetic studies suggest that
neighbourhood effects are real. For example, a recent
study randomly allocated 4,248 participating families liv-
ing in public housing in the United States to three groups
(Orr, Feins, Jacob et al. 2003). The first group received
vouchers to move to low poverty areas, the second
received a voucher that could be used to move to any
area, and the third received assistance but no voucher
enabling them to move. Random allocation of families to
these groups removes any systematic bias of belonging to
a particular group and, as a result, any differences found
between these three groups could be said to be a result of
moving into a new neighbourhood (that is, the interven-
tion). The two groups of families that received vouchers
to move included families that moved and those that had
chosen to stay in their neighbourhoods. This is the most
conservative approach to determining the effects of the
experiment as about 1 in 2 families in each of the groups
that received vouchers actually moved1.

Detailed information about the measuresBox 1

The LSAC Outcome Indices: Components of the Physical,
Social/Emotional and Learning domains

The overall outcome index consisted of three domains: physical,
social/emotional and learning. A description of the components of
each of these domains for the 4-5 year old cohort follows.

The Physical domain consisted of the child’s body-mass index,
parental ratings of the child’s overall health and whether the parent
thought the child needed more health care than the average child.
The Physical scale of the Pediatric Quality of Life Inventory was also
in this domain and it assesses children’s motor coordination and
general health (PedsQL; Varni, Burwinkle, Seid and Skarr 2003). 

The Social/Emotional domain was comprised of the five scales from
the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman 2001).
The Prosocial scale assesses the child’s propensity to be consider-
ate and helpful to others, while the Peer Problems scale was
re-scored so that higher scores reflected the absence of negative
relationships with other children. The Emotional Symptoms scale
measures the frequency that the child displays emotional states
such as anxiety and fear, while the child’s tendency to display prob-
lem behaviours was assessed via the Conduct Problems scale. The
Hyperactivity scale assessed the child’s fidgetiness, concentration
span and impulsiveness. 

The Learning domain consisted of parent and teacher ratings 
of reading skills and teacher ratings of writing and numeracy skills. In
addition, a short form of the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT-
III; Dunn and Dunn 1997) was used to measure children’s knowledge
of the meaning of spoken words, and receptive vocabulary. 

The SEIFA Index of Advantage/Disadvantage

As stated in the main text, the SEIFA Index of Advantage/Disadvan-
tage is a measure of economic advantage and disadvantage in an
area. It is a composite of 31 variables – for example, income, unem-
ployment, occupation and education. The ABS reports that the
SEIFA index has good validity based on analyses using the Aus-
tralian census (Trewin 2001). 

It should be noted that, because of the remoteness of some post-
codes and the small number of children living therein, there was not
an equal proportion of LSAC children in the quintiles based on the
SEIFA scores. Only 43 per cent of children were in the three most
disadvantaged neighbourhood quintiles (1st quintile, n= 638, 12.8
per cent of the LSAC sample; 2nd quintile, n= 538, 10.8 per cent;
3rd quintile, n= 960, 19.3 per cent). The remaining 57 per cent were
in the two most advantaged neighbourhood quintiles (4th quintile,
n= 1459, 29.3 per cent of the LSAC sample; 5th quintile, n= 1388,
27.9 per cent).
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studies, that key variables have been omitted (Leventhal
and Brooks-Gunn 2000). The sampling of neighbour-
hoods (postcodes) from across Australia ensures
sufficient diversity in neighbourhood environments,
thus maximising the ability to detect neighbourhood
effects. The linkage of the LSAC data with postcode level
data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) cen-
sus and the Socio-Economic Indices for Areas developed
by the ABS (Trewin 2001) enables neighbourhood level
variables to be constructed. Moreover, parents were
directly asked about many characteristics of their neigh-
bourhoods, enabling a diverse range of neighbourhood
variables to be created. 

Drawing on LSAC data, this study examines whether a
measure of neighbourhood socio-economic advantage
and disadvantage is associated with 4-5 year old Aus-
tralian children’s physical, social/emotional and
learning outcomes even when controlling for several
child and family socio-demographic factors. Using child
and socio-demographic as controls limited the likeli-
hood that neighbourhood influences reported in this
study were the result of selection bias as several socio-
demographic factors such as family income may be
associated with parents’ decisions to live in a particular
neighbourhood.  This study also investigates whether
there are particular groups of children who are more or
less affected by neighbourhoods. 

The average age of the 4,976 children in this cohort was
4.7 years, and ranged from 4.3 to 5.6 years. More
detailed information about the design, data collection
procedures and basic demographic information can be
found on pages 4-9 of this issue of Family Matters (see
also Growing up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study
of Australian Children: 2004 Annual Report).

Measures

As neighbourhoods have been found to affect children
in a variety of domains, children’s outcome measures
needed to be broad. Consequently the LSAC outcome
indices covering physical, social/emotional and learn-
ing domains (Sanson, Misson, Wake et al. 2005). For
this article, the outcome indices were standardised so
that the mean score for the overall outcome index and
the three domains were 100 and the standard deviation
was 10. The overall Outcome Index is an equally
weighted composite of the three domains. Details of
the measures that were used to create the three
domains are outlined in Box 1.

The neighbourhood measure was the Socio-Economic
Indices for Areas (SEIFA) Index of Advantage/
Disadvantage (Trewin 2001). The SEIFA Index of Advan-
tage/Disadvantage is a measure of economic advantage
and disadvantage in an area. Lower scores indicate more
disadvantage and less advantage and higher scores indi-
cate the reverse. To aid interpretability, the continuous
SEIFA score was separated into five levels (quintiles)
based on national rankings of postcodes. The first quintile
was the most disadvantaged, while the fifth quintile was
the most advantaged. More details about the SEIFA index
can be found in Box 1.

Several variables were also included to control for factors
that may predispose families to live in particular neigh-
bourhoods – parents’ combined weekly income (here
called family income),2 child’s gender and age, whether
the child is of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin,
in a single-parent household, in a household where no
one worked, in a household where one or both parents
were born overseas, and mother’s education.3

Statistical analysesBox 2

Conventional statistical techniques such as multiple regression
assume that children’s outcomes in one family are independent 
of those of children in another family. However, as the LSAC 
study sampled multiple children from the same postcodes, children
who live in the same postcode are likely to have more similar 
outcomes than children residing in different postcodes. The 
degree of similarity in children’s outcomes in the same postcode
affects the accuracy of the results obtained from many statistical
techniques. 

Linear random effect regression models (also referred to as mixed
models, random coefficient models, hierarchical linear models 
and multilevel models) are one way to obtain accurate estimates 
of the effect of neighbourhood disadvantage on children’s out-
comes as they control for the similarity in children’s responses 
due to living in the same postcode (Snijders and Bosker 1999). 
As children reside within neighbourhoods (postcodes), the linear
random effect regression models partition the variation in children’s
scores on the outcome indices into the family level (level 1) and 
the neighbourhood level (level 2) variation. This enables accurate
estimation of the determinants (for example, neighbourhood 
disadvantage or child’s gender) of children’s outcomes. More 
details about the statistical analysis are included in the appendix
available on request.

All linear random effect regressions included one of the four LSAC
outcome indices as the outcome in analyses. A series of analyses
was undertaken. First, the Index of Advantage/Disadvantage was
included alone, to see if there was a relationship with the LSAC out-
come indices. Second, the control variables were included along
with the Index of Advantage/Disadvantage. Third, the possibility
that particular children may be more affected by neighbourhood
disadvantage was investigated. The variables included to test
whether particular children were more vulnerable to the effects of
neighbourhood disadvantage were child sex, weekly income,
employment in household, one or more parents were born over-
seas, and single-parent household.

The overall significance of the neighbourhood effect will be noted.
Information from each linear random effect regression that was con-
ducted is available as an appendix on request. Significant differences
found between the quintiles after controlling for factors that may pre-
dispose families to live in particular neighbourhoods are presented in
graphs (Figures 1-4). Estimates of significant results were calculated
with a 95 per cent level of confidence. The confidence intervals are
displayed on the graphs by means of vertical confidence interval 
bars. Non-overlapping confidence intervals on two columns in a 
figure suggest that we can be 95 per cent confident that the two 
values represented in the columns are significantly different. 
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Do neighbourhoods affect Australian children’s 
developmental outcomes?

The SEIFA Index of Advantage/Disadvantage had a sig-
nificant association with the Overall Outcome Index,
and the Physical, Social/Emotional and Learning
domains when it was the only variable included in the
model. When the variables that were used to control for
selection bias were also included (weekly family income,
child age and gender, child is of ATSI origin, single parent
family, at least one parent employed, mother’s highest
level of education), the Index of Advantage/Disadvan-
tage was still significantly associated with children’s
Overall Outcome Index, and the Social/Emotional 
and Learning domains but not the Physical domain.
These results suggest that the neighbourhood Index of 
Advantage/Disadvantage was independently associated
with the children’s Overall Outcome Index, and the
Social/Emotional and Learning domains, even when the
control variables were taken into account. 

Figures 1 to 3 illustrate the mean scores of children on
the Overall Outcome Index, and the Social/Emotional
and Learning domains, for children living in the five
levels of neighbourhood advantage/disadvantage after
statistically adjusting for the control variables.5

Figure 1 suggests that children’s scores on the Overall
Outcome Index were higher in more advantaged 
neighbourhoods. Children in the most disadvantaged
quintile had significantly lower scores on the Overall
Outcome Index than children living in all other neigh-
bourhoods except the second most disadvantaged
neighbourhood quintile. Conversely, children in the
most advantaged quintile had significantly higher
scores than children living in all other neighbourhoods
except those living in the second most advantaged
quintile. Other significant differences are also evident
from inspection of the confidence intervals. 

The overall pattern and differences between neighbour-
hood quintiles for the Social/Emotional domain (Figure
2) was the same as for the Overall Outcome Index. Chil-
dren living in the most disadvantaged neighbourhood
quintile had significantly lower scores on the Social/Emo-
tional domain than in the three most advantaged
quintiles. The reverse pattern was also evident for chil-
dren living in the most advantaged neighbourhoods.

The pattern of scores for the Learning domain was 
different across the neighbourhood quintiles (Figure 3)
than for the Overall Outcome Index and the Social/Emo-
tional domain. Children living in the middle and the two
most disadvantaged neighbourhood quintiles had similar
scores on the Learning domain while children from the
two most advantaged neighbourhoods had significantly
higher Learning domain scores than the other three
neighbourhoods. Children living in the most advantaged
neighbourhood quintile also had significantly higher
scores on the Learning domain than children living in the
second most advantaged neighbourhood quintile. The
size of the neighbourhood effects are discussed in Box 3.

Are there particular groups of children who are more
affected by their neighbourhoods? Children with 
particular characteristics, or those who come from par-
ticular families, may be more affected by the quality of
the neighbourhood in which they live.  This issue was

A preliminary description of the data

All four child outcome variables and the control vari-
ables were compared across the five quintiles of
neighbourhood disadvantage.4 All four children’s out-
comes increased steadily from the most disadvantaged
neighbourhood quintile to the most advantaged. As
would be expected, average weekly family income was
lowest in the more disadvantaged neighbourhood (on
average, $916.71) and highest in the most affluent
neighbourhood quintile (on average, $1658.24). 

A greater percentage of children living in the most dis-
advantaged neighbourhood were of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander origin (7.5 per cent) than in the
other four neighbourhood quintiles (1.9-4.8 per cent).
A single parent headed 20 per cent of families living in
the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods, while 7.9 per
cent of families in the most advantaged neighbour-
hoods were headed by single parents. 

There was also a gradual increase in the proportion of
families in the neighbourhood quintiles where at least
one parent was employed (from 77 per cent in the most
disadvantaged neighbourhood quintile to 96 per cent in
the most advantaged neighbourhood quintile). Children’s
age was similar across the neighbourhood quintiles and
the percentage of girls in each level of neighbourhood dis-
advantage was approximately 50 per cent. 

Neighbourhood effect on continuous outcome indexFigure 1
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investigated with regard to child’s gender, the family’s
weekly income, whether at least one parent was
employed in the household, when one or more parents
was born overseas and whether the child lived in a sin-
gle parent household, on all four children’s outcomes.  

There was only one significant result, with differences
between boys and girls on the Social/Emotional domain
depending on the quality of the neighbourhood in which
they lived. The mean scores for the Social/Emotional
domain for boys and girls for each of the five neighbour-
hood quintiles are illustrated in Figure 4. The figure shows
that boys are more affected by neighbourhood disadvan-
tage than girls. Girls’ scores on the Social/Emotional
domain are not different across the five neighbourhood
quintiles.  However, girls in the two most disadvantaged
neighbourhood quintiles had significantly higher
Social/Emotional scores than boys living in these quintiles. 

Discussion 

Results from this study suggest that neighbourhood
advantage and disadvantage are associated with children’s
social/emotional, physical and learning outcomes. Chil-
dren living in the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods
have lower social/emotional and learning outcomes than
children living in more affluent neighbourhoods even
when family income, parents’ employment status,
mother’s education and several other child and family
variables are controlled for in analyses.  

Although these neighbourhood associations with chil-
dren’s outcomes are small when using standard measures
of effect size, small effects such as these can accumulate
over time and have a significant influence in the long
term (Abelson 1985; Caspi 2000). Moreover, the neigh-
bourhood effects described were a similar size to that of
family income, maternal education and living in a house-
hold with at least one employed parent. The results are
also consistent with findings from international studies
that suggest that neighbourhood socio-economic disad-
vantage is associated with poorer outcomes for children
(Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000).

Size of the neighbourhood associationsBox 3

One of the most common observations in studies examining neigh-
bourhood effects on children is that these effects are generally
small (Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000). One of the standard
measures of effect size (Cohen’s d) has criteria that enable the size
of a particular effect to be categorised as small, medium and large.
Using these criteria, there were small effect sizes for the difference
between Overall Outcome Index, Social/emotional and Learning
domain scores for children who live in the most disadvantaged and
most advantaged neighbourhoods (Overall Outcome Index,
Cohen’s d = .20; Social/Emotional domain, Cohen’s d = .16; Learn-
ing domain, Cohen’s d = .18).  However, as has been commonly
observed by other researchers, small effects can accumulate over
time to influence outcomes in the long term (Abelson 1985; Caspi,
2000; Rosenthal and Rubin 1979; Yeaton and Sechrest 1981;). 

Another way to assess neighbourhood effects is to compare 
the effect size of the Index of Advantage/Disadvantage on the 

Overall Outcome Index to the effect sizes of some of the control
variables.  Several of the control variables that were included in 
the analyses are widely considered to be important contributors 
to children’s outcomes such as family income, maternal education
and having an employed parent in the household. It follows 
then that if the effect size of the neighbourhood Index of Advan-
tage/Disadvantage were comparable to the effect sizes of these
control variables, then neighbourhoods are important contributors
to children’s outcomes. The effect sizes for family income, maternal
education and having an employed parent in the household on 
the Overall Outcome Index would also be considered to be 
small using Cohen’s criteria. The effect size of the neighbourhood
Index of Advantage/Disadvantage was only 9 per cent smaller 
than maternal education, 24 per cent smaller than family income,
and 34 per cent smaller than having an employed parent in the
household. 

Neighbourhood effect on the learning domainFigure 3
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Second, the SEIFA Index of Advantage/Disadvantage
was the only neighbourhood measure used in the study.
A variety of neighbourhood variables have been used in
other studies investigating neighbourhood effects.
These include signs of physical disorder such as rub-
bish on the streets and dilapidated housing, pollution,
neighbourhood social capital and institutional
resources that provide services (for a review of these
measures see Sampson, Morenoff and Gannon-Rowley,
2002). Use of a variety of neighbourhood measures of
the neighbourhood environment, social and institu-
tional mechanisms will further our understanding of
how neighbourhoods affect children. For instance, the
effect of neighbourhood socio-economic disadvantage
that was found with children’s outcomes may be medi-
ated by family factors such as parenting (Beyers, Bates,
Pettit and Dodge 2003), and this could also be explored
in further research using the LSAC data set. Clearly,
there are many other neighbourhood factors and fam-
ily processes that may affect or be affected by children’s
outcomes. The LSAC has measures of a wide range of
neighbourhood and family factors and will be impor-
tant to further our understanding in this area. 

Implications

There are many ways that the negative consequences
of growing up in a disadvantaged neighbourhood may
be alleviated. Providing more enriching neighbour-
hoods for children (for example, more libraries and
parks) and increased job and economic opportunities
for residents of poorer neighbourhoods may alleviate

Boys who were living in the two most disadvantaged
neighbourhoods had lower social/emotional outcomes
than boys living in more advantaged neighbourhoods.
On the other hand, girls had similar social/emotional
scores irrespective of the quality of the neighbourhood
they lived in. Previous research from the Moving to
Opportunity study also suggested that boys in families
who were given support to move to more affluent neigh-
bourhoods had fewer behaviour problems (Katz, Kling
and Liebman 2001) and less anxiety and depression
(Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2003) than boys in fami-
lies that were not given support to move from
impoverished neighbourhoods. 

One possible explanation for these findings is that boys
are more sensitive to particular aspects of their envi-
ronment. There is evidence to suggest that young boys
are more vulnerable to parents’ psychological and mar-
ital difficulties than girls (Earls and Jung 1987).
Perhaps boys’ vulnerabilities also extend to neighbour-
hood socio-economic disadvantage. This issue can be
investigated further using data from LSAC.

There are several caveats and comments that need to
be made about this analysis. 

First, the selection of postcodes enabled administrative
data from the Census to be linked with children’s out-
comes. However, critics of the postcode approach 
have pointed out that residents’ perceptions of their
neighbourhood may not concur with administrative
boundaries (Tienda 1991). Geographic information sys-
tems that provide residents’ addresses as coordinates on

the negative consequences of growing up in a disad-
vantaged neighbourhood (Jarrett 1999). Other possible
strategies include building scattered-site public hous-
ing in more advantaged neighbourhoods (Leventhal
and Brooks-Gunn 2003). Another possibility is to
encourage more affluent families to reside in poor
neighbourhoods, thereby changing the socio-economic
mix of the area (Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2003).
Gentrification also typically entails greater service 
provision (for example, better quality schools) and
increased employment opportunities within these
neighbourhoods (Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2003).
However, it is unclear how gentrification affects poorer
residents and empirical evidence needs to be gathered
about this issue before adopted as a policy option.

a map are being advocated as a solution to this issue
(Coulton 2005), as they overcome the arbitrary nature of
administrative boundaries. Distances between individuals
can be calculated from coordinates of their addresses and
used to determine the extent to which the residents in
their neighbourhoods and adjacent neighbourhoods have
similar outcomes (Chaix, Merlo, Subramanian, Lynch
and Chauvin 2005). This information could then be used
to decide whether a community level intervention should
be focussed more broadly than one neighbourhood 
and include the adjacent neighbourhoods. Such spatial
information has been collected in the first wave of LSAC
and further analyses using this data will provide some 
fascinating insights into the neighbourhood influences on
children’s development.

Providing more enriching neighbourhoods for children (for example, more libraries and parks) and increased job and economic opportunities

for residents of poorer neighbourhoods may alleviate the negative consequences of growing up in a disadvantaged neighbourhood.
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Conclusion

The preliminary evidence from this study suggests that
neighbourhoods do matter to children’s development
and supports the community emphasis of many federal
and state government policies. However, it should be
noted that there is a very limited evidence base on neigh-
bourhood effects on Australian children, with only three
previous Australian studies on neighbourhood effects on
physical outcomes, and one study having considered
children’s social and emotional adjustment. 

Consequently, this appears to be the first Australian
study to examine neighbourhood effects on children’s
learning outcomes and all three major domains of chil-
dren’s functioning (physical, social/emotional and
learning). Further data about how neighbourhoods
affect Australian children is urgently needed and the
LSAC will become an invaluable source of such infor-
mation, especially as it will allow us to document
effects over time. Further support for research within
this area will enable policies that target community
development to be tailored for the maximum benefit of
Australian children and their families. 

Endnotes

1 This approach retains the integrity of the randomisation so that
selection bias is still excluded from the effects of the intervention.

2 Preliminary analyses also included parents’ combined weekly
income squared to investigate non-linear relationships with chil-
dren’s outcomes and income. As there were no non-linear rela-
tionships with children’s outcomes in preliminary analyses,
income squared was not included in the final statistical analyses.

3 Father’s education was not included because this information may
not be known for fathers who are not living in the same household
as the child. 

4 A table with this information is also available as an appendix on
request.

5 The statistical adjustment to average scores displayed in the fig-
ures mean that they do not correspond to the raw scores displayed
in Table A of the appendix that is available on request.
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While Australian government policy and financial
support for out-of-home child care has typically been
regarded as a means of enabling parents to partici-
pate in the paid workforce or to support families at
risk, there is also evidence to suggest that these serv-
ices may impact on the development of children in
different ways. Research studies indicate that good
quality child care can provide support for children’s
learning, socialisation, and development, particu-
larly in the transition to school years (Press and
Hayes 2000), and can be an effective intervention for
disadvantaged children or for children with special
educational needs (NSW Department of Community
Services 2005; Sylva et al. 2003). In contrast,
research also suggests that children in poor quality
care may be exposed to some level of developmental
risk (Love et al. 2003; NICHD ECCRN 2005; Sims et

he Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (LSAC) is concerned with doc-
umenting the breadth of children’s early
experiences both inside and outside the
family in order to understand the factors

that provide the foundation for children’s develop-
ment across the childhood years. A common extra
familial experience shared by many Australian chil-
dren is participation in early childhood education
and care programs. In the infancy and toddler
years, these range from formal, government-regu-
lated centre- and home-based child care settings to
various informal, unregulated arrangements that
include, for example, care by grandparents, friends,
or nannies. During the preschool years, child care
settings are augmented by prior-to-school programs
that can have a strong focus on early education.

TT

What can the Longitudinal Study
of Australian Children tell us about
infants’and 4 to 5 year olds’
experiences of early childhood
education and care?

L I N D A  H A R R I S O N  A N D  J U DY  U N G E R E R

What can the Longitudinal Study
of Australian Children tell us about
infants’and 4 to 5 year olds’
experiences of early childhood
education and care?



27Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.72 Summer 2005

G r o w i n g  U p  i n  A u s t r a l i a

al. 2005). However, the vast majority of child care
research studies have been done overseas, where the
context of care and its regulation and monitoring are
very different to Australia. Hence, the generalisabil-
ity of these findings to the Australian context must be
questioned. Therefore, to understand the role of
child care in the lives of Australian children, LSAC
seeks to document the range of children’s early 
education and care experiences with the aim of
determining their contribution to children’s develop-
mental outcomes. 

In this paper we provide an overview of the participa-
tion of LSAC infants and 4-5 year old children in early
childhood education and care settings based on data
from the first wave of the study, completed in 2004.
We examine similarities and differences between the

states and territories and between metropolitan and
non-metropolitan areas. We comment on aspects of
the cost of these services to families, parent satisfac-
tion with the services their infants and children
receive, and also on family demographic factors asso-
ciated with the use of child care. This initial survey of
the data will provide a framework for understanding
family and policy related factors that influence Aus-
tralian children’s participation in early education and
care services. We then discuss these findings within
the broad structure and aims of the LSAC study. We
begin with data from the infant cohort and then dis-
cuss the findings for 4-5 year old children, most of
whom have not yet entered formal schooling. We then
compare the results from both cohorts and discuss
possible implications of the findings.

The infant cohort

What child care settings are the LSAC infants
attending and why?

Of the 5107 infants in the LSAC sample, 36 per
cent were being cared for regularly by someone
other than the parents with whom they lived. This
proportion is comparable to the figure reported in
the 2002 Census: 34 per cent for children below one
year (ABS 2003). The mean age of the LSAC infants
who were in care at the time of interview was 9.4
months, which was slightly older than that of the
infants not in care (8.4 months), although the age
range of infants in both groups was very similar (3
months to 18-19 months). Boys and girls were
equally likely to be in care. The main reason that
parents reported using care was for work or study
commitments (72 per cent of parents), while a fur-
ther 18 per cent reported using care mainly to allow
them to participate in sport, shopping, social or
community activities, or to give them a break or
time alone. For parents who were not using care for
their infants, 87 per cent indicated that they had no
need for such care. 

The proportion of infants in care was largely similar
across the states and territories, although some dif-
ferences were noted. South Australia (SA) and the
Australian Capital Territory (ACT) had the highest
percentages of infants in care (41 per cent and 39
per cent, respectively), while the states with the
lowest percentages were Western Australia (WA)
and New South Wales (NSW) (31 per cent and 34
per cent, respectively). The percentages of children
in care could not be explained simply by infants
being older in the states or territories with higher
care participation rates (for example, NSW had the
second highest mean age for infants in the sample
(9.8 months) but was among the states with the
lowest participation rates).

Most of the LSAC infants who were in regular child
care (75 per cent) received only a single type of
care; however, 22 per cent of infants experienced
two types of care arrangements and 3 per cent expe-
rienced three or more arrangements on a regular
basis each week. 
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not subject to state government regulatory require-
ments specifying minimum standards of care
quality (Press and Hayes 2000), and it is likely that
the quality of care in these settings may be more
variable than in formal care. For infants in informal
care, the majority were cared for by close relatives.
Grandparents were the sole providers of care for 37
per cent of the infants, and they contributed to the
care of a further 13 per cent. While informal care
providers were more likely to care for the child in a
location other than the child’s own home, the dif-
ference between the incidence of in-home and
out-of-home care was not large (46 per cent versus
54 per cent, respectively). 

Do care arrangements vary by state/territory?

The states and territories are responsible for the
regulation and some funding of child care (Press
and Hayes 2000), so it might be expected that the
use of formal versus informal care arrangements
would vary by state/territory in accord with the
type of regulations and the availability of services
for infant care. 

Overall, 59 per cent of the LSAC infants in child care
attended only informal care arrangements. The
remainder (41 per cent) had some involvement in
formal care, either as the sole arrangement or in
combination with informal care. The rates of atten-
dance at informal versus formal care were similar to
the national average for the most populous states of
NSW, Victoria (VIC), SA, and WA. However, for
Queensland (QLD) and the states and territories
with the lowest populations (Tasmania (TAS), North-
ern Territory (NT), ACT), attendance at formal care
was more common. For example, in QLD, 53 per
cent of infants in care were in a formal care arrange-
ment, while 47 per cent were in informal care only.
While similar trends were observed for TAS, NT, and
ACT, the small numbers of children in the LSAC
sample in those locations suggests that the data
should be interpreted with caution. 

Do care arrangements vary in metropolitan and
non-metropolitan areas?

The LSAC sample is representative of children
across all geographical locations in Australia, so it is
possible to determine whether the provision and
use of care is comparable across locations. Infants
were classified as living in either a metropolitan or
non-metropolitan area. The percentage of infants in
care at the time of interview was similar across met-
ropolitan (37 per cent) and non-metropolitan (34
per cent) locations. 

Also similar was the type of care used by infants. In
metropolitan areas, 30 per cent of infants in care were
in formal care settings, 60 per cent were in informal
care settings, and 10 per cent were in a combination
of formal and informal care. The comparable percent-
ages for infants in non-metropolitan areas were 32 per
cent, 57 per cent, and 11 per cent, respectively. Fur-
ther, the distribution of infants across the different
types of informal care was similar in metropolitan and
non-metropolitan areas. However, some differences
in the use of formal long day care and family day care

Use of formal and informal child care.

Infants participated in a wide range of different for-
mal and informal care arrangements. The majority
of infants in care (59 per cent) were in informal
care settings, while 30 per cent were in formal care
arrangements and 11 per cent experienced a mix of
both formal and informal care (see Figure 1). For-
mal care arrangements are subject to state
regulations specifying quality-related aspects of
care, including staff-to-child ratios, staff training
requirements, group size, health and safety stan-
dards, among others. Long day care (LDC) and
Family Day Care (FDC) services offering child care
subsidies are also required to meet Commonwealth
accreditation standards. Of the LSAC infants in for-
mal care, 22 per cent attended long day care centres,
8 per cent were receiving family day care, and less
than 1 per cent attended both LDC and FDC.

Informal care arrangements were more varied than
formal care. In most states, informal home-based
care arrangements with four or fewer children are

Percentage care type by state/territory of residenceFigure 1
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were noted. Infants in metropolitan areas were more
likely than infants in non-metropolitan areas to be in
long day care placements (24 per cent versus 19 per
cent, respectively), while the reverse was true for fam-
ily day care (5 per cent versus 13 per cent,
respectively). These figures may reflect the different
types of formal care services available in metropolitan
and non-metropolitan areas. 

Amount of weekly care

Infants in informal care settings spent on average
14 hours per week in care, while those in formal
care or in a combination of formal and informal
care spent considerably more time in care (mean
number of hours per week = 20.8 hrs and 24.6 hrs,
respectively). 

When they first started child care, infants spent on
average 14.9 hours per week in care. Infants enter-
ing informal care arrangements spent
less time in care than infants beginning
care in formal care settings (informal:
mean hrs/wk range = 3.8 to 15.3; formal:
mean hrs/wk range = 19.7 to 20.3).

Age of infants in child care

Infants in informal care were younger on
average (mean age = 9.2 months) than
infants who spent some time in formal
care (mean age = 9.9 months). 

The mean age at which infants first
started care was 5.2 months, but infants
whose first care placement was in an
informal care setting were likely to have
started care at an earlier age than infants whose first
care placement was in a formal care setting (informal:
mean age by setting range = 4.5 to 5.2 months; formal:
mean age by setting range = 6.4 to 6.5 months). 

Parent satisfaction with infant child care

Parents of infants were asked to rate their overall
satisfaction with child care on a 5-point scale, rang-
ing from 1 “very satisfied” to 5 “very dissatisfied”.
Mean satisfaction ratings for all types of care were
high, with all means falling in the “satisfied” to “very
satisfied” range. The highest satisfaction rating was
given to grandparent care (mean = 1.1), while the
lowest satisfaction rating was given to long day care
centre care (mean = 1.4); however, the difference
between the two was minimal. 

The cost of infant child care

One determinant of the types of care that parents
use for their infants is the cost of care. Parents are
much more likely to be charged for formal versus
informal care arrangements, and this may be one
reason why informal care was the most common
form of care for the LSAC infants. With regard to
formal care, parents paid for 98 per cent of long 
day care placements. For 87 per cent of those 
placements, some of the cost of care was subsidised
through the Child Care Benefit scheme. Compara-
ble figures were noted for children attending 
family day care; parents paid for 95 per cent of

placements, with 90 per cent being subsidised
through the Child Care Benefit scheme. 

In contrast, the number of parents paying for infor-
mal care arrangements for their infants was much
lower. Only 4 per cent of the 982 grandparents who
provided care were paid by the parents of the infants
for that care (see “Young children and their grand-
parents” on pp. 10-17). Furthermore, only 1 per cent
of grandparent care placements was subsidised
through the Child Care Benefit scheme. Parents paid
for 53 per cent of other informal placements (with
other relatives, friends, or nannies), but only 4 per
cent of these placements were subsidised through
the Child Care Benefit scheme. Parents using occa-
sional or leisure care settings for their infants did pay
for the large majority of these placements (82 per
cent of 106 placements), but only 11 per cent of
placements received the Child Care Benefit subsidy. 

LSAC collected cost data on up to three child care
placements per child. When asked whether they
paid for the cost of their infant’s care placement or
not, parents indicated that they were most likely to
pay for their main care placement (52 per cent paid
care), and less likely to pay for their second or third
care placements (32 per cent and 31 per cent,
respectively).  

The type of care used by parents was related to over-
all family income, with families using only formal
care arrangements having higher yearly incomes,
and those using only informal arrangements having
lower yearly incomes. These findings suggest that
mothers with less earning potential may be less able
to utilize child care provisions in the formal sector
when infant child care is needed. Similar concerns
have been raised in Doiron and Kalb’s (2005) recent
review and analysis of child care demands and
household labour supply. Subsequent analysis of the
LSAC dataset will require further attention to the
link between child care type and cost and mothers’
labour market participation, in order to inform effec-
tive child care policy decisions.

Summary of infant findings

The results from the first wave of data collection
indicate that regular non-parental child care is
experienced by 36 per cent of Australian infants in

The type of care used by parents

was related to overall family

income, with families using only

formal care arrangements having

higher yearly incomes, and those

using only informal arrangements

having lower yearly incomes.
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long day care facilities in these different areas,
which may be restricting the choices available to
parents? Of note in this context is that parents with
higher incomes were more likely to be the users of
formal child care, which suggests that cost factors
may be important in determining parents’ choice 
of care when alternative arrangements are available
to them. 

The availability or restriction of choice in care may
have significant consequences for children. Formal
care programs provide care that must meet regula-
tory and accreditation requirements to enhance
children’s learning and development. The opportu-
nities for children who are excluded from these care
settings may be compromised, and any inequalities
resulting from economic disadvantage strengthened
and perpetuated. 

The 4 to 5 year old child cohort

Early childhood education and care settings in Australia 

As children move into the preschool years, Aus-
tralian families are offered a diverse range of
options for education and child care. Within the
two groupings of non-profit and for-profit services,
early childhood education and care (ECEC) for 4-5

year old children can be
accessed through schools,
local government, charities,
employers, community-
based organisations, private
owners, and corporate
providers. Services include
preschool, long day care,
family day care, mobile chil-
dren’s services, outside
school hours care, and
home-based care (Press and
Hayes 2000). 

Non-school-based provi-
sions are relatively similar
across the nation. Broadly,

these are community-based or privately owned
preschools, kindergartens, nurseries and long day
care centres, which typically provide an educational
program under the direction of qualified early child-
hood staff. School-based programs, on the other
hand, differ across the nation, particularly in the pro-
vision of preschool programs for children-under-5. In
some states and territories, it is common for govern-
ment schools to include preschool classrooms,
whereas in others it is rare. When offered, these pro-
grams, named kindergarten (WA, QLD, SA, TAS) or
preschool (NSW, VIC, ACT, NT), are non-compul-
sory and part-time. Non-government schools, that is,
catholic and independent schools, may also provide
preschool programs. States/territories also differ in
the provision of pre-Year 1 programs. For most states,
non-compulsory full-time classes, named pre-pri-
mary (WA), reception (SA), preparatory (VIC, TAS,
QLD), kindergarten (NSW, ACT), or transition (NT),
are available for children who are 5 years old, or who
will be 5 by mid-year. 

the first year of life. Due primarily to work or edu-
cational commitments, a considerable number of
Australian parents are accessing a range of formal
and informal care arrangements for their children,
and their overall level of satisfaction with these
arrangements is high. In contrast, about two-thirds
of LSAC infants (64 per cent) were not participating
in regular non-parental care arrangements, indicat-
ing that exclusive regular care by parents is still the
norm for most young Australian infants. 

The number of grandparents providing care for
young infants was noteworthy. While this may be a
normal part of the family life cycle and enhance the
well-being of both grandparents and children, it is
also known that some grandparents find the respon-
sibility of providing care to be a burden (Goodfellow
and Laverty 2003). The significant contribution of
grandparents also puts in stark contrast the lack of
support likely to be experienced by families without
easy access to the practical resources provided by
such extended family members. From a policy per-
spective, these more isolated families are likely to
have the greatest need for government supported
child care services. 

For the most part, patterns of child care use were
similar across the states and territories, despite 

differences in child care service regulations. The
most notable exception was the relatively high use
of formal care arrangements in Queensland in com-
parison to the other populous states – a difference
that could not be explained by any obvious differ-
ence in the regulatory provisions in that state.
Hence, further research in this area is warranted.  

Differences in the use of formal and informal care
did appear to be related to factors that are of inter-
est from a policy perspective. In terms of formal
care use, families in non-metropolitan regions used
relatively more family day care and less long day
care than families in metropolitan areas. While sat-
isfaction with care arrangements did not appear to
vary much by type of care, it would be of interest to 
know what factors determine the type of formal
care services provided in metropolitan versus non-
metropolitan areas. In particular, are there
economic factors that are driving the provision of
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These state and territory distinctions are important
contextual factors to consider when examining the
LSAC sample. They affect availability and cost,
which are likely to impact on families’ decisions
about their use of prior-to-school early childhood
education and care programs for their children.

What early childhood settings are the LSAC 
children attending?

Parents were asked about the main educational or
care setting their child attended each week.1 Of the
4983 LSAC children, 13.5 per cent (n = 671) were
enrolled in pre-Year 1 at school. The majority, 82.2
per cent (n = 4096), were attending preschool or a
long day care centre. The remaining 4.3 per cent (n
= 216) were at home, either in exclusive parental
care or in informal child care. This distribution dif-
fered by metropolitan versus non-metropolitan
location, and across the states and territories. A
higher proportion of children were attending pre-
Year 1 at school in metropolitan (15 per cent) than
non-metropolitan (11 per cent) areas, and con-
versely, a slightly lower proportion of children were
in preschool or day care programs in metropolitan
(81 per cent) than in non-metropolitan (84 per
cent) areas.

Pre-Year 1 at school (13.5 per cent)

State and territory differences were apparent in the
proportions of LSAC children attending pre-Year 1
at school, being highest in WA (26 per cent), NT
(24.4 per cent), and NSW (17.7 per cent), and low-
est in TAS (0 per cent), VIC (8 per cent) and QLD
(8.9 per cent). School entry may be explained to
some extent by the different educational provisions
in the states and territories, but characteristics of
the LSAC child also affected attendance patterns.
Children who had started school were older (mean
age of 5 years 0 months) than children who
attended early childhood programs (mean of 4
years 9 months) or children in home or informal
care (mean of 4 years 8 months). Also, girls were
more likely to be in school than boys: 15.3 per cent
of girls were in a pre-Year 1 class at school com-
pared to 11.7 per cent of boys.  This may reflect the
general impression on the part of parents and
teachers that girls are “ready” for school earlier
than boys (Dockett and Perry 2002). 

Home-based parent or informal care only 
(4.3 per cent)

Families who did not use school or any formal early
childhood program for their child also differed by
state and territory. The overall proportion in exclu-
sive parental care or informal home-based care only
was 4.3 per cent, but this ranged from a high of 7.6
per cent in NSW to a low of 1 per cent in SA and WA.
Boys and girls were equally likely to be in the group
of children in home/informal care. 

Parents were asked to give the main reason their
child did not attend school, preschool or day care.
Just under half of parents (46.6 per cent) identified
difficulties with access or availability, or problems
with program quality. The other half indicated they

did not need these programs or that they were 
not suitable for their child. The younger age of 
children in this group (mean of 55.6 months) may
account for the latter explanation. Families’ nomi-
nation of external factors versus personal choice as
reasons for not sending their child to school/pre-
school/day care was reasonably similar across the
states/territories and also by metropolitan/non-
metropolitan location. 

Centre- or school-based preschool or long day
care (82.2 per cent)

As with the previous two groups, the type of pre-
school or day care program LSAC children attended
varied by where the child lived (shown in Figure 3).
School-based preschool was the most common
arrangement for children in six of the states/territo-
ries, QLD (62.2 per cent), SA (70.7 per cent), WA
(84.6 per cent), TAS (81.5 per cent), NT (86.7 per
cent) and the ACT (63.4 per cent), but was the 
least common arrangement for children in NSW
(9.7 per cent) and VIC (13.6 per cent). Preschool 
in a non-school setting was most common in VIC
(65.9 per cent), followed by NSW (40.4 per 
cent), but used to a lesser degree in all the other
states/territories (14.7 per cent to 0.8 per cent).
Long day care centres were the most common type
of program for children in NSW (49.9 per cent), and
were used by a sizeable proportion of families
across all the other states and territories (10 per
cent to 29 per cent). 

4-year-old attendance patterns (weekly hours; 
months attended) in main ECEC program

Table 1

Range of 
hours/week Months in

Mean across states/ ECEC 
Type of main EC program hours/week territories program

Preschool in a school 13.8 10.6 to 15.8 6.6

Preschool not in a school 12.2 9.6 to 13.9 11.3

Long day care 21.6 17.7 to 33.1 23.8

Main early childhood education and care 
program attended by state/territory

Figure 3
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attend these programs from age 4 years. This affects
the overall amount of time that each child spends in
this program. Table 1 shows that LSAC children
attending school-based preschools had started to
attend in the current year (average of 6.6 months
attendance), whereas those in non-school settings
had a longer period of attendance: average of 11.3
months for preschool; 23.8 months for day care.

Costs associated with the LSAC child’s main 
education and care program

The cost of early childhood education is another
important factor affecting access to early childhood
education and care. Almost all families using non-
school preschool (98 per cent) or long day care (99
per cent) paid fees. As for infants in care, some of
these costs were subsidised through the Child Care
Benefit scheme: 35 per cent of families using pre-
school and 89 per cent using day care received CCB
subsidies. 

As noted for the infant cohort, family income was
associated with the type of ECEC setting. Families
using non-school preschool or long day care for
their child were in a higher income bracket than
families using school-based preschool.

Parental satisfaction with the LSAC child’s main 
education and care program

On the whole, parents were very happy with the
educational program their child attended. Satisfac-
tion was rated on the same 1 to 5 scale as for infants
(1 = very satisfied). Mean ratings of 1.43 were
reported overall and varied little for school and non-
school settings.

What additional child care are the LSAC children receiving?

Children in pre-Year 1 at school

One-third of families whose children had started
school reported that they were using regular child
care. On average, child care was for an additional 10
hours per week, over and above the average of 30
hours children spent at school. Most families used
one weekly child care arrangement (82 per cent),
but some used two (14 per cent), and a small num-
ber used three (3 per cent). Half of this care was in
formal outside school hours care programs and half
was in informal care arrangements, such as grand-
parents, other relatives, friends, and nannies. Fees
were paid for formal services, with 68 per cent
receiving child care subsidies towards these costs,
but informal care was less likely to be paid for (24
per cent). No families reported receiving subsidies
through the Child Care Benefit scheme for their
informal outside-school-hours care. Informal care
arrangements were equally likely to be provided in
the child’s own home or away from home. 

The main reason families gave for using additional
child care was work (91 per cent using formal care;
71 per cent using informal care). Informal care was
also used to give parents time for their own sport or
social activities, and to benefit children’s relation-
ships with their grandparents. For the two-thirds of

What amount of early childhood education and care are the
LSAC children receiving?

The type of educational setting attended was closely
aligned with key aspects of the experience for the
child, including hours per week and length of time
attended, and for parents, the cost. For school-
based preschool in government schools, weekly
hours are set by the relevant state or territory edu-
cational authority – typically, 10 to 12.5 hours per
week (Press and Hayes 2000; WA Dept of Education
and Training), but preschool hours in catholic or
independent schools are more variable. Hours in
non-school-based preschool are similarly influ-
enced by state/territory funding arrangements, but
these vary significantly across the states. For exam-
ple, VIC provides a subsidy for 10 hours/week for
4-year-olds in all approved non-school early child-
hood programs, whereas NSW subsidises preschool
programs according to the number and needs of the
children attending. In contrast, long day care is less
affected by state/territory differences. Funding is
primarily via the Commonwealth Child Care Bene-
fit scheme, which is tied to parents’ income and
work or other work/study needs.

Weekly hours

Weekly hours of attendance were similar for the
school-based and non-school-based preschool
groups (means of 13.8 and 12.2 hours per week),
and showed little difference when examined by
state. Attendance patterns for children in long day
care showed greater variation in mean hours of care
across the states/territories. On average, 21.6 hours
per week were used, but this ranged from 17.7
(TAS) to 33.1 (NT) hours, as shown in Table 1. For
all three types of programs, weekly hours were typ-
ically spread over two to three days per week.

Length of time attended

Access to school-based preschool, and to a lesser
extent non-school-based preschool, is also influ-
enced by state/territory requirements for child entry
age. In many cases, children are only eligible to

Attendance patterns (weekly hours) for single and multiple use
of early childhood education and care (ECEC) programs

Table 2

Mean
total Mean range 

hours/ across states/
ECEC arrangements n week territories

Single setting

Preschool in a school 881 14.2 10.6 to 16.1

Preschool not in a school 816 12.9 12.0 to 16.4

Day care 725 23.4 17.8 to 34.0

Total 59.1 per cent 2422

Multiple settings

Preschool plus other formal 563 26.6 24.0 to 32.9

Preschool plus grandparent/informal 650 24.9 21.6 to 30.0

Day care plus other formal 224 35.9 31.6 to 50.0

Day care plus grandparent/informal 237 32.6 26.1 to 40.0

Total (40.9 per cent) 1674
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families who were not using child care outside of
school hours, the vast majority (96 per cent) indi-
cated they had no need for such care.

Children in preschool or long day care
About 40 per cent of families with a child in pre-
school or long day care used additional child care
arrangements each week, over and above their main
educational and care program. Most of these families
used one additional arrangement per week (78 per
cent), some used two per week (19 per cent), and a
small number used three or more (3 per cent) per
week. Both formal and informal types of care were
used: formal care settings included other long day
care centres, preschool, or family day care; informal
care included grandparents, other relatives, friends,
nannies, and occasional/leisure care facilities. Over-
whelmingly, additional child care was used in order
to meet parents’ needs for work/study (68 per cent)
or other activities (12 per cent). Child-related rea-
sons were for social or intellectual benefit
(11 per cent) and to benefit relationships
with other family members (5 per cent).

These additional care arrangements
meant that children were spending con-
siderably more time in ECEC settings
each week than children attending one
arrangement (see Table 2). 

For the children in multiple care settings,
formal care added an average of 9.4 hours
per week for the preschool groups and
12.6 hours per week for the day care
group. Informal care added a similar
number of hours per week for preschool
and day care groups, averaging 10.3
hours/week for grandparent care and 7.8
hours/week for other types of informal care. 

About one-third of informal care arrangements took
place in the child’s own home: 30 per cent for
grandparent care; 35 per cent for other informal
care. Children who were looked after by grandpar-
ents had been in that care arrangement for an
average of 26 months. The figure for other informal
care was significantly less (19.2 months) and was
similar to the length of time children had spent in
their additional formal care settings (18.4 months). 

Costs associated with additional care 

Most parents paid for their additional formal care
(94 per cent), with 76 per cent receiving a subsidy
for this through the Child Care Benefit scheme.
Care provided by grandparents was usually unpaid;
only 8 per cent of families paid for grandparent
care, with one-quarter receiving subsidies for this
cost. Other types of informal care were paid for by
57 per cent of families, with 12 per cent of these
receiving subsidies through Child Care Benefits. 

Summary of 4 to 5 year old findings

The large majority of 4-5 year old LSAC children
(95.7 per cent) were participating in early child-
hood education and care programs, either in

schools or prior-to-school settings. Although this
participation rate is commendable, there is cause
for concern about the remaining 4.3 per cent, given
considerable evidence that preschool enhances
child development and that children who do not
attend early childhood education before entering
school may be at risk (Sylva et al. 2003). Findings
from the LSAC cohort presented elsewhere 
(Australian Institute of Family Studies 2005; 
Harrison in press) have shown that the group of
children not attending an educational program
were performing less well on measures of early 
literacy and numeracy. 

Three policy-related issues are relevant to children
not attending ECEC in the year before school. First
are state differences in the provision of preschool
classes in government schools. The state (NSW)
with the lowest incidence of school-based preschool
had the highest proportion of LSAC families not

accessing preschool education. Second is cost,
which is related to the type of preschool provision
families have access to. Where state-funded school-
based preschool is available, it is typically offered to
families free of charge. In contrast, families using
non-school-based preschool or long day care pay for
these programs. Third are the longer term implica-
tions of children entering school without the
benefits of attending an early childhood education
and care program. Schools, children and their fam-
ilies are likely to need additional support to
facilitate the child’s transition to school.

States and territories differ widely in their educa-
tional provisions for 4-5 year old children, and this
was reflected in the distribution of LSAC children
across school-based preschool, non-school-based
preschool and long day care. These diverse arrange-
ments have been well documented (Press and
Hayes, 2000), but little is known about the ways
that different education settings impact on chil-
dren’s early childhood experience and subsequent
outcomes for learning. The LSAC dataset is the first
to identify nationwide patterns of early childhood
education and care in the year prior-to-school. We
noted that whilst weekly hours of preschool atten-
dance were relatively uniform across the states and

The large majority of 4-5 year old

LSAC children (95.7 per cent) 

were participating in early 

childhood education and care 

programs, either in schools or

prior-to-school settings.
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do not have easy access to the practical resources
provided by such extended family members are in
greater need of government supported child care
services.

Implications for policy and future 
research directions for LSAC 
LSAC was designed to examine key factors influ-
encing child outcomes over the early years. Non-
parental education and child care is a feature of the
wider environment that will affect all the LSAC
children over the course of the study. Wave 1 data
has shown that for some, this begins in the first
months of life, whereas for others, it begins at pre-
school-age or school entry. Over the next waves,
LSAC will continue to record the diversity of chil-
dren’s experiences of ECEC in detail. Longitudinal
LSAC data will allow close examination of quantity,
continuity and change in children’s experience of
child care (initially) and then preschool and early
school education settings. For the infant cohort, it
will be possible to address key questions about 

early and extensive exposure to non-
parental child care, in relation to the
type of care received, on developmen-
tal outcomes. For the 4-5 year old
cohort, the critical questions to be
addressed relate to the links between
school performance and ECEC expe-
riences in the year immediately prior
to school entry. LSAC has highlighted
the enormous variation in ECEC that
is experienced by 4 year olds across 
the nation. To some extent, this 
variety is due to distinct state and ter-
ritory provisions, but much is also due
to parental participation in the labour
force and the need to make manage-
able and affordable arrangements for

work-related child care.

For parents of both infants and 4 year olds, cost
appears to be an important, although somewhat
hidden, determinant of their children’s ECEC 
experience. Cost is closely interlinked with care
type and setting. Many LSAC parents are using 
care settings that fall outside the government-regu-
lated sector. Informal, unregulated care is most
common for infant care, especially care that begins
very early in life. Much of this care is unpaid or,
where it is paid, is not subsidised through the 
Child Care Benefit scheme. The use of formal, reg-
ulated child care services, on the other hand, is
almost always associated with payment and the
receipt of subsidies. Of further note is the finding
that families using formal care for their infants tend
to be in a higher income bracket than families using
informal care. 

The issues raised by these results are complex.
While there is evidence in Australia that families
often prefer the familiarity of informal, home-based
care providers to care from “strangers” in formal
programs (Harrison and Ungerer 1997), or choose
informal care to supplement the hours provided

territories, the overall amount of time that the child
had attended was markedly different. On average,
children in school-based preschool had been in 
that setting for six months, whereas children in
non-school-based preschool had attended for one
year, and children in day care for two years. The
implication we draw from these figures is that
state/territory provisions may influence the degree
of continuity and stability experienced by children
in their early educational settings. 

Stability of care, or its counterpart – changeability,
is also affected by families’ use of multiple weekly
arrangements. Many of the LSAC 4-5 year olds (41
per cent) attended two or more education and care
settings each week. Combinations included pre-
school plus day care, and preschool or day care plus
informal home-based care. Informal care arrange-
ments are often chosen because of the stability they
provide for the child in terms of the environment
(being cared for in the family home) and relation-
ships (familiar adult carers) (Goodfellow and
Laverty 2003). Of relevance to the LSAC study are

The role of early childhood education

and care services in supporting 

families and children’s development

is a critical aspect of family life that

LSAC will investigate over the 

course of the current and future

waves of the study.

indications from a New South Wales study showing
benefits for children of regular informal care in
combination with preschool or day care (Bowes et
al. 2004).

A corollary of multiple arrangements in the LSAC
study was children’s spending more hours in child
care each week. Parents reported needing longer
hours of care than provided through their primary
preschool or day care arrangement in order to meet
their work or study commitments. 

LSAC has underlined the variety of ways that fami-
lies access care and education for their 4-5 year old
children. A critical distinction was noted in the cost
of preschool, which is considerably reduced for 
parents in the states/territories that provide school-
based preschool programs. However, preschool
programs set a limit on the weekly hours of atten-
dance, which affects parents’ use of additional care
arrangements. Cost is also a factor when choosing
additional care. Access to grandparent care gives a
considerable cost saving for families needing more
hours of care than available through preschool. How-
ever, as noted in the previous section, families who
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through center care for work-related needs
(Edwards et al. 2004), less is known about the pos-
sible implications for children’s developmental
outcomes of different ECEC experiences. Results
from overseas have shown that there are advan-
tages for children attending centre-based care over
home-based care (NICHD ECCRN 2005). Australian
research has also shown that children receiving
only informal care in the infant-toddler years did
less well at school (Love et al. 2003), but that a
combination of informal and formal care was bene-
ficial for children’s language development (Bowes et
al. 2004). The question that is raised by these stud-
ies centres on the quality of home and centre care;
in particular, on the nature of educational provi-
sions and support for children’s development as
competent learners. Formal care providers have
access to early childhood specialist teachers and
resources, whereas informal carers are not simi-
larly supported. Given the contribution of the
informal sector to meeting families’ child care
needs throughout the early childhood years, LSAC
will provide an important opportunity to assess how
these differences in care quality may impact out-
comes for children.

LSAC has highlighted the role of grandparents as
providers of child care for both the infant and 
4-5 year old cohorts. However, Goodfellow and
Laverty’s (2003) work reminds us that grandpar-
ents are not a homogeneous group and that caring
for their children’s children involves challenges of
balancing work and family responsibilities, and 
personal and intergenerational obligations. Grand-
parents need to be supported and recognised for
the emotional and economic contribution they are
making. At the same time, it is equally important to
recognise that many families do not have the sup-
port of grandparent care, but have similar needs.
(see “Young children and their grandparents” on
pp. 10-17).

The role of early childhood education and care 
services in supporting families and children’s devel-
opment is a critical aspect of family life that LSAC
will investigate over the course of the current and
future waves of the study. Access to and use of
ECEC by families with additional needs, such as
children with health problems or a developmental
impairment, will be of particular relevance to serv-
ice providers and government policymakers. This
will include the possible implications of differential
access to services, across states or by metropolitan
and non-metropolitan locations. Previous research
indicates that outcomes for 4-5 year old children as
they progress into school are likely to be related 
to both the quality and quantity of their ECEC
experience (Harrison and Ungerer 2000; NICHD
ECCRN 2005; Sylva et al. 2003). LSAC will enable
researchers to examine questions about the rela-
tionships among overall time in non-parental care
arrangements before entering school, the quality,
and the consistency or changeability of these
arrangements, and their associations with chil-
dren’s early school achievement and social and
emotional well-being.  

Endnote

1 For children attending more than one early childhood edu-
cation and care program each week, the main arrangement
was the one attended for the most hours.
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The relationship between  
childhood injuries and family type

these families compared to intact families. These include:
increased financial adversity, increased stress related to
changes in family relationships and conflict in previous
couple relationships, reduced access to emotional and
instrumental support, and disruption to parent–child rela-
tionships (Pryor and Rodgers 2001; Wise 2003). 

There has been extensive research on the relationship
between family type and children’s socio-psychological
adjustment; however, further investigation of the physical
health of children in diverse families is needed (O’Connor,
Davies, Dunn and Golding 2000; Pryor and Rodgers 2001).
Research into the causes of child injury has indicated 
that there is a range of factors that are associated with
child injury (Peterson and Brown 1994). Several interna-
tional studies have found that family structures other 
than two biological parents are included among risk factors
for child injury (e.g., Dawson 1991; O’Connor et al. 2000;
Ely, West, Sweeting and Richards 2000; Wadsworth, Bur-
nell, Taylor and Butler 1983; Weitoft, Hjern, Haglund and
Rosen 2003).

For instance, Weitoft et al. (2003) used the Swedish
national registers to access demographic (for example,
socio-economic status, household composition) and health
and welfare information (for example, mortality, severe
morbidity and hospitalisation) of approximately one mil-
lion Swedish children and their families. Health and
welfare (including injury) information was examined over
a nine-year period. Boys living in sole-parent families were
found to be 12 and 15 per cent more likely than 
boys in intact families to have experienced injury as a
result of falls and poisoning, and traffic incidents, respec-
tively. Compared to their counterparts living in intact
families, girls living in sole-parent families were found to be
20 and 16 per cent more likely to have experienced injury
as a result of falls and poisoning, and traffic incidents,
respectively. 

njury is the leading cause of death among chil-
dren in Australia. According to the Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, in 2003, injury
was the cause of death of 231 Australian children
aged 1-14 years, representing 40 per cent of 

child fatalities in that period (AIHW 2005). Children are
susceptible to injury and non-fatal injuries can have pro-
longed effects (such as disability), which can impair a
child’s development and future wellbeing. In 2002-2003,
approximately 66,000 children aged 1-14 years (around
1.5 per cent of this age group) received an injury that
required hospitalisation (AIHW 2005). 

The Australian Government Department of Health and
Ageing developed the Draft National Injury Prevention
Plan to provide national strategic direction for future
injury prevention efforts in Australia. In this plan, child
injury was identified as a key issue for research and pre-
vention efforts (Pointer, Harrison and Bradley 2003). As
such, there is a considerable need to develop an under-
standing of the risk factors for child injury in order to
improve prevention efforts.

Although it is still the case that most children live with
their (married) biological parents, there has been a signif-
icant increase in recent decades in the number of
Australian children being raised in non-traditional families
such as de facto couples, sole-parent families, and two-
parent blended or stepfamilies (de Vaus and Gray2004).
There has been much concern surrounding how changes
to family structure may affect parenting and children’s
wellbeing (Tower 1989). Relative to children of intact fam-
ilies, children living in single-parent families or
stepfamilies tend to display higher levels of behavioural,
emotional, and academic problems (Pryor and Rodgers
2001; Wise 2003). Research suggests that the mechanisms
underlying this connection are likely to involve various
disadvantages and adverse circumstances experienced by

II

Using data on the 4-5 year old children participating in the Growing Up in Australia study, this examination of the

relationship between family structure and incidence of child injury indicates that children in sole-parent families – but

not stepfamilies – were over represented among the 17 per cent of children who sustained an injury, although the

increased risk for injury associated with living in a sole-parent household was no longer apparent once socio-economic

indicators were taken into account.
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O’Connor et al (2000) used data from approximately
10,000 English families participating in the Avon Longitu-
dinal Study of Parents and Children to examine the
relationship between family type and child injury requir-
ing medical attention, as reported by the child’s mother.
They found that, compared with children from intact fam-
ilies, children in sole-parent families were 50 per cent
more likely to have experienced a burn or scald, 40 per
cent more likely to have sustained a long-term disability or
scar from an accident, and 34 per cent more likely to have
sustained multiple accidents. 

Findings regarding the relationship between child injury
and membership in a stepfamily are less consistent than
findings concerning membership in sole-parent families.
Dawson (1991) examined self-report data from the United
States National Health Interviews Survey in which basic
health and demographic information on approximately
17,000 children were collected. Data on the child were
provided by an adult in the household, usually the child’s
mother. Children of stepparent families were 20 per cent
more likely than children of intact families to have experi-
enced an injury in the previous 12 months. On the other

hand, O’Connor et al (2000) did not find that stepchildren
were at increased risk of injury compared with children in
intact families.

The literature indicates that there are many child, parent,
family and neighbourhood characteristics, besides family
structure,  that are associated with child injury (See Table 1
for examples and for fuller accounts, Peterson and Brown
1994; Soubhi, Parminder and Dafna 2002). Notably, Blake-
more (2005) identified risk factors for injury sustained by
4-5 year old children using data from the first wave of the
Growing Up in Australia study. Risk factors that were found
to predict child injury included economic hardship, prox-
imity to heavy traffic, age of the parent informant (usually
the mother), child gender (male), and child hyperactivity.

Non-intact families have been found to have higher inci-
dences of many of these characteristics and it is plausible
that higher risk for injury in these families occurs because of
these other risk factors (Pryor and Rodgers 2001; Wise
2003). For instance, single parents are more likely to have
lower economic resources (Harding and Szukalska 1999) and
be younger and less educated (Peterson and Brown 1994),

Examples of child, parent, family and neighbourhood characteristics that have been found to be associated with child injuryTable 1

Neighbourhood

economic disadvantage
hardship

(Bijur, Stewart-Brown and Butler
1986; Jolly, Moller and Volker 1993;
Valsiner and Lightfoot 1996)

Family

low socio-economic status
low family cohesiveness
social isolation
family stress

(Matheny 1986, 1987; Weissman,
John, Merikangas, Prusoff,
Wickramarante, Gammon, Angold
and Warner 1986)

Child

difficult temperament
hyperactivity
aggression
male gender

(Bijur et al. 1986; Davidson 1987;
Kohen, Soubhi and Raina 2000;
Matheny 1986, 1987)

Parent

low maternal education
low parental monitoring of
child behaviour
low maternal education
low emotional coping
mental illness

(Backett and Johnson 1997;
Matheny 1987)
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Family type. Children living with both their biological par-
ents were classified as belonging to intact families.
Children were classified as belonging to stepfamilies if they
were living with a biological parent and an adult who was
identified as a stepparent. Children were classified as
belonging to intact or stepfamilies irrespective of whether
the relationship between the adults was cohabitation (de
facto) or legal marriage. Children who were living with a
single biological parent were classified as living in a sole-
parent family. A small number of children, not included in
this analysis, lived in different family types such as foster
or adopted families  (n = 57, 1.1 per cent). 

Injury. Parents indicated the number of times their child
was hurt, injured, or had an accident that needed medical
attention from a doctor or hospital in the past 12 months
and the type of injury or accident involved. The following
choices were available (respondents could select as many
items as relevant):

• Broken or fractured bones;
• Concussion or internal head injury;
• Burn or scald;
• Internal injury (not head);
• Dislocation;
• Dental injury;
• Sprain or strain
• Accidental poisoning;
• Cut or scrape;
• Other.

Parents were also asked whether their child had stayed in
hospital for at least one night because of any injuries or
accidents that had occurred in the previous 12 months.

Socio-economic indicators. Several socio-economic indica-
tors were selected on the basis of previous research (see
Table 1) to examine whether differences in the incidence of
child injury in diverse family types would still be apparent
after socio-economic status was taken into account. These
indicators included: maternal level of education, maternal
age, economic hardship (a scale constructed of items such
as difficulty in paying bills or mortgages and needing welfare
assistance), and neighbourhood liveability (a scale compris-
ing items such as neighbourhood safety, access to parks and
playgrounds, street lighting). To enhance interpretation,
measures were converted into categorical binary measures:
maternal age below/above 26 years; level of education
obtained (Graduate/Postgraduate; Diploma/Certificate; Year
12; Year 11 or below); below/above the 25th percentile for
economic hardship; and below/above the 25th percentile
for neighbourhood liveability. 

Results
Of the 4,983 children, 883 (17.7 per cent) were reported
by their parent to have sustained an injury during the past
12 months that required medical attention and/or hospi-
talisation (Figure 1). Very few sustained multiple injuries,
with just under 5 per cent having experienced two or more
injuries in the past 12 months.

Figure 2 displays the types of injuries that children sus-
tained. Of the 883 parents who reported that their child had
experienced an injury, the form of injury most commonly
experienced was an abrasion (usually a cut or scrape) with
approximately 46 per cent of children who sustained an
injury experiencing an injury of this nature. Approximately

which are factors that have been found to increase the risk of
poor child social and emotional outcomes (Dunn et al. 1998)
and child injury (Soubhi et al. 2002). Research on child well-
being has shown that much of the difference between
children of diverse family types can be accounted for by
lower socio-economic status among non-intact families
(Pryor and Rodgers 2001; Wise 2003). In the case of child
injury, O’Connor et al 2000 found that the increased risk for
child injury among children of sole parents was accounted
for by socio-economic circumstances (for example, financial
strain, lower education, overcrowded housing), in addition
to psychosocial stress (for example, maternal depression,
high child activity levels, adverse life events). On the other
hand, Weitoft et al (2003) and Dawson (1991) found that risk
remained much the same after accounting for socio-eco-
nomic resources. 

Overall, there has been little examination of risk of injury in
diverse family types (Pryor and Rodgers 2001). Moreover,
there also appears to be an absence of studies that have exam-
ined the relationship between family type and child injury in
an Australian context. The large representative sample of
Australian children in Growing Up in Australia – the Longi-
tudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) – provided an
excellent opportunity to examine issues surrounding the rela-
tionship between family type and child injury. 

In this article, the authors examine the relationship between
family structure and the incidence of child injury by exam-
ining the incidence and types of child injury among 4-5 year
old children participating in the Growing Up in Australia
study. We compared the incidence and the types of injury
sustained by children in three different family structures:
intact, step and sole-parent families. This included exami-
nation of whether differences in the incidence of child injury
in diverse family types would still be apparent after socio-
economic indicators were taken into account.

The study
The Growing Up in Australia study is a national prospec-
tive longitudinal survey designed to measure child
wellbeing, health, and development. The Australian Insti-
tute of Family Studies, on behalf of the Australian
Government Department of Family and Community Ser-
vices, conducted the first wave of the study in 2004. The
sample of Australian children includes: an infant cohort
(children aged between 3 months and 1 year 7 months)
and a child cohort (children aged between 4 years 3
months, and 5 years 7 months). 

Data were collected using a variety of measures including
face-to-face interview, self-complete questionnaires, direct
assessment, and observational measures. Information used
in this analysis was mostly obtained from the person most
knowledgeable about the child. This respondent (usually
the mother) provided demographic information about all
household members, socio-economic information about
her/himself and her/his spouse, and extensive information
about the selected child. 

Data on the 4-5 year old child cohort were used in the cur-
rent study. This cohort consists of 4,976 children, of whom
2,532 were boys (50.9 per cent) and 2,444 were girls (49.1
per cent).

Three broad categories – family type, injury and socio-
economic status – were used. 
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13 per cent of children who sustained an injury experienced
a fracture, while injuries such as sprains, concussions, and
burns were less common (10 per cent or fewer). Over one-
quarter of children who sustained an injury experienced
“other” unspecified types of injuries. 

Overnight hospital stays may indicate the seriousness of
the injury sustained. Very few children were reported to
have stayed in hospital for at least one night because of
their injuries (n = 77; 8.7 per cent of those who sustained
an injury and 1.5 per cent of the total sample). 

Family type and injury

The majority of children were currently part of an intact
family (n = 4128; 82.8 per cent). Relatively few children
were in sole-parent families (n = 693; 13.9 per cent), and
very few were part of a stepfamily (n =105; 2.1 per cent).
This was to be expected given data that indicate the vast
majority of parents’ relationships remain intact in the first
4-5 years of a child’s life (de Vaus and Gray 2003). 

Compared to the incidence of child injury among children of
intact families (17.1 per cent), the incidence of injury was
higher for children of stepparent and sole-parent families
(19 and 21 per cent, respectively). A chi-square test of inde-
pendence indicated these differences were significantly
different to that which would be expected by chance; how-
ever, the magnitude of these differences was weak. 

Further examination of the group differences revealed that
children in single-parent families were slightly but signifi-
cantly over represented among those who sustained injury.
The proportion of step children reported to have been
injured was not significant. 

Figure 3 displays the types of injuries sustained for chil-
dren from different family types. As can be seen, children
living in intact, sole-parent and stepfamilies experienced a
similar profile of injury types.

Research suggests that the higher risk for negative child out-
comes such as injury in non-intact families may be accounted
for by their typically lower socio-economic status. Significant
differences were found between intact and non-intact families
on the socio-economic indicators (Table 2). Compared to
intact families, more mothers of sole and stepparent families
than mothers of intact families had not completed a graduate
or postgraduate qualification, dropped out of secondary
school before year 12, or were below 26 years of age. In addi-
tion, more sole-parent households, but not stepfamilies, were
below the 25th percentile of economic hardship, and a greater
proportion of sole and stepparent families were below the
25th percentile of neighbourhood liveability.

Given these differences between family types on socio-
economic indicators, these effects were statistically
controlled in analyses examining whether membership in
a non-intact family is a risk factor for child injury. Logistic

The types of injuries that children sustained
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Socio-economic indicators by family typeTable 2

Level of education completed (mother)

Economic Neighbourhood 
Graduate/ Diploma/ Year 11 Maternal age hardship liveability

Postgraduate Certificate Year 12 or below <26 yrs (bottom 25%) (bottom 25%)

Intact 31.5 34.1 15.3 18.6 2.8 19.5 22.5

Step 17.1 38.1 14.3 30.5 29.5 41.9 29.5

Sole 12.8 37.1 13.9 36.5 14.5 51.2 31.4

Sig# * n.s n.s * * * *
Note: Chi-square tests of independence were used to examine whether differences between the family types on each socio-economic indicator were significant. 
* Denotes significance at the p < 0.001. n.s denotes non-significance.

Source: LSAC, Wave 1

Source: LSAC, Wave 1

Source: LSAC, Wave 1
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who sustained an injury; however, once socio-economic
indicators were taken into account the increased risk for
injury associated with living in a sole-parent household was
no longer apparent. This is consistent with research on child
wellbeing that has found that many of the differences
between children of diverse family types can be explained
by socio-economic disadvantages experienced by non-intact
families (Pryor and Rodgers 2001; Wise 2003).  

Research suggests that the mechanisms linking lower
socio-economic status to child injury are likely to be com-
plex. It is thought that socio-economic disadvantage is
linked to poor psychosocial functioning, which in turn
increases risk for injury. For instance, Ramsay (2003)
speculated that lower socio-economic status, particularly
financial stress and limited education, contributes to 
social isolation, which in turn may limit parents from
learning what poses a risk to their child’s safety and how to
prevent injury. On the other hand, socio-economic disad-
vantages may be more directly linked to child injury
because hardship is associated with physical hazards in
the environment (for example, old or faulty household
products, lack of smoke detectors, and proximity to heavy
traffic) (Burgess 1995). Future research must examine the
pathways through which the lower socio-economic status
of sole parent families is associated with increased risk of
child injury.

Although the incidence of child injury was higher for chil-
dren in sole parent families, it also is important to note that
the Growing Up in Australia study does not provide an
objective measure of injury, but rather reflects parents’

regression was used to investigate the differences between
the groups in the incidence of child injury with maternal
age and education, economic hardship and neighbourhood
liveability included to control for their effect. Neither
membership in a stepfamily, nor membership in a sole-par-
ent family, significantly predicted child injury in this
analysis, which suggested that the elevated risk for injury
associated with membership in a sole parent household
could be fully explained by the lower socio-economic sta-
tus of sole parent households. 

Discussion
In this examination of the relationship between family struc-
ture and the incidence of child injury it was found that
approximately 17 per cent (or almost one in five) of 4-5 year
old children were reported by their parents to have sustained
at least one injury in the past 12 months that required med-
ical attention or hospitalisation. According to these reports,
most children experienced only one incident, but a small
proportion experienced multiple incidents of injury. The 
literature indicates that injury can result in a number of dele-
terious consequences for wellbeing (e.g., Caffo and Belaise
2003; Tarnowski and Rasnake 1994). Although it is likely
that many of the injury incidents reported may have been
relatively trivial, the physical and other costs experienced by
some children and the general impact on their wellbeing may
have at times been substantial. 

The incidence of reported injury among children in the
Growing Up in Australia study is consistent with that pro-
vided by Australian national data on childhood injury

It is likely that any higher risk for child injury in non-intact 

families occurs because such families are more likely to possess

child, parent, family and neighbourhood characteristics that are

risk factors for child injury

(approximately 1.5 per cent of children aged 1-14 years)
(AIHW 2005). National injury data compiled by the Aus-
tralian Institute of Health and Welfare are based on injuries
that result in an episode of hospital admission.1 The inci-
dence of injury that resulted in an overnight hospital stay
(i.e., an admission) among children in the Growing Up in
Australia Study replicated this incidence rate. Moreover, it
has been estimated that one hospital admission occurs for
every seven injury cases presenting to hospital emergency
departments, and that at least as many injury cases again
consult a General Practitioner rather than present to a
hospital (Harrison and Steenkamp 2002). This estimate is
reasonably consistent with the finding that 17.7 per cent of
children in the Growing Up in Australia study were
reported by their parent to have sustained an injury during
the past 12 months that required hospitalisation or med-
ical attention (that is, visits to a general practitioner). This
consistency reflects the value of the current study in pro-
viding an estimate of injuries not captured in the
nationally compiled statistics that are based on adminis-
trative data. 

The findings indicated that children in sole-parent families,
but not stepfamilies, were over represented among those

judgement of injuries that required medical attention. This
relates to parental sensitivity to symptoms and most par-
ticularly help-seeking behaviour. Research suggests that
decisions as to whether a perceived injury requires medical
attention involves general vigilance about health issues,
confidence in dealing with injuries, and levels of social sup-
port (Weston and Lazzarini 1995). For single mothers in
particular who have fewer opportunities to share responsi-
bility for caring for a sick child, the GP may be an important
source of social support. The Australian Living Standards
Study, conducted by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies, showed that single mothers were significantly
more likely to visit a GP (for themselves), irrespective of
self-reported health status (such as chronic illness) and
other influences on GP use (Weston and Lazzarini 1995). If
children of single parents are more likely to be admitted for
less serious conditions, their relative risks will be overesti-
mated. Future research examining child injury risk in
diverse families will be strengthened by the use of data that
include information about the severity of injury, which
would help reduce self-reporting biases. 

Data from the current study suggest that children from step-
families are not at an increased risk of injury. This was not
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surprising given that a relationship between membership in
stepfamilies and child injury has not been consistently
found (e.g., O’Connor et al. 2000). It should be noted, how-
ever, that at this early stage of Growing Up in Australia,
there were very few stepfamilies. Research suggests that the
association between adverse child outcomes and separation
or membership in a non-intact family can vary over a child’s
life course (Pryor and Rodgers 2001). It may be that the
effects of membership in stepfamilies on child injury and
other outcomes may not emerge until later childhood or
adolescence. The risk of injury in stepfamilies must be re-
examined when later waves of Growing Up in Australia
data become available. The longitudinal nature of the study
allows the long-term outcomes of separation and member-
ship in stepfamilies on child injury to be examined over the
course of the child’s life.  

To summarise, the current paper provides an examination
of the relationship between family structure and the inci-
dence of child injury. Approximately 17 per cent of 4-5
year old children participating in the Growing Up Aus-
tralia study were reported to have experienced at least one
injury requiring medical attention in the past 12 months.
Children in sole-parent families were slightly but signifi-
cantly over-represented among those who sustained an
injury, whereas the increase in risk for stepchildren was
not significant. Analyses indicated that the higher risk was
accounted for by socio-economic differences between sole-
parent and intact families. Thus, it is likely that any higher
risk for child injury in non-intact families occurs because
such families are more likely to possess child, parent, fam-
ily and neighbourhood characteristics that are risk factors
for child injury. 

Endnote
1 These data are first compiled by the health authorities of the different

states and territories, as well as by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs.
The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare receives the collections
from various agencies and maintains the data in National Hospital
Morbidity Database (NHMD) Harrison, J. & Steenkamp, M. (2002),
Technical Review and Documentation of Current NHPA Injury
Indicators and Data Sources, Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare, Canberra.
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play a considerable role as well. There have been many
changes in family life and prevailing economic circum-
stances in Australia during the past 20 years. For example,
parents of young children tend to be older nowadays, family
sizes are smaller, mothers more often return to work when
their children are young, and more children experience out
of home care. The 1980s were years of economic growth and
security, in which optimism and confidence were high.
Broad social trends, such as the financial recession of the
1990s and the series of terrorist attacks since 11 September
2001, have made today’s world a more uncertain place. 

Given these recent social changes, it is possible that, when
comparing children of the 1980s and the 2000s, differences
may be found in their behavioural and socio-emotional
adjustment. Furthermore, such differences may be more evi-
dent among older than younger cohorts of children, as they
have had a longer exposure to environmental influences.

Comparison of these two studies also allows an exploration
of the universality of developmental processes – whether
similar trends and influences on children’s development
occur across time and context. An obvious universal
process is the relationship between children’s height and
age (barring disease, disability or extreme deprivation).
However, such widespread or constant trends may not be
seen with other aspects of development. As an example,
while aspects of temperament are clearly connected to the
development of behaviour problems (Sanson et al. 2004),
some intriguing research has suggested that the nature of
these connections may vary across differing environmen-
tal and cultural contexts. Illustrative of these differences is
the finding of Chen, Rubin and Li (1995) that shyness is
associated with positive outcomes among Chinese chil-
dren and negative outcomes among North American
children.

The LSAC and ATP studies afford a rare and important
opportunity to replicate results across a long time 
span, and to determine whether the associations between
temperament and behavioural and socio-emotional adjust-
ment found in the 1980s among Australian children still
hold in the 2000s. Our hypothesis was that, despite the
socio-cultural changes that have occurred, the same 
developmental processes that link temperament with
behavioural and emotional adjustment would be evident.

In summary, this paper compares two cohorts of children
separated by a 20-year time span on temperament style;
behaviour problems such as anxiety, aggression and hyper-
activity; and social functioning; after controlling for
differences between the cohorts on family demographic fac-
tors such as parental age, education, and country of origin. 

hat determines how children develop, and
what explains the huge variability among chil-
dren? Are they pre-programmed, or moulded
by their experiences? It is now realised that
this “either/or” question is overly simplistic,

and it is the inter-weaving of nature and nurture that is
critical. Thus, environmental factors influence and shape
the innate tendencies with which children come into the
world (Sameroff and MacKenzie 2003). 

This article draws on data on children’s temperament style
and socio-emotional wellbeing from two large longitudinal
studies – the Australian Temperament Project (ATP) 
and Growing Up in Australia, the Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children (LSAC), to investigate similarities
and differences between children growing up in the 1980s
and 2000s.

Some facets of children’s development may be particularly
responsive to environmental influences, while others may be
more genetically determined and less flexible. Consider a
child’s temperament style, for example. Temperament traits
are considered to be stable, biologically based characteristics
that are visible from birth (see the review by Sanson,
Hemphill and Smart 2004). However, they are not immutable,
and can be receptive to environmental experiences (van den
Boom 1995). Nevertheless, dramatic change in temperament
style is rare; for example, a shy child is unlikely to become a
highly extroverted teenager. Rather, small to moderate change
is more usual (Sanson, Pedlow, Cann, Prior and Oberklaid
1996). Consequently, since temperament style has a strong
genetic component (Rothbart and Bates 1998), children
growing up in differing eras might be expected to be relatively
similar in their temperamental characteristics. 

In contrast, environmental factors have been shown to play
a powerful role in the development of childhood behaviour
problems. For example, Patterson, Reid and Dishion (1992)
demonstrated that inept or harsh parenting was implicated
in the development of aggressive, acting out behaviour, 
particularly if a child’s personal characteristics already
placed the child at risk for such problems. Similarly, a grow-
ing body of evidence supports Conger’s Family Stress model
(Conger, Conger, Elder, Lorenz, Simons and Whitbeck 1992),
which posits a chain of influences beginning with economic
pressures on families, which affect parental and marital well-
being and hinder parents’ capacity to rear their children
effectively, which then impact on children’s adjustment. 

Hence, while child characteristics such as temperament
style may predispose children to develop behavioural or
socio-emotional problems, environmental factors (particu-
larly the family context and broader societal conditions)

WW

A comparison of children’s temperament 
and adjustment across 20 years

This paper compares children from two large-scale Australian
longitudinal studies conducted 20 years apart, offering insights into

the progress of children growing up in different eras and the role of social environments in their development and wellbeing.

D I A N A  S M A R T  A N D  A N N  S A N S O N
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Three main questions are investigated: How do ATP and LSAC
children compare on temperament? Have levels of children’s
behavioural and socio-emotional adjustment changed
between the 1980s and 2000s? Are the relationships between
temperament and behavioural and socio-emotional adjust-
ment in the LSAC cohort similar to those in the ATP cohort? 

The two studies
The two studies compared in this analysis are the ATP
study which commenced in 1983, and the LSAC study
which commenced in 2004. (See accompanying box on
page 57 for a discussion of some of the complexities
involved in these types of comparisons.)

ATP overview 

The Australian Temperament Project is a multi-discipli-
nary collaborative project between the Australian Institute
of Family Studies, the University of Melbourne, and the
Royal Children’s Hospital, Melbourne. To date, this ongo-
ing, longitudinal study has followed the progress of a large
group of Victorian children from infancy to 20 years of age
(for a more detailed description see Prior, Sanson, Smart
and Oberklaid 2000). 

The 2443 children and families recruited into the study came
from 67 of Victoria’s 78 local government areas, selected with
advice from the Australian Bureau of Statistics to give a rep-
resentative sample of the state. Twenty of the selected areas
were urban (1604 children) and 47 were rural (839 chil-
dren). Families with an infant aged four to eight months who

visited an Infant Welfare Centre in the selected area in a
specified two-week period in May 1983 were invited to par-
ticipate in the study. Comparison to census data showed that
the sample recruited was representative of the Victorian
state population in terms of parental educational and occu-
pational level (Sanson, Prior and Oberklaid 1985).

Thirteen waves of data have been collected up to the year
2002 via mail surveys, with the aim of tracing pathways to
psychosocial wellbeing and maladjustment from infancy to
adulthood. Using age-appropriate measures, a wide range of
aspects has been assessed, including the child’s tempera-
ment, behavioural and emotional 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,
Maternal and Child Health nurses, primary school teachers,
and the children themselves have provided information on
the child’s development at various stages of the project. 

The data used in this article come from the first and fourth
ATP survey waves. At the first data collection wave in 1983,
the children were all between four and eight months of age,
with an average age of 5.9 months. By the fourth survey wave
in 1986, 94 per cent of the recruited sample was still involved
in the study (N = 2272 children), with loss of contact the
main reason for participant attrition. Analyses investigating
the effects of attrition revealed that a significantly higher
proportion of the families who were no longer participating
had been living in disadvantaged circumstances at the com-
mencement of the study, or contained a non-Australian-born



Family Matters No.72 Summer 2005  Australian Institute of Family Studies 52

and volatile the child is; and Persistence – the child’s capacity
to see tasks through to completion. High scores reflect high
sociability, high reactivity and high persistence.

At both ages, each temperament dimension was assessed by
four items, in which parents rated the frequency of the behav-
iour’s occurrence on a 6 point scale of “almost never”, “not
often”, “variable – usually does not”, “variable – usually does”,
“frequently” and “almost always”. The four items were aver-
aged to form an overall score that reflected the child’s typical
style of reacting or responding on that facet of temperament.

Behavioural and socio-emotional adjustment

Neither study had measures of behavioural or socio-emo-
tional adjustment in infancy. Hence, comparisons were
only undertaken for the older cohorts on these aspects of
development. Both studies employed measures based on
the Rutter Child Behaviour Questionnaire (Rutter, Tizard
and Whitmore 1970). The ATP used the Behar Preschool
Behaviour Questionnaire (Behar and Stringfield 1974),
which assessed hyperactivity, hostile-aggression and anxi-
ety-fearfulness. The LSAC employed the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman 1997), which
assessed hyperactivity, conduct problems, emotional
symptoms, peer problems and pro-social behaviour. 

A sub-set of items was in common across both studies, from
which short scales were formed which assessed hyperactiv-
ity (3 items), aggression (3 items), anxiety (3 items), peer
problems (2 items) and pro-social behaviour (2 items).
While it was not possible to include the complete set of items
measured in each study, the common items cover some of
the most concerning types of early childhood problems. 

There were minor wording variations on some of the items
(for example, “worries about many things” in the ATP study
and “many worries, often seems worried” in the LSAC study).
All items were rated on a three-point scale to reflect whether
the behaviour was ‘certainly’, ‘somewhat’ or ‘not’ present. To
allow for the slight wording differences, we focused on prob-
lems which parents reported were clearly evident. Thus, the
items were recoded into dichotomies of “certainly” present
versus “not” or “somewhat” present. As for temperament, the
items were then averaged to form an overall score for each
aspect of behavioural and socio-emotional adjustment. High
scores indicate higher levels of hyperactivity, aggression, anx-
iety, peer problems and higher pro-social behaviour, while
low scores indicate the reverse.

Family demographic factors

Three indices of family demographic circumstances were
used here: parental education, parental country of origin,
and parental age. Maternal and paternal education were
assessed in the ATP study by two questions about the high-
est level of education completed by each parent. The 8-level
classification system then applied is shown in Tables 1 and
2. The LSAC study gathered similar information through
four questions – the highest level of schooling each parent
had completed, and the type of further qualifications gained.
The information from these questions was combined to par-
allel the ATP classification system. The ATP study coded
each parent’s country of origin using 18 categories (see
Tables 1 and 2). This coding system was also applied to the
LSAC data. For ease of interpretation, mother’s and father’s
country of origin was subsequently recoded into 1 = Aus-
tralian born and 2 = non-Australian born. Maternal and
paternal age was measured simply in years in both studies. 

father. However, there were no significant differences
between those who did, and did not, participate in this wave
on infant temperament style or behaviour problems meas-
ured at four to eight months of age. Thus the four-year-old
ATP cohort slightly under-represents families living in disad-
vantaged circumstances but continues to include children
with a wide range of characteristics. 

Responses were received from 76 per cent of those who
were still enrolled in the study at this time. The children
were all between 44 and 57 months of age, with an average
age across the cohort of 47.5 months.

Growing Up in Australia overview 

As a detailed description of the LSAC study has been given
on pages 4-9 of this edition of Family Matters, only a brief
overview is provided here (see also the LSAC Annual Report,
FaCS, 2005). The LSAC study is following two cohorts of
children from urban and rural areas of all states of Australia
through early and mid childhood. It aims to provide com-
prehensive data on Australian children’s wellbeing and
progress that can be used to underpin policy development
and service provision for young children and their families
(FaCS 2005). The two LSAC cohorts are broadly represen-
tative of the Australian population, although there are trends
for the cohorts to be slightly more advantaged than the gen-
eral population. The study uses weighting to adjust for this.

Data from the first LSAC survey wave, collected in 2004,
are used here. The younger cohort of 5104 children was
aged between 3 and 18 months, with an average age of 8.8
months. The older cohort  (N = 4976 children) was aged
between 51 and 67 months, and averaged 56.9 months. 

Data collection methods 

The ATP study collected all information via questionnaires
using a mail survey methodology. The LSAC study col-
lected data via home visits and interviews (which included
the questions on family demographic background and the
child’s behavioural and emotional adjustment used here),
as well as questionnaires which parents completed inde-
pendently and returned by mail (which included the
temperament scale). Accordingly, both studies employed a
similar methodology to collect information on tempera-
ment style, while for all other measures the data collection
methodology differed, with LSAC data collected through
interview and ATP data by self-complete questionnaires.

Measures 

Temperament style

Both the ATP and LSAC studies contained identical meas-
ures of temperament style.1 For the infant cohorts, an
abbreviated form of the Short Temperament Scale for
Infants was used (Sanson, Prior, Oberklaid, Garino and
Sewell 1987). Three facets of temperament style were
assessed: Approach-Sociability, which refers to the baby’s
degree of comfort when encountering new situations or
meeting new people; Cooperation, or how adaptable and
cooperative the baby is; and Irritability, how fretful or dif-
ficult to sooth the baby is. High scores reflect high
sociability, high cooperation and high irritability.

For the older cohorts, an abridged form of the Short Tempera-
ment Scale for Children was used (Prior et al. 2000). Again,
three aspects of temperament style were assessed: Approach-
Sociability – how comfortable the child is in new situations or
with unfamiliar children or adults; Reactivity – how intense
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Differences on family demographic factors
The trends in Tables 1 and 2 (see pages 53 and 54) indicate
the substantial shifts that have occurred in Australian soci-
ety over the past 20 years. 

First, LSAC parents tended to be more highly educated
than ATP parents. While approximately 11 per cent of ATP
mothers had gained a university degree or post-graduate
qualification, close to 30 per cent of LSAC mothers had
attained these qualifications. By contrast, about one-third
of ATP mothers had completed year 11 or 12, and a similar
proportion had completed less secondary schooling than
year 11. The corresponding figures for LSAC mothers were
20 and 15 per cent, respectively. Thus, the norm was for
the majority of ATP mothers to have a secondary qualifi-
cation only, while the norm for LSAC mothers was to have
a post-secondary qualification of some kind. 

The trend was similar, but a little less powerful, when com-
paring ATP and LSAC fathers: 18 per cent of ATP fathers had
gained a university degree or post-graduate qualification
compared with close to 30 per cent of LSAC fathers; almost
half the ATP fathers had only a secondary qualification,
whereas this was the case for about one-quarter of LSAC
fathers. These figures are testimony to the dramatic increase
in educational levels that has occurred in Australian society.

Second, the trends reveal changes in migration patterns.
While both studies contain relatively similar proportions of
Australian-born parents (about 80 per cent), the ATP study
contains more parents from a European, and particularly
Southern European, background. The LSAC study, on the
other hand, contains more parents who were born in New
Zealand, or in an Asian or African country. 

Finally, LSAC mothers and fathers were significantly older
than their ATP counterparts, with a three-year gap across
cohorts for both mothers and fathers. 

Since the ATP and LSAC cohorts closely matched the census
data available at the time of participant recruitment, these
differences reflect actual population shifts. Given these
strong but not unexpected differences in parents’ back-
ground characteristics, the effects of parental education, age
and country of origin were statistically controlled in the
analyses that were undertaken. Results of all statistical analy-
ses are available upon request.

Differences on temperament style
Analysis of covariance was used to investigate differences
between the cohorts, with maternal and paternal demo-
graphic characteristics included as covariates to control
for their effects. As both LSAC cohorts tended to be
slightly older than their equivalent ATP cohorts, child age
was also statistically controlled in these analyses. Effect
sizes were used to assess the strength of group differences,
following Cohen’s widely accepted definitions of small,
medium and large effect sizes (1988).

Looking first at temperament style, the ATP and LSAC infants
differed on one of the three facets of temperament, with no
significant differences on the remaining two aspects. While
infants in both cohorts were (on average) between “rarely”
and “usually not” irritable, Figure 1 (see page 55) shows that
ATP infants tended to be more irritable than LSAC infants
(with a large effect size). Comparisons of the older cohorts
(Figures 2 and 3) revealed significant differences on two of the
three aspects of temperament style: (1) approach-sociability
(while both groups were, on average, between “usually” and

“frequently” sociable and approaching, LSAC children
tended to be more outgoing, with a medium effect size); and
(2) reactivity (both groups were between “rarely” and “usu-
ally not” reactive, but ATP children tended to be more intense
and volatile, small effect size). 

Thus there were significant differences between the
cohorts on half of the temperament dimensions assessed,
although they were not markedly dissimilar on these. Fur-
ther analyses explored whether there were differing trends
for male and female infants and children, and found that
this was not the case. 

Comparison of the ATP and LSAC infant cohortsTable 1

ATP cohort LSAC cohort 
percentage percentage

Proportion of males 52.0 51.2

Mother’s education
post-graduate 1.6 13.3
degree 10.0 19.6
diploma 12.4 9.7
certificate/ apprenticeship 4.0 25.6
year 11 or 12 38.0 20.0
year 9 or 10 29.5 10.3
less than year 9 4.5 1.5
Father’s education
post-graduate 3.5 12.5
degree 14.5 16.3
diploma 11.9 8.3
certificate/ apprenticeship 17.9 38.8
year 11 or 12 26.2 14.1
year 9 or 10 20.1 8.9
less than year 9 5.9 1.1

Mother’s country of birth
Australia 79.9 80.5
New Zealand 0.9 3.2
Great Britain 6.0 4.5
Northern Europe 1.9 0.8
Italy 2.9 --
Greece 1.2 --
Yugoslavia 0.9 0.2
Other Southern European 1.4 0.1
Lebanon 0.6 0.5
Turkey 0.4 0.3
Other middle Eastern 0.5 0.5
Vietnam -- 1.3
India, Pakistan, Sri Lankan 0.7 1.6
Other Asian 1.6 3.5
North American 0.2 0.7
South American 0.3 0.2
African 0.5 0.9
Pacific islands -- 1.1

Father’s country of birth
Australia 73.3 78.9
New Zealand 1.0 3.5
Great Britain 7.3 6.4
Northern Europe 3.8 0.7
Italy 5.3 0.2
Greece 1.9 --
Yugoslavia 1.1 0.3
Other Southern European 1.5 0.1
Lebanon 0.6 0.9
Turkey 0.4 0.2
Other middle Eastern 0.5 0.6
Vietnam 0.1 1.2
India, Pakistan, Sri Lankan 0.7 1.5
Other Asian 1.3 2.3
North American 0.3 0.7
South American 0.4 0.2
African 0.5 1.0
Pacific islands -- 1.1

Mother’s age - group average 27.9 years 31.0 years

Father’s age - group average 30.5 years 33.8 years
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problems in both cohorts (small effect size). They were
also less pro-social (medium effect size), although pro-
social behaviour was generally evident across both cohorts
(the group averages being midway between the “not or
sometimes” and “certainly” response categories). 

Thus, again, while the LSAC cohort was faring significantly
better on these aspects than the ATP cohort, the two cohorts
were not greatly dissimilar. As found for temperament, these
trends were consistent across male and female children.  

Connections between temperament and 
behavioural and socio-emotional adjustment 
The final issue explored was whether the connections
between temperament and behavioural and socio-emo-
tional functioning would be similar across the ATP and
LSAC child cohorts. Multiple regression analysis was used
to identify significant contributors, with family demo-
graphic factors and child age entered at the first step to
control for their effects, and the three temperament
dimensions – reactivity, persistence, approach-sociability
– entered at the second step. 

Preliminary screening of the family demographic variables
showed that maternal and paternal characteristics 
were highly inter-related (particularly age). Hence, for these
analyses, maternal and paternal characteristics were 
combined, leading to the formation of the following variables:
parental age, parental education, and parental origin
(recoded as 1 = both parents Australian born, 2 = one parent
Australian born, and 3 = neither parent Australian born).

For hyperactivity, family demographic factors explained
approximately 2-3 per cent of variance across both cohorts,
with parental education and age being significant contribu-
tors in both studies (lower education and younger age were
associated with higher levels of hyperactivity). In the LSAC
study, non-Australian parental origin was also a significant,
albeit weak, contributor.2 Temperament style explained a
further 10 per cent of variance among the ATP cohort and 14
per cent among the LSAC cohort. Across both studies, lower
persistence (low concentration or attentiveness) and higher
reactivity (intensity, volatility) were powerful contributors,
and were much more influential than the family factors.
Sociability also featured, but less powerfully, and there were
differing trends across the two cohorts on the relationship
between sociability and hyperactivity. In the ATP cohort,
lower sociability was associated with hyperactivity, whereas
in the LSAC cohort, higher sociability was associated with
hyperactivity. Further details of these findings are available
on request.

For aggression, family demographic factors explained only
1 per cent of variance, with lower parental education sig-
nificantly associated with higher levels of aggression in
both studies, and younger parental age in the LSAC study.
Temperament style accounted for 15 and 16 per cent of
variance among the ATP and LSAC cohorts respectively.
High reactivity was clearly the most powerful contributor,
while lower persistence was also significantly associated
with higher aggression. Again, these factors were much
more powerful predictors than the family factors included.
In the LSAC study, higher sociability was also significantly
but weakly associated with higher aggression.

The trends that emerged for anxiety were much less sub-
stantial. Family demographic factors were of little
importance (0 to 1 per cent of variance explained). No

Differences on behavioural and 
socio-emotional functioning
Regarding children’s behavioural and socio-emotional
adjustment, the ATP and LSAC child cohorts differed sig-
nificantly on levels of anxiety, pro-social behaviour and
peer problems, as shown in Figures 4-6.  The average lev-
els of anxiety were low in both cohorts (Figure 4), but ATP
children tended to be slightly more anxious (small effect
size). The ATP children also experienced more peer prob-
lems than LSAC children, again with a low average level of

Comparison of the ATP and LSAC child cohortsTable 2

ATP cohort LSAC cohort 
percentage percentage

Proportion of males 52.5 50.9

Mother’s education
post-graduate 3.6 12.3
degree 7.2 16.2
diploma 21.3 8.9
certificate/ apprenticeship 0.5 26.2
year 11 or 12 34.5 21.5
year 9 or 10 29.4 12.8
less than year 9 3.5 2.1
Father’s education
post-graduate 6.6 14.0
degree 12.7 15.2
diploma 14.8 8.1
certificate/ apprenticeship 21.5 37.7
year 11 or 12 21.5 13.4
year 9 or 10 18.3 10.1
less than year 9 4.6 1.6

Mother’s country of birth
Australia 83.9 77.2
New Zealand 0.5 2.7
Great Britain 5.4 6.0
Northern Europe 1.8 1.1
Italy 2.3 --
Greece 0.5 0.2
Yugoslavia 0.6 0.2
Other Southern European 1.6 0.1
Lebanon 0.2 1.0
Turkey -- 0.3
Other middle Eastern 0.2 0.3
Vietnam -- 1.2
India, Pakistan, Sri Lankan 0.5 2.0
Other Asian 1.1 4.5
North American 0.6 0.5
South American 0.1 0.3
African 0.5 1.3
Pacific islands 0.3 1.1
Father’s country of birth
Australia 76.8 75.5
New Zealand 0.7 2.9
Great Britain 7.1 7.4
Northern Europe 4.1 1.3
Italy 4.6 --
Greece 1.1 0.2
Yugoslavia 0.6 0.5
Other Southern European 1.5 0.3
Lebanon 0.3 1.0
Turkey -- 0.3
Other middle Eastern 0.5 0.5
Vietnam -- 1.0
India, Pakistan, Sri Lankan 0.4 2.2
Other Asian 1.0 3.1
North American 0.3 0.6
South American 0.1 0.3
African 0.5 1.5
Pacific islands 0.4 1.3

Mother’s age - group average 31.8 years 34.6 years

Father’s age - group average 34.2 years 37.5 years
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family factors emerged as significant contributors in the
ATP study, while in the LSAC study lower parental educa-
tion and non-Australian parental origin tended to be
associated with higher anxiety. Temperament style
explained a mere 2 per cent of variance. High reactivity
was the major contributor in both studies, with lower
approach-sociability and lower persistence also weak sig-
nificant contributors in the LSAC, but not ATP, study.

Similar weak trends emerged for the prediction of peer
problems. Family factors explained less than 1 per cent of
variance, with younger parental age a significant contribu-
tor in the ATP study and lower parental education and
non-Australian origin significant contributors in the LSAC
study.  Once again, these associations, while significant,
were relatively inconsequential, and smaller than the
associations found for temperament style, which
accounted for 2 per cent of variance across both cohorts.
In the ATP study, higher reactivity was associated with
greater peer problems while in the LSAC study all three
temperament dimensions were relevant (higher reactivity,
lower sociability and lower persistence, although this last
factor was only weakly related to peer problems). 

Finally, with regard to pro-social behaviour, family demo-
graphic factors exerted almost no effect (less than 1 per
cent of variance explained). As before, the family demo-
graphic factors that contributed (all weakly) were slightly
different across the two studies: lower maternal education

in the ATP study and non-Australian parental origin in the
LSAC study were both associated with higher levels of pro-
social behaviour. Temperament style explained 8 per cent
of variance in the ATP study and 11 per cent in the LSAC
study. Across both studies, reactivity and persistence were
the most powerful contributors, with approach-sociability
a weak significant contributor in the LSAC study.

All in all, very similar connections between temperament
and behavioural and socio-emotional adjustment emerged
across both studies. While there were several differences
between the cohorts in the type of family demographic
factors that had an impact on children’s outcomes, gener-
ally these connections were weak and accounted for very
little variance, with the exception of hyperactivity. Tem-
perament style was confirmed as a salient predictor
especially for hyperactivity, aggression and pro-social
behaviour in both cohorts, with the temperament traits of
greatest importance being reactivity and persistence.

What can be concluded from this comparison 
of the two studies?
Three issues were investigated in this paper. Were there
differences between the ATP and LSAC cohorts on tem-
perament style? Did the cohorts differ on behavioural and
socio-emotional adjustment? Were the connections
between temperament and behavioural and socio-emo-
tional functioning similar in these two groups of children?  

Differences between the 
ATP and LSAC infant 
cohorts on irritability
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The symbol at the top of each bar shows the 95 per cent confidence intervals (CIs) that encompass each cohort's group average. The CIs may be interpreted as meaning
we are 95 per cent confident that the population average would be contained within these values. When comparing CIs across groups, as in Figures 1 to 6, CIs that do not
overlap indicate significant differences between the groups (that is, a larger difference than would be expected as a result of random variation)
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These findings tend to allay concerns that today’s children
are having difficulty coping with new family contexts, such
as the trend for more mothers of young children to return
to work, the greater utilisation of child care, and the higher
levels of hardship, stress and isolation reportedly experi-
enced by young families (Stanley, Sanson and McMichael
2002). It will be important to continue comparing these
two cohorts in the future as further waves of LSAC data
become available, to verify these early findings. 

Connections between temperament and adjustment

Finally, these findings confirm that children’s temperament
style “matters” for their development and wellbeing. The
trends emerging from the two studies were remarkably sim-
ilar in terms of the amount of variance explained and the
temperament dimensions that were most salient. Reactivity
(analogous to irritability and cooperation in infancy) reflects
a predisposition to respond intensely to frustration, experi-
ence difficulty controlling one’s emotions, and be volatile.
This characteristic clearly puts a child at some risk for 

the development of behaviour
problems such as aggression and
hyperactivity, which can become
ingrained and have deleterious
long-term consequences, including
poorer school achievement, more
difficult family and peer relation-
ships, and adolescent antisocial
behaviour (Vassallo, Smart, San-
son, Dussuyer et al. 2002). Further,
it can impede the development of
pro-social attributes, which are the
foundation for social competence. 

The persistence temperament
dimension reflects the capacity 
to maintain and control one’s
attention, and willingness to see

activities through to completion. These results confirm pre-
vious findings that low levels of these capacities are
implicated in the development of hyperactivity and aggres-
sion and can hinder the development of pro-social
behaviour (Rothbart and Bates 1998). Sociability also con-
tributed to several outcomes – for example, hyperactivity
where, unexpectedly, the connections differed across the
two studies, and to anxiety and peer problems among LSAC
children, with lower sociability or shyness related to these
outcomes. Similarly, higher sociability was associated with
pro-social behaviour, again only among LSAC children.
These findings are in line with other research in this area
(Sanson et al. 2004). 

Hence there was consistency in the way temperament
impacted on adjustment among children separated by a
20-year time span, although sociability appeared to play a
slightly larger role among children of the 2000s. 

However, temperament style was clearly not the only con-
tributor, since it explained only a modest amount of variance.
The ATP study did not contain data on parenting in early
childhood, but the data collected during adolescence, as well
as that of other studies (for example, Patterson et al. 1992),
show that parenting effectiveness is a major influence on
behaviours such as antisocial behaviour, substance use and
depression (Letcher, Toumbourou, Sanson, Prior, Smart and
Oberklaid 2004). Of course, an irritable, volatile child may be
more challenging to parent in a responsive and consistent
way. Hence we believe temperament influences children’s

Temperament style

Regarding the first issue, there appear to have been small
but significant shifts in Australian children’s temperament
over the past 20 years, as assessed by parents. These were
all in the direction of children of the 2000s being a little
“easier” in temperament style – less irritable and reactive
and also more outgoing and sociable. Only one of three
facets of temperament differentiated the infant cohorts
(irritability) and two of three discriminated the early
childhood cohorts (sociability and reactivity).  

What might underlie these trends? One possibility is that
they reflect the impact of across-time changes in family
resources and climate. As noted earlier, there were substan-
tial differences between the cohorts on parental educational
levels and age. Higher levels of parental education and 
family socio-economic background have been shown to 
be associated with more ef fective child-rearing 
in areas such as relationship quality, discipline and 
involvement (Conger et al. 1992; Hoff-Ginsberg and Tardif
1995; Sampson and Laub 1994).
Additionally, more extensive serv-
ices and advice are available to
parents nowadays, and LSAC par-
ents may possess greater economic
resources, both of which may have
aided them in their parenting roles. 

Nevertheless, the size of the dif-
ferences was quantitatively not
large. Therefore, it is probably
more appropriate to emphasise
the overall similarity in tempera-
mental traits across the cohorts.
There is certainly no sign in these
findings that changes in demogra-
phy or family context are having a
marked impact on children’s tem-
perament, which is to be expected given temperament’s
constitutional basis.

Adjustment

The differences between the cohorts on adjustment were sim-
ilar in size to those found for temperament, and were again in
the direction of LSAC children faring slightly better than ATP
children. Differences were found on anxiety (for example,
worrying, being fearful or miserable), peer problems (not
being liked, being a loner), and pro-social behaviour (sharing,
being considerate). Interestingly, there were no significant
differences on aggression and hyperactivity. Hence the differ-
ences that emerged seemed to reflect children’s capacities to
interact comfortably and well in social situations. 

How might children’s social experiences differ across the
1980s and 2000s? One major difference is the increasing
trend for young children to spend time in child care.
Research suggests that good quality child care can have
beneficial effects on children’s developing social skills
(NICHD 2003). It is therefore possible that the current
findings may, to some extent, reflect the influence of chil-
dren’s experiences in out of home care. It could also be the
case that LSAC parents are less likely than ATP parents to
report difficulties with their child, although it is hard to see
why this should be so. Again, it is important to emphasise
that the majority in both cohorts of children appeared to
be progressing well, although a certain number in each
cohort were experiencing problems. 

Findings confirm that children’s
temperament style “matters” for

their development and wellbeing.
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development indirectly as well as directly, through the sorts
of interactions it elicits from others around the child.

Interestingly, the family demographic factors included
(parental age, education and country of origin) generally
had little relevance for the emergence of behavioural and
emotional problems and competencies in early childhood.
While some associations were found, these were generally
quantitatively weak. It is likely that other family factors
such as parenting style or parental psychological health,
which were not available across both studies and hence
could not be included, have a greater role.

Conclusion
This paper compared the progress of children growing up 
in two eras – the 1980s and the 2000s – and found many
similarities. There were no marked shifts in children’s tem-
perament or adjustment over time despite substantial
demographic changes, and remarkably similar connections
between temperament and adjustment. We look forward to
continuing these comparisons in the future, comparing the
life paths of the ATP 1980s cohort to the two LSAC 2000s
cohorts as they navigate childhood and adolescence.

Endnotes
1 The ATP study contained a larger number of items assessing tempera-

ment style than the LSAC study. For these analyses, only items that
were included in both studies are used.

2 With the large cohort size of almost 5000 children, quite weak associa-
tions were found to be significant.
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This paper illustrates some of the complexities of cross-cohort or across-
study comparisons, particularly when large time spans are involved. 

Conceptual and measurement advances occur, and measures are
rarely identical. We found it necessary to consider carefully the cod-
ing frames and individual items used in each study, and not rely upon
those in the data dictionaries, creating new variables that were iden-
tical across cohorts rather than employing original variables which
appeared conceptually similar but differed in content. As these new
variables sometimes contained a small number of items, the reliabil-
ities tended to be lower than usually found. Nevertheless, the
consistency of effects across cohorts was high.

Furthermore, the large demographic differences between the ATP and
LSAC cohorts clearly demonstrate the changing nature of society over

time. A particularly notable finding was the much higher educational
levels among LSAC parents in the 2000s than ATP parents in 
the 1980s. These naturally occurring trends add an extra layer of
complexity.

Similarly, the ATP families resided in Victoria, while the LSAC cohort
included families from all states of Australia. To explore whether state
of residence was important, a further set of analyses was undertaken
in which the ATP cohorts were compared with only Victorian LSAC
cohort members. The same trends emerged, suggesting that this
issue was of little importance. The data collection methodologies also
differed somewhat across the two studies, but reassuringly the
results were similar when the methodologies were identical (for 
temperament style) and when they were not (for adjustment).

S O M E  C O M P L E X I T I E S  O F  A C R O S S - S T U D Y  C O M P A R I S O N S
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very rich mothers are less likely to work than other
mothers, so the economic situation of the mother’s
household, (along with her level of education) is a 
predictor of whether the mother will participate in
much paid work (AIFS Submission 2005; Baxter
2005b; Cass 2002). 

Teenage mothers provide a good opportunity to exam-
ine some of the recognised factors in the work and
family debate that lead mothers to decide not to par-
ticipate in paid work. They have in common a similar
“stage of the lifecycle” when they have children – 
they all have at least one child while in their teens.
They also tend to have in common a particular eco-
nomic situation – they are generally poor themselves
and are likely to have partners and parents who are
economically disadvantaged. 

While these structural reasons might go a long way 
to explain why teenage mothers are less likely than
other mothers to participate in paid work, it is inter-
esting to explore whether some of the major concepts
of “individual agency” used in the work and family 
literature can be usefully applied to the experiences 
of teenage mothers. Can these concepts (such as “pref-
erences”, “choices” and “decision making”) help us 
to understand the way teenage mothers live their 
lives? Why do relatively few teenage mothers (com-
pared to other mothers) participate in study or paid
work as part of their motherhood experience? To 
what extent are they “choosing” not to do paid work or
study? 

ver the last decade or so, the work and fam-
ily debate in Australia has largely framed
how we discuss motherhood (for example,
Manne 2005; Pocock 2001; Glezer and Wol-
cott 1999). The participation rate of

mothers in the workforce seems to be high enough now
that when mothers do not do paid work, it is mostly
assumed that this has been an active decision made by
the mother (Hakim 2003; Manne 2005). 

Researchers often focus on the reasons mothers are
not doing paid work in order to shed light on how work
and family decisions are made – often phrases like
“barriers” and “lack of social support” are used along-
side words like “preferences” and “choice”. Commonly
cited reasons as to why mothers do not participate in
the paid workforce include, for example: because their
children are too young; there are no suitable child care
places or jobs available; they are on welfare and it does
not make financial sense to work; they are single moth-
ers with little support structures available; they have a
preference not to work; or combinations of these sorts
of reasons (Baxter 2005a; Hakim 2000; Hand and
Hughes 2004). 

Most of the work and family literature also stresses 
a lifecycle approach to decision making – depending on
the age of both the mother and her children, and the
phase of her life, she may be more or less inclined 
to participate in paid work. In addition, researchers
recognise the economic factors at play in mothers’
decision making: very poor (jobless households) and

A L I S O N  M O R E H E A D  A N D  G R AC E  S O R I A N O
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Teenage mothers:
Constructing family
What are the supports, pressures and additional labour that shape decisions teenage

mothers make about family life?
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Teenage mothers are not particularly common in Aus-
tralia. In 2003, there were only 11,505 births to
teenagers, with most of these births to mothers in their
late teens. For example, there were only 375 births to
teenage mothers aged 15 and under climbing to 4,512
births to mothers 19 years of age (ABS 2004). 

Australia’s teenage fertility rate of 16.3 babies per 1,000
women in 2003 is low compared to the United States
(51.1), New Zealand (29.8), Canada (20.1) and the
United Kingdom (29.7). It is higher, however, than
other OECD countries such as France (7.9), Italy (6.8),
Sweden (7.8) and other developed Asian countries like
Japan (3.9), Hong Kong (5.8) and Singapore (7.0)
(Evans 2003; ABS 2000). Australia’s relatively low
teenage fertility rate means that teenage mothers have
not been considered a major social issue in the same
way as they have, for example, in the United Kingdom
(see Social Exclusion Unit report on Teenage Preg-
nancy 1999). 

While they may not be a major social issue in Australia,
teenage mothers can be expensive for governments.
They are more likely than other mothers to remain on
income support payments for long periods of time, to
have children who are likely to rely on welfare pay-
ments later in life, and to have poorer health outcomes
(including mental health) for both themselves and their
children (Newman 2001; Quinlivan 2004; and for an
Australian analysis, see Gregory and Klug 2003).
Teenage mothers typically have lower levels of educa-
tional attainment than both other mothers and other

women of their age, and to have lower occupational and
educational aspirations (Eloundour-Enyegue and
Stokes 2004; Fergusson and Woodward 2000). Teenage
mothers make up only one per cent of all single moth-
ers in Australia. At 3 per cent, teenage mothers are
over represented as recipients of the main income sup-
port payment for single mothers (Parenting Payment
Single). Nearly all teenage mothers are receiving some
kind of income support (ABS 2003). 

Overall, teenage mothers (and their children) tend to
fare more poorly on several key economic, social and
health indicators than other mothers (Moore and
Brooks-Gunn 2002; Chevalier and Viitanen 2001;
Hobcroft and Kiernan 1999; Allen and Dowling 1998;
Gregory and Klug 2003).

Teenage Mothers Study
The Teenage Mothers Study was conducted between
November 2004 and May 2005. Five focus groups with
teenage mothers were conducted by the authors (four
in Victoria and one in Canberra) with 41 participants
in total. Participants included mothers living in rural
areas and in the suburbs, mothers in school and not in
school, mothers with part-time jobs and no jobs, and
single, cohabiting or married mothers. Service
providers were also interviewed separately from the
mothers. The mothers were selected via the service
providers, who were contacted by the authors and
asked for assistance in recruiting focus group partici-
pants. A flyer for each group was prepared by the
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the time, and 10 were in a relationship but not living
together. Only one mother was married to the father of
the child at the time of the birth. Information about
relationship status at the time of first birth was not pro-
vided by the other two mothers. At the time of the
study, the number of single mothers had risen to 27,
while the number of mothers cohabiting with the
baby’s father dropped from 12 to three. Four mothers
indicated that they were cohabiting with a new partner.
Information about current relationship status was not
provided by the remaining seven mothers. 

At the time of birth, seven of the mothers were in pri-
vate rental, another seven in public housing, 21 were
living at home with their parents, and information was
not reported by the remaining mothers on this topic. 
At the time of the study, 15 of the mothers were still liv-
ing at home, and the number of mothers living in both

private rental and public housing had increased (11
and 12 respectively). 

All the mothers were receiving some form of govern-
ment assistance such as Parenting Payment Single and
Family Tax Benefit Part A. Twenty-eight were receiving
a weekly income of $450 or less, and the others
received somewhere around this average reported
amount, depending on their number of children and
whether the mother was married or in any paid work.

Only eight of the mothers were employed, all of them on
a part-time casual basis. Jobs included working at a fish
and chips shop, delivering pizzas, milking cows, and
cleaning houses. While more than half of the mothers
(25) left school while they were between 15-17 years old,
11 were participating in education at the time of the
study (most of these mothers went back after the birth of
their child), either Secondary or TAFE/University. 

While 27 of the mothers said they did not have any
problem with their health, of those who did, four said
they suffered from postnatal depression and three said
they had anaemia. Most of the mothers (31) provided
an indication of their own mother’s age at first birth,
and of these, 28 said their mother had a child before
they turned 20.

In short, the teenage mothers in the focus groups exhib-
ited fairly typical characteristics that the literature
describes are commonly associated with teenage moth-
erhood (Berrington 2004; Cheesbrough, Ingham and
Massey 2002; Social Exclusion Unit 1999; Turner 2004).

authors and distributed via service providers. In four of
the five groups, most of the participants knew each
other from either playgroups or other service provided
activities. In one of the focus groups, it was the first
time the mothers had come together as a group.

Each of the five focus groups was run with roughly 
similar questions and guidelines. Themes included preg-
nancy, birth, role of the child’s father, reactions and
support (or otherwise) offered by the mother’s parents
and other relatives and friends, schools, employers, and
general community. Themes focused on daily life, finan-
cial affairs, thoughts, hopes and plans about the future,
and the health of mother and child. Participants were
also asked to fill out a demographic questionnaire at the
end of the focus group, and were given a survey to take
home and complete and then send back by reply-paid
envelope. The demographic questionnaires were com-

pleted to a high standard given that the researchers were
on hand to assist participants fill them out. 

As expected, the mail-back questionnaire yielded rela-
tively low return rates. Of the 41 handed out, 24 were
completed and returned. Participants were given $40 to
cover their costs of attending and participating in the
focus group. 

Eight service providers were interviewed, one face-to-
face, following a focus group, and the rest via phone
interviews. The service providers comprised a mix of
local council and community organisations. Issues cov-
ered in these interviews included: a brief history of the
service and how it became involved with teenage moth-
ers; background information about any specific group
teenage mothers had joined within the service; and
general discussion about issues surrounding teenage
mothers and local environment factors (including
housing, community acceptance, incidence, relation-
ship, financial issues and so on). Service providers were
also asked whether they thought services could be
improved. Like the focus groups, these interviews were
taped and later transcribed.

Half of the focus group mothers had their first child
between the ages of 17 and 18 years, with three moth-
ers having their baby at age 15 or under. At the time of
the study, ten had two or more children. Thirty-seven
mothers said their first pregnancy was not planned.

While 16 of the mothers were single at the time of their
first birth, 12 were cohabiting with the baby’s father at

Young women started their

mothering careers without 

a strong view of how their 

lives will turn out.
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The decision to become a mother
For most of the focus group participants, getting preg-
nant with their first child was an accidental side effect
of having sex. Out of the 41 teenagers, only four said
they planned to get pregnant. Several of the mothers
volunteered that they had abortions prior to the preg-
nancy that produced their first child. Others expressed
quite strong anti-abortion views and differentiated
themselves from women who had repeated abortions as
a birth control method. 

In their in-depth study of 84 teenage mothers, Allen
and Dowling (1998) found there was a clear anti-
abortion feeling amongst their participants (very 
rarely based on religious grounds), and that although
they might not have planned to get pregnant, the
teenagers “were not planning to avoid pregnancy” 
(p. 207). They concluded that pregnancy was not so
much a decision as an acceptance of what had hap-
pened, accompanied by a feeling of being swept up in
events (p. 194).

The discourse used by many mothers in the focus
groups seemed to be well practised and constructed 
in relation to many of the issues covered. In particular,
by opening the group discussion with a question 
about feelings surrounding discovering pregnancy, the
authors were aware that participants would find the
question relatively easy to answer as it was no doubt
something they had been asked many times before. 

The mothers described the shock and surprise at find-
ing out they were pregnant and then gave various
reasons for their decision to continue the pregnancy: 

“I didn’t have an option, I was having this baby.”(E2) 

“I decided I was good enough to have a child.”(E1)

“I didn’t want a posh life, I think I was rebelling.”(E3)

“I had an abortion when I was 15 and I just didn’t want to go down
that road again so I decided from square one to have the baby.”(R5)

“If I’ve got my mind made up I’ll do it, no matter what anyone else
tells me or if they say, no you’re making a mistake. It’s like, well, it’s
my mistake to make.”(E2)

The word “responsible” came up often when the moth-
ers described their reasons for continuing on with the
pregnancy. They justified continuing on with their
pregnancy as proof of a “worthy” side of their identity;
they were acting in a responsible manner. In this way,
they differentiated themselves from other teenagers
who didn’t go through with pregnancies – they were a
“step above” them. For example, one mother, referring
to her children, said:

“At least I’ve kept them, you know, at the end of the day, like, I
accepted what I did.”(E3)

Like those in Allen and Dowling’s study, these
teenagers knew that not doing anything at all would
result in a birth, whereas doing something to stop 
the chain of events (for example, birth control prior 
to getting pregnant; abortion) would require a set of 
firm rather than shaky feelings. Some of the service
providers confirmed this in the interviews conducted
with them separately, following the focus groups. 

Service providers, on balance, thought that most of 
the mothers did not “accidentally” get pregnant. Ser-
vice providers agreed that although the teenagers 
might have had misinformed views about the role of
contraceptive methods in preventing pregnancy, they
knew that having unprotected sex could well result in
pregnancy. 

In a way, the decision “not to do anything” surrounding
contraception and pregnancy, but rather to “see what
happens” could be seen as particular forms of typical
teenage behaviour – risk taking (unprotected sex) and
rebellion (continuing with the pregnancy in the face of
sometimes hostile parental reactions). Many of the
mothers spoke about the adverse reaction to the news
of their pregnancy by their parents. For example, one
mother, speaking of her parents’ reaction, said:

“Everyone in my family told me to get an abortion. They said 
‘you’re too young and the father’s not around’ and they carried 
on like pork chops . . . they just didn’t want to know me. I was the
black sheep.”(E3) 

Some mothers said that their parents eventually pro-
vided support and “got over it”. 

For the majority of teenage mothers in the focus
groups, the decision-making processes surrounding
getting pregnant and then having the child can proba-
bly be described at best as weak, and certainly not as
fully informed and confident. While many educated
and older mothers might spend years preparing for the
“right” time to have a child (and perhaps, as a result,
miss out altogether), the teenage mothers were tenta-
tively asserting their identities in the face of sometimes
strong opposition, not only from their parents but from
their boyfriends as well.

Service providers mentioned that the mothers did not
think too far ahead, and had little idea of what mother-
ing meant in practice – the concept was often defined
as “having something that will love you”. 

During the focus groups, participants were asked to
imagine themselves a few years down the track, and 
to describe how they thought they might be living. 
This was one of the most difficult questions: it took 
a lot of prompting in each of the groups to encourage
the mothers to talk about the future. Most said 
they really could not say where they would be and 
what they would be doing – they had not given it much
thought.

The concept of decision making, when usually applied
in the context of debates about work and family,
implies that preferences guide the choices that parents
make (Hakim 2000, 2003). It can be concluded from an
analysis of the comments made by teenage mothers in
the focus groups that preferences were not strongly
articulated – rather, for these mothers, “things happen
to you”. There were rarely highly developed prefer-
ences to guide decisions. 

Most of these young women started their mothering
careers without a strong view of how their lives will
turn out, without many strong preferences for the
future, and therefore, without a commitment to a cer-
tain way of arranging either work or family, let alone a
combination of the two.
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first child – the father’s role as partner, apart from a few
exceptions, was mostly very minimal during the preg-
nancy and then non-existent after the birth. 

Housing transitions were large events for most moth-
ers. One mother said:

“I moved towns to get away and so my parents couldn’t interfere.”(E7)

Another said: 

“My ex-partner’s parents kept telling me ‘you should be doing this,
you shouldn’t be doing that’ . . . so I just ran off and everyone was
going ‘where’s E5’.Then I came back after three months and he [the
baby] was still there, he was still safe.”(E5) 

Some of the mothers felt that having a baby was a pos-
itive step toward improving their lives, particularly if
they were using drugs prior to getting pregnant, or felt
they had fallen in with the wrong crowd of friends. One
mother explained that prior to having her first child:

“I was just being an idiot hanging around with all the other drop
kicks around town .. .After getting pregnant . . . I cleaned myself up
and I didn’t take another drug after that.”(E3)

Another mother said: 

“I wouldn’t change anything because she [the baby] changed my
life. I was living in [a town] and started to get into drugs really
heavily.There was no hope for me and I just see that she saved my
life.”(R1)

Becoming a mother often separated the teenagers from
their friends. Several mothers said they now mixed
almost exclusively with other young mothers, and only
retained a few of their closest friends from pre-baby
days. One mother said:

“I’ve got friends in [her town] who would rather go out on the piss
on Saturday night than to come and celebrate my little boy’s birth-
day.They say ‘you’re no fun anymore, like a boring old person with
too many responsibilities, too serious’.”(E5)

As noted above, mothers were mostly separated from
the fathers of their children. Where fathers still had
contact with the child, several mothers expressed a
high level of distrust of the father’s ability to parent on
his own, and a few said they really feared for their
child’s welfare while the child was staying with the
father:

“For the 14 days that I’ve got him I’m right. I sleep. But from Friday
to Sunday when he’s with his Dad, I don’t sleep.I’ve got my partner
going ‘lay down, relax’, and I’m like ‘don’t talk to me, where’s my
phone, I need to see if my boy’s okay’. My mum and my boyfriend,
they just take my phone off me and hide it.”(E5)

“The father of the kids,he actually looked after my two boys,he got
custody of my eldest boy,he has to go to parenting courses.My boys
have been taken off him to a foster home. Now he has to go to an
anger management course and parenting.”(C1)

Several mothers mentioned that when they had been
living with the fathers of their children, the fathers pro-
vided no support at all, and would rarely, if ever, mind
the children so the mother could be absent from the
home. One mother said her partner would only mind
their child if she paid him money from her welfare pay-
ment. She said:

Assembling a mothering identity 
In the work and family debate, the role of “preferences”
is often discussed in terms of their influence on deci-
sion making (Hakim 2000; Probert and Murphy 2001;
Cass 2002). Mothers in the focus groups seemed to
have to work pretty hard just to develop (rather than to
express) preferences. Most of the “work” that the
mothers were doing, apart from the obvious unpaid
work associated with caring for a young child or chil-
dren, seemed to be associated with developing an
identity as a mother, a process which includes the
development of preferences (see MacInnes 2004 for a
review of recent sociological use of the concept of iden-
tity and its link to preferences, and Hakim 2003 for a
practical application of both concepts).

This work could be described as “additional labour”
(Morehead 2002, 2005). It is labour that is additional to
the work that most mothers do. While all first-time
mothers need to adjust to their new identity, older
mothers are more likely to be doing this in a supportive
environment and when their adult identity is already
well established. This is not the case with many
teenage mothers. As well as having to cope with the, at
least, initial negative reactions from parents on hearing
about the pregnancy, many of the mothers in this study
had stories to tell about how they were treated in hos-
pital during the birth of their child. 

Their first experience of being a mother in a public
social setting was often not positive. One mother com-
mented on the treatment she received from a staff
member at the hospital as follows: 

“She just stood at the edge of my bed and said did you ever think
about abortion or adoption . . . my mum approached her and said
‘you had no right to say that’.”(CO1)

Another mother, talking about a friend, said:

“She was 18 when she had her first child and she was really sick and
the doctor chose to speak to her mum and not her.”(CO2).

One mother explained a negative reaction from a 
midwife:

“She was, like, if you want to see your family then you have to go
into the lounge to see them.They could not come into my room,but
the [older] woman who was in the bed next to me was allowed to
have her family there.”(CO3)

Similarly, there were quite a few stories about what it
felt like being at the local shopping centres. One
mother said:

“A woman in Safeway abused me when I was pregnant.You need to
have a ring on your finger.”(E2) 

Another said:

“You can see them [shop assistants] ticking it over in their head try-
ing to work out how old I would’ve been when I had the baby.”(K1)

Quite a few of the participants moved away from their
parents in order to establish themselves as mothers.
Several mentioned that they “ran away” for at least a
period of time during their pregnancy, but some moved
after the birth of their first child, either to another city
or at least into separate accommodation from their par-
ents. Hardly any currently lived with the father of their
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“If I didn’t given him the $50 he would have no reason to look after
him.He would say ‘you are not paying me this week so I’m not look-
ing after him’.”(C2) 

On the other hand, four or five of the mothers were in
good relationships with the fathers of their children, and
these mothers tended to have much more stable lives
and an ability to look ahead a little more into the future.

The data show that nearly all the mothers constructed
their mothering identity in difficult environments. Get-
ting by on a daily basis took most of their energy. Even
though the descriptions they gave of their daily lives
gave a surface picture of being fairly routine and slow
(they mostly stayed in their homes for long periods of
time), their lives were also chaotic in terms of manag-
ing finances, establishing or maintaining romantic
relationships, maintaining secure housing, organising
transport, and parenting their child or children. 

apologised but said the money would take several more
days to go into her account, including over a weekend.
When the mother said she had no money, the staff
member told her it was too bad. While these stories
may well be rare, they are significant in terms of young
mother’s emerging identity. One mother said:

“Its really degrading to have to go in and say ‘where’s my money,it’s
not in the account’.”(E3)

One of the service providers mentioned that for many
of the teenage mothers she worked with, they just took
one day at a time. She felt that the mothers focussed
sometimes exclusively and in a very physical way
around parenting their children. Due to the very low
incomes of the mothers, this physical aspect to parent-
ing often meant that the pram assumed a higher
significance in the lives of the mothers than housing.
She said:

Several mothers said they socialised mainly at night,
when friends would drop around, and so the children
would do most of their sleeping then. A few mothers
said that would regularly not get up until after lunch
time the following day, so the children would be up for
many hours in the house while their mother slept.
When asked how the children fed themselves, one
mother said she left the cereal pack on the floor so her
toddler could get himself breakfast. Many mothers 
said they didn’t really cook much, relying mostly on
cheap take-aways such as hot chips and pies. On the
other hand, several of the mothers were very commit-
ted to cooking each day and these mothers tended to
like having a structure in place for the way they spent
their time.

Managing Centrelink interactions often required a fair
amount of attention from mothers, as did issues about
child support and, sometimes, managing child protec-
tion services. These topics often came up unprompted
during the focus groups. While many mothers spoke in
a relatively neutral way about Centrelink, several
mothers had intricate stories to tell of problems they
had with Centrelink. These were most worrying for 
the mothers when they involved money not arriving 
in their bank accounts on the due day. One mother 
said she cleared up a misunderstanding over the
phone, only to find the money still did not arrive in 

her account. She rang back and was told there was 
no record of the call. She had written down the receipt
number from the call, and the staff member then 

“Sometimes I think their baby and the pram are probably the only
things they ever think about. They are so addicted to their prams
……its got everything they need in it.Like,they can go anywhere
with the pram! Like their house doesn’t even matter as much . . .
everything’s in the pram, like their smokes and their money and
their nappies and the baby’s bottle and the mobile phone and the
children’s food . . .You can stay at anybody’s house because you’ve
got that pram.It’s got everything in it.”(SP2) 

The work and family debate typically conceptualises
family work as being conducted within stable house-
holds with routines, timetables, time pressures and
allocated work loads. But for these mothers, family
work is stripped to its basics – the mother, the child,
the pram and the reality of a difficult life lived beneath
a relatively mundane surface. 

The additional labour required just to construct and
maintain living arrangements (which older mothers
tend not to have to do) was carried out by the teenagers
as they developed their mothering identities. This addi-
tional labour includes: actively working against
parental advice or dictates; moving house and/or
towns; creating a new set of post-baby friendships and
supports in lieu of having a live-in partner; hooking in
to service providers and learning how to manage inter-
actions with Centrelink; living alone for the first time;
and sometimes, managing relationships with the
fathers of their children in the absence of any degree of
trust. This labour is central to the emerging mothering
identities of the teenagers.

Many of the teenage mothers

rebelled against their parents,

yet at the same time, relied 

on them.
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were “below them”. These were the teenage mothers
who were not well linked into local services, who were
more isolated, less inclined to attend groups, and some
were drug addicted and careless in their approach to
mothering. One mother summed it up as “we are obvi-
ously different in the way we think, we value our kids
and don’t want to drag them around in pushers” (K1).

Despite being fairly articulate about the “type” of
mothers they were, the fragility of the teenage mothers’
identities was all too commonly exposed in discussions
about how the mothers felt within their wider commu-
nities. One mother told how she took her four children
to the butcher shop. She explained she had spent 
ages getting the family ready and organised for the out-
ing. She felt pretty good about herself as she walked
into the shop. The butcher said, “I bet they all have dif-
ferent fathers”. She said it was all she could do to hold
it together and get herself home, and then she burst
into tears. 

For these teenagers, their mothering identities can be
disassembled at a glance. Where does this leave their
ability to form preferences about work and family,
when the additional labour required just to keep their
“family work” going is undermined by others in their
local communities? 

Supports and pressures
For the type of parents who are normally at the centre
of the work and family debate, supports and pressures
are usually generated by workplaces, households and
governments (Morehead 2005). Workplaces provide
supports such as family-friendly jobs, or at least jobs
mothers can have; households provide supports such
as fathers who can help with financial support, parent-
ing and household work, or at least a stable living
environment if the mother is single; and governments
provide supports such as schools, child care, and fam-
ily payments. Pressures exist where these supports are
hard to access or non-existent. But for many teenage
mothers, there are mostly no workplaces in the picture
(teenage mothers are much less likely to be in paid
work than other mothers), and their households are
extremely unstable. They do not have the same
sources of pressures and supports as other parents. 

For most of the mothers in the Teenage Mothers Study,
it seemed that parents (particularly the teenagers’
mothers) rather than partners or husbands, played
very significant roles as both supports and pressures 
on how they lived their lives, and in this regard, they
provided the role of the “household” in generating 
supports and pressures for the mother. Many of the
mothers spoke about the negative relationship they
had with their own mothers, but even so, half of the
mothers lived with their parents at home. Some had
parents who helped considerably with the children.
Most had stories to tell about how their parents were
constantly telling them what to do and how to live their
lives, and some relied substantially on financial and
other types of support (such as housing) from their par-
ents. Many of the teenage mothers rebelled against
their parents, yet at the same time, relied on them. 

While governments offer substantial support to teenage
mothers through the provision of welfare and family

Fragility of teenage mothers’ identities
The development of mothering identities, as described
above, occurred for the mothers in the Teenage Moth-
ers Study as they constructed and maintained their
living arrangements. But the extent to which these
emerging identities were associated with the develop-
ment of preferences – arguably important in enabling
mothers to manage work and family arrangements –
was more difficult to ascertain. What the data did show,
was that these mothers could have their identities dis-
assembled very easily as they went about their
everyday lives in their communities. 

The process of assembling mothering identities has
been partly described above. More specifically, from
some of the comments made in the focus groups, it
seemed the mothers defined themselves in relation to
other types of mothers – the older “posh” mothers, and
the irresponsible “sluttish” mothers more similar in
age to themselves but who were doing teenage mother-
hood the wrong way.

One mother said she tried to go to a mothers’ group
held at the neighbourhood house but she said:

“Never ever again would I go there.They were older and stuck up ..
. they’re all dressed up, have their hair all done (whether it be
straightened or all up and hair sprayed), the makeup painted on,
and the nails. And they sit there and talk their posh thing . . . and I
haven’t slept all night, I’ve thrown a T-shirt on . . .and my kids look
a little bit feral today ...They make you feel like you’re not welcome
and they sort of pressure you not to come.”(E3)

In another group, a mother also thought she was not
anything like older mothers:

“I’ll go to the park with my kids and slide up and down and you see
these parents talking who won’t get on the slide and play . . . I’m
glad I can play with my kids and be part of their lives.”(K1) 

Similarly, a mother from a different focus group also
thought that older mothers tended not to be so focused
on their children. She mentioned having to face some
unruly children of an older mother in the supermarket,
and said:

“Even my kid knows better than to run around where there are 
old people with walking sticks. She had three of them running
around and she didn’t care . . . they’re more worried about their
shopping.”(R3) 

Another mother, when attending a mothers’ group of
older mothers, said: 

“I went there for only half an hour and they were all looking at me
and telling me how stable they were and stuff,and I’m sitting there
thinking . . . I would rather be brought up with the mentality that
possessions aren’t everything.I have energy for my child and I know
that.When they don’t.”(R4)

One interpretation of these relational comparisons is
that by defining themselves in a positive way as “differ-
ent” from the older mothers, these teenage mothers
were expressing or developing preferences about their
mothering (‘I wouldn’t like to mother that way’) at the
same time as reinforcing their own identities (‘I am the
type of mother who mothers this way, not that way’). 

While they tended to speak about the older mothers as
“above them” socially, they also defined a group who
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payments, and often housing and other services, there
seem to be relatively few policies aimed specifically at
applying pressure or offering incentives for teenage
mothers to make decisions in particular ways. Where
incentives were offered, such as a child care centre
sited at a school, or special “young mothers’ groups”, it
is evident that at least some mothers responded to
them. One focus group comprised teenage mothers
who had returned to high school to complete their
studies. The school environment was specifically struc-
tured to offer support to the mothers, and the on-site
child care centre was fully booked.

Many parents might lament the role that a range of sup-
ports and pressures play in their work and family
decisions and the consequent additional labour neces-
sary to maintain or achieve the type of work and family
balance most desired. But for teenage mothers, there
are fewer supports and pressures available – and it may
be that their parents are left to step into the gap.

If the combination of a range of supports and pressures
are not available, it does not mean the parent is left
with “free choices”. Rather, it leaves them with very
few resources and very few paths. 

The focus group and interview data serve to highlight
the differences between teenage and older mothers in
terms of debates about work and family. To be able to
make active decisions about whether to, or how to,
combine work and family, it is argued here that a par-
ent needs to have a strong enough identity to generate
preferences, and they need to be in an environment
where there are a range of pressures and supports avail-
able within which their preferences can be played out.
It is only by helping teenage mothers develop a positive
identity, in a supportive environment with a range of
supports and pressures, that they will be able to
develop preferences and therefore commit to a course
of action that will lead them, in the next phase of their
lifecycle, into the mainstream work and family arena,
rather than excluding them from it.
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Nearly a decade has elapsed since the report by Glezer and Wolcott on
mothers’ work hours preferences. LIXIA QU AND RUTH WESTON look at
whether mothers’ preferences changed during this time.

A woman’s place? Work hour
preferences revisited

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

The policy relevance of understanding mothers’
work preferences is highlighted by the continuing
attention that the Glezer and Wolcott report has
received. Most recently, it has been used in the
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commis-
sion’s Discussion Paper Striking the Balance
(Goward, Milhailuk, Moyle et al. 2005) and in sev-
eral submissions made to the 2005 House of
Representatives Family and Human Services Com-
mittee’s Inquiry into Balancing Work and Family
Life (for example, submissions of the Australian
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, the Aus-
tralian Council of Trade Unions, and the Australian
Psychological Society).1

However, almost a decade has elapsed since the 
survey on which the Glezer and Wolcott report 
was conducted – the Australian Institute of Family 
Studies’ Australian Life Course Study (ALCS),
undertaken in 1996. In the meantime, employment
rates of mothers with young children have
increased, despite some fluctuations from year to
year. For example, between 1996 and 2005, the
employment rate of partnered mothers with a child
under five years old increased from 46 per cent to
52 per cent, while that of sole mothers with chil-
dren of this age increased from 26 per cent to 30 per
cent. Where the youngest child was five to nine
years, the proportions of partnered and sole moth-
ers in paid work increased from 65 per cent to 70
per cent and from 47 to 58 per cent respectively
(ABS 2005). 

On the other hand, the work hours of employed
mothers appear to have declined slightly over this
period, although some of these changes may reflect
small fluctuating trends. Of employed sole mothers
with a child aged under five years, the proportion
who worked part-time (rather than full-time)
increased from 63 per cent to 72 per cent. There
was only a marginal increase in the part-time rate 
of employed partnered mothers with children of
this age (from 67 per cent to 70 per cent) and a
slight decrease in the part-time rate of employed
mothers whose youngest child was five to nine
years (from 62 to 58 per cent for sole mothers, and

id-day Sunday roasts, the “wirelesses”,
then black-and-white televisions,
Elvis, men’s “six o’clock swill”, fathers
as sole providers and mothers as
house-proud housewives – these are

but a few of the icons of 1950s and 1960s. Fast-for-
warding to the 21st Century, Australian family
lifestyles are extraordinarily different. 

The period of the 1950s and 1960s is often com-
pared with the present era. However, in many ways
those earlier decades represent a historical anom-
aly, with their prosperity, high and secure
employment, economic and political stability, early
and near universal marriages, and baby boom. Nev-
ertheless, many aspects of family life today are
unique in Australia’s history. Women’s large-scale
participation in higher school grades and tertiary
education is one example of revolutionary change.
Another is the widespread and still expanding work-
force participation of mothers, regardless of
socio-economic status. 

However, it is important to point out that many
employed mothers with young children work part-
time (fewer than 35 hours per week). Indeed, the
most common arrangement for partnered parents
with children under the age of 15 years is for fathers
to work full-time (35 or more hours per week) and
for mothers to work part-time, while the second
most common arrangement is the traditional “male
breadwinner – female home-maker” model of 
family life, where the father has a full-time paid job
and the mother cares for the family full-time
(Wooden 2003). 

Of course, the work-hour arrangements of parents
that are the most prevalent are not necessarily
those considered ideal by their adherents, or those
to which others aspire. The arrangements adopted
by some parents may represent trade-offs between
many forces that may be embraced happily or
viewed with mixed feelings. Research by Glezer and
Wolcott (1997) suggested that, in the mid-1990s,
most mothers with children of pre-school or pri-
mary school age preferred to work part-time.

MM
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from 61 per cent to 58 per cent for partnered moth-
ers) (ABS 2005). 

Changes in employment rates and work hours may
both reflect and influence parents’ views about the
appropriateness of their seeking paid work, the
number of hours that they might work, and their
related aspirations. That is, broad community-level
changes in lifestyles and attitudes can set the stage
for changes in the lifestyles and attitudes of individ-
uals and vice versa. 

It is therefore important to monitor both behavioural
and attitudinal trends to better inform policies
directed towards helping parents to achieve the 
“balance” between their various parenting responsi-
bilities, including breadwinning, that best suits their
own and their children’s needs. The third wave of the
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Aus-
tralia (HILDA) Survey, conducted in 2003, provides
an excellent opportunity for achieving this end.2 The
present analysis compares work hours preferences of
mothers in wave 3 of the HILDA Survey with those of
mothers in the ALCS as reported by Glezer and Wol-
cott (1997) – surveys that were conducted seven
years apart. In addition, the patterns of work hour
preferences of partnered mothers and sole mothers
who participated in HILDA are compared. (There
were too few sole mothers in the ALCS to enable this
analysis.) 

For simplicity, the ALCS and wave 3 HILDA surveys
are henceforth called the “1996 survey” and “2003
survey” respectively. The 1996 survey included 278
mothers with a child under five years old and 305
mothers whose youngest child was five to twelve
years, while the 2003 survey included 877 and 974
mothers whose youngest child was under five years
and five to twelve years respectively.

The work-hour categories used in the present
analysis are the same as those adopted in the Glezer
and Wolcott report: 1–14 hours (here called “mini-
mal-hour jobs”); 15–29 hours (“half-time jobs”);
30–34 (“reduced full-time jobs”), and 35 or more
hours (“full-time jobs”). These work hours refer to
total weekly hours worked across all jobs. 

It is important to note at the outset that the 
1996 and 2003 surveys differed in terms of both 
the interview method adopted (telephone inter-
views were conducted in 1996; face-to-face
interviews in 2003) and the questions asked regard-
ing work hours and work hour preferences (see
accompanying box on page 74 for details about 
the different question wording). While such varia-
tions may have had some effect on the results
outlined below, it seems unlikely that they would
fully explain those differences between the 1996
and 2003 results that appeared to be particularly
substantial.

Many aspects of family life today are unique in Australia’s history. Women’s large-scale participation in higher school grades and

tertiary education is one example of revolutionary change. Another is the widespread and still expanding workforce

participation of mothers, regardless of socio-economic status.
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their work hours, while in 2003, 40 per cent of such
mothers indicated this preference. This difference in
the proportion of mothers working minimal hours
who wanted “longer hours” is unlikely to be fully
explained by the variation between the two surveys
in the wording of questions tapping work hours and
work-hour preferences.

There may have also been a shift towards a desire for
“longer hours” amongst mothers who were working
15–29 hours, although such preferences were not
commonly expressed in either survey (applying to
only 5 per cent in 1996 and 19 per cent in 2003). Of
the mothers who worked 30–34 hours, none of those
in the 1996 survey and 13 per cent of those in the
2003 survey indicated a desire for more hours of work.
It is possible, however, that these differences in results
arise from variations in the wording of questions in
the two surveys. (As would be expected, few mothers
in either survey who worked 35 or more hours
expressed any desire for working “longer hours”.)

Employed mothers whose youngest child was 5–12 years old

The direction of differences between the two surveys
in patterns of work-hour preferences of mothers
whose youngest child was five to twelve years (shown
in Figure 2) was generally similar to that noted above
for mothers with younger children. For most groups
with less than full-time work, the proportion express-
ing a preference for working “longer hours” was
higher in the 2003 survey than in the 1996 survey,
with the difference being most marked for those
working minimal hours (1–14 hours). Of the latter
group, 31 per cent in 1996 and 50 per cent in 2003
indicated a preference for “longer hours”, while vir-
tually all others with minimal hours wanted to retain
their current hours (applying to just over two-thirds
of these mothers in 1996 and half in 2003).

Of those working half-time (15–29 hours), the pro-
portion expressing a preference for “longer hours”
rose from 13 per cent to 21 per cent, while the pro-
portion wishing to retain their current hours fell from
77 per cent in 1996 to 67 per cent in 2003. Again,

Employed mothers with children under 5 years old:
work hour preferences

Figure 1 refers to employed mothers whose youngest
child was aged up to four years old. In both survey
periods, the mothers who were working less than full-
time were the most likely to report that they were
happy with their work hours (the question asked in
the 1996 survey) or would not choose to change their
work hours (the question asked in the 2003 survey)
if they were working less than full-time. In both sur-
veys, roughly half the mothers who were working
full-time seemed content to continue working these
hours, while the other half wanted to work fewer
than 35 hours. 

On the other hand, the proportion of mothers 
working 1–14 hours who wanted to work “longer
hours” appears to have increased substantially: in
1996, only 15 per cent of mothers who worked these
minimal hours said that they would like to increase

Employed mothers with a child aged 0-4 years: Actual work
hours versus preferred work hours
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Actual work hours

Sources: Glezer and Wolcott (1997); HILDA Wave 3 (2003). Percentages using HILDA data
were based on weighted data.

In relation to actual work hours, respondents in the 1996 ALSC 
survey were asked to indicate (a) the number of hours they 
usually worked in an average week in their main job, and (b) the
number of hours they worked in any other paid jobs. The 2003
(HILDA) survey adopted the following question: “Including any 
paid or unpaid overtime, how many hours per week do you 
usually work in all your jobs?” Those who indicated that their hours
of work varied were asked to estimate the average hours they
worked.

Specific mention of “overtime” (paid or unpaid) was therefore
made in the 2003 survey only. Nevertheless, it appears that paid
or unpaid overtime is much more common among full-time work-
ers than others (ABS 2003), and respondents who were working
full-time (35 or more hours per week) are represented as a single

group in the present analysis. Furthermore, the hours of work
reported by part-time workers who take on regular overtime may
well include this time, especially if it is paid. Thus, any substantial
differences in the broad patterns of results of these two surveys
are unlikely to be explained by their different question wording
regarding the number of hours worked.

Respondents in the 1996 survey who were asked whether they
were “happy” with their hours of work or whether they would pre-
fer to work more hours a week, fewer hours a week, or not at all.
In the 2003 survey, respondents in paid work were asked: “If you
could choose the number of hours you could work each week,
and taking into account how that would affect your income, would
you prefer to work fewer hours than you do now, about the same
number of hours, or more hours than you do now?”

Questions asked about actual and preferred work hours in the two surveys
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such differences amongst mothers working 15–29
seem moderate only and could be due to variations
between the two surveys in question wording.

On the other hand, there was only a very small dif-
ference in the proportions of mothers working 30–34
hours who wanted “longer hours” (7 per cent and 12
per cent in the 1996 and 2003 surveys respectively).
Similar to the mothers with younger children,
roughly half the mothers in each survey who had
full-time jobs and a youngest child aged five to twelve
years preferred to reduce their work time.

Mothers who were not in paid work

Respondents in the 1996 survey who were not in
paid work were asked whether, if given the choice,
they would prefer to work full-time, part-time, or
not at all. In the 2003 survey, respondents without
a job were first asked whether they were looking for
paid work and, if they were not doing so, whether
they would like a job (response options were “yes”,
“no”, and “maybe”). This variation in question
wording for the two surveys may explain patterns of
results that are outlined below. Nevertheless, the
patterns seem worth recording.

Of the mothers without paid work whose youngest
child was under five years old, much the same pro-
portions in the 1996 and 2003 surveys indicated a
preference for not working (53–55 per cent). How-
ever, the proportion of mothers with older children
who indicated such a preference was lower in the
1996 than 2003 survey (35 per cent compared with 43
per cent). Although the response option “maybe” was
provided in the 2003 survey, few mothers expressed
such uncertainty about their work preferences (that
is, 3 per cent of those with children under five years
and 7 per cent of those whose youngest child was five
to twelve years selected the “maybe” response
option). In addition, few mothers in either survey who
were not in paid work and whose youngest child was
under five or five to twelve years indicated a desire for
a full-time job (about 5 per cent in the 1996 survey
and 8–10 per cent in the 2003 survey).

Partnered mothers and sole mothers

Given that families headed by sole mothers are
amongst the most financially disadvantaged groups
in society (McNamara, Lloyd, Toohey and Harding
2004), it might be expected that these mothers
would be more likely than partnered mothers to
prefer full-time or reduced full-time hours. Paid
work may also provide sought-after breaks from
caring for the children. 

On the other hand, the combination of paid and
unpaid work appears to create stronger time pres-
sures for sole mothers than partnered mothers.
Bittman (2004) found this to be the case even
though the total combination of time sole mothers
spent performing both paid (breadwinning) and non-
paid aspects of parenting and home-making was less
than that reported by partnered mothers. This is
understandable, given that sole mothers who do not
live with other adults would tend to have little respite
from their parenting responsibilities outside any
work and school hours – a point noted by Bittman. 

The following analysis is based on data from the
2003 (HILDA) survey only because only a small
number of sole mothers were represented in the
1996 survey. To increase the size of the sole-mother
sample in this analysis, the data for mothers whose
youngest child was under five years or five to twelve
years were combined. Of this total sample of moth-
ers with a child under thirteen years old, 19 per
cent were sole mothers (n = 352).

In total, 35 per cent of partnered mothers in this
combined sample worked full-time compared with
40 per cent of sole mothers. This pattern is some-
what different from that suggested by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) regarding the work hours
of employed mothers (although the trends provided
refer to mothers with a child under ten years rather
than under thirteen years). According to the ABS
(2005), sole mothers with children under ten years

Employed mothers whose youngest child was 5-12 years:
Actual work hours versus preferred work hours
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Age of youngest child

Sources: Glezer and Wolcott (1997); HILDA Wave 3 (2003). Percentages using HILDA data
were based on weighted data.

Employed partnered mothers and sole mothers with a 
child aged under 13 years: actual work hours versus 
preferred work hours
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The workforce itself is ageing, leaving a strong need for younger workers – in part because of their adeptness in mastering

rapidly advancing technology.

In fact, sole mothers were only more likely than
partnered mothers to prefer to retain their current
work hours if they held full-time jobs (57 per cent
compared with 48 per cent indicated this prefer-
ence). Half the partnered mothers and only 38 per
cent of the sole mothers in full-time jobs wanted to
cut down their work hours.

The patterns of preferences of sole and partnered
mothers who did not have a paid job were consis-
tent with the above trends for mothers in paid work.
Sole mothers without paid work were more likely
than partnered mothers in this situation to report
that they wanted a paid job (66 per cent compared
with 38 per cent). Few mothers in either group were
uncertain about whether they wanted a job (6 per
cent of sole and partnered mothers taken separately
selected the “maybe” response option). Further-
more, a higher proportion of sole mothers than
partnered mothers without a job wanted to work
full-time (17 per cent compared with 7 per cent). 

In short, compared with partnered mothers, sole
mothers were more likely to want a job if they were
not in paid work, or to increase their work hours if
they worked part-time.

Summary and conclusions

Glezer and Wolcott (1997) concluded that most
mothers whose youngest child is aged under five
years or five to twelve years want some paid work
(preferably part-time) and that roughly half of those
who were working full-time want to work “shorter
hours”. These conclusions also appeared to hold in
2003 – seven years after the survey on which Glezer
and Wolcott’s analysis was based (1996). Neverthe-
less, there seems to have been a marked increase
since the 1996 survey in the proportion of mothers
working minimal (1–14) hours who want “longer

were less likely than partnered mothers with chil-
dren of this age to work full-time in 2003. 

In the 2003 (HILDA) survey, employed partnered
mothers were more likely than sole mothers to
work 15–29 hours (that is, “half time”: 38 per cent
compared with 27 per cent), while similar percent-
ages of employed partnered and sole mothers
worked fewer than 15 hours (that is, “minimal
hours”: 18–21 per cent) or 30–34 hours (that is,
“reduced full-time” hours: 10–12 per cent).

Figure 3 suggests that, of the employed, sole moth-
ers were more likely than partnered mothers to
prefer to increase their hours of work. This was
especially the case for those who were working
fewer than 15 hours (68 per cent compared with 38
per cent). Almost all others working minimal hours
preferred to retain their current work arrange-
ments. In other words, most sole mothers working
these minimal hours wanted to increase their work
hours, while most partnered mothers working such
hours wanted to retain them.

Of those working half-time (15–29 hours per week),
just over half the sole mothers and 71 per cent of the
partnered mothers preferred to continue working
these hours, while 40 per cent of sole mothers and
only 18 per cent of partnered mothers wanted an
increase in work hours. And while a sizeable propor-
tion of mothers who worked reduced full-time hours
(30–34 hours) wanted to cut down their work hours,
this was less the case for sole mothers than for part-
nered mothers (19 per cent compared with 28 per
cent). Thirty per cent of sole mothers and only 8 per
cent of partnered mothers who worked reduced full-
time hours wanted to increase their work hours, while
the sole mothers in this group were less likely than
the partnered mothers to wish to retain their current
work hours (51 per cent compared with 64 per cent). 
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hours” of work, and possibly some increase in the
proportion of mothers working half-time (15–29
hours) who hold this preference. 

The trends outlined in this article must be consid-
ered tentative given the differences between the
1996 and 2003 surveys in mode of data collection
and question wording. Nevertheless, they are consis-
tent with a general drive towards increased
workforce participation of mothers and, other things
being equal, suggest that demands for access to
affordable and high quality child care will continue to
increase. Overall, the 2003 survey indicated that
nearly three quarters of mothers with a child aged
under thirteen years would want to be in paid work
regardless of their current employment status.

The increased employment rate of mothers, and the
apparent shift towards a preference for “longer
hours” among those working minimal hours does
not necessarily mean that mothers are increasingly
embracing such circumstances whole-heartedly.
Preferences are often trade-offs.  For example, some
mothers may wish to enter paid work or increase
their current hours of work because doing so is the
lesser of two evils, the other being exposing their
family to financial difficulties or restricting their
children’s life chances in other ways. Other moth-
ers who want the same outcomes for their family
may derive intrinsic pleasure from the nature of
their paid work and/or from the social life it offers. 

The impact of breadwinning on families is complex.
On the one hand, the more time that is spent in
paid work, the less is the time available for “hands
on” responsibilities around the home and general
interaction with other family members (often called
“family life”). As Christiansen and Palkovitz (2001)
have noted, the provider role is an essential form of
parental involvement in family life, but one that is
typically understood as an outcome of the work role
rather than as a manifestation of parenting. While
these authors restricted their attention to fathers,
their arguments apply equally well to mothers in
paid work. Indeed, the concept of “balancing work
and family life” seems at odds with the notion that
both breadwinning and unpaid aspects of parenting
are, by definition, essential ingredients of family
life. (Of course, not all paid work may be under-
taken for the sake of the family, but the same
applies to some of the time spent in the home.) 

Mothers’ entrance into the world of paid work is by
no means the only change in family life since the
1950s and 1960s or even before that so-called
“golden era”. Like other aspects of family life and
associated values, such as those concerning path-
ways to couple formation and parenting, mothers’
patterns of work hours and related preferences will
continue to evolve. Further increases in their
employment rate and work hours seem especially
likely given the need for maintaining a sufficient
labour supply to support the burgeoning retired
population. As McDonald (2004) has noted, the
workforce itself is ageing, leaving a strong need for
younger workers – in part because of their adept-
ness in mastering rapidly advancing technology.
Women in their late twenties and early thirties (the

most common current ages for childbearing) are
part of this pool. 

However, the key means of curtailing the ageing of
the population in the longer term involves boosting
the total fertility rate. At present, the average number
of children that men and women of childbearing age
want is above the replacement level of 2.1 children
per woman, while the current fertility rate is below
this level (Weston, Qu, Parker and Alexander 2004). 

One avenue to help couples to achieve these ambi-
tions and to help mothers participate in paid work
without jeopardising non-financial aspects of their
children’s wellbeing involves fathers taking on a
greater share of “hands on”, non-discretionary
aspects of parenting. Another avenue involves the
continuation of adjustments within the workplace
and community to accommodate workers with par-
enting responsibilities, including the provision of
increased access to high quality and affordable
child care, flexible work hours, and part-time work
that does not jeopardise the chance of promotion.

Endnotes
1 Submissions to the 2005 House of Representatives Family

and Human Services Committee’s Inquiry into Balancing
Work and Family Life are available online at www.aph.
gov.au/house/committee/fhs/workandfamily/subs.htm.

2 The HILDA survey was initiated, and is being funded, by the
Australian Government through the Department of Family
and Community Services. It is managed by a consortium led
by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social
Research, University of Melbourne. Other partners in the
group are the Australian Council for Educational Research
and the Australian Institute of Family Studies. For details 
of the survey, see HILDA User’s Manual – Release 3.0 online at
www.melbourneinstitute.com/hilda/doc.html.
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This small qualitative study

explores the ways in which

definitions of fatherhood and paternal identities are located

within men’s personal experiences of fatherhood, as well as

within a variety of social contexts and processes.

S T E V E N  TA L B OT

This article draws on in-depth interviews with 40 fathers 
to examine some of the issues that inform men’s decisions
to become fathers and influence the subsequent timing of
fatherhood. The fathers’ comments reveal a great deal
about their own aspirations for fatherhood, as well as their
relationships with their parents, partners, and children. 

Modern families for modern times

In pre-modern times, home and work were intimately con-
nected. The family was the main unit of production,
carrying out economic, political and religious functions,
and thus was more likely to be bound together by mutual
dependence rather than love and affection. Labour was
organised along gender-specific terms to maintain house-
hold economies. Within these families, individual needs
were subordinated to the higher needs of the collective,
allowing little room for the free personal expression of
desires to become realised (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim
1998; Coltrane 1996; Gilding 1997). 

Consequently, marriages were “contracted” not on the
basis of love and sexual attraction, but according to eco-
nomic concerns. These contracts were frequently initiated
and controlled by parents to facilitate the successful trans-
mission of wealth within families (Giddens 1991; 1992).
Thus, as Beck and Beck-Gernsheim propose, marriage was
a binding mode of living implemented from “above,” pre-
scribing roles within these relationships (1998: 33), and
institutionalising sexual inequality (Griswold 1993).

odern fatherhood in Western societies is a
paradox of complex and competing images
emphasising the importance of paternal
involvement. On the one hand, television
talk shows reveal the problematic aspects of

dysfunctional fatherhood, venting rage at “deadbeat dads”
who fail to provide monetary support for their children
post-divorce or post-separation. On the other hand, there
has also been a proliferation of stories in magazines and
newspapers heralding the arrival of the “new” and
“involved” father. As ideas of “good” fatherhood have
diversified, so too have attitudes and expectations toward
paternal behaviour. Today’s fathers are expected to be
present at births, be involved in providing care for their
children, and provide financially for their families. 

However, while the expansion of the definition of father-
hood and paternal roles has led to new possibilities for
men, the sheer magnitude and diversity of representations
and expectations for paternal involvement have blurred
the cultural meaning of fatherhood.

Devoid of a unified cultural model of parenthood, this arti-
cle proposes that, more than ever, men and women are
frequently required to come up with their own model of
parenthood. Part of this process involves the negotiation 
of working and family life and personal relationships. It
also appears to entail a considerable degree of planning on
the behalf of “would-be” parents, particularly in relation to
the timing of families. 

MM

Family biographies in the making

From here 
to paternity
From here 
to paternity
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The growth of industrial capitalism and market economies
has often been attributed to the decline of the household
economy and the development of “separate spheres”
wherein the family (home) became disengaged from the
workplace. As a result, “modern” marriage and family life
became delineated by a separation of “public” and “pri-
vate” realms. This separation gave rise to new set of
parental roles – the domesticated “housewife” and the
undomesticated “breadwinner” (Blakenhorn 1995;
Coltrane 1996; Gerson 1993; Giddens 1991; Grisworld
1993; La Rossa 1997). More recently, workplace changes
such as greater levels of female (and maternal) participa-
tion in full-time employment (ABS 1998; ABS 1999), the
shrinking of heavy industrial and manufacturing sectors,
as well as policy-related changes – like the introduction of
maternity and paternity leave – have further transformed
the ways in which men and women see themselves as
fathers and mothers (Russell et al. 1999; Knijn 1995).

Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995; 1998) argue that the rise of
individualisation (wherein individual goals and desires take
precedence over common ones) is a feature of the greater eco-
nomic, structural and societal transformations associated
with modernisation. These authors contend that individuali-
sation is also a “historical process that increasingly questions
and tends to break up people’s traditional rhythm of life”, or
their “normal biography”, freeing them to construct biogra-
phies of their own making (Beck-Gernsheim 1998; Beck and
Beck-Gernsheim 1995). According to this theoretical view-
point, people’s biographies are determined by their decisions,

choices and actions, rather than being imposed from above.
In this respect, modern marriages and families are elective
and voluntary relationships that are “made” by the “joining of
individuals” and, as a consequence, are more contingent upon
decision making and planning (Beck 1992). 

Planned parenthood 

Life planning plays a key role in organising and holding
together family biographies. Indeed, this planning is an indis-
pensable feature of parenthood as a salient component of
parenting involves preparing the way for future generations
(Hawkins, Christiansen, Sargent and Hill 1995; Holland
1998; Marsiglio 1995). In relation to parenthood/fatherhood,
couples often need to determine when is a “good” time to
marry, if at all. They may also ask themselves when is the
right time to start a family? How many children should they
have? Which caregiving arrangements should they adopt?
Hence, it would appear that the “freedom” to decide and cre-
ate our own biographies is “precarious” in that decisions like
these carry with them a “tyranny of possibilities,” choices,
and outcomes (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1998: 26).

In many respects, parenthood can be seen as being both a
response and contributor to the demographic changes
occurring with contemporary society. These changes not
only signify a shift in the (traditional) roles of men as fathers,
and women as mothers, but also have profound implications
for parenthood and configurations of relationships into the
future. For example, the erosion of the “family wage” and
the increased labour force participation of women (many of
whom are mothers) have called into question the “fairness”
of traditional family structures and parenting arrangements
which tended to view men as “breadwinners” and women as
“caregivers”. Likewise, other concerns such as declining fer-
tility and marriage, and increasing divorce, have
considerable implications for the compositions of families
(Edgar and Glezer 1992; Lupton and Barclay 1997).

Recent figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics show
that these trends are continuing. Australian couples are hav-
ing fewer children (between 1.73 – 1.76 for each woman)
(ABS 2005) and having children later in life. The median age
of parenthood (for all births) in the last 15 years has risen
from 27.5 to 30.0 years for women and 30.2 to 32.3 for men.
Couples are also marrying less, or delaying marriage (the
average age of first-time brides and grooms are now 26.9 and
28.7 respectively) (ABS 2003), and are experiencing higher
rates of divorce (although these rates have plateaued). 

While socio-demographic characteristics like these are an
important analytical tool for describing how trends in par-
enthood (and subsequent family compositions) have altered
over time, they tell us little about the politics of the planning
process itself – that is, those decision-making factors which
inform the timing of parenthood. For example, with regard
to starting a family, how and when are such decisions made?
What role, if any, do fathers play in this decision making
process? How do these issues relate to “do it yourself” biog-
raphies and life trajectories (Giddens 1991)?

Consequently, part of the discussion with fathers in the
study entailed asking them questions about the “timing of
lives” (Burton and Snyder 1998), or more specifically,
when and how they decided to become fathers. Is father-
hood something that merely “happens to” men, or is it an
event for which they actively and voluntarily plan? More-
over, what are the social and structural forces that factor
into fathers’ overall decision-making processes?
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hinging upon the reliability of contraception. In this respect,
conceptions of fatherhood were situated in opposition to
the pursuit of one’s own interests and lifestyle. For these
men, the transition to fatherhood was perceived as entailing
a loss of personal freedom, and previous sense of self. The
perceived enormity of the responsibility of caring for a child
was another deterrent – a responsibility they felt they were
too “immature” to appreciate:

“I don’t think I was mature enough – let’s say at 25 or even at 30 – to . .
. well, I realised, I knew it would be a big job, and something you would
have to devote all your time to.I was still playing footy . . .and our social
lives.”(Rob:Storeman, 36, 1 child)

“It was always in the back of my mind that I would have kids one day . .
. It was just . . . I didn’t feel right. Looking back, I was very immature
through my late teens and those early twenties.I went from one lifestyle
to another.”(Brian:Production Engineer, 35, 1 child)

Immaturity in this context is associated with a lack of
worldly and personal experience, self- interest (putting
one’s needs before another), and instability, or going from
“one lifestyle to another”. Implied within this commentary
is the notion that fatherhood is a feature of the ongoing
process of self-development and maturation, requiring in
essence a degree of selflessness. 

For many men, the sense of security, stability and com-
mitment derived from being in a long-term relationship, or
marriage, provided the impetus for entertaining the idea of
fatherhood. Some men indicated that they had not thought
about fatherhood prior to being in a relationship, and
emphasised the importance of finding the “right person,”
or being in the “right time” in their relationship as playing
a role in the ideation of parenthood:

“I guess it just came about when I knew I had found [wife] and we were
thinking about getting married – probably then you start thinking . . .
the next progression is children, you have to, you know, have a family.”
(Tom:Parole Officer, 31, 1 child)

“It seemed like the natural thing to do. The timing was right, and I
thought that this is the right woman to have a child with ...another step
in the process of engagement, getting married, getting a house, then
children.”(Phil:Private Investigator, 43, 2 children)

Phrases like “next progression,” or “natural progression”
were frequently used by fathers to explain the timing of
fatherhood, suggesting that the commencement of families
was a consequence of “natural” rather than social arrange-
ments, organisation, and choice, or at least was the
inevitable outcome of a chain of sequential events that
somehow acquired a life of their own. However, as the fol-
lowing discussion reveals, the timing and planning of
parenthood was very much an interactive social process
undertaken by couples in an attempt to manage familial
biographies and negotiate self-identities.

The feeling is mutual

In order to explore their roles in the decision making
process, fathers were also asked whether they believed
that the starting of families was a mutual decision under-
taken by themselves with their partners. Although
partners were more likely to instigate or broach the subject
(only three fathers stated that they instigated the discus-
sion of starting a family with their partner), the majority of
fathers (n = 25) indicated that the decision to start a fam-
ily was a mutual one:

The study

Data reported here come from a larger study exploring the
meanings fathers give to their experiences of fatherhood,
and its relationship to paternal involvement and identity
formation (Talbot, 2004). Through the use of semi-struc-
tured in-depth interviews, 40 fathers were asked about their
roles in the timing of families and related decision-making
processes. Interviews lasted between one and three hours
and covered issues concerning pathways and transitions to
fatherhood, feelings and expectations about fatherhood, as
well as questions relating to work and family balance.

Participants for this study were generated through the dis-
tribution of flyers requesting volunteers for a research
project examining men’s experiences of fatherhood, and
through similar requests outlined in a community newspa-
per. The chosen respondents comprised “new” or
first-time fathers, married, single, sole and non-custodial
fathers from varying socio-economic backgrounds. Fathers
ranged in age from 22 to 63 years, with an average age of 38
years. The average age that men became fathers was 29
years. The overwhelming majority of fathers (n = 33) were
married, with divorced or separated fathers accounting for
15 per cent (n = 6) of the sample. Most of the respondents
indicated that they were employed. These men were
employed in a variety of occupations ranging from cleaner to
biotechnician. Seven fathers were unemployed at the time
of the interview, with the majority of these unemployed
fathers describing themselves as being “stay-at-home dads”.

All of the in-depth interviews were tape-recorded and
interview transcripts were reviewed for the emergence of
themes and concepts relating to paternal involvement and
identity formation. Preliminary analysis entailed a famil-
iarisation with the data, making sense of what was going
on, or finding a chronology of events. More detailed analy-
sis involved discovering linkages or relationships between
patterns of events and identified themes.

Given that the selection of the sample was driven by theo-
retical and conceptual concerns of the research, and thus
was an illustrative rather than statistically representative
one, the results presented here will not be generalised.

A matter of timing

During the interviews, men were asked to reflect upon
those times when they started entertaining the idea of
fatherhood, or when they envisaged that they would
become fathers. For many of these men, prior to becoming
fathers, fatherhood was an “abstract idea,” a “vague” or
“distant thought”. Others revealed that fatherhood was
“not a priority” or “focus in their lives” in their youth, and
was something to be avoided when embarking upon rela-
tionships with girlfriends:

“I think men spend a great deal of their life trying not to have children
(laughs) . . . and it never really occurred to me. I never really thought
about it. It never seemed inevitable.” (Tim: Database Administrator, 35,
2 children) 

“Before I got married, I suppose I was like a lot of people.I would go out
and sow my wild oats and then I would go to church on Sunday and pray
for crop failure.”(Geoff:Retired Police Officer, 55, 2 children)

In relation to the organisation and stages of one’s “life
course” (Giddens 1991), fatherhood was seen as being
something “you did later on,” with the timing of parenthood
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“It definitely was a mutual thing that we both thought about, and just
went into it with open eyes, I guess. It wasn’t accidental.” (Adam, Pri-
mary Caregiver, 25, 1 child)

“Having kids was a joint decision and I thought that it was really impor-
tant that I too have a part in it.”(Dave:Clerical Officer, 45, 2 children)

Joint decision making of this kind sometimes reflected
wishes to pursue equal or active levels of involvement as
fathers. For the most part, however, reciprocity of decision

Therefore, for some men, becoming a father was a conse-
quence of partners’ desires to become mothers. In these
circumstances, maternal desires were constituted as being
a gender specific attribute and something which distin-
guished men from women. These comments also expound
a belief that a woman has the ultimate (sexual) control, or
final say in deciding the timing of families. Thus, while
these men were included in parenting plans, they were not
the architects of these plans.

making was frequently framed within a discourse of planned
parenthood, with “evidence” of mutuality and planning per-
ceptible in the avoidance of unplanned or “accidental”
pregnancies. In this sense, identities as fathers were actively
chosen by men through negotiation with their partners.

Men who did not regard fatherhood as being a product of
mutual or shared decision making, frequently conveyed a
sense that fatherhood was an event that “happened to
them,” or was something that they felt they had little say or
control over. In some cases, fatherhood was solely a product
of sexual relations rather than careful planning or choice:

“It was very unplanned really. It just happened . . . literally. So I didn’t
really think about it much to be honest. It just happened.” (Paul, Self
Employed Tradesman, 36, 3 children)

“I think fatherhood was a by-product of sex, to tell the truth. I know my
wife wanted it ...wanted to have some kids.And I knew that I was going
to stay with my wife ...she’s happy – he’s happy.I’ll help her out.”(Chris,
Employment Consultant, 41, 4 children)

“Helping out,” or as alternatively expressed, not “denying”
their partners the opportunity to experience motherhood,
were terms used by men who did not hold strong desires to
become fathers but were keen to remain in otherwise ful-
filling relationships:

“I think that my wife was very keen on having children. I wasn’t that
fussed .. .but I wasn’t against it . . .and given that she was so passionate
towards it,then I was happy to have a child.But if I was married to some-
one who didn’t want to have children, I wouldn’t have been upset.”
(Brian, Physiotherapist, 34, 1 child)

Although these men indicated that they did not con-
sciously choose to become fathers, they were certainly
complicit in enabling their partners to become mothers:

“I think that’s most men isn’t it? Well, most of the ones I know seem to
be that way . . . the wife decides that she wants the baby and you just 
go ‘yeah, okay I suppose’. What are you going to do? Say no we’re not
going to have sex anymore. I don’t want a kid?” (Ethan, Primary 
Caregiver, 22, 1 child)

Some men also indicated that their decisions to become
fathers entailed considerations of economic and career
issues, as well as their own and their partner’s ages.

Counting the cost of parenthood

Parenthood today is often the result of active choice and
decision making. However, perceived freedom to decide or
choose is often constrained by unevenly distributed struc-
tural and institutional rewards. Consequently, choices to
become parents involved weighing up careers, leave enti-
tlements, and of course, financial concerns. Indeed,
fathers pointed out that the management of household
economies was one of the primary considerations in plan-
ning pregnancies. As one father explained:

“Monetary considerations do come into it . . . people will say ‘oh no it
doesn’t.’ It does . . . If you’ve got monetary problems, you’ve got social
problems – lots of problems. If you can’t buy the car, if you can’t pay for
the petrol, if you can’t fix the car when it breaks down, if you can’t pay
the power bills . . .you can’t buy your smokes .. .you can’t go out and get
your hair permed.So monetary consideration is to the forefront. It’s got
to be the forefront.”(Geoff, Retired Policeman, 55, 2 children)

Overall, fathers employed in a variety of “blue collar” occu-
pations (for the most part requiring unskilled or semi-skilled
manual labour) were almost twice as likely as those
employed in “white collar” or professional occupations
(requiring credentialised skills or qualifications) to indicate
that financial pressures were a contributing factor in their
decision to delay parenthood. Significantly, those fathers
employed in “white collar” occupations who cited financial
issues as influencing family planning were employed in
occupations that offered lower remuneration than their
peers, or were in formative stages of building capital within
their careers and relationships. These financial concerns
frequently overrode desires to become a parent:

“We lived in a modest home . . .so then what we did was acquire all our
possessions,and then we bought a bigger house to what we were living
in ...it was a plan for us.We thought we didn’t want to be struggling like
all hell when we do have our first child.”(Bill, Storeman, 44, 1 child)

Parenthood today is often the

result of active choice and 

decision making. However,

perceived freedom to decide or

choose is often constrained by

unevenly distributed structural

and institutional rewards.
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advance of becoming pregnant in order to avoid a severe
reduction in family income. Similarly, fathers revealed that
they also prearranged leave entitlements with employers to
coincide with the expected due dates of babies. These leave
arrangements however, were more temporary in applica-
tion, often involving the use of annual leave, highlighting a
preference for paid leave. In general, women’s labour force
participation became interrupted with the arrival of chil-
dren, with many mothers reducing the hours they worked,
or returning to work on a part-time basis. Once again, eco-
nomic necessity and men’s greater earning potential
informed these traditional family arrangements.

However, discussions with primary caregiver fathers (n = 7)
provided a more interesting twist to the standard parenting
biographies highlighted above. For partnered primary care-
giver fathers, the greater earning potential of their spouses
influenced the organisation of caregiving arrangements:

“We decided that when we had kids ...one of us was going to stay home
.. .and it just made sense that I stayed home until the second one came
along,because my wife can earn more money than I can.For me to earn
the same amount of money, I’ve got to work seven days a week and
twelve hours a day . . . I wouldn’t see the kids, so it’s no point. It just
seemed logical for my wife to work.”(Joel,Primary Caregiver,37,1 child)

The women who returned to work on a full-time basis
worked in professional occupations, and were successful in
their chosen fields, receiving salary increases and promo-
tional opportunities. Conversely, all of the partnered
primary caregiver fathers previously worked in working
class occupations involving manual labour. These men
experienced little job satisfaction, stating that they “didn’t
miss” or “didn’t like” their former occupations – occupa-
tions which presented little remuneration and opportunity
for upward mobility. Clearly, the economic contributions
of their partners allowed these men to leave their unfulfill-
ing jobs to become more involved as fathers.

Age – biology versus biography

Another interesting facet that emerged in the discussion
with fathers involved the relationship between age and the
timing of parenthood for both men and women. Men spoke
of their partners having “biological clocks” with various
“cut off points” or “deadlines” for having children, ranging
from 35 to 45 years of age. Deadlines like these gave cou-
ples a timeframe within which to set goals and establish
relationships and careers. Related to this notion of the bio-
logical imperative to reproduce, was the belief that certain
ages were more advantageous than others for producing
favourable outcomes. Thus, a woman’s increased age was
understood in terms of the possible “risk” it posed to suc-
cessful pregnancies and foetal development:

“Because my wife is a little older than I am,we didn’t want to leave it too
late when ...bringing up children.So it was better to start it earlier than
it was to leave it.So that was another reason .. .the incidences of things
like Down’s Syndrome increases when you get to 40 . . .which we didn’t
really want.”(Tim, Database Administrator, 35, 2 children)

In comparison, men’s concern with age related to their
projected abilities to play physically active roles as fathers
in their children’s lives, and the belief that you needed to
be young(er) to do so:

“It was just the timing of it ...because I am five years older than my wife .
..I guess I was thinking about it earlier than she was ...I don’t want to be
too old to kick the footy around, or chase the kids . . . I’ve done all right so
far.Pull up a bit stiff a times”(laughs).(Peter,Primary Caregiver,35,1 child)

“Didn’t want to bring a child into a world where .. .we wanted to have a
house . . . and all that, rather than try to do it on one income and then
everyone struggles.What’s the point? We waited a couple of years and
we had a house . . .money in the bank.So everything was set up.”(Greg,
Foundry Worker, 33, 2 children)

Thus, work, as well as income, “strongly conditions life
chances” (Giddens 1991: 81). The same can be said for life
choices. For working class and lower income middle class
families, choices regarding the commencement of families
were clearly mediated by economic necessity. Rising costs,
spiralling mortgages, and the sheer expense of providing
for another family member meant that “parenting proj-
ects” (Beck-Gernsheim, 2000) were delayed until couples
could become more “established”. Indeed, given that many
of these families would become single income households
for a period before and after the arrival of their newest fam-
ily members, delaying parenthood was seen as a necessary
part of this strategic planning process.

Choices to delay parenthood, particularly for middle class
fathers, reflected desires to organise and maintain current
standards of living:

“It was the little things like will we have enough money? Were we 
financially secure enough? How’s it going to change our lives? Are we
still going to be able to do things we wanted to do?” (Angus, Social
Worker, 39, 4 children)

Indeed, fathers revealed that not only the timing, but also
the size of families, were based on affordability and antici-
pated effects on lifestyle for both parents and child:

“We basically ...enjoyed ourselves,and put our children aside so that we
could get ourselves in the position where we could actually support the
children ...we wanted two or three that we could support and maintain,
that they would get the things in life we didn’t . . . getting the first one
into private primary . . . we’ve been planning all that.You virtually have
to plan two years in advance.”(Zack,Technical Officer, 40, 3 children)

Subsequently, planning of this nature also included prepar-
ing the way for yet-to-be-born family members. Declining
birth rates can thus be seen in terms of parents’ endeav-
ours to maximise the life chances of their children by
providing as many opportunities as possible. Fathers often
reported that they wanted their children to get “the things
in life” that they did not, or “have a better life,” than they
did. If good and responsible parenting obligates parents to
“do everything to give the child ‘the best start in life’”
(Beck-Gernsheim 2000: 143), the planning of familial and
individual biographies is necessary for this to occur.

“His” and “her” careers

Another important and closely related dimension of the
successful planned parenting project, involves the careful
organisation of work or career biographies. This often
occurred in dual income households where negotiation
centred on which parent would fulfil “caregiver” or “bread-
winner” roles. This process usually entailed weighing up
economic, institutional, and personal considerations, and
accentuated the relationship between perceptions of
choice and agency and their structural underpinnings.

Within these families, it was usually women and wives who
organised their careers around impending motherhood,
whereas men’s/husband’s labour force participation
remained relatively stable. Part of this planning process for
women involved the accumulation of paid (and the organi-
sation of unpaid) leave entitlements, sometimes years in
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For many, the desire to be younger fathers originated from
the evaluation of the relationships they shared with their
own parents, or of other fathers they had come into con-
tact with:

“My parents were old when I was born . . . they were closer to 40 when I
was born.That was something I didn’t like ...I didn’t want to be an older
father because I had older parents.”(Paul,Self Employed Tradesman,36,
3 children)

“I always wanted to be a young dad ...and have the vibrancy.I had some
friends who had older fathers . . . they didn’t really interact with their
kids. It was in the back of my mind that I would like to be a dad while I
was still young enough to enjoy my kids, and be able to run round the
house.”(Luke, Musician, 30, 2 children)

Men’s conceptualisations of the appropriate timing of
fatherhood were also constructed around attempts to avoid
possible “generation gaps” from occurring. These fathers
saw delaying fatherhood too long as having a detrimental
effect upon the quality of relationships with future off-
spring, reducing active levels of involvement, and
increasing the likelihood of possible remoteness within
these relationships. More significantly, these accounts
reveal the importance of the more enjoyable and physical
aspects of fatherhood in the construction of paternal 
identities.

Conclusion

The findings presented here reveal the conundrum faced
by parents as they attempt to create their personal, work,
and familial biographies. In turn, the planning of paternal
biographies is situated within the context of differing
social, historical and economic locations of individuals and
families. Despite anecdotal claims of otherwise, some of
the comments highlighted above reveal that there is a
“right time” for parenthood. 

However, for those men who did not view fatherhood to 
be something that “happened to them”, it would appear
that part of the problem in planning for parenthood
involves the ever-shrinking window of opportunity to
become parents (especially for mothers) as a result of 
juggling a complex array of pressing institutional and per-
sonal needs. Thus, while delaying parenthood is seen as
being a necessary component of the planned parenting
project, and advantageous for maintaining careers,
lifestyles, and maximising the potential opportunities 
for offspring, the “over-delaying” of parenthood is seen as
having a detrimental effect on the quality of relationships
with children (reducing active levels of involvement by
fathers). 

Given the economic constraints faced by couples as they
attempt to plan parenthood, the extended provision of paid
maternity and paternity leave would alleviate some of the
financial pressures felt by families during one of the most
rewarding and challenging periods of their lives. Moreover,
the national extension of paid maternity and paternity
leave would allow individuals to exercise greater choice in
relation to the timing of parenthood and subsequent care-
giving arrangements. Similarly, greater access to more
affordable child care would also prove beneficial to this
task. Structural and social support of this kind may
encourage parents to bring forward decisions to have chil-
dren, and help dispel the notion that there is never a right
time to become a parent. 
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The retreat from marriage

The concern over marriage in the United States stems from
the decline in the numbers of people marrying, although
evidence suggests that people still want or intend to marry
(Cherlin 2004)1. The factors underlying the retreat from
marriage are complex and interwoven. It can be difficult to
identify whether a given factor is a cause of the retreat or
a consequence of it because most factors can be perceived
as both cause and consequence (Smock 2004). The trend
towards cohabitation is a prime example of this difficulty –
it is posited as a factor contributing to the deinstitutional-
isation of marriage (Cherlin 2004) but can also be seen as
arising out of the changes in the meaning of marriage
(Kiernan 2004). Nonetheless, it is clear that the meaning of
marriage and its place in peoples’ lives has changed dra-
matically in the past 100 or so years. For instance, it is no
longer necessary to be married to be regarded as an adult,
to purchase property, or to have status in legal terms or in
a public or social arena (Coontz 2004). According to Cher-
lin (2004), the manifold social changes over the past
century  have culminated in the deinstitutionalisation of
marriage, wherein behaviour is governed less by social
norms and more by individual concerns.

One of the advantages marriage has provided is “enforce-
able trust”: because a commitment made in public before
family and friends, and perhaps in a religious setting, is
more difficult to break, partners can feel more confident
about their investment in the relationship (Cherlin 2004).
However, with cohabitation becoming more common 
and widely accepted and acquiring many of the rights 
once attached only to marriage, the power of those exter-
nal forces may diminish, and the capacity of marriage 
to strengthen enforceable trust may increasingly rely on
the weight partners give to the public commitment 
Cherlin 2004). 

Two major, long-term transformations in cultural and mate-
rial values have driven many of the changes that have
impacted on the institution of marriage. The first of these
transformations has been from marriage as an essentially
economic and political institution in which romantic love
was considered of secondary importance, if not completely
irrelevant (Coontz 2004; Gillis 2004), to a relationship of
companions – the “companionate marriage” described by
Burgess and Locke (1945, cited in Cherlin 2004) – charac-
terised by a degree of emphasis on emotion and sentiment
that would have been unthinkable to spouses in previous
centuries (Cherlin 2004). 

hen discussing the current “state of the fam-
ily”, academics, politicians, and social
commentators typically draw attention to
trends in four key indicators across the past
hundred or so years – the decline in marriage

rates, the increase in divorce rates, the rise in the number
of ex-nuptial births, and the growth of cohabitation. Some
academics and commentators in the United States have
suggested that these trends represent a retreat from mar-
riage and, as such, marriage may be, at the very least, at a
“crossroads” (Hawkins 2002). Others have declared that
these trends amount to a “marriage crisis” (Blankenhorn
2003; Gallagher 2003a, 2003b).

The political and policy-related discussions about the so-
called marriage crisis in the United States are vigorous, and
tend to centre on whether couples and their children will
be more likely to flourish within a marital or cohabiting
relationship. In Europe the tenor of the discussions about
these trends has a different focus, is somewhat calmer, and
the concern is about how to best support all families
regardless of the marital status (or sexual orientation) of
the parents (Kiernan 2004). Even though the trends (if not
the actual rates) in family formation and dissolution in
Australia are similar to those in both Europe and the
United States, there has been comparatively little debate
and discussion here regarding the decline in marriage rates
and the implications for Australian society. 

The future of marriage was the theme of the 2003 National
Council on Family Relations (NCFR) conference. Several
speakers at that conference were invited to submit their
papers to a special issue of the Journal of Marriage and Fam-
ily. A group of respected scholars then commented on the
issues raised in those papers and on the future of marriage in
the long term. The special edition, incorporating the papers
and the invited comments, appeared in November 2004. (A
summary of the 2003 NCFR conference was published in
Family Matters, No. 66, pp.60-61.)

This article in no way assumes that conditions in the United
States or Western Europe are automatically applicable to the
Australian context. Rather, the article aims to inform the dis-
cussion in Australia by summarising two aspects of the
“conversation” in the special edition of the Journal of Mar-
riage and Family – the decline in marriage and the rise in
cohabitation. The article outlines the explanations for the
trends offered by researchers and scholars at the NCFR con-
ference and their views on the ways in which some of the
patterns could play out in the long term. 

With marriage rates falling and cohabitation rising in many Western societies,
there are concerns in some quarters that the future of marriage is bleak. What lies
beneath these trends, and what are the implications for the institution of marriage? 
ROBYN PARKER discusses some of the current international thinking.

Perspectives on the future 
of marriage
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The emergence of love as the primary reason to marry
largely began with a series of cultural, political and social
changes across the 17th century in which the authority of
parents and governments to determine who could or would
marry whom was eroded, and the notion of spouses as
friends and lovers that is so prevalent in the 20th century
began to take hold (Coontz 2004, 2005). The companionate
marriages referred to by Burgess and Locke were breadwin-
ner-homemaker marriages marked by the gendered division
of labour, and their success increasingly came to be meas-
ured by emotional satisfaction – the satisfaction spouses
derived from being “good providers, good homemakers, and
responsible parents” (Cherlin 2004: 851).

The second transformation began during the 1960s and
gathered momentum through the 1970s. There was a trend
towards completing education, birth rates fell, the number
of dual-earner families increased as women’s participation in
the workforce grew, and the measure of a marriage increas-
ingly became each spouses’ own self-development and
expression, becoming what Cherlin (2004: 852) calls the
“individualised” marriage. This transition was accompanied
by changes in family law, in particular the advent of no-fault
divorce. Seltzer (2004) sees the impact of high divorce rates
reflected in the delaying or avoidance of marriage. 

In terms of the psychological needs that can be derived
from social connections such as marriage, the greater
propensity to separate has undermined the role of mar-
riage in providing the type of emotional connection from
which a sense of security can be derived (Cutrona 2004),
and heightened the sense of risk associated with investing
in a marital relationship (Kiernan 2004). The uncertainty
that has come to be attached to marriage is considered by
some researchers to be one of a range of factors involved in
the growth in cohabitation (Cutrona 2004; Kiernan 2004). 

The growth of cohabitation

A growing preference for cohabitation can also be seen as an
outcome of the widespread access to contraception that
eroded the connection between marriage, sexual activity,
conception, childbirth and parenting (Coontz 2004; Kiernan
2004), of increased secularisation, the need for women to
experience greater autonomy, and as a way of avoiding the
dependence, particularly of women, perceived to be inher-
ent in marriage (Kiernan 2004). Alternatively, Gillis (2004:
990) suggests that people tend towards cohabitation as a
means of dealing with the “outsized” expectations attached
to marriage. 

However several authors note a more concrete reason for
choosing cohabitation rather than marriage. A consistent
theme throughout most of these articles is the role of eco-
nomic stability and security in impeding the capacity of
couples to afford to get married and stay married. Cohabita-
tion becomes the obvious choice, being less costly in
financial terms while meeting (at least) some needs for inti-
macy and support (Seltzer 2004). Seltzer also suggests that
marriage rates may rise if couples develop more confidence
in their economic future – although cohabitation rates are
higher among those whose education might suggest a greater
probability of economic security. Nonetheless, evidence that
being better-off financially increases the likelihood of getting
and remaining married can be found in literally scores of
studies (Smock 2004).

Just as the meaning of marriage has altered over time,
cohabitation has also been subject to changes in meaning,
and its place in the family system has varied according to the
degree of social, legal and policy acceptance (Seltzer 2004).
For instance, several types of cohabiting relationships have
been identified: casual, temporary, convenient relationships

A growing preference for cohabitation can also be seen as an outcome of the widespread access to contraception 
that eroded the connection between marriage, sexual activity, conception, childbirth and parenting.
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that involve little commitment; extensions of an intimate
relationship that will last only as long as the partners enjoy
being together; a test of the relationship to assess whether
marriage is likely to succeed; or an alternative to marriage
based on views about marriage as an institution or for prac-
tical or pragmatic reasons (de Vaus 2004; Seltzer 2004).
Attitudes towards cohabitation can also vary according to
other life circumstances. For example, women participating
in the long-running United States National Survey of Fami-
lies and Households who had dropped out of secondary
school were more than twice as likely as college graduates to
disapprove of cohabitation that does not include plans for
marriage (Edin, Kefalas and Reed 2004).

Other developments in the meaning and acceptance of
cohabitation occur as the number of couples involved in the
various types of cohabiting relationships changes. At the
national level, cohabitation is accepted to varying degrees in
different countries, and in different regions within a country
(see, for example, Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamcyk 2004;
Seltzer 2004). Drawing on analysis of the cohabitation
trends in Sweden (outlined by Hoem and Hoem 1988), Kier-
nan (2002) suggested a four-stage process of acceptance of
cohabitation at a national level: in the first stage, cohabita-
tion is outside of, or limited to, the edges of mainstream
society while direct marriage occurs for the majority of the
population; in the second stage, cohabitation is seen as a
way of testing the strength of a relationship before commit-
ting to marriage; acceptance of cohabitation as an
alternative to marriage that may also involve parenthood
occurs in stage three; and in stage four, cohabitation is indis-
tinguishable from marriage. 

Greece and Spain are considered to be in stage one, while
Sweden and Denmark are clearly in stage four. It is sug-
gested that the United States is in transition between
stages two and three (Smock and Gupta 2002); Australia
would probably be similarly located. Interestingly, this
growth in the incidence and acceptance of cohabitation
was unforeseen among scholars and researchers in the
1970s (Cherlin 2004), but it has received a great deal of
attention in recent years because of the effect it has had on
the formation and life experiences of couples and families. 

Two key aspects of cohabitation are typically commented
upon: the instability of cohabiting relationships, and the
long-term implications of increasing numbers of children
who are or will be born to unmarried parents. 

An increasing proportion of cohabiting relationships involve
children (Seltzer 2004). The relationships of cohabiting par-
ents appear to be more stable than the relationships of those
without children, although fewer cohabiting relationships
now end in marriage than in the past (Wu and Balakrishnan
1995; Cherlin 2004; Seltzer 2004)2. The range of reasons
behind the decision to cohabit may go some way towards
explaining their instability (Le Bourdais and Lapierre-
Adamcyk 2004). Stability may also be related to the
perceived place of cohabitation in the kinship system.
Although cohabitation is accepted to a degree within and
across nations, in many countries it is not yet regarded as
equal to marriage and it does not have the formal and infor-
mal support that marriage does (Seltzer 2004).

Another key element in the discussions about marriage and
cohabitation is the potential long-term impact on children
of being raised by unmarried parents. The weight of evi-
dence clearly demonstrates that children do better on a

range of indicators when raised by two happily, continu-
ously married parents (Amato 2004) and tend to be
negatively affected by transient relationships (Cutrona
2004). Thus, the greater propensity for cohabiting relation-
ships than marriages to end in separation is problematic for
children (Cutrona 2004)3.

However, if there is an intergenerational transmission of
values in favour of cohabitation, and a rising proportion of
adults whose parents were unmarried, then a social milieu
may develop in which cohabitation is acceptable in its own
right, rather than as a stepping stone to marriage (Seltzer
2004; Smock 2004). If cohabitation does become the more
common pathway to family formation, then might cohab-
iting relationships become as stable as marriages (Le
Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamcyk 2004)? Evidence from
Canada suggests that this might indeed occur: in Quebec,
where cohabitation is far more widespread than in the rest
of Canada, the stability of direct and indirect marriages is
very similar (Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamcyk 2004). 

Is marriage really undervalued?
Although there has been a movement away from getting
married, it is not clear that marriage is regarded in a com-
pletely negative light. In fact, it may be more accurate to say
that marriage is more highly regarded in contemporary soci-
ety than in the past. Attitudes expressed by respondents in
a survey conducted by the National Marriage Project (White-
head and Popenoe 2001) suggest that marriage is seen as
having prestige, and in Cherlin’s own current work, qualita-
tive data convey the perception of marriage as a sign of
achievement rather than a rite of passage (Cherlin 2004). 

In a broader, historical sense, Gillis goes so far as to suggest
that marriage has been “promoted to a level once reserved
for sacred callings” (2004: 990), making it much harder to
achieve because the prerequisites are placed further out of
reach (Seltzer 2004). This is especially so for those on low
incomes, who on the surface appear to have abandoned
marriage. 

However, research shows that their standards for marriage
are similar to those of the middle class; they want and
expect as much from marriage, but their life circumstances
make meeting those expectations less likely (Edin, Kefalas
and Reed 2004). The unmarried parents in Edin and col-
leagues’ study were drawn from three qualitative studies in
poor neighbourhoods across six states. Participants in these
studies – 162 unmarried White, African-American, and
Puerto Rican mothers in Philadelphia; 460 non-custodial
fathers in Philadelphia, South Carolina, and Texas; and 50
unmarried couples in Massachusetts, Wisconsin, and New
York – reported that before they marry they require a mort-
gage and a car loan, some savings, and sufficient surplus
funds to pay for a “decent” wedding, since being married by
a justice of the peace is an indication that marriage is not
taken seriously. (See also Cherlin 2004.) 

Certain expectations remain gendered: both men and
women expect that the male should be able to provide for his
family (Manning and Smock 2003). But the prerequisites are
not only financial. While women want a partner who is
“totally devoted” and “understanding”, a lack of trust that
their partner will treat them well or be faithful, avoid drug or
alcohol abuse, or abide by the law, drives them to delay mar-
riage for perhaps several years (Edin et al. 2004). Edin et al.
describe the values demonstrated by their respondents as a
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“complete and dramatic reversal of 1950s marriage norms”
(p. 1012). To them, rushing into marriage before being “set”
is irresponsible – “marrying well” (in the sense of being well
prepared) is the way to avoid divorce (p. 1013). 

These findings highlight the contribution of the “ecological
niche” (Bradbury and Karney 2004: 872) in which couples
exist – that is, the events and circumstances that couples
encounter in either the short or long term, and to which
they must adapt and adjust. Elements of social context,
such as housing, healthcare, economic development, etc.
were consistently nominated among the authors of these
papers as critical elements in the development of strong
and stable marriages (Smock 2004). 

So what might be the future of marriage?

Several demographic trends have converged in the past
three decades, leading some social scientists and commen-
tators to warn that the institution of marriage is threatened,
with severe long-term consequences for couples, families
and particularly children. Certainly there seems to be agree-
ment among most of the authors featured in the articles
included here that the weakening of the position of marriage
as the primary, favoured mechanism of social organisation
is, to a greater or lesser degree, worrisome. 

But according to Coontz (2004: 975) it would appear that
for some sections of the population the retreat from mar-
riage has less to do with marriage as an institution and
more to do with not being able to ensure marital “success”
– the prevailing attitudes among younger cohorts who are
delaying or avoiding marriage are not so much “anti-mar-
riage” as “anti-divorce”. Although social demographers
appear to have a less than stellar record of predicting social
trends – after all, none in the 1950s or 1960s predicted the
current rates of cohabitation (Cherlin 2004: 857) – some
authors have speculated on the ways in which current

trends, particularly with respect to marriage and cohabita-
tion, may play out. 

In the articles cited in this paper, some of the comments on
the future of marriage are framed within the context of
attempts to reverse the retreat from marriage underway
across the United States – attempts that include an injection
of federal funding for prevention and intervention programs
designed to promote strong, healthy relationships. Studies
currently underway by Cherlin and his colleagues, and by
Edin et al. show that, for low-income groups, getting married
is contingent on economic and social circumstances, and
unless those circumstances improve the cohabiting couples
will probably continue to avoid or delay marriage. Edin et al
(2004) note that improving relationship skills for these
groups may help them more effectively negotiate their
everyday lives and relationships, but is unlikely to encour-
age higher rates of marriage if their chances of financial
security and potential for pathways for a rewarding life other
than having children are unchanged. On the other hand,
since cohabitation is also popular among those with higher
education, an improving national economy may be no guar-
antee of a swing towards marriage (Seltzer 2004).  

Cherlin (2004) tentatively suggests three alternative
futures for marriage. In the first (and least likely to occur),
marriage becomes re-institutionalised. However, in order
for this to happen, several trends would need to be
reversed – more people marrying, more children born to
married couples, fewer divorces, a reduction in women’s
participation in the workforce, marital roles divided more
strongly by gender, and the emphasis on the social rather
than personal aspects of marriage. 

The second alternative sees little change in the current sit-
uation, at least in the short term. Marriage will retain its
value as a symbol of achievement and prestige, but if, or as,
the legal and social gap between marriage and cohabitation

Although there has been a movement away from getting married, it is not clear that marriage is regarded in a 
completely negative light. In fact, it may be more accurate to say that marriage is more highly regarded in 
contemporary society than in the past.
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Endnotes
1 Marriage rates in Australia have generally declined over the past 20 years,

although they appear to be reasonably stable since 2001 (ABS 2004).
2 In Australia most convert to marriage or separation within five years

(de Vaus, Qu and Weston, 2003).
3 Cutrona also notes that the same could be said for all childbearing

unions.
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continues to close then the need for marriage will ulti-
mately fade. 

The third option would see marriage eventually becoming
just one of a range of romantic, albeit fragile, relationships.
That such a perception is not yet prevalent in the United
States is likely to be due to “institutional lag”: people are
still marrying because they have not yet formed the opin-
ion that marriage is of less importance. 

Should marriage and cohabitation come to be viewed as
equal, then the third alternative is the most likely; other-
wise, Cherlin believes, the second option in which
marriage retains a unique status as a symbol of achieve-
ment and prestige may prevail, at least in the short term. 

Coontz (2004) notes that the pace of current trends ham-
pers the ability to determine which are part of the
transition and which are outcomes. Weighing in to the
more public debate, Coontz (2004: 979) states that the
fundamental changes to marriage at both the institutional
and the individual level are such that “there will be no
turning back”. While she believes that marriage will not
disappear entirely, global trends lead her to conclude that
the previously dominant role of marriage in a range of
social and personal domains has passed. Along with other
authors, Coontz recommends that the focus of research
and practice should be on strengthening all relationships,
regardless of their form.

Given that the trends in marriage and cohabitation,
divorce and ex-nuptial births in Australia are not dissimi-
lar to those in the United States and Western Europe, do
we need to consider whether marriage in Australia is at a
crossroads? Indications are that the place of marriage in
the Australian kinship system is changing, but the extent
of that change is difficult to determine. Although 75 per
cent of couples live together before marrying, cohabitation
prior to marriage is less widely accepted where children
become involved (de Vaus and Wolcott 1997). The legal
distinctions between marriage and cohabitation have
diminished in the recent past but there are still some cir-
cumstances in which married and cohabiting couples are
not regarded as equal – in particular, when a cohabiting
relationship dissolves (Caruana 2002). What are the long-
term implications of these trends for Australian marital
and cohabiting relationships?

In contrast to Coontz’s (2004) declaration that marriage as
we have known it for the past two centuries has vanished,
the scenarios offered by contributors to the special NCFR
conference edition of the Journal of Marriage and Family
are relatively cautious. As the authors note, the social
changes contributing to the trends in marriage and cohab-
itation are in transition. These overseas researchers have
more of the key information on which to base their con-
clusions than is available in the Australian context. While
Australian teenagers appear to expect to marry and have a
family by the end of their twenties (Smart 2002), there is
little current in-depth understanding in Australia about
what marriage and cohabitation actually mean to them –
for example, their views on the purpose of marriage, its
value as an institution, and whether cohabitation is per-
ceived as a prelude, or an alternative, to marriage. Until we
have this kind of data, any consideration of the future of
marriage in Australia is constrained by the lack of vital
information about the value of marriage and its role in the
lives of those for whom it is likely to be most relevant.
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This year has been of great signifi-
cance for the Household, Income
and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) Survey. While most sur-
veys in Australia involve one wave
of data and therefore can only 
provide snapshots at single time
points, HILDA is a large-scale
national longitudinal survey, involv-
ing annual waves of data collection.
The third wave of data was released
early in 2005. 

This HILDA survey was initiated and
funded by the Australian Govern-
ment through the Department of
Family and Community Services (FaCS). It is managed by a consor-
tium led by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social
Research at the University of Melbourne. Other partners in the group
are the Australian Council for Educational Research and the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies. 

This survey is the first of its type in Australia. In 2001, information
was collected from almost 14,000 people (who were at least 15
years old) from nearly 7,700 households across Australia. Each
year, interviews are sought with these respondents (some of
whom will have moved out and established separate households),
along with any children of the original respondents who have
since turned 15 years old, and any new co-residents. If the origi-
nal sample member and a new co-resident partner have a child
together, then the partner is also followed up indefinitely. HILDA
covers a wide range of circumstances, including family relation-
ships, parenting, income, workforce involvement, and the health
and wellbeing of young people and adults in Australia. 

Now armed with data from three periods, researchers can at last
tease out the temporal order of some of the events whose timing
is ambiguous, and thereby begin to distinguish between causes
and their effects with a much higher degree of confidence than
has been possible in the past. This is extremely important for the
development of effective policies directed towards enhancing the
wellbeing of Australian families, including those who are vulner-
able to socio-economic disadvantages. 

On 29-30 September 2005, the second HILDA conference was held
to enable researchers from within Australia and elsewhere to outline
the results of their HILDA-based analyses. Around 200 people –
mainly researchers, policy makers and service providers – attended
the conference. The Australian Institute of Family Studies was rep-
resented by researchers, Michael Alexander, Jenny Baxter, Ben
Edwards, Kelly Hand, Jody Hughes, Lixia Qu and Ruth Weston.

The conference was opened by the Hon Sussan Ley who empha-
sised the importance of high quality data for policy decision-making
and acknowledged that HILDA’s value in this regard had already
been well established.

In the first plenary session, Professor Mark Wooden (HILDA Pro-
ject Director) outlined the nature of the HILDA survey, core
models in each wave and those introduced in different waves, and
the possibilities of augmenting the sample of immigrants and

moving to computer-assisted inter-
viewing. Professor Peter Lynn
(from the UK Longitudinal Studies
Centre (ULSC)) then provided
some excellent insights into ways
of assessing and communicating
the quality of longitudinal surveys.
He outlined a quality framework 
for longitudinal surveys, and dis-
cussed a range of difficulties linked
with longitudinal studies and his
unit’s analysis of quality-related
aspects of the British Household
Panel Survey. 

The second plenary included papers
by Professor Jan van Ours (Economics Department, Tilbug Univer-
sity) entitled “Does part-time work make the family happier?”, and
Dr Ian Watson (School of Business, University of Sydney) entitled
“The earnings of causal employees: The problem of unobservables”.
A critique of these papers was then provided by Professor Kostas
Mavromaras (Melbourne Institute). 

Participants then faced the difficulty of choosing between three
sessions (15 sessions in total) – each involving two papers, a cri-
tique of them by a discussant, and much time for audience
discussion. Most of these papers exploited the longitudinal nature
of the data. Just some of the issues covered in these sessions
included: income and poverty; financial and material wellbeing
and separation; part-time employment transitions and women’s
careers; ageing matters; ways in which housework responsibili-
ties change with changing partnership status; persistence of child
care responsibilities; wealth issues; unemployment; female
employment dynamics; methodology; gender and the labour mar-
ket; lifestyle issues; cohabitation; income support/financial stress;
fertility; and mental health. 

Two papers were provided by researchers from Institute. Jenny Bax-
ter presented a paper entitled “The employment dynamics of women
with not-employed partners”, in which she explored reasons for the
relatively low employment rates of women whose husbands were
not employed and the extent to which employment rates of each
partner had changed since wave 1. The other paper, entitled “Path-
ways from cohabitation” was by Ruth Weston, Lixia Qu and a former
member of the Institute, David de Vaus (Professor of Sociology, La
Trobe University). These authors focused on couples who were
cohabiting in wave 1 and sought to identify factors that helped shape
their decisions to marry, separate, or to continue to cohabit. These
and most other papers are available at: http://www.melbourneinsti-
tute.com/hilda/conf/conf2005/confpapers/hconfpapers.html

The final session focused on the future of the HILDA survey. While
there was a strong call for increasing the sample size, a great deal
of enthusiasm was expressed about HILDA’s value. Mr Andrew
Whitecross (Manager, Strategic Policy Branch, FaCS) closed the
conference on the optimistic note that, if HILDA continues to pro-
vide rewards, it will build up a good case for further funding. The
survey is currently funded for eight waves, with wave 5 having
commenced in August 2005. Data for wave 4 will be released in
February 2006. 

A I F S  R E P R E S E N T E D  AT  H I L D A  CO N F E R E N C E

From left John Freebairn, Mark Wooden and Sussan Ley.
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Institute Research Fellow, Bruce Smyth, gave a keynote
address at the Family Services Australia Conference, Support-
ing Australian Families, in Adelaide (28-30 September 2005). 

His paper, titled “Time, identity, justice, and post-separa-
tion parenting: Some reflections in the face of a new family
law system”, examined recent Institute research into dif-
ferent perceptions of fairness towards parent–child contact
and child support. 

Other keynote addresses were given by Professor Dorothy
Scott, Dr Jenn McIntosh, Ms Lisa Mathews (USA), the Hon
Philip Ruddock MP, the Hon Sussan Ley MP, the Hon Nicola
Roxon MP, and Ms Avril Henry.

The establishment of the new Family Relationship Centres
attracted much discussion at the conference. There were sev-
eral outstanding workshops that examined best practice on a
range of service delivery issues, including collaborative divorce
practice, working with families in rural Australia, and working
with men who are violent. The conference provided an excel-
lent opportunity for those who work in the delivery of services
to families share their expertise and ideas on current and
emerging issues in the sector. The conference themes of “inte-
grate”, “relate” and “negotiate” acted as the central threads
that ran through much of the discussion that occurred.

Bruce Smyth

INSTITUTE AT CONFERENCE

During September 2005, Institute staff were involved in training
the new team of interviewers from the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics for the second wave of Growing Up in Australia, the
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC). Interviewers
are excited and enthusiastic about being involved in this study,
which is managed by the Institute and initiated and funded by the

Australian Government Department of Family and Community
Services. During 2003-2004 more than 10,000 families agreed to
take part in this study that follows children as they grow up. The 
Australian Bureau of Statistics will be conducting waves 2-4 for
the study, and interviewers are now ready to visit the families for
a second time. 

Pictured are staff from the Institute and the Australian Bureau of Statistics at interviewer training in Sydney.

In September 2005, the Australian Centre for
the Study of Sexual Assault (ACSSA) at the 
Australian Institute of Family Studies co-hosted
an event with Amnesty International at the
Gryphon Gallery at the University of Melbourne. 

The Anti Sexual Violence Event gathering was
privileged in having four speakers from the
Philippines – in Australia as keynote speakers
for a Sydney conference – visit Melbourne to
share their knowledge and insights. The speak-
ers, Mercedes Angeles, Alma Quinto, Frances

Santiago, and Beth (full name withheld), spoke about their work
with/as survivors of trafficking and other forms of sexual abuse. The
women are founding members of Peace Women Partners, a feminist
organisation that works for healing of survivors of abuse, as well as
the elimination of all forms of violence against women to build a
peaceful world. They covered issues of policy, legislation and serv-
ice provision, as well as “art and healing for survivors of abuse”. The
evening ended with a performance of Indigenous Filipina dance and
song – which the audience was invited to join.

Led by Frances Santiago, the audience is invited to play traditional instruments
and perform an Indigenous Filipina dance called Pagbubugso, Pagbubuo,
Pagbubuklod (Passion, Healing, Celebration).

Mercedes (Merci) 
Angeles gives her

presentation, 
Victimisation and
Healing Journeys.

ACSSA CO-HOSTS ANTI SEXUAL 
VIOLENCE EVENT

A I F S A C T I V I T I E S

T R A I N I N G  I N T E R V I E W E R S  F O R  L S AC
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In August 2005, the Department of Family and Com-
munity Services organised a forum, held in Sydney,
for the Chief Executive Officers, managers and proj-
ect managers of the Communities for Children
initiative, funded under the Australian Government’s
Stronger Families and Communities Strategy. 

Institute Director, Professor Alan Hayes, provided
an update to the forum on his work as a member
of the Government’s Stronger Families and Communities partner-
ship. He and Professor Ilan Katz, Acting Director of the Social
Policy Research Centre (University of New South Wales), pre-
sented the Strategy’s National Evaluation Framework. 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies is a member of the
National Evaluation consortium, contributing to the overall direction
and management of the Evaluation, supporting local evaluators,
and leading the development of practice-based evidence in early
childhood. The Institute is also providing leadership on a centre-
piece study based on the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children. 

At the forum, the Institute’s Helen Cheney and Sana
Wassouf introduced the Communities and Families
Clearinghouse Australia (CAFCA) which is housed
at the Australian Institute of Family Studies. They
reported on a recent CAFCA member survey, and
outlined how the promising practice profiles on
early childhood and community development
would be developed. They also facilitated an inter-

active session on the criteria that will be used for selecting cases
of promising practice. 

Feedback on the selection criteria will be analysed and refined in
consultation with the Stronger Families and Communities Strat-
egy network. The process will involve a call for submissions,
short-listing and independent validation of practice. This valida-
tion process will ensure that the cases of promising practice
contribute to the evidence on early childhood. The selected pro-
files will then be widely communicated to the Strategy’s network
and the broader early childhood sector.

Helen Cheney and Sana Wassouf 

I N S T I T U T E  AT  CO M M U N I T I E S  F O R  C H I L D R E N  F O R U M

Researchers from the National
Child Protection Clearinghouse
team at the Australian Institute
of Family studies have attended
several events in recent months. 

In July 2005, researchers Daryl
Higgins, Leah Bromfield and
Nick Richardson gave a paper
at the National Foster Care Con-
ference, held in Alice Springs. The team presented findings of a
project commissioned by the Australian Government Department
of Family and Community Services on behalf of the Australian
Council for Children and Parenting’s (ACCAP) Children at Risk
Committee that will facilitate the sharing of good practice in the
recruitment, retention and support of Indigenous foster carers.
The conference also provided a good opportunity for the team to
keep abreast of new initiatives in the field of out-of-home care and
to meet with key stakeholders. 

In August 2005, Leah Bromfield represented the Clearinghouse at
a two-day forum of the  Australasian Statutory Child Protection
Learning and Development Group, hosted in Darwin by the North-
ern Territory Office of Family and Children’s Services. The forum
was also attended by the Australian Centre for Child Protection,
and by representatives from statutory child protection learning
and development units in Northern Territory, South Australia,
Queensland, ACT, Victoria, Tasmania, and Western Australia.
Some exciting new training initiatives were discussed such as

The Institute’s Leah Bromfield (centre) at the Darwin forum of the Australasian
Statutory Child Protection Learning and Development Group.

Leah Bromfield and Nick Richardson
(AIFS researchers) at the launch of
Child Protection Week in Melbourne.

C L E A R I N G H O U S E  T E A M  O U T  A N D  A B O U T

leadership training, child interviewing, and the feasibility of
exchange programs. The Clearinghouse has been formally invited
to form part of the ongoing membership of this group.

Also in August 2005, the Clearinghouse team attended the launch
of Child Protection Week, hosted by the Victorian Department of
Human Services. Attendees at the launch heard Muriel Blamblett,
Chief Executive Officer of the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care
Agency, provide the Robin Clark Memorial Lecture. The launch
provided the opportunity for the presentation of the Robin Clark
Memorial Awards 2005 for Making a Difference with Children. The
winner for “Inspirational Leadership in the Field” was Margaret
Chipperfield, Eastern Regional Manager, Anglicare Victoria. The
Award for “Making a Difference with Children, Young People and
Families” was shared between: Peter Locke, Horticulture Super-
viser, Parkville Youth Residential Centre, Department of Human
Services; Veronica Hunt, Interim Manager, North and West Juve-
nile Justice Unit, Department of Human Services; and Mark Watt,
Chief Executive Officer, Whitelion Incorporated. 
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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.

What can we learn from the Growing
Up in Australia study?

(Seminar held at the Institute 
on 18 August 2005)

Carol Soloff (Project Manager) and Sebast-
ian Misson (Data Administrator) of the
Growing Up in Australia study (the Longitu-
dinal Study of Australian Children) discussed
the key features of the study and presented
some of the initial findings. Carol Soloff out-
lined the wide range of information collected
from the families, carers and teachers of
more than 10,000 children recruited to the
study in 2004. She highlighted that a dataset
of over 4,000 variables is now available 
to government agencies and approved
researchers, containing information about
child and family health, education, child care,
family functioning, child functioning and
socio-demographic characteristics. She
described some of the interesting findings to
emerge from the wave 1 data, and noted that
data collected about children’s functioning
has been used to create the Outcome Index,
a composite measure to indicate how chil-
dren are developing. Sebastian Misson
highlighted possible uses of the Outcome
Index, which summarises the complex 
information collected about children’s 
development across multiple domains. He
explained that wherever possible the Out-
come Index incorporates both strengths and
weaknesses, and thus has the ability to iden-
tify groups of children developing poorly and
those developing well.

Treatment of family violence in the
family law system in Australia: The
implications of restorative justice 

(Seminar held at the Institute on 
15 September 2005)

Dr Juliet Behrens, Reader in the Faculty of
Law at the Australian National University,
discussed the problems of controlling
domestic violence confronting victims who
also face family law issues, and explored the
possibilities that restorative justice offers
this group of people. Dr Behrens proposed
that due to the fragmentation of the legal
“system” faced by victims and the emphasis
given to contact with fathers and to private
dispute resolution, victims continue to have
their safety compromised and to suffer the
abusive use of the legal system by perpetra-
tors. Restorative justice involves a process
of bringing together individuals affected by
some harm that has been done, to come to
an agreement about what should be done to
right any wrongs that have transpired. It was
argued that, while there are considerable
dangers, particularly with a generic model 
of restorative justice, there is also some
potential in processes which are carefully
designed for the domestic violence context.
In particular, such processes offer the
potential to extend an empowering “justice”
rather than a “dispute resolution” frame to a
wider range of cases and to overcome the
current fragmentation of the legal system.
Dr Behrens concluded that concern should
be about how to meet the needs of victims
of domestic violence, rather than about the
benefits of restorative justice in theory.

The use of family-friendly work
arrangements by Australian families 

(Seminar held at the Institute on 
20 October 2005)

Dr Matthew Gray, Deputy Director (Research)
of the Australian Institute of Family Studies,
presented the results of recent research (con-
ducted jointly with Institute researcher Jody
Hughes) on the level of need and use of family-
friendly work arrangements by people with
caring responsibilities. This research, based on
analysis of data from the Managing Caring
Responsibilities and Paid Employment Survey,
NSW, 2000, was published in the two previous
issues of Family Matters. The research focused
on a comparison between the work arrange-
ments used by lone mothers and couple
mothers to balance paid work and caring, and
on the extent to which use of family-friendly
work arrangements differs according to
whether the caring responsibility is for children
or for elderly or disabled adults. The work
arrangements and types of leave examined
included: flex time; rostered day off; working
from home; time off in lieu; shift work; part-
time work; casual work; informal arrangements
with employer; paid leave; and unpaid leave.
More than half of couple mothers and nearly
two-thirds of lone mothers had made use of
family friendly work arrangements to enable
them to provide care for their children. Both
men and women with responsibility for provid-
ing care for 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. The seminar
provided valuable insights into the strategies
used by people with caring responsibilities to
balance work and family responsibilities. 

Matthew Gray

Carol Soloff and Sebastian Misson

Juliet Behrens
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In 2006 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 2006 are Institute
researchers Leah Bromfield, Nick Richardson,
and Anna Ferro. People wishing to attend a 
particular seminar should phone the Australian
Institute of Family Studies. Phone (03) 9214 7888.

2 FEBRUARY 2006

“Nothing about us without us”: Exploring
issues of researching the “O/other”

Dr Erin Wilson
Research Co-ordinator, Scope,Victoria

Facilitator - Helen Cheney, Australian Institute of Family Studies

21 FEBRUARY 2006 (TUESDAY)

Changing the landscape for children:
Corporal punishment and family policy 
in Sweden 

Associate Professor Joan Durrant
Child Clinical Psychologist, Department of Family Social
Sciences, University of Manitoba

Facilitator – Leah Bromfield, Australian Institute of Family Studies

16 MARCH 2006

Sexual assault prevention education:
How far have we come?

Dr Moira Carmody
Senior Lecturer, School of Sociology and Justice Studies,
Unversity of Western Sydney

Facilitator – Melanie Heenan, Australian Institute of Family Studies

6 APRIL 2006

Effects of household joblessness on
measures of subjective wellbeing

Dr Rosanna Scutella
Economist, Social Action Research
Brotherhood of Saint Laurence

Facilitator – Michael Alexander, Australian Institute of Family Studies

AIFS SEMINAR PROGRAM 2006

A program of interesting Seminars is
planned for 2006

Diversity and Change in Australian Families 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 sociol-
ogists of the family.

The value of this book is evidenced by the quality of its data sources – large
scale national surveys and data collections, including from Australian
Bureau of Statistics, the Australian Institute of Family Studies, and the 
Australian Social Science Data Archive, where the figures 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. The
book will be of enormous value to a wide range of readers. 

FA M I L I E S

D I V E R S E  A N D

C H A N G E A B L E

Order your copy of Diversity and Change in Australian Families now

Keep abreast of the latest family trends from the Australian Institute of Family Studies 

There is hardly any aspect 
of family life that has not
changed in the last century,
particularly over the last 25
years. Relationship patterns,
gender roles, fertility, the
work and family interface,
the growth of particular fam-
ily types . . . these are but a
few of the major changes
that families have seen in
recent decades.

While some people wi l l
regard contemporary family
changes and diversity as evi-
dence of family decline,
others will see these trends
as evidence of the resilience
of families as they seek to
adapt to a changing world.

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.
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The Starting Out with Scarba 
Project: Facilitating children’s 
participation in child protection
processes, by Jan Mason and
Annette Michaux,The Benevolent
Society, Paddington, 2005.

This report examines some of

the issues and obstacles which

confront practitioners when

they involve children in child

protection decision-making

processes.The project was 

carried out at a Sydney-based

child protection service, with 

the aims of: exploring the 

obstacles to including children

and family members in the 

child protection process;

developing a tool or process for

participatory assessments;

examining the feasibility of

extending the research to a

broader research project on 

children’s participation in child

protection decision-making

processes.The report concluded

that the participation of children

in the decision-making process

has the potential to make a 

difference in promoting 

their own interests, but that

implementing such a process

involves substantial policy and

practice changes within agencies.

This practical document would

be of interest to all working in

the child protection field.

Children are service users too:
A guide to consulting children 
and young people, by Lina 
Fajerman, Phil Treseder and 
Joyce Conner,Save the Children,
London, 2004. UK 4.95.

The aim of this publication is to

give guidance to organisations

looking at their practice in 

Youth: Choices and change:
Promoting healthy behaviours in
adolescents, by Cecilia Breinbauer
and Matilde Maddaleno, Pan
American Health Organisation,
Washington, 2005. US $38.00.

This compilation of theories 

and models of health promotion

and prevention programs has

been produced as a guide to

help those who work with

young people.The first section,

“Developing effective health

promotion and prevention 

programs for adolescents”,

highlights the importance 

of designing programs and

interventions that are guided 

by appropriate health behaviour

theories; it identifies the types 

of influences found in the 

adolescent’s world and stresses

the need for behaviour change

interventions to incorporate both

individual and environmental

approaches.The importance 

of listening to adolescent’s

needs and wants is also stressed.

Section Two examines theories

and models for health promo-

tion and behaviour change.

Chapters in this section deal

with changing individual 

behaviour, with specific models

being analysed from a develop-

mental perspective and with

observations on its application

as it relates to the different

stages of adolescence.The

importance of early intervention

is the focus of Section Three.

Although this book focuses

Dilemmas of lone motherhood,
edited by Randy Albelda,
Susan Himmelweit and Jane
Humphries, Routledge,
London, 2005.

The papers in this book were

previously published as a special

issue of Feminist Economics.

The authors write from a variety

of perspectives and studies 

are drawn from a number of

countries including the United

States, Germany, Sri Lanka,

England and Norway. Articles

cover the following topics: lone

mothers in Russia and Sri Lanka;

rural single mothers and married

couple families in rural America;

United States and German 

policies on lone mother’s labour;

and single lesbian mothers.

A number of overview articles

look in general at government

policies toward single-mother

families, and lone mothers 

and work.

specifically on countries in the

Caribbean and Latin America,

the general lessons that can be

drawn from it can be applied in

a wider context.The compre-

hensive scope of the book

would make it essential reading

for all health professionals who

work with young people.
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Ideas and influence: Social science 
and public policy in Australia,
edited by Peter Saunders and James Walter,
UNSW Press, Sydney, 2005. Price: 39.95

The joint editors of this 

collection of Australian papers

are Professor Peter Saunders,

Director of the Social Policy

Research Centre at the 

University of New South

Wales, and Dr James Walter,

Professor of Politics at

Monash University.

The main goal of the collec-

tion is to explore how social

science can contribute to

public policy. It deals with the

relationship between social

science research, and the

formation of public opinion

and the policy community.

The authors argue that

social science research can

contribute positively to the

development of policy.

Initial chapters examine the

frameworks in which policies

are conceived and developed.

This is followed by chapters

discussing various specific

Children are people too: A parent’s
guide to young children’s behaviour
(4th edition), by Louise Porter,
East Street Publications,Bowden,
2005. Price: $29.95.

This practical guide,written by an

Australian psychologist, advo-

cates a “guidance”rather than a

“controlling”approach to raising

children. She argues that the

controlling style of discipline is

based on parents obtaining

desired child behaviour by

rewarding children when they

behave and punishing them

when they do not. As an alterna-

tive, the author suggests that

parents need to teach rather than

punish, and that disciplining

children should be based on

guiding or teaching children to

act thoughtfully.Topics covered

include: reasons not to punish 

or reward; meeting children’s

needs; communicating to 

solve problems; responding 

to children’s inconsiderate

Carole Jean is the Reference

Librarian at the Australian 

Institute of Family Studies.

Families in society: Boundaries
and relationships, edited by
Linda McKie and Sarah 
Cunningham-Burley, Policy Press,
Bristol, 2005. UK 24.99.

This book proposes a new

framework for understanding

families and other relationships,

arguing that the key to under-

standing family life is the process

of relationship formation. It uses

the notion of “boundaries”to

shift from the established 

thinking of families as entities 

to families as relationship

processes. Part One,“Families in

society”, looks at balancing work

and family life, gender, care and

poverty, and families and the

education system. Issues 

covered in Part Two,“Children,

families and relationships”,

include: children’s boundaries,

families within and beyond 

the household boundary, and

children managing parental

drug and alcohol misuse. Part

Three looks at health, illness 

and wellbeing, and Part Four

examines relationships and

friendships.This book would

make fascinating reading for 

all concerned with families,

especially those working in 

the human services and social

policy fields.

consulting with children and

young people. Chapters 

covered include: why should

children be consulted; principles

of consultation with children;

safeguarding children through

the consultation process;

putting principles into practice;

and methods for consulting 

children and young people.

Although this publication is

from the United Kingdom 

(and to an extent it deals with

UK conditions) the general 

principles it discusses are 

relevant to all organisations 

who work with children and

young people.

policy areas: education;

welfare; spatial difference 

and public policy; work and

family; gender policies and

Indigenous affairs.This book

would be of interest to all

involved in the policy making

process as well as academics

in the social sciences.

The changing face of parenting:
Exploring the attitudes of parents
in contemporary Australia, by Joe
Tucci, Janise Mitchell and Chris
Goddard, Australian Childhood
Foundation, 2005. Also available
to download from website
http://www.childhood.org.au

This report is the result of a series

of national attitudinal surveys

which explored issues of concern

to parents in their efforts to raise

their children while responding

to the pressures and demands

behaviour; and children’s 

behavioural challenges.The text

is interspersed with cartoons

and a list of further reading 

is included.

of modern living. A total of 501

parents across Australia, all of

whom had at least one child

under the age of 18 living at

home, were interviewed by 

telephone,The key aims of the

research were to: identify the

issues of concern to parents;

explore changing parent 

attitudes and practices over

time; examine the extent to

which parents feel resourced in

their parenting approaches; and

develop a basis for informing

public policy which addresses

the needs of parents.



8–9 February 2006
NIFTeY 2006 National Conference 
University of NSW, Sydney
Since its founding in 1999, NIFTeY
Australia has approached its 
advocacy work for children and
families guided by the belief that
it is both more caring and cost
effective to promote healthy child
development from the beginning
of a child’s life than it is to treat
problems later.This conference,
“National Investment for the Early
Years” is designed for people inter-
ested in hearing about some of
the latest research pointing to the
success and cost-effectiveness of
early life interventions in 
preventing adverse health and
developmental outcomes.

Further information: NIFTEY Con-
ference Secretariat, Conference
Action Pty Ltd, PO Box 576 Crows
Nest NSW 1585. Phone: (02) 9437
9333. Email: louise@conferenceac
tion.com.au

14–16 February 2006
Child Abuse and Neglect
Wellington, NZ
The theme of the 10th Australasian
Conference on Child Abuse and
Neglect is Kua Puawai O Nga
Tamariki, Blossoming of Our 
Children – Resilience, Rights and
Responsibilities.The conference 
is being co-hosted by the New
Zealand Ministry of Social Devel-
opment, Department of Child,
Youth and Family Services and the
Children’s Commissioner.

Further information: Web: www.
nzfvc.org.nz/accan

16–17 February 2006
Helping Families Change 
University of Queensland, Brisbane
The “Helping Families Change 
Conference: Innovation and 
Evidence-Based Practice”is 
organised by the University of
Queensland’s Parenting and Family
Support Centre.The conference
presents an evidence-based scien-
tific program and advanced level
workshops in family intervention.
International and local speakers will
contribute to the two-day program.
The conference will be of interest
to practitioners and researchers
working with families in the health,
education and welfare sectors,and

to graduate students with an inter-
est in child and family issues.

Further information: Web:www.pfsc.
uq.edu.au

27 February – 1 March 2006
Children 2006: Securing 
Brighter Futures
Washington DC, USA
Presented by the Child Welfare
League of America (CWLA), this
conference on securing brighter
futures for children aims to be a
showcase for best-practice models,
a springboard for more responsive
public policy,and a catalyst for local
and national collaborations.The
conference will be of interest to
professionals in the child welfare,
child care and juvenile justice 
sectors, foster and adoptive 
parents, policymakers, researchers
and advocates.

Further information: Web: www.
cwla.org/conferences/2006
nationalrfp.htm

1–3 March 2006
National Homelessness Conference
Sydney, NSW
The 4th National Homelessness
Conference,“The Great Australian
Dream? Waking Up to Homeless-
ness”, will focus on continued
development of a strategic response
to homelessness in Australia
including: Strategies to prevent
homelessness;Homelessness 
service system development;and
Improved responses from other
service systems.The conference will
be of interest to and inclusive of
people who have experienced
homelessness; homelessness
assistance service workers,
managers and board members;
other community sector agencies;
government policy makers;
researchers, and corporations 
and foundations who provide
funding and assistance to the
homelessness service system.

Further information: Web: www.
afho.org.au/conference/index.htm

5–7 March 2006
Early Childhood Intervention 
Adelaide, SA
Hosted by the South Australian
Chapter of Early Childhood Inter-
vention Australia, the theme of its
7th Biennial National Conference
is Early childhood intervention:
Whose landscape is it? The theme is
intended to reflect the diversity of
family experiences,service delivery
models, policy perspectives and
inclusive practices within early
childhood intervention.The focus
of the conference is on the benefits
that the provision of inclusive,
positive, community-oriented
opportunities bring for children
with additional needs and their
families.The various conference
streams will bring together research,

policy and practice in early 
childhood intervention including:
generic and specialist service
delivery models; practices within
culturally and linguistically diverse
communities; effective teamwork
practices; and development of
positive supports with and for 
children and families in their 
communities.The sessions will be
of interest to different audiences,
including parents, early childhood
intervention staff, generic service
providers and researchers.

Further information: Web: www.
cdesign.com.au/ecia2006

7–10 March 2006
Volunteering
Melbourne,Vic
The 11th National Conference on
Volunteering will be held in the
lead-up to the largest volunteering
event ever in Victoria, the XVIII
Commonwealth Games.The 
conference will focus specifically
on themes and issues relevant to
the 45 per cent of Australian 
volunteers who tackle the major
events in the community.Whether
it is international sporting events,
cultural festivals or natural disas-
ters and emergencies, volunteers
connect Australians to one another
and to the rest of the world.The
over-arching theme of the confer-
ence is the role of volunteers in
major events, while also celebrat-
ing the role of volunteers’unique
contribution to international
exchange and understanding.

Further information: Email: volun
teering2006@icms.com.au.
Web: www.volunteering2006.com

17–20 May 2006
National Family Day Care
Alice Springs, NT
Under the theme “Messages from
the Heart”, this conference will
express and communicate the
messages of children, multicultur-
alism, caring and sharing from 
a central location. It aims to 
challenge participants into forward
thinking, innovativeness, and
resilience, thus increasing the 
ultimate quality of service and
assistance to the children of the
future,via Family Day Care services.

Further information: Phone: (08)
8955 0284. Fax: (08) 8955 0286.
Email: info@fdc2006.com.au.
Web: www.fdc2006.com.au

24–26 May 2006
Drugs and Young People
Randwick, NSW
The Australian Drug Foundation
and its Centre for Youth Drug
Studies, in partnership with the
Ted Noffs Foundation, are hosting
the 5th International Conference
on Drugs and Young People.The
theme is the culture and context
of young peoples’drug use across

settings.These settings include
bars and clubs, workplaces and
schools, public spaces, juvenile
justice settings, and the web.

Further information: Email:dyp@adf.
org.au Web: www.adf.org.au/ 

25–27 May 2006
Law, Religion and Social Change 
Canberra, ACT

This international conference is
designed to encourage innovative
exploration of relationships
between law, religion and spiritu-
ality from diverse perspectives.Two
broad themes will provide focal
points for the conference: Religion
and the architecture of law,includ-
ing religion and constitutional
design and religion as an aspect 
of legal pluralism; and Religion
and the regulation of life, death,
sexuality, work and education.

Further information: Conference
Convenor: Dr Adrienne Stone, Law
Program, Research School of
Social Sciences,Australian National
University.Email:Adrienne.Stone@
anu.edu.au.Web: http://lawrsss.
anu.edu.au/conference.html

19–23 June 2006
An East-West Perspective on
Work–Life Balance
Hong Kong
Where labour is in high demand,
human resource professionals 
talk of work–life balance and
employee-friendly work policies.
Yet organisations may not be
able to rule out the possibility of
re-structuring and down-sizing
in the future. Can family-friendly
rhetoric imply a long-term 
commitment? To what extent do
businesses understand and really
adjust to employee needs and
expectations? How can businesses
best understand and interpret
the views and preferences of 
providing employees assistance?
What are the most effective
measures to ensure that a work
environment is family-friendly and
worker-friendly? Do adjustments
and improvements to terms of
employment and working condi-
tions rely fundamentally on
government regulation? What
role do employee development
and reward management have?
How effective is worker/union
representation in initiating
change? And to what extent do
cultural differences impact on
policies in different parts of the
world, where expectations may
vary significantly.These issues are
the focus of the 2006 14th Inter-
national Employment Relations
Association Conference, hosted
by Hong Kong Baptist University.

Further information: Email: Confer-
ence Secretary iera2006@hkbu.
edu.hk. Web: www.hkbu.edu.hk/
~iera2006/

C O N F E R E N C E S

This selection of family-related
conferences is taken from the
continuously updated
“Forthcoming Conferences”
page on the Australian
Institute of Family Studies
website. For the complete list
select “Conferences” from
www.aifs.gov.au.
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P U B L I C A T I O N S

This report, commissioned by the Family and

Children’s Policy Branch of the Australian 

Government Department of Family and Com-

munity Services, was prepared cooperatively

by the Australian Institute of Family Studies

with the Melbourne Institute of Applied Eco-

nomic and Social Research. It represents an

important step forward in establishing an 

evidence base concerning the efficacy of 

early childhood interventions in the current

Australian context.

Although it is widely acknowledged that early

childhood provides a unique window of oppor-

tunity for optimising children’s capacity for

learning, as well as a period where adverse

experiences can have serious long-term effects,

much less is known about how to transform this

knowledge into effective interventions, or 

how much investment should be made in these

initiatives.

Information about effectiveness of programs

currently operating in Australia is especially

thin on the ground. It cannot be assumed that

any type of intervention in early childhood 

will pay long-term dividends. Some interven-

tions are more effective than others but,

importantly, some are more cost-effective. It is

necessary to scrutinise the evidence about

cost effectiveness. As such, the report is espe-

cially timely, given the widespread interest in

early intervention and prevention, not only

across the nation but also internationally.

Early childhood interventionsN E W

It is clear that early childhood interventions are

generally worthy investments. It is thought that

governments and other stakeholders will accept

the guidance contained in this report about

how to produce knowledge about the returns

on public investment offered by different pro-

grams.Children, families, and ultimately society,

can all benefit from this knowledge.

The efficacy of early childhood interventions, A report prepared for the Australian Government Department of Family and Community 

Services,by Sarah Wise,Lisa da Silva,Elizabeth Webster and Ann Sanson,AIFS Research Report No.14,Published by the Australian Institute of

Family Studies, 2005,124 pages. Free. Also available online.
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Adolescent antisocial behaviour greatly con-

cerns governments,researchers,and community

members alike.Although this issue has been the

focus of intensive research over recent decades,

many questions regarding the development

and consequences of this type of behaviour

remain to be answered. Effective prevention

and early intervention efforts to avert the onset

of antisocial behaviour among children and

adolescents rely to a large extent on an accurate

understanding of its origins and course. Thus

the research contained in Patterns and Precur-

sors of Adolescent Antisocial Behaviour:Outcomes

and Connections – Third Report should be of 

particular interest.

The Third Report continues the valuable work of

the first two reports in this series,and marks the

culmination of the collaboration between the

Australian Institute of Family Studies and Crime

Prevention Victoria.

The report makes use of the Australian Tempera-

ment Project dataset to investigate six distinct

topics relating to adolescent antisocial behav-

iour. This large longitudinal, community study

has followed children’s development over the

first 20 years of life,investigating their psychoso-

cial adjustment and wellbeing,and the influence

of family and wider environmental factors via 13

waves of data collected from a representative

sample of 2,443 children and parents.

The six topics addressed in the Third Report are:

the continuity of persistent adolescent antiso-

cial behaviour into early adulthood; links

between antisocial behaviour and victimisation

during early adulthood; associations between

adolescent substance use and antisocial behav-

iour; the development of persistent antisocial

behaviour among low-risk children;connections

between motivations to comply with the law,

attitudes, and antisocial behaviour; and the 

Adolescent anti-social behaviour N E W

correspondence between official records and

self reports of offending and victimisation.

The report contains important new knowledge

about the development of antisocial behaviour

among young Australians, and its impact upon

their wellbeing and adjustment. There are 

valuable insights for policy development and

practical interventions that add substantially 

to our knowledge of this type of behaviour.

Ultimately,through the understandings gained

by research such as this, we will be able to help

children to make the best start in life and pro-

mote their later positive development within

the context of their family and community life.

Patterns and precursors of adolescent antisocial behaviour: Outcomes and connections:

by Diana Smart, Nick Richardson, Ann Sanson, Inez Dussuyer and Bernie Marshall, The third 

report from the collaborative partnership between the Australian Institute of Family Studies 

and Crime Prevention Victoria, Published by the Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2005,

152 pages.Free.Also available online.
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