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AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF FAMILY STUDIES

The Institute is a statutory authority which originated 

in the Australian Family Law Act (1975). It was established

by the Australian Government in February 1980.

The Institute promotes the identification and 

understanding of factors affecting marital and family

stability in Australia by:

researching and evaluating the social, legal and 

economic wellbeing of all Australian families;

informing government and the policy making 

process about Institute findings;

communicating the results of Institute and other 

family research to organisations concerned with family 

wellbeing and to the wider general community;

promoting improved support for families, including

measures which prevent family disruption and

enhance marital and family stability.

The objectives of the Institute are essentially practical

ones, concerned primarily with learning about real 

situations through research on Australian families.
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A L A N  H A Y E S
Director’s report

Following a year of reviewing, re-structuring and generally
getting our house in order, we have entered 2006 with con-
siderable momentum and are experiencing an appreciable
expansion of our research program, especially related to the
evaluations of the Stronger Families and Communities Strat-
egy and the family law reforms. Growing Up in Australia,
the longitudinal study of Australian children, with the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics currently collecting the Wave 2
data, is going from strength to strength. I am especially
pleased to see the steady increase in the use of the data by an
ever-widening range of researchers to provide policy relevant
findings from Wave 1. On the administrative front, we are
focused on achieving, by 1 July, the changes recommended
by the review of the Institute’s governance and financial
arrangements. In short, there is a great deal of positive activ-
ity at the Institute that is resulting in tangible outcomes. 

National Research Priorities

Earlier in the year, we received a very gratifying report from
the National Research Priorities (NRP) Standing Committee.
They noted “that AIFS conducts research, disseminates
research findings, and contributes to Government Policy,
on factors affecting family stability and wellbeing in Aus-
tralia, and AIFS is commended for its integration of the
NRPs in its research framework. The inclusion of the goal
of ‘Strengthening Australia’s Social and Economic Fabric’
has resulted in a greater share of AIFS’ research falling
within the NRPs. . . Overall, the committee commends the
work of the Institute in contributing to the NRPs and build-
ing research collaboration.”

Strategic and Research Plans

We consulted extensively and sought feedback at several
points in the preparation of our Strategic and Research

Plans. The constructive comments of those we consulted
were thoughtfully considered and, where possible, have
been incorporated in the plans. The plans have recently
been approved by the Minister and are available on the
Institute’s web site (http://www.aifs.gov.au). This edition of
Family Matters also contains an article outlining the back-
ground to the Research Plan and the consultative process
that contributed to its development.

Legislative change for the Institute

On 1 July 2006, the Institute will move from its current
Board structure under the Commonwealth Authorities
and Companies Act 1997, to an Executive Management
structure under the Financial Management and Account-
ability Act 1997. The required legislative changes occurred
in May. While this transition will change the legal status of
the Institute, the name and functions of the organisation
remain unchanged. The Institute will continue to generate
excellent research into issues affecting families. An Advi-
sory Council will be established to replace the Board and
provide advice to me on the strategic directions and
research initiatives of the Institute. 

Family law research

In addition to the Australian Family Relationships Clear-
inghouse that I discussed in our last issue, we have been
contracted by the Department of the Attorney-General’s
Department and the Department of Families, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs to undertake work related
to the review of what is the largest set of family law reforms
since the original passage of the Family Law Act 1975. The
Government has committed to the establishment of new
and expanded services across the next four years. These
include a network of 65 Family Relationship Centres
(FRCs) and changes to both the legislation and the court
systems, processes and support. These are key priorities
for the Government. Specifically, the establishment of the
FRCs will involve a commitment of $189 million and it is
intended that these will be visible central entry points to
the Family Law System. There will be an increase in the
number of mediators, with $13.4 million committed over
the next four years. With expenditure of $23.3 million, the
number of contact orders programs will quadruple over
that time. There will be 30 new Children’s Contact Ser-
vices at a cost of $17 million over the four years. Men and
Family Relationships, Pre-marriage and Family Relation-
ships Education, Counselling and Skills Training as well as
Early Intervention Family Violence Responses will receive
increases of almost $70 million. Mens Line Australia will
have its funding increased by $12.4 million over the four
year period. A further $63.1 million will be spent to
increase the funding level provided for the Family Rela-
tionship Services Program (FRSP). Finally, $5.7 million
will be spent over two years for a community education
program. Clearly the Institute has experience and expert-
ise to bring to bear on the evaluation of this major reform
package. 

New Institute Deputy Director (Corporate and Strategy)

I am pleased to announce that Ms Sue Tait has
been appointed to this position. Ms Tait has
extensive experience as a senior executive in
both the public and community sectors. She
joined the Institute in 2005, following experi-
ence as a General Manager in the not-for-profit

sector. Prior to that she had extensive experience in Victorian
Education, ranging from Principal to Regional Director and 
General Manager in the Office of School Education. She has also
served as a Non-Executive Director on a range of community and
education focused Boards. I am greatly looking forward to 
working with her in this new role. 

Denise Swift will continue to provide strategic advice to the
Executive Leadership Team and to complete a number of key
projects to advance the recommendations of last year’s external
review of the Institute. I am delighted that Denise’s wealth of
experience and invaluable expertise will still be available to us.
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Growing Up in Australia, the longitudinal study of 
Australian children - Waves 2 and 3

Wave 2 of Growing Up in Australia is underway. Across
the country, interviewers from the Australian Bureau of
Statistics have started contacting the 10,000 families who
took part in the study for the first time two years ago. Early
reports from the Australian Bureau of Statistics indicate
that the study families are looking forward to the inter-
view. With Wave 2 successfully in the field, Institute staff
are working with the Design Team members to develop
proposals for Wave 3 content. 

Raising Children Network, Parenting Website launch

On 17 May, I attended the launch of the Parenting Website,
which is a FaCSIA initiative funded under the Stronger Fam-
ilies and Communities Strategy. Development of the website
has been undertaken by the Raising Children Network, in col-
laboration with the Centre for Community Child Health. The
content has been developed in co-operation with a large num-
ber of academics in early childhood, paediatrics, and public
health, among others. The Australian Council for Educational
Research is evaluating the website and its impact. It should
be a very valuable resource for families across the nation and
is available online at http://www.raisingchildren.net.au.

Social Innovation Dialogue

In April, I attended the Social Innovation Dialogue, which
was organised and sponsored by Mission Australia, Mac-
quarie Bank and FaCSIA. It brought together 60 participants
from the OECD’s program on Local Economic and Employ-
ment Development (LEED), policy makers and chief
executives from several European nations, and the UK, as
well as chief executives of key community organisations in
the not-for-profit sector, senior representatives of business
and philanthropy and executives from relevant public sector
organisations at State and Territory Governments. The Hon
Kevin Andrews MP attended on Saturday morning and was
the lead speaker on Work and Family issues and the Minister
for Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affiars,
the Hon Mal Brough MP, attended on Saturday afternoon.
The presenters included Lord Hastings of Scarisbrick, CBE,
the Head Of Corporate Social Responsibility for the BBC
and Noel Pearson, the Director of the Cape York Institute for
Policy and Leadership. It was an excellent event. One of the
organisers was Dr Marie Leech, a member of our Board.

Families, Work and Wellbeing Forum and National Families Week

The Families, Work and Wellbeing Forum was organised in
May in Canberra by Families Australia. A number of Institute
staff attended, and as part of National Families Week, the
Institute distributed a brochure on families with adolescents.
This is an excellent compilation of relevant statistics on the
characteristics and aspirations of adolescents and their fam-
ilies. Copies are available online at the Institute’s website
http://www.aifs.gov.au/institute/pubs/snapshots/adolescents.
html. Well done to Lixia Qu, Grace Soriano, Ruth Weston
and Matthew Gray in preparing the brochure.

Indigenous Affairs joins the portfolio

Following the changes announced by the Prime Minister on
24 January 2006, the Office of Indigenous Policy Coordina-
tion (OIPC) became part of the new Families, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA) portfolio. The
OIPC coordinates a whole-of-government approach to pro-
grams and services for Indigenous Australians, including
advising the Minister and Government on Indigenous Issues
and managing and servicing a network of Indigenous Coor-
dination Centres (ICCs) across Australia. 

Encouraged by the bipartisan support of State and Territory
governments, Families, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs Minister, Mal Brough, has committed himself to fur-
thering the government’s Indigenous policy reform agenda.
In a widely publicised speech to business leaders on 29 April
the Minister said, “My own experience in visiting Aboriginal
communities and listening to their concerns has also 
convinced me of the urgent need to look for a better way to
target assistance to this small group of vulnerable Australians
and ensure that welfare payments build stronger families, not
inadvertently provide the means to destroy them.” 

In April, the Federal Government committed $3 million in
funding to the Cape York Institute to undertake research
into community-based approaches to delivering welfare to
Indigenous families. Noel Pearson Director of the Cape
York Institute, and a contributor to this Institute’s 2000
publication, Reforming the Australian Welfare State, 
welcomed the funding, which will enable his Institute to
“investigate innovative mechanisms to ensure that the
support is not inducing passivity, and is really going to sup-
port the children and families for whom it is meant.”

This edition of Family Matters contains two articles on
Indigenous families, which highlight the particular pres-
sures and difficulties facing them, and the need for more
research on Indigenous families.

The 2006-08 Research Plan includes a new focus on Indige-
nous Australians. We are keen to develop our capacity to
undertake research on the particular issues Indigenous 
families face, and the policies that have the best chance of
meeting their needs. The Institute will, in partnership with
Indigenous Australians, undertake appropriate consultation
about research questions and approaches, flowing from our
Research Plan. I am also exploring ways that the Institute can
contribute to the development of Indigenous researchers
through the establishment of research traineeships.

Closing comments

The foundations we laid last year are providing a sound base
for the expansion of the Institute’s research program. Finali-
sation of the new Strategic and Research Plans provides
clear direction for the future. The prominence of families in
policy and practice, together with the current growth of the
research program, make this is a very exciting time to be
working in these areas. 
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tion on the current circumstances of individuals, families,
communities and their broader social, economic and
political contexts. They also need to address the impact
of the past and present realities of families for future gen-
erations. In addition, accurate projections about the
future are important for policy development and planning
for service provision. Well planned, executed, analysed
and disseminated research on families provides the foun-
dations on which policy and practice are built. 

Developing the Institute’s Research Plan (2006-2008)
“Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers
they succeed” (Proverbs 15:22, NIV Translation). This
is pertinent advice. In framing the Australian Institute
of Family Studies’ Research Plan (2006-2008), we
acted on this proverbial wisdom and ensured that con-
sultation played a central part in developing the new
Research Plan. We seek to be positioned to anticipate
the future needs of policy makers and practitioners,
while accurately capturing the current concerns of
Australian families and communities. 

The development of the Research Plan was guided by
the Institute’s 2006-2008 Strategic Plan and the
National Research Priorities that provide a vision of
how research can contribute to Australia’s future pros-
perity and wellbeing. The Institute’s research falls
mainly under the priority area ‘Promoting good health
and wellbeing for all Australians’.

The importance of research for policy and practice

The vital role families play in the development, health
and wellbeing of their members is clear. Family
research, policy and practice operate in the context of
the complex and changing tapestry of family life.
Research is vital to the development of policies affect-
ing families. Research is also needed to ensure that
practice – the provision of family services and supports
– is appropriately evidence-based. The relationships
among research, policy and practice are dynamic and
information needs to flow between them. As Heraclitus
said: “There is nothing permanent except change.”
While the importance of families endures, when one
thinks of contemporary families, change is the con-
stant, difference is the norm, and context is central. 

The constancy of change is clearly evident in family
life. Change occurs both in terms of the transitions
experienced by individual members, and in terms of
the history of families, across the decades – a history
that reflects adaptation to broader societal trends, such
as changing norms, market forces and globalisation.
Families also play a major role in bringing about or
reinforcing changes in the wider society.

Effective articulation of research with policy and practice
requires ongoing analysis of policy and evaluation of serv-
ice provision. Policies (including the planning of service
provision) need to take into account accurate informa-

A L A N  H AY E S , R U T H  W E S TO N ,
M AT T H E W  G R AY, L I X I A  Q U ,
D A R Y L  H I G G I N S , K E L LY  H A N D
A N D  G R AC E  S O R I A N O

Fa m i l y  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

This paper summarises the development of the next

Research Plan (2006-2008) for the Australian Institute of

Family Studies. The Plan seeks to position the Institute

to contribute strongly to connecting research, policy and

practice. The frame for the Plan is Families through life:

Diversity, change and context. In this paper we illustrate

the elements of the Plan, focusing on one of the four

themes from the Plan, family relationships, and explore

aspects of Australian relationships, highlighting their

diversity – primarily in terms of family form, change –

especially related to family formation and the dynamics

of relationships, and context – particularly related to the

impact on families of population ageing. By examining

aspects of family relationships, we highlight the inter-

connections among diversity, change and context, and

explore the links among research, policy and practice
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An extensive program of formal and informal consulta-
tions was undertaken. The formal consultations involved
a program of half-day consultations in Adelaide, Ballarat,
Brisbane, Cairns, Canberra, Darwin, Hobart, Melbourne,
Perth, and Sydney. In all, more than 200 representatives
from local, state and Australian Government depart-
ments, universities, peak bodies and community sector
organisations attended the consultations. The Depart-
ment of Families, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs (FaCSIA) provided venues and note-takers for the
consultations, and their assistance is greatly appreciated. 

The proposed framework for the Plan involved an over-
arching theme of “Families through life” viewed
through the organising concepts – “Diversity, Change,
and Context”. There was a generally positive response
to the overarching theme, and its focus on understand-
ing families at all stages of life. There was much support
for the importance of undertaking research that fol-
lows families through life, and participants recognised
the value of longitudinal data.

The consultations identified a very wide range of topics
requiring further research. Those most commonly dis-
cussed can be grouped into the following broad
categories: family relationships; work and family; chil-
dren and young people; families and communities;
housing and transport; and technology. While the major-
ity of topics raised were within the Institute’s areas of
interest and expertise, we will be able to study those that

are most centrally relevant to policy and practice and
that are within our current research capacity. 

A team led by Dr Matthew Gray, Deputy Director
(Research), collated the reports from the various meet-
ings and developed the first draft of the new Research
Plan. Further consultation took place with staff of the
Institute and members of the Institute’s Board of Man-
agement. The draft was refined on the basis of the
feedback received and then sent to a set of reviewers for
further critical comment. Once finalised, the Plan was
ratified by the Board of Management and forwarded to
the Minister for Families, Communities and Indigenous
Affairs, the Hon Mal Brough MP, for final approval. 

Overview of the Research Plan

Families Through Life focuses the Institute’s research on
the key transitions and changes experienced by families.
Examples include relationship formation and dissolution,
moves into or from paid work, retirement decisions and
changes in parental responsibilities. Transitions are
increasingly the focus of many government policies and
interventions for families. In addition, the framework
helps the Institute to examine contextual factors that
have an impact upon the wellbeing of families across the
lifespan.

The overarching aim in adopting this frame is to 
contribute research that assists policy-makers and
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The Institute’s Research Plan, Families Through Life,
focuses on the following themes:

Family relationships;

Children, youth and patterns of care; 

Families and work; and

Families and communities.

All themes relate in some way to the primary functions
of families: (a) providing for the health and wellbeing of
all family members; and (b) raising children to be
healthy, well-adjusted and productive members of soci-
ety. While the wellbeing of families and family members
has been the Institute’s focus, from the Institute’s incep-
tion, wellbeing has also increasingly become a key focus
of public policy (Banerjee & Ewing, 2004) and is empha-
sised in the National Research Priorities. 

In researching topics within each theme, the Institute
will take account of the diversity of Australian families,
changes within families and the influence of the contexts
within which they live. Some of the dimensions of 

practitioners to address issues that affect Australian
families, as they relate to diversity, change and the con-
texts in which they live. The Plan provides a framework
for research activities over the next three years that
allows the Institute to be responsive to changes in the
social, economic and policy environments.

Three broad principles provide the foundation for the
Institute’s program of research - rigour, relevance and
responsiveness. They underpin all aspects and phases
of its research. First, to provide a solid evidence base for
policy and practice, the Institute’s research has to be
rigorous, of a high quality, and cognisant of the latest
theoretical and methodological developments. Second,
the Institute places particular emphasis on the rele-
vance of its research for the development of national
policy, both currently and in the future, as well as its
value to other researchers and the general community.
Its research should address issues affecting families in a
wide range of social and economic situations across
Australia. There is also a role for research that does not
inform current policy in any immediate or obvious way,
but that may become relevant to future policy agendas.

Finally, the Institute’s research program should be
responsive to the policy environment. These three 
principles are closely related to the Institute’s values:
excellence, collaboration, integrity, leadership, initia-
tive, professionalism, and accountability as set out in
the Strategic Plan 2006-2008 (available from
http//www.aifs.gov.au)

The Institute’s research involves both the compiling of
new datasets, and the further analysis of its own and oth-
ers’ existing collections, including those developed by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics. Together, these rep-
resent valuable resources for research on Australian
families. The establishment of large-scale longitudinal
surveys has been an important development in family
research in Australia. The Institute has led the way in
the development and management of Growing up in
Australia, the longitudinal study of Australian children
(LSAC). We are also a partner in the consortium con-
ducting the Household, Income, and Labour Dynamics
in Australia (HILDA) survey. In addition, the Institute
hosts the Australian Temperament Project (ATP), a lon-
gitudinal survey of Victorian children now in its 23rd
year. Most recently, the Institute has embarked on a 
new longitudinal study, Stronger Families in Australia
(SFIA), as part of the National Evaluation of the 
Australian Government’s Stronger Families and Com-
munities Strategy. The evaluation is being conducted by
a consortium comprising the Social Policy Research
Centre, University of New South Wales, and the Insti-
tute. While endorsing the current studies, the research
consultations underscored the need for a longitudinal
study of Australian relationships. 

diversity include socio-demographic differences (such as
ethnicity, age, gender, socio-economic status, or family
type), and geographic location (for example, major city,
regional, rural, or remote), as well as differences in the
beliefs, attitudes, values, health and subjective wellbeing
of family members. Such elements of diversity tend to
interact. Identifying the nature of these interactions will
be a priority. 

Indigenous Australians continue to be among the most
disadvantaged groups in Australia. The Institute has
gradually been increasing its focus on Indigenous Aus-
tralians. We will further develop our capacity to
undertake research on the particular issues that Indige-
nous families face to provide the evidence base for the
development of policies that have the best chance of
meeting their needs. We are acutely aware of the need
to work in partnership with Indigenous Australians and
undertake appropriate consultation about research
questions, designs and approaches.

We maintain a priority on monitoring and analysing
broad economic, social, and demographic trends and
examining responses at the individual, family and local
community levels that feed into these trends. As fre-
quently mentioned in the consultations, it is important
to study contexts and the ways in which they can
change. For example, research is needed on family
diversity in terms of geographic location, health, dis-
ability or wellbeing of family members, their economic
circumstances, the resources available within their
communities, and the government policies that have a
direct impact upon them.

Indigenous Australians continue to be among the most disadvantaged

groups in Australia. The Institute has gradually been increasing its

focus on Indigenous Australians.
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In line with some of the suggestions made during the con-
sultations, issues affecting families in regional, rural and
remote Australia will be considered in a number of the
Institute’s research projects. For example, we hope to
focus on the impact on families outside the major cities,
as well as in the metropolitan areas, of changes in popu-
lation, social networks, labour market opportunities
and/or access to services and community infrastructure.

To illustrate the Plan’s focus on Families through Life
and its relevance to policy and practice, one of the four
research themes, family relationships, will be explored.
While any of the four research themes might have been
chosen, the Institute’s origins in the Family Law Act
(1975) makes a focus on relationship diversity, change
and context most appropriate. Examples of some of the
dimensions of diversity, change and context, and their
relevance to understanding contemporary family rela-
tionships and future trends will be examined in some
detail to show the utility of each of the key concepts at
the heart of the Plan, starting with family diversity. 

Diversity in family and household composition

Diversity is a feature of families. Whereas in 1976, 48 per
cent of families consisted of couples with dependent chil-
dren and only 28 per cent were “couple only” families,
by 2001, “couple only” families were almost as common
as couple families with dependent children (36 per cent
and 39 per cent respectively). Couple only families
include those whose children have left home as well as
those who have not, or not yet, had children. During this
25 year period, the proportion of lone parent families
with dependent children increased from 7 to 11 per cent,
while the proportion of couples with non-dependent
children decreased from 11 to 8 per cent. In 2001, 3 per
cent were blended families (containing at least one nat-
ural child of the couple and one stepchild of one parent).
The parents in these families were more likely to be
cohabiting rather than married (44 per cent in step-
families, 26 per cent in blended families and 6 per cent
in families in which all children were born of the couple). 

According to Australian Bureau of Statistics “Series II”
projections, couple families without children will be mar-
ginally more prevalent than those with children by 2011,
and by 2026, these two groups will represent 44 per cent
and 37 per cent of all families, respectively (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2004d).1 These trends can be
explained in terms of the large group of “baby boomers”
who will no longer be living with their children and the
increase in the number of couples who remain childless.

These trends in the diversity of family forms have far-
reaching implications both for policy formulation and
practice. To illustrate this, families headed by lone
mothers will be considered. As noted above, the pro-
portion of families with dependent children that are
headed by a lone parent has increased. Most lone par-
ent families are headed by mothers (86 per cent in
2005) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005b) and lone
mothers (whether separated, divorced or never part-
nered) and their children are particularly likely to be
among the poorest of all families (Birrell & Rapson,
2002; McNamara, Lloyd, Toohey, & Harding 2004). 

A focus on lone mothers also serves to highlight another
feature of the Plan: its capacity to guide the study of

interconnections among diversity, change and context.
For example, disproportionate numbers of lone mother
families live in locations where housing costs are low,
including certain rural and regional areas and areas in
which the ageing of the population is particularly
advanced. Locational disadvantage is a pressing problem
that has received a great deal of attention by all levels of
government and by researchers (for example, Dollery &
Soul, 2000; Gleeson & Carmichael, 2001; Nevile, 2003).
The intersection of changes in the pattern of diversity
that vary across contexts and locations is of particular
relevance both for policy and practice. 

Changes in families and their relationships

Diversity of family form also intersects with demo-
graphic and relational changes. Population ageing has
profound implications for families, as well as for the com-
munity more broadly. As with most developed nations,
ageing sets the context for some of the contemporary
challenges confronting Australia and has far-reaching
implications for policy on a range of fronts, including
health, housing, aged care, employment, work and fam-
ily flexibility, retirement planning and income. 

The “Baby Boom” that occurred following World War II
provides an apt example of the ways in which changes
exert influences on families through life. The change in
the demographic distribution of the population that has
resulted from the “Baby Boom” also has implications
for family relationships, within and beyond the home.
This is a good example of the impacts of change on both
families and the wider society – impacts that flow
through the current generation to those that follow
(Intergenerational Report 2002-03) (Costello, 2002).
Again, this example illustrates the intersection of diver-
sity, change and context. 

Impacts and implication of the “Baby Boom”

Defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics as occur-
ring from 1946 to 1965 (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2004a) the “Baby Boom” has had widespread and long-
term impacts on policy and service provision. As the
baby boomers entered their primary child bearing
years in early 1970, the increase in number of children
born resulted in growth in demand for services. The
increase in the birth rate also coincided with rising par-
ticipation of women in the workforce. Community and
workplace supports lagged behind these demographic
and social changes. As the first of this group turns 60
this year, it is clear that the impacts and implications of
the baby boom will continue over the decades. 

This major demographic change has been accompa-
nied by changes in partnership formation and stability,
and fertility. 

Family formation and the dynamics of relationships

To further illustrate the Plan’s focus on change, trends
in family formation and transitions have been selected
for closer examination, focusing particularly on the
incidence of divorce and the impacts of cohabitation on
family formation and decisions about whether to
marry. Trends in fertility rates are then examined in
the light of these dimensions of family formation,
cohabitation, separation and divorce. 
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trends in the stability of cohabiting partnerships as well
as marriage, and is considered in detail below, as it
highlights the importance of studying relationship
pathways, over time.

Outcomes of cohabiting relationships

Cohabitation is typically short-term: of people who
began their first unions with cohabitation in the early
1990s, only nine per cent were still cohabiting with the
same partner in 2001 (7–11 years later). And while
around 60 per cent of never married cohabiting men
and women apparently expect to marry their partner
(Qu, 2003), the chance of current first unions that
begin with cohabitation ending in separation has
increased progressively and is now almost the same as
their chance of ending in marriage (de Vaus, 2004). 

Despite the attention over the years focused on the
stressful experiences encountered by many people dur-
ing and after the typically drawn-out process of marriage
breakdown (for example, Amato, 2000; Aseltine &
Kessler, 1993; Hope, Rodgers, & Power, 1999; Jordan,
1998; Weston, 1986), comparatively little is known
about the process and repercussions of relationship

The way new families begin has undergone remarkable
changes – changes that result from a combination of
social and economic forces, along with technological
advancements such as those in the area of birth control
and assisted reproductive technology. One clearly evi-
dent trend that has important implications for policy
and service provision is the changing pathway to couple
formation. While nearly nine in ten partners today are
married to each other, most of those under 25 years old
with partners are cohabiting (that is, in a de facto union)
rather than married. According to the 2001 Census,
cohabitation applied to 82 per cent of partnered individ-
uals under 20 years old and 61 per cent of those in their
early twenties (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001). 

Allied to these trends, most first unions today commence
with cohabitation rather than marriage, and most cou-
ples who marry nowadays have therefore lived together
first – 76 per cent in 2004, compared with only 16 per
cent in 1975 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1995; Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics, 2005c). Furthermore, the
length of time couples live together before they marry has
increased, while first unions have been increasingly
delayed (de Vaus, 2004; Qu & Weston, 2001). 

Trends in divorce provide a further example of relationship change.

The increase in divorce represents one of the most dramatic changes 

in family life that occurred during the 20th century.

These relationship formation trends have resulted in a
progressive increase in age at first marriage since the
1970s, reversing the decline that had been occurring in
preceding decades. The median age at first marriage for
men and women increased from 24.6 years and 22.4
years respectively in 1982 to 29.4 and 27.5 years
respectively in 2004 (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2003a; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005c).

Divorce

Trends in divorce provide a further example of rela-
tionship change. The increase in divorce represents
one of the most dramatic changes in family life that
occurred during the 20th century. As Amato (2000)
has pointed out, it is a change that has had far-reaching
implications. Thirty years ago, at the time of the
proclamation of the Family Law Act (1975), the num-
ber of divorces experienced by women, per 1000
married women, increased from 2.8 in 1961 to 7.4.
When the Family Law Act 1975 came into force the fol-
lowing year, the rate increased to around 19.2, but then
reduced as the build up of long-term separations were
processed by the courts. Nevertheless, the number of
divorces per 1000 married population was lower in the
1980s (10.6 and 10.9) than in the most recent years for
which information is available (between 12.0 and 13.1
from 1997 to 2001) (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2004c; Weston, Stanton, Qu, & Soriano, 2001). This
recent levelling out of the divorce rate does not neces-
sarily mean that the break-up rate of unions has
stabilised. Such an issue requires consideration of

breakdown for cohabiting couples. This applies not only
in Australia, but also in overseas countries (Amato,
2000). Allied to this issue, there is limited information
about the meaning of cohabitation to partners, the level
of agreement between partners about this meaning, and
possible divergence or convergence of views as the rela-
tionship unfolds. By contrast, the marriage ceremony
itself is a public expression by each partner of a shared
meaning of their relationship – one that is characterised
by love and intended life-long commitment to, and sup-
port for, each other. These differences may well suggest
different needs for service provision at different stages in
the development of the relationship and during any
breakdown process. They also suggest the need for lon-
gitudinal research that traces the pathways that
Australian relationships take over time. 

Despite the rise in the proportion of babies born out-
side marriage (from 9 per cent in 1971 and to 32 per
cent in 2004) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005a;
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1981) most couples
wait until they are married before they have children.
In other words, among never-married cohabiting cou-
ples, many may intend having children if and when
they marry. Should the cohabitation end in separation
some may well be concerned about whether or not they
have lost all opportunities of becoming parents. 

While first unions now typically begin with cohabitation,
cohabitation also occurs after marriage breakdown. It
appears that 20 per cent of previously married men and
women under 55 years old were cohabiting in 2001
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(Weston and Qu, 2004). While remarriages are slightly
more likely to end in divorce than first marriages (de
Vaus, 2004), cohabiting unions involving a divorced part-
ner may be particularly fragile and many who experience
this fragility may wonder about their own competence as
a partner and their ability to ever achieve a long-standing
rewarding relationship. Some feel very lonely.

The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) survey, funded by FaCSIA, provides
useful insight into the situation of those in different
relationship circumstances (see Watson & Wooden,
2002 for details of this survey). In each wave of this sur-
vey so far, respondents have completed a questionnaire
that asks about the level of support they receive from
others. For example, respondents rate the extent to
which they agree with the statement “I often feel very
lonely” on a scale from 1 “Strongly disagree” to 7
“Strongly agree”. How do the responses of those who
have separated from cohabiting relationships compare
with the responses of those who have separated after
marriage or who are divorced? 

Figure 1 is based on the data from wave 2 of HILDA (con-
ducted in 2002). The Figure presents the proportions of
those in different relationship status circumstances who
provided ratings of 5–7 on the loneliness measure. More
than one quarter of those whose marriages or cohabiting
relationships had ended indicated they often felt very
lonely, compared with 15 to 20 per cent of those who
were married or cohabiting. 

Men who had separated from their marriage and who
were not (yet) divorced were the most likely of all
groups to indicate such feelings (38 per cent). This is
not surprising given that wives are more likely than
husbands to have the company of any children of the
marriage after separation coupled with a stronger net-
work of confidants. Furthermore, the separation is
likely to be a fairly recent event in which each former
spouse tends to believe that the decision to separate
was made by the wife alone (Wolcott & Hughes, 1999).

It therefore seems that separation from cohabitation is
likely to generate considerable loneliness in a substantial
minority of people. This analysis, however, fails to cap-
ture the potential diversity in the relationship history,
circumstances and needs of those who have separated
from marriage or cohabitation. Again, this is an impor-
tant gap in research that operates as a barrier to the
formulation of appropriate policy and service provision.

The increase in the tendency for couples to begin their
relationship with cohabitation means that the divorce
rate has become a progressively less useful proxy for
rates of partnership separation. This difficulty high-
lights the importance of large-scale surveys such as the
Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey and Growing Up in Australia, the
longitudinal study of Australian children for capturing
current trends and making projections about future
trends in an area that has such significant repercus-
sions for individuals, families and communities. This
information is integral to the development of sound
policy formulation and planning of programs directed
towards helping couples resolve their difficulties or
adjust to the separation successfully, and take into
account the needs of any children.

Those without partners 

To highlight another dimension of change, issues related
to those without partners will now be considered. The
rise in the proportions of people who are cohabiting has
not compensated for the fall in the proportions of people
who are married. In other words, the proportion of
adults without partners has increased. The unpartnered
here include those who are yet to partner, those who will
never partner, and those whose partnerships have ended
(Birrell, Rapson, & Hourigan, 2004). 

While people who have never partnered represent a very
diverse group, wave 2 HILDA data suggest that 26–28 per
cent of those aged 35–44 years and 45–64 years who had
never been partnered often feel very lonely. This rate is
comparable to the rate for divorced people who were
unpartnered, as described above. Again, this is a group
that warrants further research. The same applies to
women who are unpartnered when they have a child. 

As noted above, ex-nuptial births have increased and
accounted for 32 per cent of all births in 2004.
Although this trend appears to result mostly from the
rise in cohabitation, there also appears to have been a
rise in the proportion of babies born to lone mothers.
For instance, data from the HILDA survey suggest that
the proportion of children born to lone mothers
increased progressively from 2 per cent in 1950 to 12
per cent in 2000 (de Vaus & Gray, 2004). 

While there is some evidence that many lone mothers giv-
ing birth lived with the father in the year before or after
the child’s birth (de Vaus, 2004), research by Birrell &
Rapson (2002) suggests that lone mothers who have never
been married (but may have previously lived with their
children’s father) tend to be worse off financially than
those who are divorced – a situation that appears to apply
across all age groups. On the whole, however, a better
understanding is required of the characteristics and asso-
ciated needs of lone mothers who have never lived with
the father of their child. This is a clear gap in research that
needs to be filled to inform policy and practice. 

Fertility trends

Many of the above trends (fall in partnerships,
increased age at union formation and marriage and the
fragility of relationships) have contributed to the fall in

Source: HILDA Wave 2 (2002).
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future directions of policy aimed at responding to many
of these challenges. The edition highlighted the impor-
tance of research for policy and practice. The research
covers a wide range of issues including population
trends, the wellbeing of older people, their contributions
to their families and communities, their needs, and the
level of support they receive. The following discussion
covers a limited set of the findings that are relevant to
the connections among research policy and practice.

Weston, Qu, & Soriano (2003) concluded that the
fragility of relationships, the increase in the proportions
of couples without children, and the decline in the fertil-
ity rate have important implications for the financial
wellbeing and level of familial support received by the
elderly. Their review suggests that, while families remain
the most significant sources of support for the elderly,
childlessness increases the chances of such people being
placed in institutional care. Elderly parents (especially
fathers) who are divorced or remarried are less likely
than other parents to receive any kind of support from
their children. Much the same trends may well apply to
divorced parents who are cohabiting with, rather than
married to, a new partner. These issues highlight the
importance of research into current trends in relation-
ship formation and breakdown and into fertility for the
formulation of policies and programs to support the bur-
geoning population of older people. 

Most older people live active lives and make significant
contributions to their families and communities. The
increase in the number of older cohorts will result in an
increase in the number of older volunteers. The finan-
cial implications of ageing are not all negative as de
Vaus, Gray, & Stanton (2003) show: “as an age cohort,
older people make valuable financial contributions to
Australian society through the time they spend in
unpaid caring in their own households, to their family
members in other households, and to non-family mem-
bers in the wider community”. They go on to say “Were
it not for the support older people receive from the
public sector, they would be in a weaker position to give
something back.” (p.39).

The quality of life for older persons depends strongly on
the quality of their relationships and access to social and
financial supports. The 2001 Census indicates that 17
per cent of men and 35 per cent of women aged 65 or
over who reside in private dwellings live alone. HILDA
data show that, among older people who live in private
dwellings, those who lived alone were less likely than
others to indicate that their financial circumstances
were “reasonably comfortable” or better (63 per cent
and 70 per cent). Men who lived alone were also less
likely than those living with others to express high satis-
faction with life (66 per cent and 82 per cent,
respectively). Although the trends for women were
weaker than those for men, they were in a similar direc-
tion, with high satisfaction expressed by 77 per cent of
older women who lived alone and by 81 per cent of other
older women. In addition, men and women living alone
were more likely than others to state that they often felt
very lonely (men: 39 per cent compared with 17 per
cent; women: 30 per cent compared with 22 per cent).
The gender difference in loneliness may be a function of
the greater social contacts experienced by women than
men who live alone (for example, of those living alone,

the total fertility rate (from a peak of 3.55 in 1961 to 1.77
in 2004), involving an increase in childlessness and a
decrease in the proportion of women having three or
more children, and resulting in an ageing of the popula-
tion. Of course, many other factors appear to be behind
these trends – factors that are now becoming increasingly
clear through the research and discussion that has
emerged over the past few years. These factors include
advances in birth control technology; trends in the labour
market and economy that drive young adults to invest in
their education and careers; opportunity costs faced by
women in having children; changing norms about family
size and the value of parenting; and concerns of men and
women about providing a child with an adequate income
stream, a secure couple relationship, and high quality
parenting (Weston, Qu, Parker, & Alexander, 2004). 

A key question, however, is whether or not policy can
prevent the fertility rate falling to a level that will inten-
sify population ageing and lead to a spiralling fall in the
size of Australia’s population. Again, insight into this
issue rests on sophisticated research, including the
monitoring of policy developments in Australia and
other countries that may influence fertility trends,
along with thorough consideration of competing expla-
nations for these trends. 

A key aspect of the contemporary demographic con-
text: Impacts and implications of population ageing 

The final organising concept of the Plan is context.
While many aspects of context could be considered,
ageing and its implications for relationships will be
briefly considered to illustrate this aspect of the Plan.
We will provide a brief discussion of its character,
impacts and implications to illustrate the value of a
focus on context in the Research Plan. 

Population ageing sets a key context for Australian fam-
ilies. As already alluded to, a major change has
occurred in the demographic profile of the Australian
population as a result of the intersection of improve-
ments in life expectancy and the fall in fertility. The
shift in age profile has major impacts and implications
for Australia, as for other western countries. While the
problems related to this profound change are well
recognised, research is needed to provide the evidence
base to shape policy and guide practice.

In 2003, 20 per cent of the population were under the
age of 15 (compared with 27 per cent in 1976), and 13
per cent were 65 years and over (compared with 9 per
cent in 1976) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1988;
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005d). However, the
Australian Bureau of Statistics projects that by 2021
the population will contain a higher proportion of older
people (aged 65 or more years) than children under the
age of 15. According to these projections, older people
will represent 27–30 per cent of the population by 2051
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2003b).

A 2003 edition of Family Matters (No.66) outlined these
trends in ageing and some of the current and future chal-
lenges they pose for families, communities, and the
nation. In the same edition, the Seniors and Means Test
Branch of the then Australian Government Department
of Family and Community Services provided a summary
of some of the key policy developments and potential
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77 per cent of older women and 64 per cent of older men
reported meeting up with friends and relatives at least
once a week). However, most older people painted a pos-
itive picture of their lives in these areas regardless of
whether they were living alone or with others.

Impact of these changes on families and 
service providers
Some of the trends that we have described above have
contributed to a lessening of the networks that sustain
families through difficult events. As families have
become more diverse, complex, and subject to rela-
tionship changes such as separation or divorce, family
policies, supports and services have had to adapt to
meet these new realities. Family policy has had to bal-
ance the competing interests of ‘traditional’ and newer,
more diverse family types. It must also face the realities
of the isolation from family support experienced by
increasing numbers, particularly of older Australians.

isolation, to an emphasis on the key interconnected-
ness of the contexts in which children and their
families develop. Much more recognition is now given
to the ways in which families engage with their com-
munities, and communities with families. The
pathways to different life outcomes, described by
Homel and colleagues in Pathways to Prevention
(Developmental Crime Prevention Consortium, 2000),
all show the crucial role that families have in deter-
mining life chances and outcomes.

Australia has a long and enviable history of building
and sustaining the infrastructure to support families. In
the future it will be important to remain committed to
maintaining this infrastructure. Development of new
approaches, building on the foundations that existing
family services provide, will be necessary, given the
rapidly changing and complex tapestry of family life 
in Australia. Evidence-based policy and practice will
continue to grow in importance.

Australia has a long and enviable history of building and sustaining

the infrastructure to support families. In the future it will be 

important to remain committed to maintaining this infrastructure.

It could be said that in the past, family policy, services,
and much of the family research, were crisis driven.
The focus tended to be on families in which there were
entrenched problems – poverty, abuse, family break-
down. While these remain important, increasingly the
focus is on prevention and intervention via child- and
family-focused community supports and services.
Capacity building and the strengthening of community
social capital are growing priorities.

There is much about the current state of families that is
very positive, and which also can inform family policy and
services. Major research initiatives, such as the Household
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA), and
the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, are
enabling us to explore pathways to positive outcomes, as
well as the factors that make children and families espe-
cially vulnerable. They are invaluable in building a
comprehensive picture of Australia’s children in families.

The focus of supports and services is increasingly on the
strengths of families and on strengthening the links
between children, their families and communities. Ini-
tiatives such as the Stronger Families and Communities
Strategy at a national level, and state initiatives like Fam-
ilies First in New South Wales, and Best Start in Victoria,
are prime examples of community-focused, strengths-
based approaches. These reflect the influence of
international initiatives such as Sure Start and the New
Parent Infant Network (NEWPIN), to name but two light-
house examples.

With these examples of new directions for policy and
practice, the focus has moved from children in isola-
tion, or families in isolation, or communities in

Concluding thoughts

Aspects of the diversity of family form, relationship
change and the context set by population ageing have
been discussed in this article to illustrate the Institute’s
new Research Plan (2006-2008). As argued, these
trends have crucial implications for government poli-
cies in relation to a wide range of family issues (at all
levels of government). Much government policy is
directed at families experiencing relationship transi-
tions, including those related to family composition. 

Key research, policy and practice issues related to the
changes in family relationships and family life discussed
in detail in this article include the need to address:

the diversity of family forms; 

the range of relationship pathways and the factors that
lead to resilience or vulnerability in relationships; 

the implications of the increase in those without
partners or who are unpartnered; and 

the impacts on relationships of the demographic
trends related to the baby boom, changes in fertility,
and the ageing of the population. 

All these have implications for relationship preparation,
education and support; family law; child support; the
move from welfare to work, flexible workplace practices,
child care, and carer benefits and supports, among other
areas of policy and practice. The Institute’s Research
Plan provides the framework that allows us to contribute
research that is relevant to the development of policies in
these and the other areas covered by its research themes.
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In illustrating the Research Plan (2006-2008), the con-
nections among research, policy and practice have been
highlighted. Policy needs to seek ways of adding value to
Australia’s existing systems, and of giving priority to sus-
taining our already impressive family service systems.
The vital role families play in the development, health
and wellbeing of their members is clear. Australia’s sys-
tems of family services and supports operate against the
backdrop of the complex and changing tapestry of family
life. A continuing commitment to research is needed to
ensure that practice is appropriately evidence-based, and
that policy is developed and implemented on the basis of
research that accurately reflects the diversity, changing
nature and increasingly complex contexts of family life in
Australia. The Institute’s Research Plan (2006-2008)
explicitly addresses these needs. 

Endnote

1 “Series II” projections are based on moderate assumptions about
changing living arrangements.
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Principles underlying the Institute’s 
research program
The Institute’s program of research is based upon
three broad principles that underpin the selection
of research topics, design and conduct of the
research and communication of the results. These
three principles are closely related to the Institute’s
values as set out in the Strategic Plan 2006-2008:
excellence, collaboration, integrity, leadership, ini-
tiative, professionalism, and accountability. The
Strategic Plan 2006-2008 is available from
http://www.aifs.gov.au.

Some of the Institute’s research is Institute-initi-
ated, while other research is commissioned or

Families Through Life D i v e r s i t y, C h a n g e  a n d  C o n t e x t

his plan describes the areas in which the Institute intends to undertake research over the three-year
period 2006-2008. The development of these directions has been guided by the Institute’s 2006-2008
Strategic Plan and the National Research Priorities. The National Research Priorities provide a vision
of how research can contribute to Australia’s future prosperity and wellbeing. The Institute’s research

falls mainly under the National Research Priority area Promoting good health and wellbeing for all Australians.

The Research Plan is structured around the framework Families Through Life. This framework provides a focus
on transitions and changes experienced by families. Examples include relationship formation and dissolution,
moves into or from paid work, retirement decisions and changes in parental responsibilities. Many government
policies and interventions are targeted at families experiencing transitions. In addition, the framework will help
the Institute examine contextual factors that impact upon the wellbeing of families across the lifespan.

By adopting this framework, the aim is to contribute research to assist in the development of policy that is
responsive to the diversity and change facing Australian families and takes account of the different contexts that
influence families. While the plan provides a framework for research activities over the next three years, it also
allows the Institute to be responsive to changes in the policy environment.

The development of this plan has involved extensive formal consultations and informal discussions with a 
wide range of key stakeholders. A detailed report of the research consultations appears in this edition of Family 
Matters (No. 73, pp. 4-12).

This research plan builds upon and extends the research undertaken as part of the 2002-2005 Research Plan.
The Institute’s performance against the previous Research Plan is reported in the Institute’s Annual Reports.

TT

contracted. Institute-initiated research is generally
funded from the annual appropriation from Parlia-
ment. The principles apply equally to all Institute
research, regardless of the funding sources.

Rigour

The Institute aims to undertake research that is of
a high quality, credible and provides a solid evi-
dence base. This requires that the research take
account of the latest theoretical developments, and
adopts the most appropriate methodologies. The
Institute will adopt a range of research methods. 

Relevance

The Institute research program should involve
research that is relevant to the development of
National policy interests, both currently and on an
emerging basis. It should also be relevant to aca-
demic researchers, and to the interests and needs of
the general community. This includes research that
addresses issues affecting families in a wide range of
social and economic situations across Australia. It
is important that much of the work is at the fore-
front of science and there is a role for research that
does not inform current policy in an immediate and
obvious way, but that is instrumental in setting the
future policy agendas. The research should be use-
ful, timely and provide value for money.

Families Through Life D i v e r s i t y, C h a n g e  a n d  C o n t e x t
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Responsiveness

The Institute’s research program should be respon-
sive to the policy environment. To achieve these
goals, the Institute will be consultative in the devel-
opment of new research projects; form partnerships
and other collaborative relationships; seek external
review of new projects and publications; and com-
municate clearly to the target audience.

Types of research
While some of the research will involve the devel-
opment of new datasets, other work will be based 
on further analyses of those that already exist. 
An important development in family research in
Australia has been the establishment of large-scale
longitudinal surveys. The Institute is at the fore-
front of this advance, being responsible for the
development and management of Growing up in
Australia, the longitudinal study of Australian 
children and being one of three partners in the con-
sortium conducting the Household, Income, and
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey. 

The Institute is also responsible for the Australian
Temperament Project, a longitudinal survey of 
Victorian children now in its 22nd year. These 
and other existing datasets, including those 
developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics,
represent valuable resources for research on Aus-
tralian families.

It is important that international research findings
and policy solutions are not imported uncritically
to Australia. Nevertheless, international develop-
ments will continue to be analysed and reviewed in
order to identify lessons for Australia. The Institute
also helps support research undertaken in other
countries, especially in the East Asia region. 

The Institute has four clearinghouses that play an
important role in identifying, gathering, synthesis-
ing and publishing information that is relevant to
the development of policy and provide useful infor-
mation to practitioners. The clearinghouses are the
Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault,
the Communities and Families Clearinghouse
Australia, the National Child Protection Clearing-
house, and the Australian Family Relationships
Clearinghouse. 

The Australian Family Relationships Clearinghouse
seeks to assist in the promotion of family resilience
and positive relationships by improving understand-
ing of factors contributing to relationship wellbeing
and by informing service provision in the areas of

prevention, early intervention and post-separation
support. 

The Communities and Families Clearinghouse
Australia seeks to improve access to current infor-
mation and other resources to assist those working
in the field of early childhood and community
development. The primary audience for the Com-
munities and Families Clearinghouse Australia is
the projects funded under the Stronger Families
and Communities Strategy. The clearinghouse col-
lections also have wider application to communities
throughout the country.

The National Child Protection Clearinghouse con-
ducts research, and distributes information and
other resources, including specialist advice on the
latest developments in child abuse prevention,
child protection and associated family violence.

The Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual
Assault aims to improve access to current informa-
tion on sexual assault in order to assist service
providers, policymakers and others working in the
field of sexual assault to develop evidence-based
strategies to respond to, and ultimately reduce the
incidence of, sexual assault. 

Planned research
The Institute’s planned research program, Families
Through Life, will focus on the following themes:

Family relationships;

Children, youth and patterns of care; 

Families and work; and

Families and communities.

The relevance of the Institute’s current research
projects to each of these themes is described in
Table 1.

All themes relate in some way to the primary func-
tions of families: (a) providing for the health and
wellbeing of all family members and (b) raising chil-
dren to be healthy, well-adjusted and productive
members of society.

Research in these areas will take account of the
diversity of Australian families, the contexts within
which they live and operate, and periods of change or
transition for families. The Institute will continue to
monitor and analyse broad social, economic, and
demographic trends and examine responses at the
individual, family and local community levels that
feed into these trends.
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As noted above, the projects seek to take account of
issues related to diversity, change and context. A
brief explanation of the relevance of each of these
dimensions to the Institute’s work is provided
below.

Diversity

Australian families are diverse. Dimensions of
diversity include socio-demographic differences
(such as ethnicity, age, gender, socio-economic sta-
tus, family type), and geographic location (for
example, major city, regional, rural, remote), as
well as differences in the beliefs, attitudes, values,
health and subjective wellbeing of family members.
Such elements of diversity tend to interact. The
research will seek to identify the nature of these
interactions. 

Indigenous Australians continue to be among the
most disadvantaged groups in Australia. The Institute
has gradually been increasing the range of research it
conducts that focuses on Indigenous Australians, and
will further develop its capacity to undertake research
on the particular issues Indigenous families face, and
the policies that have the best chance of meeting their
needs. The Institute is acutely aware of the need to
work in partnership with Indigenous Australians and
undertake appropriate consultation about research
questions and approaches.

Change

Both people and contexts can change. Families are
affected by broad patterns of social change.
Research into the relationship between social
change, values and wellbeing contributes to the
efficacy of prevention and early intervention pro-
grams and services. 

Context

Contexts can change (for example, children can
move from a two-parent to sole parent household),
and can be diverse in terms of physical environment
and geographic location, health, disability or well-
being of  family members,  their  economic
circumstances, the resources available within their

communities, and the government policies that
have a direct impact upon them.

In relation to the physical environment, issues
affecting families in regional, rural and remote Aus-
tralia will be considered in a number of the
Institute’s research projects. Some projects will
focus on topics of particular importance to families
outside of the major cities, such as the impact of
changes in population, social networks, labour mar-
ket opportunities and/or access to services and
community infrastructure.

Theme 1. Family relationships

The Institute’s research projects that focus on family
relationships examine relationship transitions and
wellbeing. These transitions may be a function of
maturation (for example, leaving home, retirement)
as well as changes in relationships themselves (such
as couple and family formation, dissolution and re-
formation). Projects within this theme will explore:

(i) The quality of relationships at different points in
time (including intergenerational relationships);

(ii) Factors that help explain diverse relationship
pathways (including attitudes and socio-demo-
graphic correlates); and

(iii) The impact of relationship quality and transi-
tions on the wellbeing of family members. 

Central to this work is the evaluation of the influence
on families of the Family Law Act 1975, particularly
in relation to the recent reform of the Act.

The outcomes of this research will represent a valu-
able resource for the Australian Family Relationships
Clearinghouse. In turn, information provided by the
other three clearinghouses will be clearly relevant to
research focusing on family relationships, given the
profound impact of child abuse and sexual assault on
relationships, and the importance to relationships of
high quality services that promote child wellbeing and
parenting practices.

Over the next three years, a great deal of attention
will be given to: (i) relationship and family forma-
tion pathways; (ii) ageing, intergenerational
relationships and care; (iii) supporting relationship
wellbeing; and (iv) family law.

Relationship and family formation pathways

The Institute has a long-standing interest in moni-
toring and examining the factors contributing to
patterns of leaving home, couple and family forma-
tion, family stability, the ending of relationships,
and “new beginnings”, and the wellbeing of individ-
uals following different pathways. Over the next
three years, the Institute intends to build on and
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extend this body of work by monitoring attitudes,
values, and aspirations about the different relation-
ship and family pathways in Australia today. 

The monitoring of relationship and family pathways
has played an important role in shaping the research
agenda. Traditionally, the family formation process
began when young adults left home to marry, and
concluded when the last child was born. However,
family formation processes are now diverse. The
Institute will examine in more detail the characteris-
tics and circumstances of some of these diverse
pathways, including the level of contact and support
that is exchanged between young adults and their
parents when they leave the parental home.

With the rise in cohabitation, marriage and divorce
statistics have become progressively less useful indi-
cators of partnership formation and dissolution
trends. This is particularly the case for partnered
individuals under the age of 25 years, most of whom
are cohabiting. The Institute’s research will examine
the meaning of cohabitation for each partner, ways
these meanings might change over the course of the
cohabiting period, and partnership trajectories.

The decline in the fertility rate represents another
area of continuing research for the Institute. In
addition to monitoring fertility trends, the Institute
recently examined links between age, partnership
status, education and employment status on views
about having children. Further work in this area
will explore the impact of a couple’s financial cir-
cumstances and each partner’s fertility aspirations
along with the quality of the relationship in shaping
fertility expectations and planning.

Some of the proposed work will capitalise on the
increasingly rich Australian longitudinal datasets
now available (such as the HILDA and the longitu-
dinal study of Australian children). Such studies
help us to identify the impact of particular factors
and policies on families. 

Ageing, intergenerational relationships and care 

Over the next 30 years Australia’s population will
age. To date, the main emphasis of policy makers
and researchers has been on the economic and
health consequences of an ageing society. While the
roles of families have been acknowledged in discus-
sions of research and policy priorities (mainly in
the context of care provision), less attention has
been given to the links between family issues and
ageing issues. The roles of older people within fam-
ilies, as well as in the broader society, have also
been under-examined.

There are several key topics related to ageing on
which the Institute will conduct research over the
next three years. These include the contributions 
of older people to their families and the role of families
in supporting older people, the costs and benefits of
grandparenting, and the difficulties that grandparents
may have in gaining access to their grandchildren.

Supporting relationship wellbeing

In recent years some of the Institute’s research has
focused on the factors that support the creation and
maintenance of strong and healthy couple relation-
ships. It has also become more directly involved with
the field of marriage and relationship education and
is currently exploring opportunities for collaborating
with practitioners on Institute projects, and for
assisting service providers to conduct research and
evaluation activities within their agencies.

Much of the existing policy related to ageing assumes
that older families function reasonably well. However
there is little evidence to support this assumption.
We need to know more about marital quality in later
life and to identify ways in which such marriages can
be strengthened and supported – issues that will be
addressed by the Institute in 2006–2008. 

Through the Australian Family Relationships
Clearinghouse there will also be an emphasis on
collating and translating research outcomes into
material that is accessible to practitioners in the
field of marriage and relationship education as well
as in other related areas of couple- and family-
focused service delivery.

Family law system

This is an area in which the Institute intends to
increase its research capacity. High priority areas for
new research include the perceived fairness of any
child support policy reform; a process evaluation of
separating parents’ choices and experiences of differ-
ent family law pathways in the new family law system;
an evaluation of aspects of Family Relationships Cen-
tres; the development of resources and tools to
support separating parents and their children; and
property division and post-separation economics. 

There are three major ongoing projects that will be
completed during the period 2006-2008, two of which
involve collaborations with other universities (see
Table 1 in the appendix). The Caring for Children
after Parental Separation Project, which maps
diverse patterns of parent–child contact and financial
support after separation; the Understanding Contact
Disputes Project, which investigates parenting 
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Children are influenced also by the areas and the
communities in which they live. If all goes well
again, they also become active, involved and pro-
ductive members of the society in which they live. 

Understanding the influences of child and family
characteristics, parenting practices, family struc-
tures and factors in the broader community and
social environment on children’s development is
crucial information for the development of policy
and the provision of services to families. 

Children’s views are increasingly recognised as
important, yet their voices are seldom heard. The
Institute has previously gathered the views of chil-
dren and adolescents on a range of issues. The
Institute will continue to seek the views and perspec-
tives of children and young people on such issues, as
well as other potential topics such as what is impor-
tant for their wellbeing, what they value in family life,
their family and care arrangements, and their atti-
tudes towards relationships and family formation.

Family influences on children’s development

Research into family influences on children’s devel-
opment will form part of the Institute’s research
agenda. Important questions include (i) how par-
enting skills or difficulties are transferred from one
generation to the next; (ii) the extent to which par-
enting skills can be improved; (iii) the impact that
increasing rates of employment of mothers, partic-
ularly those with young children, has on the role of
fathers in raising children; and (iv) the impact of
changes in fathers’ roles on the long-term wellbeing
of children and parents.

The Institute is also keen to examine outcomes of
children growing up in disadvantaged or adverse cir-
cumstances, together with the factors that promote
resilience and allow some children to overcome dis-
advantage. In relation to these matters, factors that
contribute to some children’s experience of child
abuse or neglect will continue to be a focus for the
Institute. Another area of interest covers the chal-
lenges and requirements of families in which a family
member has particular needs, and the experiences
and difficulties of families raising children and young
people in rural and remote communities.

Continuing Institute projects in this area are the
Children and Family Life study, the Australian
Temperament Project and Growing Up in Aus-
tralia, the longitudinal study of Australian children. 

Non-parental care for children

This theme focuses on the effects of non-parental
caring on children’s development and wellbeing. 

Child care arrangements and children’s experiences
continue to be issues of high priority for the Institute.

disputes about parent-child contact and the context
in which they occur; and the Experiences of Par-
ents and Children after Family Court Decisions
about Relocation, which examines the experiences
of parents and children after judicially-determined
relocation decisions. 

The Institute is also undertaking a scoping project to
explore the value of, and potential interest in, com-
piling a database on the types of family law data (that
is metadata) held by key agencies in Australia. In
addition, the Institute is undertaking a study into 
allegations of violence in the context of family law
proceedings. 

In sum, family law research by the Institute over the
next three years will target four main areas: (i) post-
separation parenting; (ii) improved understanding of
the psycho-social dynamics of parental conflict after
separation, and ideas for ways in which this conflict
can be reduced; (iii) improved understanding of key
aspects of the “new family law system” as it begins to
unfold, and (iv) the development of conceptual tools
that can help monitor the impact of any policy
change on the wellbeing of families who are in con-
tact with the family law system. 

Theme 2. Children, youth and 
patterns of care 

Over the next three years, research will be con-
ducted into:

(i) Family influences on children’s development;

(ii) Non-parental care for children; and

(iii) Family influences on the extent to which chil-
dren and young people engage with society.

These three areas all stem from the recognition that
children’s development is influenced by the family
environment. The family influences how children
develop. Children’s lives, however, are not limited
to family. They spend time in places where others
are responsible for their care and influence their
lives: child care centres for example, and schools.
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to a large increase in the proportion of families in
which both parents are working, although often one
parent (usually the mother) works part-time. At the
same time there has also been an increase in the
proportion of children who live in households in
which no adult is in paid employment.

Research in this theme will focus on two broad areas:

(i) How families combine caring responsibilities
and paid employment and what assists families
in successfully combining both sets of respon-
sibilities; and

(ii) The relationship between labour market tran-
sitions and family factors.

Combining family life and paid employment

Research in this area will have a focus on the ways
in which family members combine their family
responsibilities and paid employment and the
impacts of these arrangements on family relation-
ships and the wellbeing of family members.
Particular attention will be given to child care
arrangements, elder care responsibilities, and the
take-up of parental leave conditions. 

Our understanding of the effects of availability,
quality and costs of child care on labour supply
decisions is incomplete and so research will be con-
ducted into the effects of these factors on family
labour supply decisions. An important aspect of this
research will be on documenting in detail the varied
ways in which parents use child care and arrange
their working hours to allow paid employment. 

Families are by far the most significant sources of
care for the elderly, with women providing greater
levels of care than men. Increased employment
rates of women have resulted in a growth in the
proportion of workers with adult care responsibili-
ties. Relatively little is known about the types of
work arrangements that best allow paid employ-
ment and adult care to be combined and about the
effects of adult care responsibilities on labour sup-
ply decisions. Projected labour force shortages as
the population ages in coming decades will mean
that allowing participation in paid employment for
those with caring responsibilities is likely to be of
high policy relevance. 

The Institute will continue to focus on working par-
ents’ access to, and take-up of, parental leave
conditions. Part of this work will be based on data
from LSAC that provides unique data on the pre- and
post-birth employment arrangements of Australian
parents with young children. 
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The core issues here are, first, the importance of
quality, affordability and access; and second, the
influence of child care and its differing types on chil-
dren’s wellbeing and development. There is also
growing interest in the child care activities of grand-
parents, the role grandparents’ play in children’s
lives, the impact of child care duties on grandparents,
and how these duties may be balanced with the
increasing imperative for older people to remain in
the workforce. Other types of care arrangements
such as foster and other forms of out-of-home care,
and their impact on children and young people,
remain issues of significant policy interest and repre-
sent key opportunities for future Institute research.
The Institute plans to examine each of these issues
during 2006-2008.

Family influences on children and young people 
engaging with society

Families can have a profound influence on the
progress and adaptation of children as they move
into other social environments such as child care
and school. Findings from the Australian Tempera-
ment Project have highlighted the consequences of
their transition experiences for their later adjust-
ment and wellbeing – and thus the importance of
children making a smooth transition. However, the
family and community environments that promote
successful transitions remain poorly understood,
and there is growing interest in this emerging issue.
Family influences on young people’s decisions
about life pathways, including their educational and
employment choices, are also not well understood
and present an opportunity for future research. 

Another emerging issue is the role that families play
in the development of young people as active,
involved and productive members of society.
Understanding how patterns of social and civic par-
ticipation among young Australians differ according
to personal, family and other circumstances and
ways in which these factors may influence engage-
ment in such activities remains sketchy, and will
continue as an ongoing topic of research.

Theme 3: Families and work

There have been substantial changes in the pat-
terns of labour supply for men and women over the
last three decades that have affected family life;
including how children are cared for and the time
family members spend together. Of particular sig-
nificance is the substantial increase in the rate of
labour force participation of mothers. This has led



Family Matters No.73 2006 Australian Institute of Family Studies 20

employment arrangements on labour supply
decisions;

(iii) The implications of labour supply decisions on
children, parental and family wellbeing. 

An important transition is from reliance on govern-
ment income support payments (such as Parenting
Payment, unemployment related benefits and the Dis-
ability Support Pension) to paid employment. The
family factors affecting this will be researched. It is

Families and work transitions
Work in this area will focus on the relationship
between family change and labour force status.
Research will focus on:

(i) The return to work decisions of mothers fol-
lowing child bearing and the ways in which
families manage this transition;

(ii) The effects of differences in access to paid
parental leave and a range of family-friendly

Projects continuing from 2002-2005 Research PlanTable 1

PROJECT Institute-initiated or Commissioned 

Australian Family Relationships Clearinghouse Commissioned - FaCSIA

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) Commissioned - FaCSIA

Australian Temperament Project Joint funding ARC, AIFS,

Family Trends and Transitions Institute-initiated

The Case for Marriage in Australia Institute-initiated

Building Healthy Couple Relationships Institute-initiated

Decisions on Having Children Institute-initiated

Family and Work Decisions Project Institute-initiated

Parents on Low Income Institute-initiated

Work and Family Interactions Institute-initiated

Family Law Monitoring and Evaluation Institute-initiated

Allegations of Violence Commissioned - Attorney-General's Dept

Understanding Contact Disputes Commissioned - Attorney General's Dept

Family Law Data Mapping Project Commissioned - Attorney General's Dept

The Experiences of Parents and Children After Family Court Decisions About Relocation ARC

Caring for Children After Parental Separation Institute-initiated

Families in the East Asian Region Jointly with FaCSIA

Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault Commissioned -(FaCSIA)

National Child Protection Clearinghouse Commissioned -(FaCSIA)

Communities and Families Clearinghouse Australia Commissioned -(FaCSIA)

National Evaluation of the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy Commissioned -(FaCSIA)

Children and Family Life Institute-initiated

Indigenous Out-of-Home Care Commissioned - (ACCAP, via FaCSIA)

Research Utilisation by Child Protection Practitioners Commissioned - (Australian Centre for Child 
Protection, University of South Australia)

✓✓ Indicates theme or themes to which the project is most relevant  ✓ Indicates theme or themes to which the project has some relevance
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important to also consider and understand the
dynamics of the transitions from paid employment
to receipt of income support payment. Ongoing
research using data from the Institute’s Family and
Work Decisions study has highlighted the varying
decisions that partnered and single mothers make

with respect to employment and the ways in which
these decisions are influenced by financial incen-
tives generated by interactions between the income
support and taxation systems (Effective Marginal
Tax Rates). This information is directly relevant to
the current welfare reform policies aimed at

Research Themes

Family Children, Youth & Families Families & 
Collaborators Relationships Patterns of Care & Work Community Life

- ✓✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

The advisory group members:
Australian Council for Educational Research
Telethon Institute for Child Health Research
Queensland University of Technology
Macquarie University
Charles Sturt University
Murdoch Children's Research Institute
Australian National University’s National Centre for Epidemiology and

Population health, and Centre for Mental Health Research
Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales ✓ ✓✓ ✓ ✓

Prof Prior, Prof Oberklaid, Associate Prof Sanson and 
Assoc. Prof Toumbourou ✓✓ ✓✓ ✓ ✓

- ✓✓ ✓✓ ✓✓ ✓

✓✓

✓✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

✓✓ ✓✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓ ✓✓

- ✓✓ ✓✓

- ✓✓ ✓✓

Sydney Law School, University of Sydney ✓✓ ✓✓ ✓

Australian Social Science Data Archives, Australian National University ✓

College of Law, Australian National University ✓✓ ✓✓

✓✓ ✓✓ ✓

✓✓ ✓✓ ✓✓ ✓

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓ ✓

✓ ✓ ✓✓

Social Policy Research Centre, UNSW ✓ ✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓ ✓

SNAICC ✓✓ ✓

Australian Centre for Child Protection, University of South Australia ✓✓
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As part of the SFCS National evaluation the Insti-
tute is managing the design and collection of the
longitudinal study Stronger Families in Australia.
This study will provide evidence of the impact of
the Communities for Children initiative on out-
comes for young children and their families.

Neighbourhood and residential mobility effects

The longitudinal study, Growing Up in Australia, is
specifically designed to enable investigation of
neighbourhood effects on children’s development
and family life. In addition to identifying these
effects, the Institute will examine the impact of res-
idential mobility on children and their families.

Community attitudes, values and beliefs

An appreciation of the attitudes, values and beliefs
in communities, including those that relate to use of
prevention and early intervention programs, is
essential for a proper understanding of the relation-
ships between the health and wellbeing of families
and their communities. As noted above, the Insti-
tute will be undertaking a national study of these
phenomena – a study that will provide information
of relevance to each of the research themes. In
addition, as part of the Stronger Families and Com-
munities Strategy, the Institute will examine the
views of parents with young children about the
quality of their neighbourhood, including its inclu-
siveness and child-friendliness. 

Families and Community Services

There are many services that exist to address the
needs of families. The Institute plays a role in map-
ping and evaluating services and in promoting service
systems that are based on sound research. As part of
the evaluation of the SFCS, the Institute will examine
promising practices regarding service provision for
families with young children and young families’
access to, and use of, various types of services. 

In addition, the Institute will continue to support
service provision for families and children through
its clearinghouses that not only communicate
research findings regarding the effectiveness of
service provision to practitioners, but also feed into
this process by engaging in practice-based research
in collaboration with service providers. 

Concluding comment
While this research plan is ambitious, it contains an
element of flexibility, for it is essential that the Insti-
tute is responsive to emerging issues relevant to the
wellbeing and stability of Australian families. The
Institute therefore welcomes feedback on the above
planned areas of research and suggestions for further
areas of research on emerging issues of concern to
Australian families.

increasing workforce participation. Research in this
area will continue.

Another area of research will be on the interaction
between child support obligations and contact
arrangements on workforce participation of resi-
dent and non-resident parents. 

Theme 4. Families and community life
The fourth research theme, Families and Commu-
nity Life, focuses specifically on the connections
between the health and wellbeing of families and
their residential communities. This link is funda-
mental, for families are the building blocks of
communities and rely on community resources for
meeting the family’s needs. As the oft-quoted
proverb states: “It takes a village to raise a child”. 

While this fundamental connection between the
health and wellbeing of families and that of their
communities is self-evident, there are gaps in our
knowledge regarding three closely connected issues:
(a) the characteristics of strong and vibrant commu-
nities, whatever their type; (b) the ways in which
children, adolescents, young adults, parents and eld-
erly people are affected by the communities in which
they live; and (c) the attitudes, values, beliefs and
needs of Australian families in different contexts, and
the most effective means by which these can be met.
These issues are important for the development of
policy at all levels of government. Work in this theme
will be supported by the Communities and Families
Clearinghouse Australia. 

Strong and vibrant communities

The Institute, along with the Social Policy Research
Centre at the University of New South Wales, is
undertaking the national evaluation of the Aus-
tralian Government’s Stronger Families and
Communities Strategy (SFCS). This evaluation will
provide quantitative evidence on the extent to
which the SFCS programs result in stronger com-
munities with better outcomes for children and
their families. Identification of strong and vibrant
communities will form a key part of this evaluation.
Particular attention will be given to inclusiveness,
for this characteristic appears to be a key defining
feature of strong and vibrant communities.

Families Through Life D i v e r s i t y, C h a n g e  a n d  C o n t e x tFamilies Through Life D i v e r s i t y, C h a n g e  a n d  C o n t e x t
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The purposes of this research were twofold: to evalu-
ate the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS)
Indigenous Enumeration Strategy, as it was applied
in this particular context; and to assess the quality of
the data that were collected. Two key features that
distinguish the Indigenous Enumeration Strategy
from the general census procedures are the use of
collector–interviewers, most of whom are themselves
local Indigenous people, and the administration of
census forms with a modified format and content.
The use of collector–interviewers allows for direct
observation of interviewee responses in a way that is
not possible for the mainstream census.

In 2001, there were three census forms involved in
the data collection process. Two of them provide
the data for this paper—the Special Indigenous
Household Form (henceforth ‘household form’) and
the Special Indigenous Personal Form (henceforth
‘personal form’) (see Figures 1 and 2).

This paper focuses on the responses to the ques-
tions designed to elicit information about family
and household structure. These data are supple-
mented by genealogical information that I collected
in the course of independent anthropological field-
work. Details have been altered slightly so that no
actual household is represented.

This paper is based on direct observa-
tion of the 2001 census enumeration at a
remote Northern Territory outstation
community. It focuses on the questions
that were designed to elicit information

about the structure of Indigenous families and
households. A comparative anthropological analy-
sis of Indigenous and Anglo–Celtic kinship
terminology reveals that the terms of the two kin-
ship systems are incommensurable, and are
therefore not conducive to one-to-one translation.
Furthermore, the analysis shows that the nuclear
family structure is not a ‘natural’ outcome of the
Indigenous kinship system, calling into question
the categorisation of census data for Indigenous
families and households according to current ABS
definitions. It is proposed that the ABS add a new
family type—the extended family—to their cata-
logue of definitions.

In August 2001, I observed the conduct of the
national census at a remote outstation community
in the Northern Territory. Because the community
is small and its residents would be readily identifi-
able (at least locally) if it were named, the area in
which this case study took place is deliberately 
left vague and the community is referred to as
‘Community A’.

Remote Indigenous households and definit ions of  the family

The second page of the SIHF (partial reproduction)Figure 1

List all of the people who live here and people who are staying here

Name: Sex
• List people in family groups If Personal
• Include all children and babies How is this person visitor Form

Person • Include all people who live here most Write related to Person 1 write needed?
Number of the time, but are away ‘M’ or ‘F’ Age (Head of house) ‘V’ Yes/No

1 Person 1

2

...

35

F R A N C E S  M O R P H Y

Lost in translation?

TT
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The problem of cultural translation

In collecting data from traditionally oriented Indige-
nous people, the ABS faces a complex problem of
translation. Even in the case of what seem at first
glance to be straightforward demographic charac-
teristics, such as a person’s age, the Australian

settler culture and traditionally oriented Indigenous
cultures view things differently. Whereas the vast
majority of non-Indigenous Australians know the
precise date and year of their birth, traditionally ori-
ented Indigenous people tend to focus on life stages
and relative degrees of maturity rather than on
chronological age.

Translation becomes even more complex when we
enter the sociocultural realm. In attempting to
gather data on Indigenous ‘households’ and their
structures that are comparable with data on settler
Australian households, it cannot be assumed, a pri-
ori, that they are the same kind of thing. In what
follows, I use the term ‘Anglo–Celtic’ to describe
the kinship terminology of English-speaking Aus-
tralians to emphasise that kinship terminology is
not purely a matter of language. As will be demon-
strated below, a kinship system is a cultural
construct, not simply a list of terms.

The lack of congruence between the kinship termi-
nology of the local system and that of the
Anglo–Celtic system, and the differences in the
dynamics underlying the structure and composi-
tion of households in mainstream and local
Indigenous societies, were thrown into sharp relief
as the collector–interviewers and the interviewees
attempted to fill in the census forms. Direct obser-
vation of the census data collection thus afforded a
unique opportunity to observe problems of transla-
tion that occur when one kinship system, with its
associated family and household structures, is
interpreted in terms of another and very different
system.

A brief sketch of Community A

In this paper, I use ‘traditionally oriented’ as a
shorthand term to refer to Indigenous people who
live in communities like Community A, on or near
their traditional country, with limited access to the
economic mainstream. In these communities, the
major organising principle of social life is kinship,
and households are often large and compositionally
complex.

Community A is structured around the members of 
two lineages (lineage X and lineage Y) of the patri-
lineal clan on whose land the community lies. X
and Y, the ancestors from whom the living members
of the two lineages are descended, are classificatory
brothers. Figure 3 shows the kin relationships, in
simplified form, of the people designated as ‘person
1’ for each occupied dwelling. The census does not
capture (because it does not seek to) these inter-
household relationships, but it is arguable that the
composition of individual households can only 

The SIPF, questions 4–6Figure 2

4 How are you related to
Person 1 (head of house)?
Examples of relationships: husband, wife, de facto
partner, son, daughter, granddaughter, uncle,
son-in-law, friend unrelated

Person 1

Relationship to person 1

6 Are you married?
Prompt categories below

Never married

Widowed

Divorced

Separated but not divorced

Married

Person 1 (Head of Household) for each household 
at community A

Figure 3

Lineage X Lineage Y

Female Male ‘Person 1’Marriage Not resident/deceased

5 Are you more closely related to anyone
else in this house?

No

Yes

Name

Relationship e.g. grandson, neice, daughter
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Siblings and cousins in the Anglo-Celtic and local Indige-
nous systems

Figure 4

EGO

cousin cousin

dhuwaygalay waawa yapa

Female Male Sex not specified

brother sister

Children in the Anglo-Celtic and Indigenous systemsFigure 5

Male ego

Female ego

gaathuwaku

son daughternephew niece nephew niece

Female Male

gaathuwaku

son daughternephew niece nephew niece

father and mother either brother or sister, depend-
ing on their sex.

The Indigenous system operating at Community 
A is completely different. Local people call the 
children of their mother’s brother galay and 
the children of their father’s sister dhuway. Like
cousin, these terms are neutral with respect to 
sex. That is, the system distinguishes two kinds of
cross-cousins—matrilateral and patrilateral. Local
people use the term waawa for the male children of
their mother and her sisters and of their father and
his brothers, and they use the term yapa for the
female equivalents; in the local system, siblings
and parallel cousins are thus merged. Like the

Anglo–Celtic terms for siblings, these too are differ-
entiated by sex.

People raised in the Anglo–Celtic system think of
son and daughter as ‘natural’ categories. A child is

be fully understood in the context of this larger 
picture (see also Martin, 2002, pp. 21–2, for a simi-
lar discussion with respect to household clusters at
Aurukun, Cape York Peninsula).

For example, two dwellings contain a female person
1 who describes herself as married, but there is no
evidence of a cohabiting spouse in either case.
Local Indigenous marriages are often polygamous,
and it is not at all unusual for a man to have more
than one wife. It has become common nowadays for
a man to live with only one of his wives, and for the
other wives to occupy one or more separate
dwellings. If the relationship between the two par-
ties remains amicable, this does not constitute
either separation or divorce (although, in one case,
a man described his non-cohabiting wife as a
‘widow’). In both cases here, the husband lived in a
nearby dwelling with another of his wives (see Fig-
ure 3). This configuration of linked households is a
common local feature.

A rose by any other name? Terms 
for core kin

All socialised human beings—including those
raised in societies where the Anglo–Celtic system
prevails—view their kinship system and its kinship
terms as ‘natural’, because they are inculcated at
such an early age. However, the kinship terminol-
ogy of mainstream Anglo–Celtic Australia, like the
local Indigenous kinship terminology, forms an
elaborate abstract system in which terms only have
meaning in relation to the overall structure of the
system. The principles according to which the
Anglo–Celtic system is constructed differ markedly
from the principles underlying the local system. If
two kinship systems differ markedly in their struc-
ture, it is not possible simply to translate the terms
from one system to the other, and any attempt to do
so is likely to result in a failure of translation and
incoherent data.

To begin to unravel the truth of this assertion, let us
start with terms for siblings and cousins in the two
systems (Figure 4). I use the term ‘ego’ to designate
the person who is the reference point for a particu-
lar constellation of kin. I place Anglo–Celtic kinship
terms in italics and local Indigenous kinship terms
in bold.

In the Anglo–Celtic system, the term cousin is 
used to refer to the children of ego’s father’s sisters
and brothers, and of ego’s mother’s sisters and
brothers; under the term cousin, the system merges
all the children of ego’s parents’ siblings. The
Anglo–Celtic term cousin is neutral with respect to
sex. Anglo–Celts call the children of their own
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defined as the biological (or adopted) offspring of an
individual, and both parents use the same terms for
their offspring. The children of ego’s brothers and
sisters are merged under the term nephew for
males and niece for females (Figure 5).

The local Indigenous system operates according to
a different set of principles, which appear just as
‘natural’ to local people. A woman calls her own
children and those of her sisters waku (child of my
matriline), and those of her brothers gaathu (child
of my patriline). A man calls his own children and
those of his brothers gaathu, and those of his sisters
waku. Children are here defined not with reference
to their parents as individuals, but according to
their generational position in a lineage. These terms
for children (as with Anglo–Celtic cousin), are not
differentiated according to sex.

All kinship systems have terms that are ‘classifica-
tory’ in the sense that they classify people together
according to a set of underlying structural principles.
The term cousin is probably the most classificatory
of the Anglo–Celtic kinship terms (although uncle,
aunt, grandparent, and the category in-law are also
quite complex). But the local Indigenous system
applies more (and more abstract and general) princi-
ples of classification than does the Anglo–Celtic
system. For example, all males in the generation
above ego in ego’s patriline (including ego’s own
father) are baapa, and all females in the generation
above ego in ego’s mother’s patriline (including ego’s
own mother) are ngaandi.

But these terms have even wider application: they
apply also to kin in generations other than the
parental generation. Figure 6 compares the local
Indigenous term ngaandi with Anglo–Celtic mother.

The term ngaandi applies not only to women in
ego’s mother’s generation, but also to female mem-
bers of ego’s mother’s patriline who are in the
generation below ego, and in the generation below
ego’s grandchildren. No ngaandi is any more or less
of a ngaandi than any other, just as no cousin is any
more or less of a cousin in the Anglo–Celtic system.
This is not to say that people do not distinguish
between their actual mother and other people they
address by the term ngaandi, in terms of sentiment
and behaviour.

It should now be clear that none of the Anglo–Celtic
terms for the kin comprising the ‘nuclear family’ are
directly translatable into local Indigenous kinship
terms. And vice versa; none of the core terms, let

The Anglo-Celtic term‘mother’ and the local 
Indigenous term‘ngaandi’ compared

Figure 6

Mother Ngaandi

EGO

Partial representation of the structure of the local Indigenous kinship systemFigure 7

ngaandi

ngaandi

maari
maari

momu
maari’mu ngathi

mukul
rumaru

mukul
baapa maralkurbaapa ngapipi

maarigalay
waawa

yapa
dhuway

dhuway
galay

EGO

gaathu

waku
waku

gurrung
gurrung

gaathu

gaminyarr

gutharra

gutharra

dhumungur

dhumungur

gaminyarr gutharra

gutharra

Member of EGO’s patriline Member of EGO’s matriline Member of EGO’s patriline and matriline

Female Sibling bondMale MarriageFemale/male Descent
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belongs to the category (potential) son-in-law. The
reciprocal term is mukul rumaru. Thus it is per-
fectly possible for a woman with no daughters and
an unmarried man to refer to each other as gurrung
and mukul rumaru, and for these terms to be 
‘translated’ as son-in-law and mother-in-law
respectively, as happened on one household form
and the related personal form.

Everyone is kin

The Indigenous kinship terminology encompasses
categories of people that the Anglo–Celtic system
does not. It distinguishes and covers seven patri-
lines that are related matrilineally through the
marriage system. In the local Indigenous universe,
everyone is classifiable as kin. The Anglo–Celtic
kinship terminology focuses on the individual 
and their direct ancestors and descendants, and
merges terms for patrilineal and matrilineal kin 
at every level. The system fades off very quickly
into cousins and then non-kin as soon as it leaves
the realm of ego’s nuclear families of origin and 
procreation.

In the Anglo–Celtic system, there is simply no term
for dhumungur (see Figure 7), who is the person (or
the sister of the person) who potentially marries

your gutharra (daughters’ daughter from a female
point of view, and sister’s daughter’s daughter 
from a male point of view). In the Indigenous sys-
tem, this person is kin. At Community A, someone
with this relationship to person 1 was a resident in
more than one of the dwellings. The question of
classifying this person as ‘unrelated’ never arose.
Instead, much thought went into what the ‘correct’
Anglo–Celtic term would be.

Kinship and the household

The preceding section has gone some way to 
establishing that Anglo–Celtic kinship terminology
is not the ideal idiom for attempting to elucidate 
the structure of local Indigenous households. 
But what of the implicit model of the household
that lies behind the census questions? The 
definition of the household in the 2001 census dic-
tionary (ABS, 2001) allows for the possibility of
more than one ‘household’ in a dwelling, but not 

alone the non-core terms, of the local Indigenous
system are directly translatable into Anglo–Celtic
kinship terms.

The meaning of marriage

The local Indigenous and Anglo–Celtic systems 
differ in another very important way. In the
Anglo–Celtic system (as it operates today), people
are rarely kin before they get married. A marriage
brings together, in a set of in-law relationships, two
previously unrelated kindreds. Their only point of
intersection is the married couple—the husband
and wife—and the connection is then carried down
into the couple’s descendants. Kinship is consti-
tuted through marriage.

In the local Indigenous system, the preferred mar-
riage is between people who are already in a kinship
relationship: a man marries his (actual or classifi-
catory) matrilateral cross-cousin—his galay—and 
a woman marries her (actual or classificatory)
patrilateral cross-cousin—her dhuway. There are
no separate terms for marriage partners and ‘in-
laws’. Marriage in the Indigenous system does not
create bonds of kinship: it reinforces and reaffirms
already existing kin relationships. Marriage is con-
stituted through kinship, and kin terms can
therefore potentially have
more than one meaning—
in Anglo–Celtic terms.
Thus a man’s galay may
be his wife, but she is first
a kind of cousin in the
Anglo–Celtic system, and
a man’s male waku (his
actual or classificatory sister’s son) is his nephew in
Anglo–Celtic terms, but may also in addition be his
daughter’s husband, or son-in-law. Figure 7, a par-
tial representation of the structure of the local
Indigenous kinship system, illustrates this point.
The diagram includes all the terms that are dis-
cussed in the paper.

Local people (and ABS staff) are unaware of this dif-
ference between the two sets of kin terms. In filling
in the census forms, the local enumerators some-
times translated an Indigenous kin term by one of
its possible equivalents in the Anglo–Celtic system,
and sometimes by the other. For example, the local
Indigenous term gurrung could be ‘translated’ as a
type of cousin (strictly speaking in the Anglo–Celtic
system, this person is ego’s first cousin once
removed, and in local Aboriginal English is some-
times called ‘poison cousin’), but one salient fact
about this person from the perspective of the 
local system is that, for a woman, any male gurrung

Marriage in the Indigenous system does not create bonds of kinship:

it reinforces and reaffirms already existing kin relationships.
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either a couple relationship, lone-parent–child rela-
tionship, or other blood relationship … other
related individuals (brothers, sisters, aunts,
uncles) may be present in the household” (ABS,
2001, pp. 202–203; emphasis added). Although the
ABS does not use the term ‘nuclear family’, it is
clear from the definition that this is what is meant
by a ‘family’, since other ‘related individuals’ may
be associated with it, but are not part of it.

The model does not fit the Indigenous facts on the
ground. Indigenous households “who make com-
mon provision for food or other essentials for living”
(ABS, 2001, p. 209) are often spread across more
than one dwelling (for example, in the case of a 
man and his co-wives, as mentioned before). More-
over, as Daly and Smith (1999) note: “The nuclear
family is not the most common residential form …
indigenous households in the 1990s were charac-
terised by considerable compositional complexity,
porous social boundaries and large size” (p. 2).
What was and is true of the households of Yuen-
dumu and Kuranda discussed by Daly and Smith
was also true for the households at Community A 
in 2001.

In their training, the enumerators had been taken
through the basic terms of the Anglo–Celtic system
and they were often successful in assigning the ‘cor-
rect’ term—in Anglo–Celtic terms—with core kin of
person 1. In at least one case, a father’s brother, who
in local terms is another ‘father’ (baapa) was put
down as ‘uncle’, and the use of the terms ‘nephew’
and ‘niece’ corresponded to Anglo–Celtic usage.
The enumerators’ own superficial knowledge of the
Anglo–Celtic system and the training provided thus
had some effect. But when confronted with the
complex realities of Indigenous households, it did
not penetrate very far into the system, as the fol-
lowing two case studies demonstrate.

Case study 1: Dwelling J

Table 1 shows the ‘usual residents’ of one dwelling
(Dwelling J), as they were listed on the household
form. The local Indigenous kinship term by which
person 1 actually addresses each person is given in
the last column. Superficially, if we take at face
value the kin terms used, this looks like a four-gen-
eration family, consisting of person 1 and his wife,
their daughter and her husband (who is also person
1’s sister’s son, and hence nephew—but note that,
without knowing something about the local kinship
system, we would not know that this person is the
husband of person 1’s daughter), two of the daugh-
ter’s children, and person 1’s wife’s mother. A
perfectly ‘normal’ pair of related nuclear families,
plus one mother-in-law, one might think, although

for households whose membership is spread 
across more than one dwelling. Two major types 
of ‘household’ are identified: those whose members
are ‘related’ (family-based households), and those
whose members are ‘unrelated’ (group households).

In the ABS definition of the family, “the basis of a
family is formed by identifying the presence of

Dwelling J–actual relationship of usual residentsFigure 8

5 4

21

3

7 6
Female

Male

Marriage

‘Person 1’, ‘Person 2’1, 2

Resident

Deceased

Non-resident

Dwelling K–actual relationships of usual 
residents and visitors

Figure 9

5v

4

21

311

10

8 9 7

6

Female

Male

Marriage

‘Person 1’, ‘Person 2’1, 2 Visitorv

Resident

Deceased

Non-resident

Details of Dwelling J as recorded on the household form,
2001 Census

Table 1

Person no. Age Relationship to person 1 Indigenous term

1 56

2 34 wife galay

3 70 mother-in-law mukul rumaru

4 34 daughter gaathu

5 38 nephew waku

6 5 grandson gaminyarr

7 10 granddaughter gaminyarr
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the fact that person 1’s wife and his daughter appear
to be the same age gives grounds for suspicion that
all is not as it seems on the surface.

And indeed it is not, as the genealogy for this house-
hold shows (Figure 8). Person 2 is indeed person 1’s
current wife, and person 3 is indeed her mother.
But person 4 is the daughter of person 1 and his
deceased first wife, and the two ‘grandchildren’, 
far from being person 4’s children, are people 
who would not even be
classified as kin in the
Anglo–Celt ic  system.
They are the great grand-
children of person 1’s
mother-in-law’s deceased
husband’s other wife. In
the local Indigenous sys-
tem, these children are
considered kin to person
1. Their mother is his gaathu (‘daughter’). He
looked after her when she was a child, and now her
children live in his household.

Case study 2: Dwelling K
An even more complex scenario is demonstrated by
the case of Dwelling K. A partial genealogy for this
dwelling is given in Figure 9.

In one case, the Anglo–Celtic kin term entered in
response to Question 4 differed from the one
entered on the household form: person 5v (a
woman ‘visitor’) was put down as ‘uncle’ on the per-
sonal form and as ‘daughter’ on the household form.
In the Indigenous system, person 5v is person 1’s
ngaandi. The enumerators realised, however, that
this person would not be classified as mother in the
Anglo–Celtic system.

On the household form, in attempting to solve the
problem, the enumerators seem to have inverted 
the relationship: ‘daughter’ is probably a transla-
tion of waku, which is what person 5v calls person
1. The flipping between the perspective of person 1
and the interviewee may be due to the wording of
Question 4. ‘How are you related to person 1?’ can
be interpreted two ways—either as ‘What do you
call person 1?’ or as ‘What does person 1 call you?’
On the personal form, another solution was
adopted: ‘uncle’ is the English term that locals most
often use to translate ngapipi (mother’s brother).
Here, the generational relationship is correct, but
the gender is reversed.

Person 6 was put down as ‘great-granddaughter’.
Person 6 is another ngaandi. Again, the enumera-
tors realised that mother was not the appropriate
Anglo–Celtic term. They aimed for an Anglo–Celtic

term that picks out a ngaandi of a lower genera-
tion—but overshot by two generations. In the
great-grandchild’s generation, female children are
merged under the terms ngaandi or mukul baapa
(father’s sister), depending on the patrilineage to
which they belong.

Person 8 was put down as ‘brother-in-law’, and his
wife, person 9, as ‘granddaughter’. Person 8 is per-
son 1’s wife’s brother, and so, like her, is person 1’s

galay. This was ‘correctly’ translated. In the case of
person 9, the enumerators, perhaps suffering from
‘kinship fatigue’ at this point, but also from not
knowing what the Anglo–Celtic term should be,
attempted to opt for a ‘straight’ translation between
the two systems. In the local system, the wife of a
male galay (person 9 in this case) is maari—a type
of ‘grandmother’ (see Figure 7). Once again, as in
the case of person 5v, the term was flipped in the
translation process.

The relationships entered on the forms seem to be
not only wrong, but also incomprehensible. They
certainly cannot be used to construct an accurate
picture of the household, either in Anglo–Celtic or
in Indigenous terms. However, if the Indigenous
system is taken into account, sense of a kind
emerges. The answers represent an attempt, from a
local Indigenous viewpoint, to translate from the
Indigenous system to the Anglo–Celtic.

Is the nuclear family ‘natural’?
There is an assumption deeply embedded in the
psyche and culture of the Anglo–Celtic mainstream
that the nuclear family is a ‘natural’ and universal
building block of all human societies everywhere.
McDonald (1992) notes that one school of thought
postulates “that the nuclear family household in
England has its origins as far back as the Christian
revolution in the 4th century” (p. 4), and he argues
that “there seems to be a great deal of evidence that
the nuclear family has become pre-eminent in our
idealised morality in the past 300–400 years” (p. 5).
Anglo–Celtic cultures thus tend to take the nuclear
family as the norm, and to describe all other house-
hold types as variations on, or even deviations from,
that norm.

The Anglo–Celtic kinship terminology focuses on the individual and

their direct ancestors and descendants, and merges terms for 

patrilineal and matrilineal kin at every level.
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(see also Figure 7). The box in Figure 11 does not
represent an individual ego, but rather contains a
set of relationships that are constituted by the
intersection of a patriline and a matriline in a 
particular generation. These relationships exist
independently of any particular marriage because
the dhuway–galay relationship between two people
exists before a marriage does, and every person 
has many dhuway and galay. It is simply impossible
to draw a box around a set of reciprocal terms 
that apply exclusively within a ‘nuclear family’. 
The siblings in the bottom box are gaathu with
respect to their patrilineal parent, and waku with
respect to their matrilineal parent. The terms 
for sibling (waawa and yapa) lie within the inter-
section of the two lineages that is constituted by the
marriage.

Of course, the structure of its system of kinship ter-
minology does not in itself determine the structure
of the unit of co-residence in any society. But it
may confer an aura of ‘naturalness’ on certain types
of co-residence units. In societies with Anglo–Celtic
kinship terminology, the household containing a
nuclear family appears ‘natural’. In the local Indige-
nous setting, nuclear family households do exist,
but they are no more ‘natural’ than many other
kinds of household.

Conclusion

The census data, if coupled with the ethnographic
data, offer a fascinating insight into the local Indige-
nous kinship system and principles of household
formation, and into how local people think about
and extract principles from their kinship cate-
gories. But as raw data on household structure, they
are often uninterpretable, for two reasons.

First, the incommensurability of the two kinship
systems results in ‘relationship’ data that reflect
neither system; they cannot be used to construct
‘families’ within households. Second, the implicit
model upon which ABS household structures are
predicated—the nuclear family—is a poor model
for Community A households in particular and, it
could be argued, for Indigenous households in 
general.

The complex familial structures of Indigenous soci-
eties are one of their most enduring aspects,
persisting in communities in ‘settled’ Australia as
well as in remote, traditionally oriented communi-
ties (see Smith, 2000). While it is true that in settled
Australia Indigenous people are, by and large, using
the Anglo–Celtic terms themselves to describe their
kin relationships, it cannot be assumed a priori
that those terms have mainstream meanings.

The Anglo–Celtic kinship system, with its unique
reciprocal terms for the members of the nuclear
family, reinforces the view of the nuclear family as
somehow ‘natural’.

In Figure 10, each interior circle surrounds an ego.
The terms within the circle are those by which
other members of the Anglo–Celtic nuclear family
address ego. The nuclear family and its constella-
tion of relationships only comes into being with a
marriage: any ego is likely to be a member of more
than one nuclear family in their lifetime, first as a
child (‘family of origin’) and then as a parent (‘fam-
ily of procreation’).

The local Indigenous kinship system, in contrast,
privileges lineages, not nuclear families (Figure 11).
Ego and ego’s siblings are not primarily constituents
of a nuclear family, but a point of intersection
between a pre-existing patrilineage and matrilineage

Anglo-Celtic kinship terminology and the nuclear familyFigure 10
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L o s t  i n  t r a n s l a t i o n ?

The designers of the census and of other instru-
ments for collecting data from Indigenous
Australians need to step back from questions on
household and family structure, and decide pre-
cisely what information they wish to elicit. Is it
information primarily about family structure, or
about the size, age distribution, gender composi-
tion, and dependency structures of households? 
If it is decided that the latter data are the more
important, one possibility which would sit more
comfortably with the Indigenous facts, would be to
add a new type of household to the ABS list—the
extended family household.

This definition would apply to large households 
in which everyone is related to everyone else, 
and would therefore
conflate the ‘family’
with the usual residents
o f  the  dwe l l ing ,  o r
household. It would not
attempt to distinguish
any putative ‘couple
families’ or ‘one-parent
families’ among the res-
idents of the dwelling,
and the post-enumeration categorisation would not
attempt to break extended family households into
such smaller family units.

If it is still felt desirable to gather data on which rel-
atives children are living with, then there could be
a question or questions directed at the under-15s
only, about whether their actual mother and/or
father is a ‘usual resident’ of the same household.

The solution proposed here is grounded in 
Indigenous reality, in that it recognises the incom-
mensurability of Indigenous and mainstream
principles of household formation, while still 
allowing the dwelling to function as a unit of 
analysis and measurement across the board. It 
does not address the issue of linked households,
which are such a prevalent feature of Indigenous
community life, but that problem seems insoluble,
given the dwelling-based framework of the census
enumeration.

A more radical thought yet: perhaps these com-
ments apply more widely. Members of many of
Australia’s other ‘ethnic’ communities also live in
households that diverge in their structure from 
the types envisaged in the present ABS definitions
(for example, Batrouney & Stone, 1998). It is 
perhaps time to consider retreating from the
‘nuclear family’ as the model against which all
household structures are measured, not just Indige-
nous households.
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strongly linked with the wellbeing of individual fam-
ily members. Likewise, housing quality is clearly
relevant to family and community wellbeing. As Tay-
lor and Kinfu (2005) indicate, family needs represent
one of the most commonly mentioned reasons for
moving that respondents provided in the 2002 NAT-
SISS. The fact that 52 per cent of respondents lived
in houses needing ‘more bedrooms’ reveals the inad-
equate living conditions experienced by many
Indigenous families (see Sanders, 2005). Nonethe-
less, we have attempted to focus on the more direct
measures, but inevitably the choice is somewhat
arbitrary. 

Family and community life domains 
Given the close interdependence between families
and their communities, some measures in the 2002
NATSISS can be treated as indicators of either fam-
ily or community life. The choice seems arbitrary at
times, so this section refers to measures covering
either or both of these two domains. 

Household and family type

The 2002 NATSISS provides detailed information
on household type, family type and marital status.
Information on all the people living in the house-
hold was collected from a responsible adult. The
survey excluded visitors to the dwelling, with those
who stayed in the dwelling the previous night being
defined as visitors if they would be staying for less
than one month. An important feature of many
Indigenous households, however, is that there is a
significant amount of mobility through the house-
hold, resulting in very complex and dynamic
household structures (Morphy, 2004; Smith, 2000).
While such dynamics would clearly affect family

ell-functioning families are vital to the
wellbeing of individuals, their imme-
diate communities, and broader
societal groups. At the same time, the
ability of families to function well

depends not only on their individual members, but
also on their physical and social contexts, including
the communities in which they live.

In relation to Indigenous families and the commu-
nities in which they live, the 2002 National
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey
(NATSISS) survey has the potential for assisting
here, for it is one of the few nationally representa-
tive surveys that provides information on family
and community life of the Indigenous population.
This survey is the second large-scale social survey
undertaken by the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS) on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, with the first being conducted in 1994
(called the 1994 National Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Survey (NATSIS)).

This article describes and critically evaluates a
selection of key measures of family and community
used in the 2002 NATSISS, and then examines in
greater depth the utility of two of these measures
(child care use and the incidence of “stolen genera-
tion”). It also suggests aspects of family and
community life that may be valuable additions to
future social surveys of the Indigenous population. 

At the outset, it is important to keep in mind that vir-
tually all measures examined in the 2002 NATSISS
that relate to living standards or wellbeing are highly
relevant to family and community life. Personal
health status and health risk behaviours are prime
examples, since family and community wellbeing is

WW
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of a major new survey of Indige-

nous Australians, the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social
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and community life, the 2002 NATSISS survey pro-
vides virtually no information on this matter. This is
understandable, for it is difficult (and perhaps not
feasible) to collect information on the dynamics of
household composition in a cross-sectional survey,
especially for households that have a high turnover
of people.

The categories and terms used in the NATSISS
interview schedule to describe kin relationships are
those that apply to the standard Anglo-Celtic sys-
tem. Although the standard Anglo-Celtic system
will be clearly understood and relevant for much of
the Indigenous population, as Frances Morphy
points out in this edition of Family Matters, many
traditionally-oriented Aboriginal people have kin-
ship systems that differ markedly in their structure
to the Anglo-Celtic system. For many of these
respondents, the 2002 NATSISS questions very
likely resulted in a failure of translation and “inco-
herent and uninterpretable data” (p. 23-31).

While the complex familial structures of Indigenous
societies are most pronounced in ‘traditionally-ori-
ented’ communities, Smith (2000) has shown that
they persist in ‘settled’ Australia. Martin, Morphy,
Sanders and Taylor (2004) concluded that, when
this household information is used to construct
measures of family type, the resulting ‘family types’
do not coincide with those found in many Indige-
nous communities (Martin et al., 2004, p. 95). 
A further issue is that the 2002 NATSISS survey
does not provide any information on linked house-
holds, yet linkages between households represent
an important feature of Indigenous family and com-
munity life.

The main point to be taken from this discussion is
that care needs to be exercised when interpreting
the household composition, family type and marital
status information from the 2002 NATSISS given
that, for a proportion of the sample, this informa-
tion will have little relationship to the family
circumstances in which the respondent lives. A
detailed discussion of these issues is provided by
Martin et al. (2004).

Information on the relationships among people in
the family or household is obtained by asking the
reference person (the person providing information
on all household members) the relationship of
everybody else in the household to him or herself.
Although the reference person model works well for
simpler household and family structures, it only
provides a very partial and potentially misleading
picture for more complex family arrangements
(particularly multi-generational families), which
are so common in Indigenous Australia. 

An important issue in studying Indigenous families
concerns ‘mixed families’ and ‘mixed households’.
These are families or households in which not all
members are of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander origin. One strength of the 2002 NATSISS
survey is that it allows mixed families to be identi-
fied and outcomes for these Indigenous families to
be compared to those of families comprised solely
of Indigenous people.

Fertility and child survival

Female respondents were asked to indicate how many
children they had given birth to, how many were liv-
ing with them, and how many were living elsewhere.
These measures enable an estimate of the number of
children who had not survived, although there will be
some error in this derived variable (see Kinfu, 2005).
While a direct question on child mortality can be
extremely stressful for those who have experienced
this event, it is noteworthy that such a question
was introduced in wave 5 of the Household, Income
and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) sur-
vey, conducted in 2005. (The HILDA survey is
funded by the Australian Government through the
Department of Families, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA)).

Removal from natural family

Given that questions on removal from family could
be highly stressful for respondents, interviewers first
asked respondents whether it was ‘alright’ to ask
questions on this issue. In total, four per cent of
respondents declined to answer these questions
(9 per cent in remote areas and 3 per cent in non-
remote areas). All other respondents were asked,
firstly, whether they had been taken away from their
natural family by a mission, the government or wel-
fare, and secondly, whether any of their relatives had
had such an experience. Those who indicated that
one or more relatives had been removed from their
natural family were asked to indicate which rela-
tive(s) experienced this. Once again, the terms used
to indicate kin relationships were those applicable to
the standard Anglo-Celtic kinship system (for exam-
ple, parents, aunts, uncles, brothers or sisters,
children). As indicated earlier, the resulting data
must therefore be interpreted with caution.

Child care

Although there are some differences in child care
questions between the non-remote and remote area
questionnaires, the questions are broadly compara-
ble. These questions were restricted to respondents
who had the main caring responsibility for any child
living in the household who was aged 12 years or less. 

Respondents living in non-remote areas were asked
whether they had used formal child care in the pre-
vious four weeks and, if so, the different types of
formal care they had used: before and/or after
school care, long day care, family day care, occa-
sional care, pre-school kindergarten (excluding
NSW or ACT), or other formal care apart from vaca-
tion care. Respondents were also asked whether
they needed any or additional formal child care
during this four-week period. Those who answered
in the affirmative were asked to indicate the main
reason for not having used such (additional) care.
Finally, respondents who had not wanted to make
any (or additional) use of formal child care in the
previous four weeks were asked to indicate the
main reason for their answer. 

An important difference between the child care
data collected using the remote and non-remote
questionnaires is that, in remote areas, respondents
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• relationship breakdown, employment problems
and ‘risky’ behaviour (alcohol or drug-related activ-
ities, witness to violence, abuse or violent crime,
trouble with the police or a gambling problem); and 

• imprisonment, overcrowding at home, pressure to
fulfill cultural responsibilities, and discrimination
or racism. 

The nature and ordering of some items differed
slightly for those in remote and non-remote areas.
The main question – whether the issues have been a
problem for the respondents, or for their family or
close friends – does not fit well with some of the
actual problems listed for those in remote areas (for
example, ‘member of your family sent to jail or in
jail’). In non-remote areas, respondents were asked
about ‘member of family sent to jail/currently in jail’.
In other words, such respondents could include such
events in the lives of their close friends’ families. This
adds to the difficulty of comparing the experiences of
respondents in remote and non-remote areas.

It is also important to point out that, given that “one
person’s cup is another’s poison”, the ‘population’ 
of stressful events is huge, and any sample from 
this population is likely to be an inadequate repre-
sentation of potential stressors in a person’s life.
Furthermore, non-events can be extremely stressful
but there is no attempt to measure these (for exam-
ple, failure to obtain the expected promotion, failure
to see one’s child achieve some strong ambition, fail-
ure to establish an intimate relationship with a much
admired potential suitor, and so on).

Another difficulty with this measure is that it
relates not only to personal experience of events
that are typically seen as stressful, but also to the
exposure of family or friends to such experiences.
Although difficulties faced by other people can be
personally stressful, it would have been useful to be
able to identify whether the experience applied to
the respondent, a close family member, or a friend. 

It would also have been useful to identify the stress-
fulness of such events for the respondents. For
instance, it appears that, compared with men,
women tend to be more emotionally involved in the
lives of those around them, more reactive to the
moods and experiences of other family members and
close friends, and more prone to mention interper-
sonal difficulties, including family-related concerns,
in response to questions about the problems in their
lives (see Cross & Madson, 1997; Larson & Richards,
1994; Thoits, 1995). Under these circumstances, dis-
ruptive events experienced by close family and
friends may tend to have a greater impact on women
than men. The experience of disruptive events may
also have a greater impact in some cultures than oth-
ers, leading to difficulties in interpreting results that
might be derived for two different cultures.

Nevertheless, it would have been useful to compare
the experiences of Indigenous respondents regarding
the events listed with those of the non-Indigenous
population. The ABS General Social Survey (GSS) is
designed to be comparable to parts of the 2002 NAT-
SISS. Unfortunately, while the GSS asks about
stressors, the questions in the latter survey focus on

were asked whether there was a child care service in
the community and, if there was not, whether they
would use a service were it available. Those in
remote areas in which such a service was available
were asked questions about their use of this service
in the previous four weeks, aspirations regarding
usage, and reasons for not having wanted to use the
service or for having experienced unmet aspirations
regarding service use. (These questions were essen-
tially the same as those asked of respondents in
non-remote areas about the use of formal child care).

A key difference between the data collected in the
2002 NATSISS on child care and many other surveys
is that the 2002 NATSISS questions are based on the
person primarily responsible for the child(ren) in the
household (that is, an adult) whereas other surveys
provide information on the use of child care for each
child (or the study child) (for example, the ABS Child
Care Surveys and the HILDA survey). Caution
clearly needs to be exercised in comparing the infor-
mation on child care from NATSISS with estimates
from child-based surveys. 

Support in times of crisis

This question tapped respondents’ perceptions of
their ability to ask for support from people outside
their household in times of crisis and the sources of
any such support. The sources included individual
acquaintances (for example, friend, neighbour, fam-
ily member, work colleague), as well as organisations,
professionals and local council or other government
services. (Respondents in non-remote areas were
shown a list of types of support (for example, emo-
tional support, provide emergency accommodation,
advise on what to do), whereas those in remote areas
were simply asked whether they could ask somebody
who does not live with them for help if they were hav-
ing ‘serious problems’.)

It is important to note that, while some potential
sources of support are more ‘approachable’ than oth-
ers, some people are more confident than others in
requesting assistance. Furthermore, some people
may be prepared to approach family members and
friends, but consider professionals or organisations
as ‘out of bounds’, while the opposite may apply to
other people. In other words, reports on support
should not be treated as objective measures of the
social environment, but rather as perceptions that
are likely to be shaped not only by the existence and
characteristics of potential sources of support but
also by characteristics of the respondents them-
selves. Nevertheless, a sense of social support is an
important aspect of personal wellbeing, and has obvi-
ous flow-on effects for the family and community.

Stressors experienced

Respondents were asked about whether they, or a
close family member or friend, had experienced
various stressful events over the previous 12
months. For respondents in non-remote areas, the
events were subdivided into three groups: 

• health issues (serious illness – including mental ill-
ness, accident, death of family member or close
friend, or serious disability); 



stressors experienced by respondents or ‘anyone else’
close to him or her rather than ‘close family member
or friend’ as is asked in the 2002 NATSISS. This dif-
ference may contribute to any systematic variation in
reporting that may appear. Despite this difficulty, it
will be possible to compare differences in reports
within the Indigenous population – for example, men
versus women, those with lower versus higher educa-
tional attainment, and, where the stressful events
described are identical in the two questionnaires,
those in remote versus non-remote areas.

Neighbourhood problems

Respondents were asked about the existence of a
series of neighbourhood problems, mainly covering
property theft or damage, assault/violence, and
neighbourhood conflict. (One item in the list is
‘Level of personal safety day or night’. This does not
seem to fit well with the others that refer to specific
problems such as theft, gangs, vandals, assault. Per-
haps this item should be rephrased (for example,
‘Concerns about personal safety day or night’). 

These measures refer to respondents’
perceptions and should not be inter-
preted as objective measures of problems
in the neighbourhood. They are relevant
to a personal sense of safety and security
and views about the safety of family
members and others living in the locality
– issues that are clearly important
aspects of individual, family and commu-
nity wellbeing.

Given that positive wellbeing is more
than the absence of ill-being, it would
also be useful to include perceptions of
neighbourhood strengths, for example,
beliefs about the extent to which people
in the neighbourhood are trustworthy,
vigilant about each other’s wellbeing and
property, and generally willing to help
each other out.

Voluntary work

Voluntary work represents an important indicator
of engagement with society as well as a contribution
to community life. It is worth noting, however, that
the question focuses on work with organisations
and does not capture more informal activities, such
as helping an elderly neighbour or friend. 

The question elicits information about the type of
organisations and number of different organisations
to which respondents contribute on a voluntary basis.
It should be noted that some respondents may con-
tribute a great deal of time to one organisation or to
several organisations of the same type (for example,
welfare/community), while others may contribute
time to several organisations. Caution needs to be
taken that those who work voluntarily for several
organisations are not seen as spending more time in
voluntary activities than those whose activities target
one or more organisations of the same type.

These two issues outlined above point to the fact
that the breadth and amount of voluntary commu-
nity work are not tapped in this questionnaire. 
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Two illustrations of the value of the 
2002 NATSISS data
In this section, the value of the 2002 NATSISS data
for two markedly different areas of family life is
illustrated: child care and the experience of having
been removed, or having had a relative removed,
from the natural family.

Child care

Given the minimal data previously available on the
use of child care by the Indigenous population, lit-
tle is know about the extent to which patterns of
child care needs and use are different for Indige-
nous and non-Indigenous people. Thus the 2002
NATSISS survey is a particularly valuable source of
information on the use and needs of the Indigenous
population regarding child care, differences from
other surveys, notwithstanding. (The Census of
Child Care Services, funded by the Australian Gov-
ernment through FaCSIA, provides important
comparative information regarding the use of child

care by the Indigenous and non-Indigenous popula-
tions. However, this Census restricts attention to
services that are approved and funded by the Aus-
tralian Government and does not obtain the
breadth of socioeconomic information derived in
the 2002 NATSISS.)

As discussed above, the 2002 NATSISS survey con-
tains questions on the use of child care in the
previous four weeks by respondents who had the
main responsibility for children in the household
aged 12 years or under. These people are described
as “primary carers”.

Table 1 summarises patterns of child care use by
Indigenous primary carers, according to their employ-
ment status and region of residence (remote
compared to non-remote). For this analysis, compa-
rable estimates for the total Australian population in
non-remote areas of Australia were constructed using
the HILDA survey. Although the HILDA estimates are
for non-remote areas, given that only a small propor-
tion of Australian children live in these areas, there
would be relatively little difference between the non-
remote and the total Australian estimates.

Family and community life 

is multi-dimensional and 

complex, and therefore 

very difficult to measure.

Collecting information in 

surveys on family and 

community life is always a

challenge but is particularly

so for some sections of the

Indigenous population.
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Differences are apparent between the non-remote
Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations in their
patterns of use of informal care. While for both
these populations, the rate of use of formal care was
around 29 per cent, the non-remote Indigenous
population was more likely than the non-Indige-
nous population to have used informal care
exclusively (41 per cent versus 27 per cent).

The lower use of child care by Indigenous primary
carers in remote than non-remote areas applied to
both those who were employed and those who were
not employed. However, the difference was particu-
larly marked for those who were employed: 63 per
cent of employed Indigenous primary carers in
remote areas and 81 per cent of their counterparts
in non-remote areas used child care. This is proba-
bly a consequence of the higher rates of part-time
“CDEP-related” employment in remote areas (Alt-
man, Gray & Levitus, 2005).1

Among the total Australian population in non-
remote areas, 70 per cent of employed primary
carers used child care. While formal care use pat-
terns by employed Indigenous and non-Indigenous
carers in non-remote areas were similar (35–38 per
cent), the Indigenous carers were more likely to use
informal care compared with their non-Indigenous
counterparts (43 per cent versus 35 per cent).

There was a large difference in the use of child care
by non-employed Indigenous and non-Indigenous
primary carers. For example, in non-remote areas,
64 per cent of non-employed Indigenous carers
used child care compared with just 38 per cent of
their non-Indigenous counterparts. This difference
is largely due to a higher rate of use of informal care
by Indigenous than non-Indigenous populations (40
per cent versus 17 per cent). This is a reflection of
the extensive kin-based networks that many Indige-
nous people have.

Lack of access to formal child care is often dis-
cussed as an issue for remote areas of Australia. It is
interesting that, according to the NATSISS 2002,
the majority of people in remote areas who had pri-
mary responsibility for children indicated that they
had access to child care if needed (69 per cent). In
other words, just under one-third reported that
they did not have access (ABS, 2004).

Removal from natural family

The 1994 NATSIS and the 2002 NATSISS datasets
yield very similar estimates of the proportion of the
Indigenous population who had been taken away
from their family. Both surveys suggested that eight
per cent of the population aged 15 or more years 
(at the time of each survey) had been removed. Fur-
thermore, the 1994 survey suggested that 10 per
cent aged 25 years or more had been removed. This
proportion is the same as that derived in the 2002
survey for those aged 35 years or more (who would
have represented roughly the same cohort). (These
statistics are derived from ABS, 2004).

To measure the number of Indigenous people
potentially affected by the removal of children from
their families, the 2002 NATSISS asked Indigenous

Of the Indigenous primary carers, child care was
used by a lower proportion of those who lived in
remote rather than non-remote areas (57 per cent
versus 70 per cent). It is interesting to note that
Indigenous use of child care in non-remote areas is
greater than non-Indigenous use, with 56 per cent
of the non-Indigenous population using child care.
While similar proportions of the Indigenous popula-
tion in remote and non-remote areas used informal
care (40–41 per cent), those in remote areas were
less likely than their counterparts in non-remote
areas to have used formal services (16 per cent ver-
sus 29 per cent).

Removal from natural familyTable 2

Source: ABS (2004: Table 12)

Non-
Remote remote Total

% % %

Removal of respondent from natural family

Respondent removed 6.0 9.4 8.4

Respondent was not removed 85.0 88.0 87.2

Didn’t want to answer 9.1 2.6 4.4

Removal of relative(s) from natural family

Relative(s) removed 28.1 38.5 35.6

Relatives were not removed 52.8 41.2 44.4

Didn’t know 10.0 17.3 15.3

Didn’t want to answer 9.2 3.0 4.7

Use of child care by persons with primary responsibility for
children according to employment status, Indigenous and
non-Indigenous Australians, 2002 

Table 1

a. For the Indigenous population, the estimates include persons with primary responsibility
for children aged 12 years or under who did not state the kind of child care used. The 
figures for formal care may include persons who also used informal child care. The total
proportions who used child care were derived by subtracting the proportions who did not
use child care from 100. For remote areas, the latter estimates differ from those derived by
summing the proportions who used either formal or informal care. 
Sources: ABS (2004: Table 17) and HILDA Wave 2.

Australian 
Indigenous population 

(NATSISS 2002) (HILDA 2002) 

Remote Non-remote Non-remote
% % %

Primary carer employed

Used child care 63.1 80.8 70.2

Formal 19.5 37.9 35.4

Informal only 42.4 42.9 34.8

Did not use child care 36.9 19.2 29.8

Primary carer not employed

Used child care 50.4 64.2 37.9

Formal 12.4 24.4 20.9

Informal only 37.1 39.9 16.9

Did not use child care 49.6 35.8 62.1

Total

Used child care 56.7 69.9 55.6

Formal 15.9 28.9 28.8

Informal only 39.7 40.9 26.7

Did not use child care 43.3 30.1 44.4
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people aged 15 years or more whether they or any
of their relatives had been removed from their nat-
ural families. As noted above, about eight per cent
of Indigenous people reported that they themselves
had been removed (see Table 2). 

Perhaps the most significant point to be taken from
these figures is that, even though a relatively small
proportion of the Indigenous population were
removed from their natural family, about one-third
had a relative removed. Indeed, 38 per cent indicated
that they and/or at least one of their relatives had been
taken from their family (ABS, 2004 p.6).

When interpreting the data from the question on
removal of relatives from their natural family, it is
important to note that the question had a high rate
of ‘not known’ and ‘not stated’ responses (20 per
cent) (ABS, 2004, p.58). This is not surprising given
the sensitivity of this issue to some families. If a dis-
proportionately high number of respondents who
did not want to discuss this issue had relatives
removed, then the results would under-estimate the
rate of such removal experiences. 

Concluding comments
Family and community life is multi-dimensional
and complex, and therefore very difficult to measure.
Collecting such information in surveys is always a
challenge but is particularly so for some sections of
the Indigenous population, as outlined above.

Overall, the 2002 NATSISS does a good job in meas-
uring a range of aspects of family and community
life, given that these domains are only two of many
domains that a general social survey of the Indige-
nous population needs to cover. This article refers
to a selection of key measures of family and com-
munity life included in the survey and highlights
issues that need to be taken into account in the
analysis of the relevant data.

The measures focus on the individual, with no
information gathered on the quality of relation-
ships, parenting behaviour, family functioning, and
so on. Given the crucial importance of such issues
for wellbeing, the derivation of information on these
issues should be considered for future surveys. The
Growing Up in Australia, the longitudinal study 
of Australian children, funded by the Australian 
Government through FaCSIA, may provide a useful
source of questions on some of these issues.

Secondly, the measures of household structure and
composition are problematic for a proportion of the
Indigenous population, given the complex and
multi-generational nature of many households. The
use of a household grid (which derives information
on the relationships between each household mem-
ber to all other household members) is therefore
worth considering (see Brandon, 2004). While the
HILDA survey adopts this approach, it can be quite
time-consuming for the collection of information in
large and complex households. Furthermore, this
approach would use kin relationship concepts that,
as noted above, would be inappropriate for some
Indigenous people. 

Despite these suggestions for improvement to the
NATISS, the ABS is to be commended for initiating
this important survey. It is now up to the research
community to interrogate the data and disseminate
their findings, thereby enhancing the understanding
of factors affecting the wellbeing of Indigenous peo-
ple, their families, and communities, and suggesting
ways forward in the shaping of effective and timely
policy.

Endnote

1 CDEP refers to “Community Development Employment
Projects”. These are designed to provide Indigenous people
with employment opportunities as an alternative to receiving
unemployment benefits and to provide skills that will assist in
the achievement of non-CDEP forms of employment.
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disorders, unemployment, intellectual disability,
homelessness, emotional problems, substance
abuse, financial difficulties, illiteracy and health
problems. Their objectives include: empowering
families and building their capacity to deal with
their adverse circumstances; enhancing the
resilience of children; and strengthening communi-
ties and generating social capital. Given this surge
of innovative programs, it is important to explore
the factors and strategies that facilitate the sustain-
ability and scaling-up of effective innovations found
in child and family services.

The Diffusion of Innovation literature provides
insights which may be valuable to practitioners,
policy makers and researchers in child and family
services. The term ‘diffusion of innovation’ was first
introduced by Rogers to describe the way innova-
tions, in the form of new ideas, products, policies,
programs and even ways of working are ‘communi-
cated over time among members of a social system
or organisation’ (Rogers, 2003, p. 35). Of particular
interest is the question of how successful innova-
tions spread and, in particular, why some spread
quickly and successfully, why others spread much
more slowly, and why some innovations do not
spread at all.

It should be noted that not all innovation is worthy
of diffusion and in some cases it may be dangerous
to do so. The task needs to be one of ‘promoting the
uptake of innovations that have been shown to be

Introduction
Why do models of excellent schools, effective
job training, and wonderful early childhood
programs remain only models? Why do inter-
ventions that actually change the odds for
their high-risk participants succeed briefly …
and fail the moment we try to sustain them …
or expand them? (Schorr, 1997, p. xiv).

Lisbeth Schorr asks these questions of the US con-
text, but they are very pertinent and timely for
consideration in Australia as we witness the emer-
gence of many new models of programs and
practice in child and family services. To obtain the
best return on this investment, greater attention
needs to be paid to developing the conditions under
which dissemination and diffusion of innovation are
most likely to succeed.

Significant commitments to prevention and early
intervention, educational innovation and health
initiatives are being made by Commonwealth, state
and territory governments, and non-government
organisations, with insufficient attention being paid
to issues of sustainability and ‘taking to scale’
(expanding across the service system) successful
pilot projects or trials.

Such initiatives include a range of promising pro-
grams and practice, both home-grown and
imported from overseas, to assist families who face
complex social issues, including mental health 

Ideas for child and family services
Sowing the seeds of innovation

M A R Y  S A LV E R O N , F I O N A  A R N E Y  A N D  D O R OT H Y  S COT T

In child and family services in Australia and elsewhere there is a rich range of promising approaches

emerging in response to problems such as child abuse and neglect. However, little is known about how

and why some innovations spread from one context to another and others do not. This paper draws upon

the ‘diffusion of innovation’ literature to highlight the complex interplay of the innovation, the individual,

the organisation and the wider environment on the spread of innovative policies, programs and practice.



39Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters No.73 2006

effective, delaying the spread of those that have not
yet been shown to be effective, and preventing the
uptake of ineffective innovations’ (Haines & Jones,
1994, p. 1488).

This is a significant challenge in child and family
services, where evidence of effectiveness of new
programs is often lacking because the use of ran-
domised controlled trials, seen as the ‘gold
standard’ of research in the health sector, is difficult
for ethical and practical reasons (Fixsen, Naoom,
Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005). Further, the
current structures, systems and processes of many
social service organisations may make systematic
implementation of programs and practices difficult
(Fixsen et al., 2005).

Given the risks of unintended harm and wasted
resources associated with prematurely ‘taking to
scale’ innovations that have not been well evalu-
ated, the diffusion of innovations therefore needs to
be seen as part of a rigorous and systematic process
of ‘innovation–evaluation–dissemination and trans-
plantation’ (Scott, 2005).

Greenhalgh, Robert, Macfarlane, Bate and Kyriaki-
dou (2004) have identified that there is no ‘quick
fix’ or single solution to increasing the diffusion 
of promising programs and practices, because of 
the complex interplay between—and high variabil-
ity of—the factors that influence the rate and 
extent of spread of innovations. Therefore the 
aim of this paper is to increase awareness of the

determinants that may facilitate or impede the
spread of innovation, rather than to provide pre-
scriptive guidelines.

Overview of diffusion of innovation concepts

Innovations pervade modern society in many
forms, including ideas, beliefs, objects, knowledge,
services, products, programs, policies and practices
(Eyestone, 1977; Haider & Kreps, 2004; Hartley,
2005; Rogers, 2003). Examples of fairly recent
innovations that have spread include interactive
communication technologies, such as the Internet
and the mobile phone; health interventions, rang-
ing from new pharmaceutical products to the ‘Slip,
Slop, Slap’ skin cancer prevention campaign; and
social programs, such as home visiting services to
vulnerable families.

Such innovations can diffuse through different pop-
ulations and service systems, and across cultural
and national boundaries. As noted above, some
innovations spread quickly (for example in
response to market forces) while others spread
slowly or not at all. A classic example of delayed dif-
fusion innovation is the use of citrus fruits to
prevent scurvy in the British navy. The first evi-
dence for this practice was traced back to 1601 by
an English sea captain; however its widespread
adoption did not occur until 1795 in the British
navy, and 1865 in the merchant marines (Berwick,
2003; Haines & Jones, 1994; Rogers, 2003).
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The diffusion of innovation literature draws on a range
of theoretical perspectives; in particular, behaviour
change and organisational theory. It has also been
conceptualised as a social change and communication
process, because behaviours of those adopting the
innovation (individuals, systems or organisations) are
modified (Cain & Mittman, 2002; Cockburn, 2004;
Rogers, 2004). Due to the complexity of the variables
involved, it is difficult to apply experimental methods
to test the propositions of diffusion of innovation the-
ory, and most of the research in this field has been
based on retrospective case studies.

Much of the diffusion of innovation research has
focused on identifying the stages in the process,
with attention being paid to the conditions which
appear to increase or decrease the likelihood that
an innovation will be adopted.

The process of diffusion can be seen to have four
main stages, as outlined in Figure 1 (Flueren, Wief-
ferink & Paulussen, 2004; Greenhalgh et al., 2004;
Hallfors, & Godette, 2002). While initially diffusion of
innovation was conceptualised as a linear process, a
number of authors now emphasise how ‘real world’
conditions, such as complex service, social and polit-
ical systems, make it a non-linear and unpredictable
process (Nutley, Davies, & Walter, 2002).

Progression through stages of the diffusion process is
influenced by the interrelationships between charac-
teristics of the innovation, individuals, organisations
and the environment (Bowen & Zwi, 2005; Dobbins,
Ciliska, Cockeril, Barnsley, & DiCenso, 2002; Flueren
et al., 2004; Greenhalgh, Robert, Bate, Macfarlane &
Kyriakidou, 2005; Osganian, Parcel, & Stone, 2003;
Rogers, 2003). Characteristics of these factors are
outlined in Table 1. The following sections of the
paper explore how each of these factors might influ-
ence the different stages of the diffusion process. It is
important to note that the interaction of these factors
may be as influential in determining the spread of
innovations as the individual factors themselves.

How does the innovation influence diffusion?

Innovations are more likely to be adopted when they:
are compatible with current service and practice ori-
entations (that is, where there is a good ‘fit’ between
the innovation and the organisation or practitioner);
can be trialled; the results are observable; and when
they are perceived to have relative advantage over
current practice, such as in effectiveness or effi-
ciency (Cain & Mittman, 2002; Haider & Kreps,
2004; Rogers, 2003; Sanson-Fisher, 2004). Innova-
tions that are less complex to understand and to use
are also more likely to spread across contexts.

The comprehensive systematic literature review on
diffusion of innovation conducted by Greenhalgh et
al. (2005) also addresses a range of important charac-
teristics that need to be considered. Factors including
reinvention (making changes to the innovation so
that it fits with the organisation), the knowledge
required to use the innovation, and the support 
provided in the delivery of the innovation, all influ-
ence the spread of innovations, especially in complex
organisations such as health care. The degree to

In child welfare history, there are some notable exam-
ples of the diffusion of innovation. One is the spread
of the late nineteenth-century South Australian
model of state-controlled boarding-out (later known
as foster care) for destitute children (Spence, 1907).
This pioneered deinstitutionalisation of child welfare
in Australia and in other parts of the world, and was
probably aided by the fact that foster care was less
expensive than institutional care. Organisational
resistance, however, may delay the spread of innova-
tion. For example, the development and diffusion of
enlightened parental visiting policies and practices in
children’s hospitals did not occur until almost twenty
years after John Bowlby’s research in the 1950s on
the effects of hospitalisation of young children.

The first research done in the field of diffusion of
innovation was in the area of agriculture and rural
sociology, in relation to the use of hybrid seed corn
among Iowa farmers in 1943. The principles of dif-
fusion of innovation theory have since been used in
fields as diverse as anthropology, marketing and
management, education, communication and pub-
lic health (Greer, 1977; Haider & Kreps, 2004;
Musmann & Kennedy, 1989; O’Neill, Pouder, &
Buchholtz, 1998; Rogers 2003; Yates, 2001).

Recently, there has been a strong interest in diffu-
sion of innovation theory in the health and
education fields, as researchers, policy makers and
practitioners endeavour to implement effective
strategies, policies and practices (Berwick, 2003;
Buchan, Sewell, & Sweet, 2004; Huw, Davies, Nutley,
& Smith, 2000).

Process of diffusionFigure 1

* This diagram characterises diffusion as a linear process; however, research 
suggests that the diffusion process is dynamic.
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which these might apply to other human services is
unclear. Within child and family services, there are
three main issues related to innovation attributes that
may be worthy of investigation: the ‘innovation ver-
sus improvement’ debate; the ‘adoption versus
adaptation’ debate; and the issue of the perceived
risks associated with adopting the innovation.

Innovation versus improvement

One of the major criticisms of diffusion research is
its pro-innovation bias, that is, the assumption that
innovations are necessarily positive (Rogers, 2003).
Hartley’s (2005) research on innovation in gover-
nance in public services highlights the need to
distinguish between innovation and improvement.
‘Innovation in public services needs to be valued to
the extent that it leads to improvements, not in its
own right. Research from the private sector sug-
gests that about a third of innovations fail to be
implemented successfully and it might be more
realistic for governments and public services to
recognise and learn from failure (or partial failure),
rather than to assume an identity between innova-
tion and improvement’ (Hartley, 2005, p. 4).

According to the findings of the American Kauffman
Best Practices Project, many of the funding sources
available to help children recover from child abuse
support the push for novel innovation over application
or replication of proven practices (Chadwick Center,
2004). Funding has been seen to be more readily
available to create something new rather than support
the regular delivery of practice or service that has
been empirically established. Similarly, Braddach
(2003) asserts that non-profit organisations devote
‘time, funds and imagination into new programs
which at best reinvent the wheel, while the potential
of programs that have already proven their effective-
ness remains sadly underdeveloped’ (p. 19). In human
service organisations, while the distinction needs to
be made between innovation and/or improvement,
the effectiveness of the innovation itself needs to be
determined. It is paramount that the efficacy of a new
program and/or its cost-effectiveness be determined
through sound and rigorous evaluation.

In fields such as child protection, where randomised
controlled trials (the ‘gold standard’ in the field of
medical science and some areas of psychology) are
rarely ethically or practically viable, the importance
of determining why and how innovations work is
especially critical. In their discussion on the Path-
ways Mapping Initiative, an approach designed to
develop a knowledge base about what works for local
communities, Schorr and Auspos (2003) identify that
‘paying attention to the attributes of effectiveness will
help guard against the dilution and distortion that
occurs when programs move from the hothouse con-
ditions that produce strong evaluations to the messier
and less supportive environment that characterises
the real world’ (p. 7).

Blackstock (2003) highlights that ‘it should not be
assumed that because we are not developing an inno-
vation, we are regressing’ (p. 337). Further, Blackstock
(2003) contends that learning from past experiences
and building on this knowledge is key to meeting the

needs of children and families and developing more
responsive and holistic approaches. In child and fam-
ily services, programs are sometimes defunded, only
to be reinvented under a new name at a later date,
with the associated loss of staff, expertise and rela-
tionships that took time to build (Scott, 2000).

Adoption versus adaptation

The adoption versus adaptation contention is very
pertinent to child and family services where pro-
grams are strongly influenced by context. The
question is whether to adopt the program in its pure
form or to adapt/reinvent it to fit a new context (see
the final stages of the diffusion process outlined in
Figure 1). The debate on adoption versus adaptation
centres on three perceptions of what constitutes
‘success’ in diffusion: (1) the effectiveness of a trans-
planted innovation in terms of achieving its desired
outcomes; (2) the extent (spread) of diffusion; and
(3) the degree to which the innovation is sustained in
its new context/setting.

When defining diffusion success as the program
achieving its intended outcomes, it can be argued that
the fidelity of the program should be maintained
throughout the implementation process and any mod-
ifications are made only after full implementation has

Factors that influence stages of the diffusion processTable 1

Innovation Characteristics of the innovation:
• Relative advantage
• Compatibility (goodness of fit with individual 
or organisation)
• Complexity
• Observability
• Trialability

Innovation versus improvement
Adoption versus adaptation
Risk
Evaluation of innovation (evidence)

Individual Characteristics of diffusers:
• Champions
• Change agents
• Opinion leaders

Adopter categories:
• Innovators
• Early adopters
• Early majority adopters
• Late majority adopters
• Laggards

Professional roles and networks

Organisation Statutory versus non-government organisations
Organisational structures, resources, capacities, staff
Decision-making procedures:

• Centralised diffusion system
• Decentralised diffusion system
• Hybrid diffusion system

Environment Communication between researchers and practitioners
Policy culture, financial arrangements, regulations, 

policies
Political climate
Community receptiveness or resistance
Linked with organisational capacity
Enhancing sustainability (through funding)
Time constraints/workloads preventing dissemination



Family Matters No.73 2006 Australian Institute of Family Studies 42

important to rigorously evaluate and carefully moni-
tor any innovation introduced in a new setting.

Perceived risks associated with diffusion

The perceived risk involved with introducing an
innovative practice or program is another factor
that requires careful consideration. Innovation car-
ries inherent risks (Bhatta, 2003), therefore in
risk-averse cultures this may be an impediment to
adopting innovation. The higher the perceived 
risk associated with an innovation, the higher the
resistance by potential adopters, even though the
potential benefit of the innovation may be greater.
In a field such as child protection, this is pertinent,
as the risk of maintaining the status quo and the
risks of embedding innovation need to be com-
pared. Brown’s (2005) research on the diffusion of
family group conferencing in child welfare high-
lights the need for high-quality risk management in
high-risk sectors such as child protection.

been achieved (Fixsen et al., 2005; Rogers, 2003).
Research and development agencies also empha-
sise the importance of dissemination with fidelity,
deeming reinvention as a distortion of the innova-
tion. Reinvention has been found to have negative
consequences, such as dilution of the effects of the
innovation and the difficulty in measuring which
aspect of the innovation was effective (Dusenbury &
Hansen, 2004; Nutley et al., 2002; Wilson & Alexan-
dra, 2005). Hence, the significance of sound
evaluation again needs to be highlighted in this
instance.

When defining diffusion success as the degree of
spread of an innovation, there exists strong evidence
to suggest that the more adaptable an innovation is to
the needs of the user, the more easily it will diffuse
(Schorr, 2003). Reinventing and personalising the
original process or program may facilitate the trans-
fer of innovations, especially across very different
organisational and service system contexts, but there

is an inevitable tension as ‘adaptations can inadver-
tently undermine what works by eliminating the very
elements that were essential to the success of the
program’ (Schorr, 2003, p. 7). Modifications to a pro-
gram model should therefore be done systematically
and the impact carefully monitored.

In relation to the third determinant of diffusion suc-
cess, reinvention has also been linked to greater
sustainability of the innovation (Dusenbury &
Hansen, 2004; Rogers, 2003). For example, the suc-
cessful diffusion of the German kindergarten
concept is said to have been possible only because
it was ‘reinvented’ to fit the cultural values and
national aspiration of the different communities.
Thus, American kindergartens emphasised patriot-
ism and individualism, while Polish kindergartens
were used as a means of transmitting the Polish cul-
ture and language (Wollons, 2000).

The three methods of defining the success of diffu-
sion, identify the complex trade offs between
adopting versus adapting an innovation when trans-
planting it to a new context. For example, faithful
replication of a program may be more likely to lead to
desired outcomes, but the program may not fit well
with local settings and therefore may spread to a
lesser degree and be less likely to be sustained. It can-
not be assumed, however, that a program (whether
transplanted in pure form or adapted) will lead to the
same outcomes as at its original site. Therefore it is

How does the individual influence diffusion?

While characteristics of an innovation play a signif-
icant part in diffusion, the active role of the
individuals who disseminate information about the
innovation is also important. Rogers (2003, 2004),
in his observational studies, noted that in different
populations there were ‘opinion leaders’ or ‘cham-
pions’ who seemed to have more influence than
others in spreading ideas (see Table 1). These
highly regarded individuals were influential role
models who had the ability to shape potential
adopters’ innovation decisions.

Also, as potential adopters of innovations, individ-
uals bring with them their own attitudes, beliefs,
values, skills and experience (Bowen & Zwi, 2005;
Greenhalgh et al., 2004). As adopters, individuals
can promote and spread word about the innovation
(act as ‘champions’) or consequently warn others
about its disadvantages. Rogers (2003) has cate-
gorised individuals into groups according to their
‘innovativeness’ or willingness to adopt new ideas
and practices. Several studies on adopter categories
have consistently recommended the targeting of
early adopters in relevant systems or organisations
when diffusing evidence-based/effective innova-
tions (Berwick, 2003; Cain & Mittman, 2002).

A gap in the literature identified by Greenhalgh 
et al. (2004) relates to the psychological traits of

The higher the perceived risk associated with an 

innovation, the higher the resistance by potential

adopters, even though the potential benefit of the 

innovation may be greater.
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individuals who are willing to try out an innovation.
Because individuals actively interact with charac-
teristics of the innovations they come across (for
example, experimenting, challenging and modify-
ing), the investigation of psychological antecedents
such as tolerance of ambiguity and intellectual style
has been proposed as an area for further research.
The reasons why individuals cease or discontinue
using innovations after adoption also form an
important area for inquiry. The research is lacking
in this area because of difficulty in measurement of
innovation discontinuance.

However, preliminary research in the UK suggests
that the failure of an innovation to spread can
depend in part upon the match between practition-
ers’ beliefs and values and the characteristics of the
innovation. For example, professional resistance
has been demonstrated to be a significant barrier to
the diffusion of family-group conferencing, because
this innovative practice challenged professionals’
beliefs about the client–practitioner relationship
and was therefore seen as high-risk (Brown, 2005).

Because ideas are more likely to spread naturally
between individuals who identify with each other
and each other’s needs (Plsek, 2003), the profes-
sional group to which an individual belongs, and
the complexity of inter-professional relationships,
may also influence the acceptance of or resistance
to an innovation (Brown, 2005; Ferlie, Fitzgerald,
Wood, & Hawkins, 2005; Grol & Wensing, 2004;
Koch & Hauknes, 2005). The self-interests of a pro-
fession may not always be served by an innovation.

How does the organisation influence diffusion?
Health care organisations, educational institutions,
community services, and private firms or businesses
all differ in size, structure, culture, resources and
decision-making processes (Bowen & Zwi, 2005;
Dobbins et al., 2002; Greenhalgh et al., 2004). For
example, an important organisational characteristic
to consider in the child and family services field is
the distinction between statutory and non-govern-
ment sectors. The latter, being less regulated, may
have greater flexibility to develop and adopt innova-
tions. Without the support of government, however,
it is unlikely that such innovations will go to scale
due to resource constraints (see Table 1).

Greenhalgh et al. (2004) reviewed the organisational
characteristics that influence the diffusion of inno-
vation in health care organisations, and found that
some of the most important determinants related to
an organisation’s capacity for new knowledge and
receptiveness. A receptive context for change
includes features such as: an existing knowledge and
skills base; an organisational learning culture; strong
and proactive leadership focused on sharing new
knowledge; clear strategic vision; good managerial
relations; visionary staff in pivotal positions; climate
conducive to risk-taking; and effective data-capture
systems (Chadwick Center, 2004; Cockburn, 2004;
Greenhalgh et al., 2004; Plsek, 2003). According to
Plsek, “organisations with a high receptive context
are seen as ‘ripe’ for change; they quickly adopt
innovative concepts in order to meet the challenges

they experience. Organisations with low receptive
context lack the will or ability to implement the idea”
(p. 6). As yet, there is no universal formula for 
developing ‘receptive contexts’ for successful imple-
mentation (Greenhalgh et al., 2005).

Another factor which has been identified as influen-
tial in determining the spread of innovative practices
and programs are the decision-making processes
within organisations. Such processes in relation to
the diffusion of innovation can be complex (Flueren
et al., 2004; Huw et al., 2000; Nutley et al., 2002), with
three different types of decision-making and diffusion
systems being identified in the literature: centralised,
decentralised, and hybrid diffusion systems.

Centralised diffusion utilises a top-down, expert-to-
user approach, where decisions to diffuse and adopt
innovations are made by a central group. On the
other hand, decisions in decentralised systems are
controlled and shared among members of the organi-
sation (Rogers, 2003). Recently, a hybrid diffusion
system has been identified in which control and
power over decisions are collectively shared by all
members; the diffusion of innovation is shaped by the
process of decision-making. For example, in highly
structured and bureaucratic organisations, there is
little room for discretion by service providers, and so
an innovation is only likely to be adopted through
centralised processes. Alternatively, innovations
delivered by self-employed professionals or commu-
nity service organisations with a high level of
autonomy will be diffused through a horizontal, peer-
based process. A hybrid diffusion process will be more
likely to occur in structured organisations in which
there is a very professionalised workforce. Profes-
sional education is an important vehicle for the
diffusion of innovation, at times reflecting changes
that have already occurred in practice and at other
times leading the change; for example, as a result of
the development of research-based curricula in uni-
versities. This too may incur additional costs.

Greenhalgh et al. (2005) identified several condi-
tions that can prepare organisations or systems for
an innovation, facilitate implementation of the

Organisational characteristics that enhance the adoption,
implementation and sustainability of an innovation

Table 2

System readiness
Tension for change (e.g. discontentment, unsustainable practice)
Assessment of innovation—system fit
Assessment of implications
Resource allocation—support and advocacy, dedicated time and resources
Monitoring systems—capacity to evaluate

Implementation
Autonomy of frontline teams
Hands-on leadership
Human resource support
Communication and collaboration between staff

Sustainability
Reinvention/adaptation
Feedback
Communication and collaboration (including interorganisational)

Source: Based on Greenhalgh (2005).



Family Matters No.73 2006 Australian Institute of Family Studies 44

acceptance of innovation in service delivery. In
relation to child and family services, this is a very
relevant issue in relation to a whole-of-government
approach to problems such as child abuse, where
broadening the roles of health practitioners, such 
as maternal and child health nurses, from one of
paediatric surveillance to family psychosocial well-
being is a key strategy.

Those introducing innovative programs may have to
engage the community to win support for delivering
the program or practice; for example, protective
behaviour programs in primary schools that address
sensitive issues related to sexuality and sexual abuse.
The cultural sensitivity of service innovations is also
a major issue in child and family services delivering
programs to a culturally diverse population.

Conclusion

This discussion paper has provided an overview of
key concepts on the diffusion of innovation. There
is much to be done in testing the application of
these concepts in the field of child and family serv-
ices. While it is not possible or even desirable for
every flower of innovation in the field of child and
family services to bloom, the potential to sow the
seeds of successful innovation in a selective and
systematic way is a source of great hope for those
committed to enhancing the life opportunities of
children and families. Much is happening in Aus-
tralia that involves exciting innovations in many
areas of education, health, and social policy and
practice. It is time to give the diffusion of these ini-
tiatives greater attention.
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In the previous edition of Family Matters, Robyn Parker, in her article “Perspectives on the future of marriage”, discussed 
international perspectives on the retreat from marriage, the growth of cohabitation, and whether marriage is valued, concluding
with some thoughts on what the future of marriage might be. Michele Simons, Associate Head of School for the School of
Education at the University of South Australia and Rosalie Pattenden, a Psychologist and Clinical Practice Leader at Relationships
Australia (Victoria) were invited to respond to the issues raised in the article. Here are their responses.

these trends? This article has been prepared in response to
an invitation to reflect on the article by Robyn Parker and
to offer some points of discussion to inform further debates
on the future of marriage and family life in Australia.

Is marriage in Australia as popular as it was 
100 years ago?
One of the most significant trends in Australia has been the
decline in the number of marriages occurring at the present
time compared to the height of the ‘marriage boom’ that
took place after World War Two and continued until the mid
1970s. The rate of marriage has declined since then for all
age groups with a particular ‘flight’ from marriage evident
with young people. Teenage weddings are now almost non
existent in Australia (de Vaus, 2004, p.180).

Taking a longer term view, current rates of marriage, while low
are comparable with those at the turn of the 20th 
century. Marriage was slightly more prevalent in the Aus-
tralian population in 2001 than 100 years ago. In 1901,
approximately 47 per cent of the population over 15 years had
never married, but by 2001 about one third of the population
over 15 years had never married (de Vaus, 2004, p. 161). 

nlike the United States, Australia has not entered
into significant or sustained public debate about
marriage. When public comment about marriage
has occurred in the past few years it has largely
been related to two issues – formal recognition of

relationships between same sex couples and the best way to
respond to marriage breakdown – particularly in relation to
the needs of children. This does not mean that marriage is
not important to Australians. Indeed marriage still continues
to be something that a majority of Australians will enter into
at some stage in their lifetime and an institution that is
viewed as relevant to contemporary Australian society (de
Vaus, 2004, p.163). What has happened, however, is that
people have made significant shifts in the ways they make
decisions about the place of marriage in their lives. 

The article by Robyn Parker provides a clear and succinct
overview of trends in marriage and cohabitation in the
United States and Western Europe, along with some of the
explanations and policy prescriptions that have been
offered in response to these trends. This analysis raises a
number of questions including: do the trends in the decline
in marriage and the growth in cohabitation translate to
Australia; and what are the appropriate policy responses to
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(Re)-forming marriage in Australia?

UU
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For better or for worse: An Australian 
counsellor’s perspective on trends in 

composition of families
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assive changes in family formation are appar-
ent in the Western world. As Robyn Parker
(2005) points out in her article, Australian
trends’ are similar to those of the UK, Canada
and the US, and the available statistics over

the last decade regarding reduction in rates of marriage,
increase in divorce rates and the increase in numbers of
couples choosing to cohabit are no exception. The meaning
of marriage and its place in peoples’ lives has changed.
Despite the trend it is interesting to note that latest Aus-
tralian figures show that divorces have decreased since

2001, and marriages have significantly increased in the
same period (ABS, 2005a). Other personal choices in
lifestyle are also on the rise—including increasing numbers
of people choosing to live alone. Young people are certainly
waiting longer before entering committed relationships. For
those separated from longer term relationships, many are
choosing not to re-partner (54 per cent of older singles say
the best thing about their lives is their independence and
personal freedom) (Kantrowitz, 2006). In Australia, couples
without children are expected to increase more significantly
than any other family type, and eventually overtake the

MM
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The decline in marriage since the 1970s has been attrib-
uted to delaying of marriage for a number of reasons
(increased time spent in formal education; economic fac-
tors) as well as changing social mores around alternatives
to marriage such as cohabitation and remaining single. 

The story about the decline of marriage in the statistics is
also borne out in data from the World Values Survey, which
reveal a decline in support for marriage as a contemporary
institution, especially from young people. In the periods
1981 and 1995-97 when data were collected, the percent-
age of 18-34 years olds who believed marriage was an
outdated institution rose from just under one fifth to one
quarter. While this change is significant, de Vaus also notes

that support for marriage as an institution was high in both
periods (de Vaus, 2004, p.163). 

What these data arguably point to is the shifting signifi-
cance in the role and importance of marriage for
successive cohorts of the Australian population. Marriage
as a human institution is changing shape as social struc-
tures and the influence of other institutions (for example,
faith-based institutions) (re) form in response to changing
social values about issues such as pre-marital sex, fertility
control, parenting, work-life balance across the life cycle
(particularly for women), divorce and the social accept-
ability of other options for partnering – most notably the
rise of cohabitation but also remaining single. Put simply,

Marriage would appear to be considered a valued social institution in Australia by a majority of people 
but it might not be ‘for me’ and may not be ‘for all time’.

number of couples with children (ABS, 2005b). More chil-
dren are being born to single or unmarried parents.
Same-sex couples, and same-sex couples with children have
come to be accepted somewhat ‘casually’. As Coontz (2004)
states “the coexistence in one society of so many alternative
ways…and the comparative legitimacy accorded to many of
them—has never been seen before” (p.974). 

Not everyone believes these changes are desirable. In fact on
reading the articles in the Journal of Marriage and Family
(Nov 2005) I am struck by the emotive, negative descrip-
tions of these trends, including “formidable changes” (Le
Bourdais, 2004), “the golden age of marriage…is well and
truly over” (Kiernan, 2004), “Marriage is on the rocks, beset
by divorce and challenged by rising levels of cohabitation”
(Gillis, 2004), and “Who would have guessed that the insti-
tution of marriage was in so much trouble” (Lewin, 2004).
Although a percentage of the population is no doubt trou-
bled by the fact that in the last few decades fewer couples are
choosing to marry, and more to co-habit, is it a big problem,
or merely an indication that today the choice is a real
option? If it is a problem, who to? Why? What can we do
about it? It seems to me that people now can and do choose

what suits them best. The reality is diversity. One size does
not fit all. What’s the problem?

Well there is a problem for some. There are a number of
cohorts who do struggle with cohabitation as a legitimate
choice, and as a result may come to counselling to help sort
out the difficulties, and to make their choice of whether to
marry or not. These include the following:

First are those couples where one or both come from families,
cultures or religious groups where co-habiting is viewed as
‘sinful, shameful or unacceptable’. If they decide to cohabit
they risk rejection by the family or community groups they
come from. This is not only sad and disappointing for them,
reducing the number of meaningful connections they have
with significant others (thus compromising their resilience in
times of stress), but has a ripple effect on others’ lives – par-
ents like to be proud of their children’s love unions, and want
ongoing relationships with them – and any children born to
the couple. Rifts in relationships are sad for everyone. 

The second group are cohabiting couples where one partner
believes the cohabitation is a prelude to marriage, and the
other a comfortable and convenient relationship to stay with

➤
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divorced or separated – the vast majority of these people
live alone or in sole parent families. Similarly, less than 10
per cent of cohabiting couples live in families with depend-
ent children (de Vaus, 2004, p.129). However, the number
of children born into cohabiting relationships has
increased to 16 per cent of all children over the period
1970-2001 (Gray, 2004, p.140). These data offer support
for Parker’s assertion that, on the basis of Kiernan’s (2002)
four-stage process of acceptance of cohabitation, Australia
rests somewhere between stage 2 (cohabitation as a prel-
ude to marriage) and stage 3 (cohabitation is accepted as
an alternative to marriage and a viable arrangement for
raising children). 

Australian data appear to mirror those from overseas in
relation to the instability of cohabitating relationships. De
Vaus (2004) estimates that cohabiting relationships last
approximately 2.5 years before either breaking up or con-
verting to marriage but the conversion rate to marriage has
been in decline since the 1970s (p.129). In other words,
the notion that cohabitation acts as a pathway to marriage
is increasingly being tested. This has obvious implications
when aligned with data noted above in relation to the
increasing numbers of ex-nuptial births (which necessarily
means that relationship formation increasingly might
involve children conceived in previous relationships or
outside any living-together relationship).

What is also significant in the Australian data is the evi-
dence that different types of people choose to cohabit rather
than marry. Individuals who cohabit are more likely to come
from Anglo-Celtic backgrounds and to hold no religious affil-
iation or alignment with a mainstream religion. Indigenous
people cohabit at three times the rate of non-indigenous
people. These differences in who chooses to cohabit (along
with other personal characteristics such as level of educa-
tion and age) may account for observed differences in
outcomes for areas such as mental health. However, it
appears well established in Australian data that violence is
more likely to occur in cohabiting relationships – especially
where a man is unemployed. Where both partners are

marriage would appear to be considered a valued social
institution in Australia by a majority of people but it might
not be ‘for me’ and may not be ‘for all time’. 

An alternative explanation, as suggested by the research
from the US, is the growing awareness of the reality that mar-
riage has been unattainable for particular groups within the
population. Marriage, within this frame of reference, is
viewed as holding a particular status and something to be
‘aspired to’ rather than a relatively straightforward transition
that the vast majority of people would be expected to make
with little concern. While we do not have recent equivalent
Australian data examining perceptions of marriage, or the
expectations that people might hold for marriage (and the
possibility of attaining these expectations) , there is perhaps
some evidence of the shifting accessibility to marriage in
data from Australia. Drawing on the work of Birrell and his
colleagues, de Vaus (2004) concludes that a man’s chance of
partnering (this includes marriage) is higher as education,
income and the quality of his job increases (pp. 175-177).
What we do not know is whether the absence of these attrib-
utes in certain groups of males makes them ‘less desirable’ as
marriage partners in the eyes of Australian women.

The rise … and rise of cohabitation
One of the more spectacular demographic trends that has
occurred in Australia across the last 40 years has been the
rise of cohabitation as a form of partnering. Figures reveal
that 72 per cent of people live with their partner before mar-
rying. It is estimated that 12.4 per cent of all partnered
people in Australia cohabit (de Vaus, 2004, p.129). This rise
in the number of couples choosing to cohabit rather than
marry has contributed to the observed decline in the per-
centage of married people in the Australian population over
the period 1982- 2001 (de Vaus 2004, p.129). These figures
mirror the growing acceptance of cohabitation, particularly
among young people and as such, cohabitation appears to be
an activity largely confined to young people under thirty. 

Contrary to popular opinion, however, cohabitation is not
the choice of lifestyle of the majority of people who have

–unless or until something better comes along. For the one
wanting marriage (usually the female), marriage may not only
be the desired state, but also a sign of the partner’s commit-
ment—and by giving an ultimatum she may get him over the
line, but lack confirmation that it is what he has chosen to do
of his own accord. Alternatively pushing for a commitment
too soon may ‘drive him away’. The danger for the woman
and her ‘biological clock’ is that she is wasting time in a rela-
tionship that will not lead to a long-term union and family.
The danger for the man is that he may slide into a long-term
relationship to which he is not fully committed. Years down
the track she may initiate couple counselling to address his
ongoing lack of commitment to her and the family symbol-
ised by his refusal to ‘marry’.

Some partners are reluctant to commit to a ‘marriage’
because they have been badly affected by divorce (either
their parents or family friends divorces or through their own
experience). They are usually determined not to repeat the
‘pain’ they have seen or experienced through marriage
break-up, and believe that if they are to separate further
down the track, leaving a de facto relationship will be less
harmful than divorce for all concerned. For the other partner

this decision may seem more like a lack of commitment to
the relationship, and so cause difficulties between the part-
ners with different goals and expectations.

Other cohabiting couples may want to marry, but postpone
it until they reach ‘the bar’. Smock (2004) comments that
although ‘marriage’ is highly valued in the US, couples
believe that a number of factors have to be in place before
the ceremony. These include attainment of a certain eco-
nomic status, including a secure income, home ownership,
getting out of debt, and a sense that the financial security
will be maintained into the future. In Australia too, young
couples are delaying marriage until this status is achieved,
and even have one or more children before the wedding
(which they often finance themselves). This is fine if all
goes according to plan, but the expectations are high,
which means that failure, disappointment and impatience
can put added pressure on the relationship and thus risk
its longevity. 

Research has shown that children in healthy two-parent
families are less prone to ill health, school failure, sub-
stance abuse and emotional and social difficulties (Amato,
2005). Children are also negatively affected by transient
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employed the rates of violence in cohabiting and married
relationships were similar (de Vaus, 2004, p.124).

So what does it all mean?
Robyn Parker’s article challenges us to reflect on what is
happening to marriage in Australia. One of the first issues
we need to face is that in searching for comparative 
data, there is a significant lack of Australian research on
marriage and family life, particularly in relation to examin-
ing the meaning of marriage held by different groups of
people and the ways in which people make sense of 
and act on decisions about their relationships across life.
This qualitative research is sorely needed to add depth 
and insight into the broad demographic trends that are 
well documented and analysed by researchers such as
David de Vaus. 

Regardless of the volume of research, the interpretation of
the available data does present significant challenges for
policy makers. Both the United States and the United King-
dom are currently initiating significant policy agendas 
to strengthen family life – although arguably these agendas
are being driven by different underlying assumptions. 
In the US a strong ‘pro-marriage agenda’ has arisen over
the past decade largely driven by a coalition of some aca-
demics, policy makers and churches. This agenda is
underpinned by the assumption that marriage is in decline
(as evidenced by falling marriage rates, increasing ex-nup-
tial births, a rise in rates of cohabitation) and moves to be
made to arrest the perceived social decline that has
resulted from the flight from marriage. Initiatives to pro-
mote and strengthen marriages via policies such as
covenant marriages (where couples commit to seeking
counselling and rejecting the notion of no fault divorce),
programs to support couples from poor families to consider
marriage, and marriage education programs in schools,
have arisen as a response to these perceived trends. The
overarching goal is to promote a culture of marriage as a
way of reversing what are seen to be the long-term negative
effects of a flight from marriage. 

There is, however, an alternative view. This suggests firstly,
that marriage as a social institution has changed in form and
meaning as societies have evolved and required particular
family forms to ensure transfer of property to legitimate
heirs, the protection and sustenance of communities in
agrarian societies, and the development of family forms to
support industrialisation. Secondly. there is some scepti-
cism around the idea that the number of unsuccessful
marriages in the population has increased (see for example
the work of Coontz 2005). According to this “resilience per-
spective” (Amato, 2004, p.960), limitations around divorce
prevented many marriages from dissolving. Advocates of
this perspective argue for policies which offer people a ‘sec-
ond chance’ at happiness and an escape from sometimes
violent and oppressive environments, which are especially
not in the best interests of children. Offering people choices,
they argue, has strengthened the quality of intimate rela-
tionships. Problems such as poverty and unemployment are
more serious threats to child wellbeing than the decline of
the two parent married family and social policy should sup-
port all family types – not advantage one form. 

It is this line of thinking that has informed policy develop-
ment in the United Kingdom which has drawn on research
evidence that suggests that what really matters for chil-
dren’s developmental outcomes is the relationship
between parents. Penny Mansfield (2005) in an edition of
the Journal of Sexual and Relationship Therapy critiques
the lack of recognition given to the link between parental
relationship and the quality of parenting in recent policy
initiatives. She suggests that the reason for this lies in the
fact that early attempts to address this issue were couched
in terms of strengthening marriage (Mansfield, 2005). The
inherent dilemma, Mansfield believes, lies in how to sup-
port stable adult relationships without interfering in
people’s lives. Public responsibility for the wellbeing of
children needs to be balanced with respect of the privacy
of adults’ intimate lives.

As Cherlin (2004) most eloquently notes, the ‘marriage
decline’ and the ‘marriage resiliency’ perspectives are 

relationships (Cutrona, 2004). Thus assisting parents to
strengthen their relationships will clearly benefit their
children. Most low-income, unwed parents see a trusting
relationship and financial stability as prerequisites to a
marriage that will thrive (Edin et al., 2004). Consequently
providing opportunities for couples to build better rela-
tionships by attending relationship education programs
should lead to more couples choosing to marry, thus bene-
fiting the children. The Bush Administration clearly views
the number of low-income unmarried parents and the
trend away from marriage as a problem that they want to
address and have committed to spending $1.5 billion dol-
lars over a five-year period to promote healthy marriages
through the delivery of ‘marriage and relationship educa-
tion’ programs. The Marriage-Plus, Smart Marriages
approach by the US Government promotes these programs
as a way to strengthen families and improve child out-
comes through reducing the poverty common in
single-parent families.

In Australia the Government is also concerned about
social trends. It has committed to the most significant
investment in services to support the Family Law system

ever ($397.2 million over four years). With the opening of
65 Family Relationship Centres around Australia, the main
focus of the programs will be to change the culture of fam-
ily breakdowns by enabling parents to resolve conflict after
separation, and encouraging and promoting parents’
involvement in their children’s lives post separation by
assisting them in developing parenting arrangements, out-
side of the courts. Research indicates that the most
adverse effects on children’s well-being post-separation are
caused by continued high conflict between parents,
poverty and serious mental illness (including depression)
of one of the parents (Gottman, 1998, McIntosh, 2003).
Separation and divorce from a former partner has been
found to be one of the most stressful life events, stemming
not only from the changes in living arrangements, finances
and care of children but also from significant psychological
distress for both partners. Thus by providing services that
assist parents who decide to separate to do so with respect
and dignity, both the parents and their children will bene-
fit. The services will also assist with the development of
co-operative co-parenting and the ongoing involvement of
both parents with their children long term (unless this is
clearly contra-indicated because of family violence or

➤

➤
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fundamentally at odds in that the former emphasises an insti-
tutional world view (marriage is more than the individuals in
it – and therefore warrants protection by institutions includ-
ing the law, churches and other groups in civil society), while
the latter view is based on an individual world perspective.
According to this perspective, marriage is constituted by the
individuals who consent to participate in it. In this view,
goals such as personal development and self fulfilment drive
the shape that marriage might take and change in the nature
of marriage over time is inevitable. 

As Cherlin (2004) notes, both views together offer at least
a partial explanation of social changes that have been

observed across many developed nations. The marital
decline perspective focuses on the role that marriage has
to play in terms of meeting the needs of society and the
importance of sustaining the structure over time. Advo-
cates of the marriage resilience perspective emphasise and
celebrate the changing structure of marriage, the promo-
tion of individual rights and the need to retain reforms
that have made marriage more flexible. Most family schol-
ars and policy makers would probably favour some balance
between these two positions and this is in fact the position
that appears to be informing policy debates in Australia
surrounding initiatives such as the introduction of Family
Relationship Services and attempts to broaden the reach of

other serious risks to the wellbeing of the children).
Although the primary focus is on separating couples, the
Australian Government, like the US Government, is also
providing many new services to strengthen couple and
family relationships, and prevent relationship breakdown.
These programs include pre-marriage and relationship
education, family violence services and counselling and
skills services for couples and for men. However, unlike the
US, nowhere in the literature do we see the word ‘mar-
riage’. The terminology used is ‘couple relationships’,
which is inclusive of marriage, cohabiting and same-sex
relationships. Many styles of relationships exist in our
society. Our family law system seems to be moving towards
cohabitation or ‘de facto relationships’ being given similar
rights to marriage, with one consequence being that
women and children are protected after separation,
regardless of the form of the union.

When Australian practitioners work with clients with rela-
tionship problems they may not even know if the couple is
married or not. Unless the couple want to discuss issues
relating to cohabitation versus marriage, or unless direct
questions about the legal status of their relationship are

asked, the relevant issues are not about which is the better
relationship, marriage or cohabitation, but rather how to
help couples maintain or enhance their relationships
(whether same-sex or heterosexual), and prevent the dis-
tress that relationship breakdown causes them, their
children, extended family, community and society. Our
endeavours are to help couples resolve or manage their
problems and stay on track together ‘for better or for worse,
‘till death us do part’, or if the problems are insurmountable,
to help them separate with the least possible adverse effects
on the partners, their children and extended family.
Researchers such as Bradbury and Karney (2004), provide
us with information about the importance of positive emo-
tions, in particular affection, humor and interest/curiosity,
in counteracting the negative effects of poor problem-solving
on relationships. Gottman’s research (1999) helps us iden-
tify behaviours that are deleterious to healthy relationships,
and those important to maintaining connection and love.
This and similar research informs clinical practice. Other
than an interest in social change for its own sake, it is the
quality of the relationships that remains our focus. As
Parker (2005) points out we need in-depth Australian
research to determine what marriage and cohabitation

What is clear is that marriage and family life are becoming more complex social phenomena as individuals seek to
develop meaningful intimate relationships in the midst of significant social and economic change and at a time
when individual rights and freedom of choice are important cultural values.
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resiliency’ perspectives, although these are not often fully
articulated nor subject to critical public scrutiny. 

What is essential in these times is to have the debate about
the role of marriage in Australia. Without it, it is unlikely
that we will be able to develop programs for individuals,
families and children which are focused on prevention and
early intervention and that go some way to answering the
critical questions of ‘what are we trying to prevent?’ and ‘
What does early intervention mean in this context’?

The other challenge that we face in the Australian context is
the moral imperative to accommodate diversity and to
transform services so that all persons are equally enabled
and motivated to learn and feel supported and able to learn
about marriage and family relationships at what ever their
life stage. In other words we need to establish services that
work to establish inclusion, enhance meaning and engender
competence (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg 1995), as a means of
building a culture that is genuinely supportive of family life
in Australia.
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the Family Relationship Services Program (FRSP) and
other similar government programs. 

However, there is one factor above all that has assumed
prominence in more recent debates and adds a layer of
complexity to discussions about the role of marriage and
family life. This relates to the consistent finding that chil-
dren raised by two happily married and contented parents
have the best chance of developing into competent adults
(Amato, 2004, p.962). However, it needs to be stated clearly
that merely decreasing the rate of divorce (as advocated by
some groups engaged in these debates) is not enough
(Amato, 2004, p.964). Researchers are also clear in their
assertion that children raised in families by married par-
ents experiencing acrimonious conflict are also at risk.
Restricting access to divorce may not be in the best inter-
ests of children (Amato, 2004, p.964) whereas increasing
the quality of relationships – marital and non-marital –
appears to hold the most hope of benefiting a majority of
children. Furthermore, as Parker points out in her analysis,
US researchers agree that attention to relationship quality
is needed. However, related issues such as affordable hous-
ing, access to employment, affordable child care, dealing
with poverty, substance abuse and domestic violence and
abuse should also be part of an overall strategy to support
marriage and family life. In a time when people are increas-
ingly becoming disconnected from their communities and
their kin networks, building connections for individuals is
also an important part of social policy planning. 

Conclusion
How one views the future of marriage and family life in Aus-
tralia is, in some respects, like the ‘glass half empty; half full’
distinction. What is clear is that marriage and family life are
becoming more complex social phenomena as individuals
seek to develop meaningful intimate relationships in the
midst of significant social and economic change and at a
time when individual rights and freedom of choice are
important cultural values. Current policy debates are
informed by both ‘marriage decline’ and ‘marriage

means to people, and how it influences their choice, and
long-term relationship outcomes. In our day-to-day work
however, clinicians generally are not so interested in the
deinstitutionalisation of marriage, (Cherlin, 2004) but
rather in the intervention strategies needed to help people
make the most of their lives and relationships, including
those who choose to marry. 
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Over the last few decades, the age at which women give birth to their first child has not only increased on
average but has also become more diverse. Based on the Growing up in Australia, the longitudinal study 
of Australian children (LSAC), this article compares socio-demographic characteristics of new mothers of
different ages and their confidence in, and approach to, parenting.

Starting early, starting late:
Socio-demographic characteristics and parenting 

of new mothers of different ages

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

However, this attention tends
to be restricted to trends that
have occurred since World
War II, even though family
formation patterns in the
1950s to early 1970s were
somewhat atypical. 

Figure 1 depicts the propor-
tion of women of different ages who gave birth to
their ‘first child’ in 1923, 1963, 1993 and 2003. It is
important to note that the definition of ‘first child’ (or
‘first birth’) in the two earlier years mostly refers to
the first child of the current marriage, while in the
latter two years it refers to actual first birth. Given
that both divorce and ex-nuptial births were very
unusual in the two early years, this difference in def-
inition would not have affected the broad trends
presented in Figure 1.1 Furthermore, any distortion
of results for 1923 and 1963 would represent an over-
estimation of the proportion of women having their
first child when older, and an under-estimation of
the proportion having their first child when younger. 

Two key trends are apparent in Figure 1. First, there
was a shift to a highly compressed age range when
women became mothers (here shown by the different
patterns for 1923 and 1963), then a shift away from
this trend, with the greatest variability in age at which
women became mothers being apparent for the most
recent year (2003). Second, new mothers tended to
be particularly young in 1963, and older in 2003 than
in other years. The proportion of new mothers who
were under 25 years old was 67 per cent in 1963,
compared with 50 per cent in 1923, 38 per cent in
1993, and only 29 per cent in 2003. On the other
hand, 41 per cent of new mothers in 2003 were at
least 30 years old, compared with 26 per cent in 1993,
20 per cent in 1923, and only 11 per cent in 1963.

Reasons for changes in the timing of motherhood 

The above trends are a function of many interacting
factors. After World War II, Australia experienced
economic prosperity, enabling men and women to
marry when young (McDonald, 1995). The male

f the many decisions
that most of us can
make in life, if and
when to have chil-
dren are among the

most significant for ourselves
and for society. Decisions
about the timing of parenthood
also have a major impact on
the family life experiences of any children we decide
to have. While much is known about the way in which
the timing of parenthood has changed in Australia
and elsewhere, far less is known about the implica-
tions of this change for parents and children,
particularly for those who have postponed parent-
hood until relatively late in life. 

This article first outlines trends in the age at 
which mothers have their first child and some of
the forces behind these trends, then compares
socio-demographic characteristics and general
approach to parenting and confidence in parenting
of new mothers of different ages. 

Trends in age of new mothers 

A great deal of attention has been given to the
increasing age at which women become mothers
(for example ABS, 2001; Health Canada, 2005).

OO

Sources: Commonwealth of Australia (1924, 1965); Lancaster, Huang & Pedisich (1994);
Laws & Sullivan (2005).

Age of mothers at first birthFigure 1
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breadwinner/female home-maker model of family life
predominated; most girls had left school by the time
they had turned 16 years old (for example, only 34
per cent of girls and 42 per cent of boys aged 16 were
enrolled in school at this age in 1964) (Burke &
Spaull, 2001); women received less pay than men for
the same type of work; and in many workplaces,
women lost their right to a permanent job when they
married (this barrier was lifted for workers in the
Commonwealth Public Service in 1966). 

Despite these barriers, being married and having
children were seen as crucial for self-fulfillment for
women (see McDonald, 1984), with men who
remained single being portrayed as “carefree bach-
elors”, and women seen as “frustrated spinsters”,
who were “left on the shelf”. Apart from image
issues, women in their late twenties faced the
prospect that they might never have children, for
even though the biological gate for having children
was still open, the supply of men who were eligible
as partners was fast running out. 

With the introduction of “the pill” in the late 1960s,
and subsequent reduction of its cost and increased

social acceptance, couples found it markedly easier
to postpone parenthood. Eventually, the taboo
against sex outside marriage weakened, particularly
for couples who were thinking of marrying. A wave
of feminist literature also emerged suggesting that
many mothers found their full-time home-making
role stifling (for example the landmark book by
Betty Friedan (1963) The feminine mystique). 

In addition, demands for a skilled workforce
increased in the 1980s and 1990s, leading young 
people to stay longer in education and thus defer part-
nership formation and parenthood. In fact, the
widespread move into tertiary education has 
led some young people to seek additional tertiary
qualifications in their struggle for competitive advan-
tage in an ever-changing labour market. As increasing
numbers of women pursued tertiary education, a
variety of careers became open to them and the
opportunity costs of childbearing progressively
strengthened. 

The stigma attached to remaining single also waned.
Through career development and associated finan-
cial independence, many women now have

Starting early, starting late – does age really matter? In a sense it does, for it highlights different contexts 
in which children are raised.
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1997). Although major breakthroughs in reproduc-
tive and health technology have enabled some
women to overcome these age-related problems, the
success of fertility treatments also diminishes with
advancing age (Bryant, Sullivan & Dean, 2004). 

This discussion has provided several explanations for
the increasing average age at which women have their
first child. Some of these explanations suggest that
the majority of women who comply with the forces
encouraging delayed parenthood achieve higher
socio-economic circumstances for themselves and
their child than other women – with teenage mothers
being particularly disadvantaged. 

The following results are based on the first (2004)
wave of the Longitudinal Study of Australian Chil-
dren (LSAC), funded by the Australian Government
through the Department of Families, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs, as part of the
Stronger Families and Communities Strategy. The
study focuses on two nationally representative sam-
ples with around 5,000 in each age cohort: those born
between March 2003 and February 2004 (infants)
and those born between March 1999 and February
2000 (children aged 4 to 5 years) (for details, see
Soloff, Millward, & Sanson, 2004). 

The present analysis focuses on new (biological
rather than adoptive) mothers whose child was in the
younger of these two samples, and who was living
with this child (N = 2114). Given that national ran-
dom samples were derived, the age profile of these
mothers closely approximates that for the 2003 pop-
ulation of new mothers, as depicted in Figure 1. Most
of the mothers in this analysis were between 25–34
years old when their first child was born, with equal
proportions (31 per cent) being 25–29 and 30–34
years old. These two “normative” age groups are com-
bined and compared with those who were teenagers
(7 per cent), 20–24 years old (18 per cent), 35–37
years (9 per cent), and 38 or more years (5 per cent). 

alternative means of self-fulfillment should they be
unable to find a suitable partner and have children.
At the same time, most men and women not only
want to have children, but to achieve this when in a
relationship that is emotionally and financially
secure (Weston, Qu, Parker, & Alexander, 2004).
Their achievement of such a relationship takes time
these days, for it appears that the personal criteria
for partner suitability have become more stringent
– a trend that may also delay childbearing. These cri-
teria include the potential for a partner to remain a
lifelong “soul mate” – someone who is “on the same
wavelength” or “someone going in the same direction
– travel and career wise” (statements provided by
young adults reported in Qu & Soriano, 2004, p.46).
Meanwhile, as increasing numbers of young adults
delay partnership formation, it takes longer for the
supply of eligible men to run out. 

Social trends also tend to be self-reinforcing. An indi-
vidual’s expectations about the timing of achieving
milestones such as partnership formation and parent-
hood are likely to be influenced by trends occurring
among friends, siblings, and other acquaintances in
the broader community. (There are, of course, always
exceptions, and sometimes exceptions represent the
very beginnings of new trends in response to other
evolving forces, as in the case of cohabitation). 

While all these factors appear to have contributed to
the continuing increase in the age when women have
their first child, there remain two fundamental
brakes on this trend. Firstly women’s ability to have
children begins to decline from their late twenties or
early thirties, with this decline accelerating rapidly as
they approach menopause. Secondly, women who
have a child either very early or late in their repro-
ductive years are more likely than other women to
experience complications during pregnancy and
childbirth, while their baby also has an increased risk
of suffering health problems or disabilities (for exam-
ple Laws & Sullivan, 2005; Reichman & Pagnini,

This scale is based on 4 items: I am very good at keeping this child amused; I am very good at calm-
ing this child when he/she is upset or crying; I am very good at keeping this child busy while I am doing

housework; I am very good at routine tasks of caring for this child. Parents were asked how they felt with each of the statements. Response
categories range from 1 ‘not at all how I feel’ to 10 ‘exactly how I feel’. The scale is derived from the mean of the four responses for each
parent. The 4 items were adapted from The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Birth Cohort 2000 in the US.

Parental warmth scale is based on 6 items: how often do you express affection by hugging, kissing and
holding this child; how often do you hug or hold this child for no particular reason; how often do you

tell this child how happy he/she makes you; how often do you have warm, close times together with this child; how often do you enjoy
doing things with this child; how often do you feel close to this child both when he/she is happy and when he/she is upset. Response
options are from 1 ‘never/almost never’ to 5 ‘always/almost always’. The average of responses for the 6 questions is derived for each par-
ent. The 6 items are adopted from The Child Rearing Questionnaire (CRQ). The CRQ is not formally published but has been widely used.

Five items adapted from The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Birth Cohort 2000 in the US and
The National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth in the US are used to form the harsh par-

enting scale. Parents were asked to describe how much each statement described how they had felt in the last 4 week: I have been
angry with this child; I have raised my voice with or shouted at this child; When this child cries he/she gets on my nerves; I have lost
my temper with this child; I have left this child alone in his/her bedroom when he/she was particularly irritable or upset. The responses
for these questions are from 1 ‘not at all’ to 10 ‘all the time’. The scale is the mean of the responses to the five questions.

M e a s u r e s  o n  p a r e n t i n g

Harsh parenting

Parental warmth

Parental self-efficacy



New mothers: Selected socio-demographic circumstances
by age when they had their child

Table 1

a Mother’s income if no partner or combined income of both partners if partnered.
b Chi-square test indicates that differences across the age groups are significant (p <0.01).
The data have been weighted to produce population estimate and the statistics test takes
account of the complex survey design.
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On average, the women were interviewed when the
age of their child was 9.0–9.4 months old. In total 70
per cent of the babies were no more than 10 months
old at this time and nearly 90 per cent were no more
than 12 months old. For simplicity, the fact that some
mothers would have been in a higher age category at
interview than when their child was born is not taken
into account in this article. For example, mothers
who gave birth when under 20 years old are called
“teenage mothers” even though some may have
turned 20 before they were interviewed.

The results outlined below are based entirely on
the mothers’ reports. They cover socio-economic
circumstances of the mothers of different ages,
along with the mothers’ self-reported general
approach to, and confidence in, parenting. 

Socio-demographic characteristics

Table 1 presents some key socio-demographic cir-
cumstances of the new mothers when they gave 
birth to their child. All these measures either reflect
socio-economic status (for example education,
employment status and family income) or correlate
with it (for example Indigenous status, country of
birth, residential location, and relationship status).
People of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent
tend to be markedly disadvantaged, as is the case for
sole parents (ABS, 2004). In addition, employment
opportunities tend to be limited in non-metropolitan
areas that are not located within or just beyond
commuting distance of major cities, with the greatest
level of socio-economic disadvantage occurring in
the less accessible areas (Hugo, 2002). 

Although most of the mothers were born in Australia,
the proportion of Australian-born mothers decreased
with increasing age. While the vast majority of moth-
ers did not identify themselves as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander, those most likely to do so were
teenagers when their child was born (14 per cent ver-
sus 0–5 per cent). The two youngest groups were also
the most likely to live in non-metropolitan areas
(44–49 per cent), with those aged 35 or more years
being the least likely to do so (19–20 per cent). 

In addition, the two youngest groups (especially the
teenage mothers) were more likely than the older
groups to be single at the time of the survey or to be
in a de facto relationship (here called “cohabiting”).
In fact, only 15 per cent of teenage mothers were in
a registered marriage (and living with their spouse),
compared with 41 per cent of mothers in their early
twenties, and 70–75 per cent of older mothers. But
unlike teenage mothers, those in their early twen-
ties were more likely to be married than single. 

In terms of education, employment, and parental
income (that is combined income of both partners
if partnered), the two youngest groups (especially
the teenage mothers), were more likely than the
three other groups to be disadvantaged. For exam-
ple, nearly half the teenage mothers and 20 per cent
of those in their early twenties had completed no
more than Year 10, compared with 9–15 per cent of
older mothers. On the other hand, 27 per cent of
teenage mothers, 56 per cent of those in their early

twenties, and 72–76 per cent of older mothers had
post-school qualifications. 

Furthermore, only 13 per cent of teenagers and 41
per cent of those in their early twenties had either
returned to work or were on leave from work, com-
pared with 54–68 per cent of older mothers. In other
words, the teenagers were the most likely to be with-
out a job (87 per cent versus 32–59 per cent),
approximately nine months after the birth of their

Age of mother when infant was born (years)

Socio-demographic 15-19 20-24 25-34 35-37 38+
circumstances % % % % %

Country of birth b

Australia 88.1 81.9 78.1 68.8 63.9

Other 11.9 18.1 21.9 31.2 36.1

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander status b

Yes 14.4 5.1 1.2 1.8 0.0

No 85.6 94.9 98.8 98.2 100.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Residential location b

Metropolitan area 51.1 56.4 69.1 80.3 81.0

Non metropolitan 48.9 43.6 30.9 19.7 19.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Relationship status b

With married partner 14.6 40.7 75.0 70.2 71.2

With de facto partner 42.6 33.9 16.9 21.8 17.7

Single 42.8 25.4 8.0 8.0 11.1

Total 100.0 100.0 99.9 100.0 100.0

Education b

Post-school qualification 27.1 55.8 75.7 76.4 72.4

Year 12 9.2 17.5 11.7 11.1 5.7

Year 11 14.9 7.1 4.1 2.9 7.3

Year 10 or less 48.9 19.6 8.5 9.5 14.6

Total 100.1 100.0 100.0 99.9 100.0

Employment b

In paid work 10.6 32.6 44.3 48.1 38.7

On leave 2.3 8.1 17.0 19.8 15.6

Not in paid work 87.2 59.3 38.8 32.1 46.2

Total 100.1 100.0 100.1 100.0 100.5

Gross weekly family incomea b

<$500 60.2 30.1 10.2 8.5 16.0

$500-799 24.1 25.8 19.0 11.5 12.2

$800-1499 12.1 35.4 41.3 38.3 41.3

$1500+ 3.6 8.7 29.6 41.8 30.5

Total 100.0 100.0 100.1 100.1 100.0

Number of mothers 149 370 1308 182 105
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groups (42 per cent and 30–31 per cent respectively
had weekly gross incomes of $1,500 or higher). It
should be noted that there was little variation in the
average age of the children born to these women of
different ages. 

Interestingly, the women aged 38 or more were 
the most likely of the three oldest groups to be 
without a job (46 per cent versus 32–39 per cent).
Correspondingly, women of this age were twice as
likely as partnered women aged 35–37 to have
parental income of less than $500 per week (18 per
cent versus 9 per cent). Nevertheless, most mothers
in these two oldest groups (72–80 per cent) had
parental incomes of at least $800 gross per week.

These trends are consistent with previous research
suggesting that teenage mothers tend to be the most
socio-economically disadvantaged (for example
Allen & Dowling, 1998; Chevalier & Viitanen, 2001;
Darroch, Frost, Singh & Study Team, 2001), while
deferral of childbearing is more apparent for women
with high rather than low educational qualifications
(for example Merlo, 1995; Weston et al., 2004). 

child. Around 60 per cent of teenagers indicated that
their gross family income was less than $500 per
week. This applied to 30 per cent of mothers in their
early twenties and only 9–16 per cent of older moth-
ers. At the other extreme, only 4–10 per cent of
mothers in the two youngest groups reported family
gross earnings of at least $1,500 per week, compared
with 30–42 per cent of other mothers. The lower
family income among the two youngest groups partly
reflects the fact that they were more likely to be sole
parents. Compared with other partnered mothers,
the teenagers with a partner and those mothers in
their twenties who were living with a partner were
still more likely to have lower family income (results
not shown).

The women who were 35–37 years old when they
had their child were the most likely to have
returned to work by the time of the survey, around
nine months later (48 per cent), followed by those
aged 25–34 years (44 per cent), then the oldest
group (39 per cent). Not surprisingly, the partnered
women aged 35–37 years also tended to have the
highest family incomes, followed by these other two

Despite the joy and sense of fulfilment that motherhood may bring, the enormous array of new responsibilities 
can at times be overwhelming, with some mothers feeling less able to cope than others.
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Apart from Indigenous status, the pattern of differ-
ences in socio-demographic characteristics may be
linked with three key systematic differences between
the groups that are compared: (a) the age of the
women at the time of the survey (b) their pre-exist-
ing socio-economic circumstances and inherent
ability level; and (c) the impact of raising children
when younger or older on socio-economic prospects.

Regarding the first of these factors (mothers’ age at
interview), teenagers would have had limited oppor-
tunities for gaining post-school qualifications
regardless of whether they became mothers. Never-
theless, research suggests that the gap in education
between the teenage mothers and other mothers
tends to persist through their life course (Hotz, McEl-
roy & Sanders 1997). The second and third sets of
factors (or both) therefore seem very relevant.

In relation to the second set of factors (pre-existing
socio-economic circumstances and inherent ability
level), it appears that having a child when a teenager
or deferring parenthood in order to pursue higher
education and career development is itself influenced
by pre-existing socio-economic circumstances, with
teenage mothers having experienced particularly dis-
advantaged circumstances relative to other teenagers
(Liao, 2003; Quinlivan, Petersen & Gurrin, 1999;
Siedlecky, 1996; Turley, 2003). Furthermore, teenage
mothers are more likely than other young women to
have relatively low academic ability and to leave
school early (not always because of their pregnancy)
thereby resulting in their possessing few skills for
gainful employment (Cheesbrough, Ingham, &
Massey, 2002; Darroch et al., 2001; Hobcraft & Kier-
nan, 1999). 

Finally, in relation to the third factor (the impact of
raising children when younger or older on socio-
economic prospects), having a child early poses
severe restrictions on a mother’s opportunities for
further education and developing marketable skills
that could facilitate entry into the labour force.

Deferral of childbearing, on the other hand, leaves
such opportunities open. In other words, it appears
that the “wage penalty” linked with childbearing is
less marked for women who have children when older
rather than when younger (Taniguchi, 1999). In addi-
tion, mothers with high status jobs are also more
likely than other mothers to achieve family-friendly
workplace conditions (Gray & Tudbull, 2002) – con-
ditions that may facilitate earlier than otherwise
return to work after childbirth. Related to these fac-
tors, teenage mothers also tend to have long spells as
a sole parent relying on welfare payments. However,
some teenagers live with their parents and under
these circumstances, they and their children are
likely to be better off financially and to acquire more
education than other teenage parent families (see
review by Kalil & Danziger, 2000). Among the new
mothers who participated in the LSAC survey, a quar-
ter of teenagers were living with their own parents. 

Confidence in, and approach to, parenting

Despite the joy and sense of fulfillment that moth-
erhood may bring, the enormous array of new
responsibilities can at times be overwhelming, with

some mothers feeling less able to cope than others.
While parenthood is a demanding task regardless of
age, it appears that most people tend to consider that
they are better than the average person in fulfilling
their various roles, including parenting (see Headey
& Wearing, 1987). This is fortuitous, for previous
research suggests that maternal confidence tends to
have beneficial effects not only on the mother, but
also on the child and on the relationship between
them (Moore, Manlove, Ritchter, et al., 1999; see
review by Oyserman & Bybee, 2004). However, it
seems likely that any causal direction is reciprocal,
with competency enhancing confidence and the
quality of relationships, and high quality relation-
ships fostering a sense of competence. 

Two measures of confidence in parenting (or ‘parent-
ing self-efficacy’) were used in the Longitudinal Study
of Australian Children. The first was a global meas-
ure, and the second was based on four items that are
described in the accompanying box. Consistent with
previous research, Table 2 shows that most mothers
in all age groups felt that they were either “a very
good parent” (37–48 per cent) or at least “better than
average” (22–35 per cent), with only 2–3 per cent
providing negative evaluations. It appears that
teenage mothers were the least likely to see them-
selves as “better than average” or “very good” parents
(62 per cent), while those aged 35–37 years were the
most likely to view themselves in this light (81 per
cent). Overall, there was no significant difference in
the ratings provided by mothers of different ages.

The more detailed measure of parenting confidence
tapped mothers’ views about the extent to which they

New mothers: Confidence in, and approach to, 
parenting by age when they had their child

Table 2

For interval variables, an ANOVA test was used to test whether the means were significantly
different (b p<0.001; c p<0.01). For categorical variables, a chi-squared test was used.
Percentages in the table are based on weighted data and the statistical test takes account of
the complex survey design.

Age of mother when first child was born

15-19 20-24 25-34 35-37 38+

Global ratings of parenting confidence (per cent)

Some trouble or not 
very good 3.1 1.8 1.6 1.6 3.0

Average parent 35.3 26.9 24.6 17.4 24.7

Better than average 21.7 26.1 28.7 33.2 35.1

Very good parent 39.9 45.2 45.1 47.8 37.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.1

Parenting confidence scale (1–10, where 1=low &10=high)

Mean 8.2 8.6 8.4 8.4 7.9 b

Standard deviation 1.62 1.28 1.20 1.30 1.63

Parenting warmth scale (1–5, where 1=not warm & 5=very warm)

Mean 4.6 4.6 4.6 4.6 4.5

Standard deviation 0.39 0.39 0.39 0.38 0.41

Parenting harshness scale (1–10, where 1=not at all & 10=very harsh)

Mean 2.2 2.0 1.9 1.7 1.8 c

Standard deviation 1.35 1.10 1.05 0.86 0.89

Number of mothers 146 362 1267 176 102

Measures
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their own life chances and those of their children.
Furthermore, their responsibilities towards their
children are likely to interfere with any opportuni-
ties they might otherwise have had to pursue higher
education and to become established in a career. In
other words, they will be less able than older moth-
ers to provide their children with those life chances
that only money can buy.

Despite this rather grim picture, the young new
mothers appear to indicate considerable warmth
towards their children and see themselves as good
parents. It seems then, that there would be much to
be gained by assisting these families in a way that
promotes this resilience and enhances the parents’
and children’s opportunities in life. 

Even though many of these very young mothers were
not in paid work, assistance might include their hav-
ing access to high quality child care for at least three
reasons. Firstly, access to high quality care would
provide their children with opportunities for struc-
tured learning in an intellectually and socially
stimulating environment enjoyed by other children.
Secondly, child care may also provide mothers with
the time to study in order to enhance their opportu-
nities of career development – as long as other
opportunities for such study were also made avail-
able. Thirdly, child care would provide mothers with
an excellent means of respite from the everyday
demands of their children, and exposure to trained
staff who can advise on parenting issues. Whatever
the supports provided to these young parents and
their children, they need to be sustained over the
long term. While social support can at times be 
problematic, it is usually a protective factor. Prior
research has demonstrated that support from friends
and family enhances maternal psychological wellbe-
ing and self-esteem and is associated with positive
outcomes in the children of teenage mothers (Belsky,
1984; see review by Luster & Haddow 2005). 

What about mothers who leave childbearing until
very late in their reproductive lives? How were they
faring? Interestingly, compared with those aged
25–34 and 35–37 years, mothers aged 38 or more
were more likely to be without a job and nearly twice
as likely to have low family incomes. But there was no
evidence that these mothers were any less warm or
more punitive towards their children, compared with
other mothers. The mothers who had their children
at the normative age (25-34 years) and slightly older
mothers (35-37 years) therefore seemed the best off
on those measures for which differences emerged. 

In short, these results highlight the fact that the chil-
dren of teenage mothers and those who defer
childbearing until they have achieved high income
and career development are likely to grow up in
markedly different socio-economic circumstances.
The results are consistent with previous findings sug-
gesting that early childbearing is selective of
socio-economically disadvantaged women and com-
pounds such disadvantage. Nevertheless, these young
mothers appeared to express considerable warmth
towards their child and tended to feel confident in
their parenting. But while socio-economic status and

were able to keep their child amused and busy, calm
him or her, and handle everyday child care tasks.
Scores ranged from 1 (reflecting low confidence) to
10 (reflecting high confidence). Consistent with their
positive overall view of their competence, Table 2
shows that mothers in all age groups indicated high
average scores on this more detailed measure of self-
efficacy or confidence (means = 7.9–8.6). 

Mothers who had their child in their early twenties
seemed to be the most confident as parents, while the
oldest group seemed the least confident. Although
these differences were small, they continued to be
apparent when the effects of mothers’ socio-demo-
graphic characteristics were controlled2. It is worth
noting that there was greater variation in the reports
of teenagers and the oldest group, compared with
other age groups.

Table 2 also indicates average levels of parenting
warmth and harshness (see the accompanying box
for details). The warmth measure used in LSAC
ranged from 1 to 5, while the harshness measure
ranged from 1 to 10, with higher scores represent-
ing greater warmth and harshness respectively. 

On average, mothers reported that they expressed
considerable warmth towards their children (means =
4.5–4.6) and therefore, not surprisingly, tended to
refrain from harsh parenting (means = 1.7–2.2). How-
ever, despite the general patterns towards non-harsh
parenting, the youngest two groups seemed margin-
ally more likely than the two oldest groups to indicate
harsh parenting – a pattern which continued to be sta-
tistically significant when socio-economic differences
between these groups were controlled. Even so, the
difference in scores is very small and the reports of the
teenage mothers in particular varied considerably.
This absence of clear-cut differences is reflected in the
mixed results emerging in previous studies, with some
studies suggesting that teenage mothers express less
positive parenting practices than other mothers and
other studies indicating little difference due to mater-
nal age (for a review of the literature see Baranowski,
Schilmoeller, & Higgins, 1990). 

Summary and conclusions

While most women some forty years ago had chil-
dren when in their early twenties if not earlier,
women of this age (particularly teenagers) who
embark on parenthood are an unusual group nowa-
days and they and their children face great
challenges. The teenage mothers and those in their
early twenties (but especially teenage mothers)
were the most likely to be sole parents or in a de
facto relationship and to have low socio-economic
status, as measured not only by current family
income, but also by education and employment sta-
tus. These two youngest groups were also the most
likely to live in non-metropolitan areas, and
although most did not identify as Indigenous, the
teenage mothers were the most likely to do so. 

The small size and low socio-economic status of the
two youngest groups can result in their having little
opportunity to attract a sustained set of support
services to help them develop the skills to improve
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parenting confidence are two very important indica-
tors of wellbeing, they provide only a partial picture.
As LSAC waves accumulate, it will be possible to
identify the longer term implications of early and late
childbearing for children and their parents. 

Starting early, starting late – does age really matter?
In a sense it does, for it highlights different contexts
in which children are raised. But perhaps a more
important issue is the identification of the ways and
means of enhancing the parenting context for all
mothers and their families to assist them in their
parenting role. Such an approach might vary con-
siderably for older and younger mothers, but would
involve providing parents with the services and
support that will help them to be better parents to
Australia’s next generation of citizens.

Endnotes
1 There would, of course, have been a higher rate of widowed

mothers still in their childbearing years during the early part
of the 20th century than now. Some of these mothers would
have remarried and had another child (representing their first
nuptial birth).

2 The OLS Regression model is applied to examine whether
mothers’ age was significantly associated with parenting confi-
dence scores, when mothers’ socio-demographic characteris-
tics described in Table 1 were controlled.
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Shared parental responsibility - Federal reform
takes shape
On 22 May 2006 the Family Law Amendment (Shared
Parental Responsibility) Act 2006 received Royal Assent,
resulting in the enactment of far-reaching amendments to
the Family Law Act 1975 (FLA), the result of a reform
process kick-started by the 2003 “joint custody” inquiry1.

The majority of the provisions are expected to take effect
when proclaimed on 1 July 2006, coinciding with the antic-

ipated opening of the first 15 Family Relationship Centres and the roll out of the
Family Court’s Children’s Cases Program.

The most significant changes to the substantive law are amendments to 
Part VII of the FLA, contained in Schedule 1 of the Bill, dealing with parental
responsibility, time spent with children, the “best interests” provisions, 
and the making of parenting plans and parenting orders. Other amendments to
procedural provisions seek to deflect disputing parents away from the courts, 
to minimise the adversarial nature of proceedings involving issues related to
children and to encourage a culture of co-operative parenting after separation.

A summary of the more significant amendments contained in the Act will
appear in the next Family Matters (No. 74).

Modernising the Child Support Scheme

On 28 February 2006, the Minister for Families, Community Services and Indige-
nous Affairs the Hon Mal Brough, in providing the Australian Government’s
response to the Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support, announced major
changes to the Child Support Scheme. An additional Budget allocation of $150
million over four years towards an organisational overhaul of the Child Support
Agency, with a strong focus on customer service, staff training and improved
agency access was announced by the Minister for Human Services. It is hoped
that a shift in agency culture will help support the implementation of far-reach-
ing changes to the scheme itself, as recommended by the Ministerial Taskforce on
Child Support headed by Professor Patrick Parkinson (the membership of which
included past and present staff members of the Institute), and will complement
reforms to the wider family law system.

Dubbed the ‘Parkinson reforms’, changes to the assessment and enforcement
provisions of the scheme will be introduced in three stages over two years, com-
mencing on 1 July this year. The first phase of reform includes increased
minimum payments, more stringent enforcement provisions, and mechanisms
to allow non-resident parents to pay a greater percentage of their child support
liability directly on children. From January 2007, agency users will be able to
seek a review of an agency decision at the Social Security Appeals Tribunal, and
the role of the courts in enforcement matters will be enhanced.

The final phase of reforms, due to be implemented from July 2008, will contain
the most significant changes to the scheme. A new assessment formula will be
introduced that is based on recent research on the costs of raising children and
will be indexed to the age of the child, with greater child support being paid for
older children. The income and outgoings of both parents will be treated more
equally in the calculation of support and the formula will take greater account
of the costs of parent–child contact for the non-resident parent. Non-resident
parents who work overtime or have second jobs will be given some grace for the
first three years following separation to assist them to re-establish themselves.

The Australian Government’s

reform of the federal family

law system takes a more 

concrete form with the 

passage of amendments to 

the Family Law Act (1975) and

the announcement of mooted

changes to the child support

scheme. With a similarly busy

reform agenda, the states and

territories move towards a

more encompassing definition

of “family”.

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

Catherine Caruana

State and federal reform agendas
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More flexible rules for the capitalisation of child
support will mean that couples who wish to enter
into arrangements for support other than by way of
periodic payment (for example, by way of transfer
of an interest in the family home), will find it easier
to do so.

In addition, there will be changes to ensure that the
financial responsibility of non-resident parents to
children (and, in certain circumstances, stepchil-
dren) resulting from a new relationship, will be
included in the equation.

Subsequent updates will contain a more detailed
review of the changes as they come into effect.

Referral of state powers to legislate over 
de facto couples to the Commonwealth

The assent to the Commonwealth Powers (De Facto
Relationships) Bill 2004 (Vic.) on 23 November
2004 brings Australia one step closer to having a
uniform family law jurisdiction for married and de
facto couples who separate.

The Victorian Act and similar legislation in a num-
ber of other states2 enable the Commonwealth to
extend the application of laws relating to property
disputes and superannuation splitting, currently
only available to couples who have married and to
de facto couples. In the event that South Australia
and Tasmania enact similar legislation, and at some
future point the Commonwealth legislated to imple-
ment the referral of powers3, separating couples,
regardless of their marital status and the gender of
the parties, in all state and territory jurisdictions
would have access to the same laws and processes
to resolve disputes over property as their married
counterparts.

This position means that Australia is slowly moving
towards a more uniform family law system, with
heterosexual couples having access to one federal
forum to resolve all matters resulting from the
breakdown of their relationship. Currently, federal
laws apply in relation to disputes over children,
regardless of the relationship status and sexual ori-
entation of their parents, but individual state laws
and courts determine disputes over property. West-
ern Australia, with its own family law legislation
and court, legislated in 2003 to make state laws
relating to children’s matters and property redistri-
bution applicable to married couples, and both
heterosexual and same-sex de facto couples.

Same-sex couples included—South Australia
closes the breach

South Australia is poised to join the rest of the
states and territories in broadening the definition of
‘de facto’ to include same-sex couples in a range of

state provisions impacting on families and couples.
The Statutes Amendment (Relationships) Bill 2004
(SA), introduced on 15 September 2004, amends 
70 different Acts, giving same-sex spouses the 
status of family members on issues ranging from
consent to medical treatment, organ donation,
autopsies and cremation, to laws relating to domes-
tic violence, stamp duties, superannuation,
succession and guardianship.

Other proposed amendments will see the length 
of cohabitation required to establish a de facto 
relationship for the purposes of the Family Rela-
tionships Act 1975 (SA) reduced from five years to
three, and changes to the De Facto Relationship
Act 1996 (SA) to make state provisions relating to
the division of property after separation available to
same-sex partners.

Endnotes

1 House of Representatives Family and Community Affairs
Standing Committee of inquiry into child custody in the
event of family separation, 2003.

2 Including legislation introduced by the Australian Capital
Territory as recently as March 2006.

3 For the states, this requires a referral of powers to the fed-
eral jurisdiction under section 51(xxxvii) of the
Commonwealth Constitution. The territories, however, only
need to agree to the Commonwealth legislating for their
constituents.
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On 1–2 December 2005, the Institute hosted
an international forum on family relationships
in transition. The forum brought together over
200 participants from Australia and elsewhere,
including Canada, the People’s Republic of
China, Indonesia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Sin-
gapore, the United Kingdom, the United States
of America, and Vietnam. It sought to draw out
best practice and lessons learned in the differ-
ent countries, and promote opportunities for
an ongoing exchange of ideas of mutual inter-
est in the areas of research, policy and practice
related to supporting families in relationship transitions.

The Institute’s Director, Professor Alan Hayes, facilitated the
event, supported by Dr Matthew Gray, with the opening ministe-
rial addresses delivered by the Hon. Philip Ruddock MP,
Attorney-General, and Senator the Hon. Kay Patterson, then Min-
ister for Family and Community Services. Keynote addresses
were given by the Hon. Chief Justice Diana Bryant of the Family
Court of Australia; the Chief Federal Magistrate John Pascoe AO
of the Federal Magistrates Court of Australia; Dr Joan Kelly
(USA); Professor Nick Bala (Canada); and Principal Family Court
Judge Peter Boshier (New Zealand). His Excellency Major 
General Michael Jeffery AC CVO MC, Governor-General of the
Commonwealth of Australia, also addressed the forum.

The two-day event comprised a rich collection of policy-relevant
topics, including panel sessions on: (a) the suite of family law
reforms currently being operationalised; (b) innovative practice

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

in Australia and overseas
(particularly in relation to
hearing children); (c) practi-
cal resources for families
undergoing separation; (d)
perspectives on family serv-
ice provision in East Asia; (e)
safety issues and mental
health issues in the context of
the family law system; and 
(f) issues related to accessing
the family law system. The final keynote address was provided by
Professor Richard Chisholm, who summarised some of the key
learnings from the forum, and explored some of the complex
interconnecting threads across topics.

Many delegates reported that one of the highlights of the forum
was the dinner held at the National Museum of Australia. Aside

1 2

4

8 9 10

13

8 Drs Abas Basuni and Drs Hadi Carito, Ministry of Social Affairs (Republic of Indonesia)
9 Prof Alan Hayes, Australian Institute of Family Studies presents delegates with a gift
10 Prof Donald Chalmers, University of Tasmania and Ms Wan Nur Ibtisan Wan Ismail, Ministry of Family,

Women and Community Development
11 Mr David Stanton, Australian National University and Prof Alan Hayes, Australian Institute of Family Studies
12 Mme Aminah Abdul Rahman, National Population and Family Development Board, (Malaysia) with Drs

Suliastiati, Sub-Directorate, Family Empowerment, and Drs Hartono Laras, Program and Information
Division - Ministry of Social Affairs (Republic of Indonesia)

13 Mr Michael Fletcher, New Zealand Families Commission (New Zealand) and Dr Matthew Gray, Australian
Institute of Family Studies

14 Prof Richard Chisolm, University of Sydney 
15 Dr Matthew Gray, Australian Institute of Family Studies and Mr Leon Trainor, international consultant
16 Judge Peter Boshier, Principal Family Court Judge of New Zealand
17 Dr Bruce Smyth, Australian Institute of Family Studies and Dr Joan Kelly, Northern California Mediation

Centre (United States of America)
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from providing a unique opportunity for academics, policy 
makers, and practitioners to get together, guests were treated 
to an outstanding after-dinner speech by Dr Bruce Smyth, in
which Professor Richard Chisholm and Professor Richard
Ingleby were called in as impromptu ‘“time travellers’” through
the family law system.

The forum took place with the generous support and assistance
of the Attorney-General’s Department, and the Department of
Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, and was a
fitting end to the Institute’s 25th anniversary year. The confer-
ence proceedings can be downloaded from the Institute’s
website at: http://www.aifs.gov.au
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1 Mr Chen Yonggang, Ministry of Civil Affairs (People's Republic of China) and 
Ms Annabelle Cassells, International Branch, Department of Family, Community
Services and Aboriginal Affairs

2 His Excellency Major General Michael Jeffery AC CVO MC, Dr Anjili Doshi-
Gandhi and Ms Aminah Abdul Rahman, National Population and Family
Development Board (Malaysia)

3 The Hon Chief Justice Diana Bryant, Family Court of Australia; Ruth Weston, 
Australian Institute of Family Studies; Her Excellency Mrs Marlena Jeffery; 
Ms Dianne Gibson, Family Court of Australia

4 Mr Le Do Ngoc and Mme Ninh Thi Hong, Vietnam Commission for Population,
Family and Children (Socialist Republic of Vietnam)

5 Catherine Rosenbrock, Nick Richardson and Grace Soriano - Australian Institute
of Family Studies

6 Dr Richard Ingleby, Deakin University 
7 Dr Rajen Prasad and Mr Richard Bolton, Families Commission, Ministry of

Social Development (New Zealand)



Wave 2 data collection

Growing Up in Australia is returning in 2006 to the families of the
5,000 infants and 5,000 four- to five- year- olds who took part 
in Wave 1 of the study in 2004. More than 400 families were 
interviewed in October and November 2005, but most families will
be interviewed for the second time during March to September
this year.

Access to data from Growing Up in Australia

Data from Wave 1 was made available to researchers and policy
makers in May 2005, along with a full set of user documentation.
Many articles based on Wave 1 data were featured in the last 

edition of Family Matters (no. 72, Summer 2005). Data from the
“between Waves 1 and 2” questionnaire, which was mailed out to
families in mid-2005, will be released in August 2006. Application
forms for access to the data from Growing Up in Australia are
available on the Institute’s website: www.aifs.gov.au/growingup.

Wave 3 development

In conjunction with FaCSIA and the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(which is now conducting the fieldwork for the study), the 
Australian Institute of Family Studies has begun planning for the
development of Wave 3 of the study.

A I F S A C T I V I T I E S
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Ben Edwards and Helen Cheney and other workshop participants

I N S T I T U T E  AT  D I S A B I L I T Y  T H I N K  TA N K

Helen Cheney, AIFS and Lynne Wenig, President of the Scope Board

Growing Up in Australia, the longitudinal study of Australian children (LSAC), is a landmark study, initiated and funded by the 
Australian Government Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA), and managed by the Australian
Institute of Family Studies.

Gillian King, Thames Valley Children’s Centre and Erin Wilson, Scope Vic

Institute Senior Research Fellow, Helen Cheney, was the facilitator
for a workshop on ‘Dilemmas and Delights of Measuring Out-
comes for People with a Disability: A Think Tank’, hosted by
Scope Vic in Melbourne (14 March 2006).

The format of the workshop was conversational in style and drew
upon the diverse expertise and knowledge of participants from 
the disability and human services sector, policy makers and
researchers.

Dr Erin Wilson, Research Co-ordinator, Scope Vic, presented an
overview of existing research on outcomes measurement and 
an emerging outcomes framework being developed within Scope
Vic. The framework includes ideas around inclusion, community
belonging, social networks, quality of life and well being, agency 
and contribution, autonomy and self- determination, among other
things.

The workshop participants explored key ideas in the definition and
naming of outcomes for people with a disability, and the diverse

T H E  L AT E S T  F R O M  G R O W I N G U P I N AU S T R A L I A

communities they are, or seek to be, a part of. Dr Gillian King,
Research Program Director, Thames Valley Children’s Centre, and
Director, Research Alliance for Children with Special Needs,
Ontario, Canada, provided a response to the discussion.



Researchers from the National Child Protection Clearinghouse
team at the Australian Institute of Family Studies have attended
many events in recent months.

In October 2005, Daryl Higgins attended the Philanthropy Aus-
tralia Conference, where the Telstra Foundation’s Indigenous
Community Development Projects: Early Learnings Research
Report, vol. 2 (Higgins, 2005) was launched; and Daryl Higgins
and Leah Bromfield also presented a workshop at the Australian
Police Summit titled “Child maltreatment and policing in the 
21st century”.

In November 2005, Leah Bromfield presented a paper titled “Child
maltreatment prevention programs: A review of the evidence” at
the Sax Institute Research Exchange in Sydney. Daryl Higgins
presented a paper titled “Understanding different forms of child
maltreatment: The degree to which young people experience 
abusive/neglectful behaviours and their effects” at a Seminar 
for the Department of Community Services in Sydney, and an
address titled “Implications of neglect for children and young
people” at a forum for the South Australian Department of Chil-
dren and Education Services to launch a statewide training
program about child abuse. Prue Holzer and Leah Bromfield
attended a Victorian Association for Restorative Justice presenta-
tion at the Children’s Court. The presenter, Judge Coate,discussed
the Children’s Bill Exposure Draft and White Paper, including 
family conferencing and the proposed amendments to juvenile
justice legislation.

In January 2006, Daryl Higgins travelled to Western Australia,
where he gave invited addresses entitled “Child protection: 
A national overview” and “Child maltreatment: Myths and 
realities, signs and interventions”. He also facilitated a roundtable
forum on current issues and possibilities for a national 
framework.

In February 2006, Leah Bromfield and Daryl Higgins attended the
10th Australasian Conference on Child Abuse and Neglect, in
Wellington, New Zealand from, 14-16 February, where they 
presented the following papers: “Kinship care: A culturally appro-
priate practice framework for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islanders” (Bromfield, Richardson and Higgins); “Australian
Indigenous communities and out-of-home care: Models of best
practice” (Higgins, Richardson, and Bromfield); and “Facilitating
child abuse prevention research and models of best practice: The
role of a national clearinghouse for child protection research”
(Higgins, Richardson, and Bromfield, poster presentation). 
Following the conference, Leah Bromfield conducted a workshop
for the New Zealand Families Commission on research dissemi-
nation, and spent a day meeting with staff from the Department of
Child, Youth and Family Services.

In March 2006, Jenny Higgins attended a forum entitled “Child
Safety: A Community Responsibility,” hosted by the Australian
Institute for Primary Care and the Primary and Community Health
Network, at which Victorian Child Safety Commissioner, Bernie
Geary, was the guest speaker. Prue Holzer attended a seminar
hosted by the Centre for Adolescent Health in Victoria and pre-
sented by Professor Ron Prinz on 7 March 2006. The seminar
concerned the implementation of the Triple P-Positive Parenting
Program at the population level in the US. Leah Bromfield
attended the bi-annual Statutory Child Protection Learning and
Development Group meeting in Canberra. While in Canberra, Leah
also visited with research staff at the Institute of Child Protection
Studies at the Australian Catholic University. Ellen Fish, Jenny
Higgins, and Prue Holzer visited the director of the Victorian 
Children’s Court Clinic, Dr Pat Brown, and the Melbourne Chil-
dren’s Court. Ellen, Jenny, and Prue sat in on a contested court
hearing concerning child protection matters, thus gaining valu-
able exposure to legal proceedings in this area.

Readers are reminded that Family Matters is a fully refereed academic journal, recognised by the

Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) for the purposes of Research Data Collection,

and included in the Register of Refereed Journals. Family Matters welcomes submissions by external

authors as well as by Institute staff. Acceptance of all research papers is subject to a formal review

process. See the Institute’s website for Family Matters author guidelines. Please send submissions to

the editor: email aifs-editor@aifs.gov.au
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At the recent early childhood forum, Putting Children First: Their
Future, Our Future, hosted by the Department of Human Services
and the Centre for Community Child Health Early Childhood Forum,
Professor Alan Hayes delivered an address titled “Early intervention
and prevention across life: An Australian perspective”. The keynote

EARLY CHILDHOOD FORUM

address was delivered by Dr Jack Shonkoff, the 2006 Creswick
Foundation Visiting Professor in Early Childhood. It was entitled
“The science of early childhood development: Closing the gap
between what we know and what we do”. There were approxi-
mately 1200 guests in attendance.
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In 2006 the Australian Institute of Family Studies continues its series of public seminars 
presenting contemporary research on national and international issues related to family.

A sustainable work and family future in Australia: balancing
family, state regulation and market-based solutions

(Seminar held at the Institute on 24 November 2005)

Dr Barbara Pocock, Associate Professor and Queen Elizabeth II
Research Fellow at the University of Adelaide, met with Institute staff
and guests in late November 2005. Her presentation concerned sus-
tainable work and family arrangements in an Australian context. Dr
Pocock argued that Australian families are presently sustained
through a mixture of private family provisions, state regulations and
pubic sector resources (particularly industrial arrangements), and
increasingly market-based solutions (for example, commodified
forms of care and sustenance, such as child care). Dr Pocock argued
that the market is expansively engaged in ‘filling the gap’ left by
diminishing private family provisions and shrinking public resources
and regulations. The expanding marketplace and the implications 
it has for the future of the family, was the basis of Dr Pocock’s
presentation. In particular, Dr Pocock contended that the labour 
market—the largest market—both feeds us and eats us. Our
engagement in the work/spend cycle—an engagement that appears
to be occurring earlier among young people—rewards us, but 
also reduces private family provisions, which may have enabled a
greater sense of ‘balance’ between work and family life. Dr Pocock
concluded by offering some suggestions as to how private family
capacity and public support could be strengthened in order to gen-
erate more sustainable futures for Australian families (for example,
by greater support of the dual- and 1.5-earner household, more 
time sovereignty for workers, and a life-cycle approach to work 
and care).

‘Nothing about us without us’: Exploring issues 
of researching the ‘O/other’

(Seminar held at the Institute on 2 February 2006)

Dr Erin Wilson, Research Co-ordinator with Scope Victoria, was the
first seminar presenter for 2006. Dr Wilson prepared a seminar that
explored important issues concerning how a researcher conducts
research with participants who are ‘outside’ their social/cultural
group. Dr Wilson drew on her many years of experience working
with Indigenous Australians and people with disabilities to deliver a
presentation cognisant of the sensitivities of conducting research in
these contexts. In particular, Dr Wilson stressed that a researcher
needs to consider how they can conduct research with participants
who are outside their social group in a manner that is neither oppres-
sive nor disempowering. Dr Wilson argued that if research is defined
as an act of knowledge production and ‘meaning making’, then both
the positioning of the researcher and the act of research are
inevitably political. Dr Wilson stressed that ethics of meaning mak-
ing must be incorporated into marginalised research contexts,
otherwise the net result will be research ‘findings’ which are not
located in the contexts and experiences of the marginalised group.
Dr Wilson gave examples of the way meaning and language cannot
be ‘taken for granted’ as having a shared and mutually understood
meaning. Rather than being constant, Dr Wilson argued, meaning

and language are context dependent and in flux. Dr Wilson reported
that strength is given to research outcomes when there are lengthy
research development times, attention to detail in design and imple-
mentation, and mindful and careful data analyses. She also
acknowledged that it is difficult to engage with sectors of the com-
munity that consider themselves to be ‘invisible’. For a researcher to
enhance their ability to engage with the ‘other’, Dr Wilson suggested
immersion in the locality of the ‘other’ and working collaboratively
with local mentors. Finally, Dr Wilson stressed the logic of multiples,
that is, for researchers to consider their investigations in terms of
‘and/and’ rather than ‘and/or’. As researchers, Dr Wilson challenged
us to find ways of accurately representing marginalised groups
within our efforts of meaning making.

Changing the landscape for children: Corporal 
punishment and family policy in Sweden

(Seminar held at the Institute on 21 February 2006)

Dr Joan Durrant, Associate Professor at the University of Manitoba,
Department of Family Social Sciences, joined Institute staff and
guests in February of this year. Dr Durrant was in Wellington, New
Zealand, for the Australasian Conference on Child Abuse and
Neglect. The Institute was delighted to be able to facilitate Dr Dur-
rant’s address to an Australian audience. Dr Durrant has published
widely in the area of corporal punishment and law reform, particu-
larly in relation to Sweden. Her seminar presentation, ‘Changing the
landscape for children: Corporal punishment and family policy in
Sweden’, was similarly themed. In her address, Dr Durrant dis-
cussed Sweden’s stance on child welfare, violence toward children,
and the use of corporal punishment. She reported that Sweden has
taken a proactive, supportive and preventive approach to child pro-
tection issues. In fact, Sweden was the first country to enact a ban on
the use of corporal punishment. Dr Durrant provided an interesting
and detailed account of the history behind Sweden’s stance on cor-
poral punishment. In so doing, Dr Durrant reflected on the net result
of Sweden’s progress in these areas: child poverty, child abuse fatal-
ities, and child homelessness are virtually non-existent.

Dr Durrant argued that a child’s right to be protected from the use of
force as a disciplinary measure stems from human rights principles

Dr Barbara Pocock

Dr Erin Wilson
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In 2006 the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
is continuing its series of seminars presenting
research on national and international 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 11.30 a.m. (usually on the third
Thursday of each month) in the seminar room on 
the ground floor of the Institute, 300 Queen Street,
Melbourne 3000. They run from one to one-and-a-
half hours.

Seminar coordinators for 2006 are Institute
researchers Nick Richardson, Prue Holzer and Joanne
Slater. People wishing to attend a particular seminar
should phone the Australian Institute of Family 
Studies: (03) 9214 7888.

3 MAY 2006

Child support policy: Some reflections on
the past, present and future

Dr Bruce Smyth, Senior Research Fellow, and 
Dr Matthew Gray, Deputy Director (Research)
Australian Institute of Family Studies

Facilitator—Professor Alan Hayes, Australian Institute of Family Studies

25 MAY 2006

The intergenerational effects of forced 
separation and forced relocation on
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
families

Professor Sven Silburn
Director of the Centre for Developmental Health at the
Curtin University of Technology and the Telethon Institute
for Child Health Research

Facilitator—Dr Matthew Gray, Australian Institute of Family Studies

22 JUNE 2006

Effects of household joblessness on 
measures of subjective wellbeing

Dr Rosanna Scutella
Economist, the Brotherhood of St Laurence

Facilitator—Michael Alexander, Australian Institute of Family Studies

7 JULY 2006
Is child care a risk factor for the cognitive
and social development of children?

Professor Sarah Friedman
Project Scientist/Scientific Coordinator, Study of Early Child
Care and Youth Development, National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development

Facilitator—Professor Alan Hayes, Australian Institute of Family Studies

Dr Joan Durrant

AIFS SEMINAR PROGRAM 2006

A program of interesting Seminars 
continues in 2006
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and from research on outcomes. That is, physical punishment has been
consistently associated with negative developmental outcomes, such as
increased aggression, poorer mental health, and eroded parent–child
relationships. Dr Durrant concluded by documenting the progress of
corporal punishment bans in other countries and by opening up dis-
cussion as to how ideas for change could be generated in our own
country in order that all children are able to thrive.

Sexual assault prevention education: how far have we come?

(Seminar held at the Institute on 16 March 2006)

Dr Moira Carmody, Senior Lecturer, School of Sociology and Justice
Studies, University of Western Sydney, addressed Institute staff and
guests in March 2006. Dr Carmody has been working on the issue of sex-
ual assault prevention since 1983. She has been a sexual assault
counsellor, service coordinator, and policy adviser on sexual assault
service development to several state governments. Dr Carmody has pub-
lished widely on the issue of sexual assault and is currently conducting
a three-year Australian Research Council Grant on promoting ethical
non-violent relationships of young women and men in New South Wales.
Thus, the theme of Dr Carmody’s seminar presentation was the effec-
tiveness of sexual assault prevention education. Dr Carmody argued that
preventing sexual violence before it occurs involves a range of strategies,
including legal sanctions, improved police procedures and education.
Anti-violence workers, activists and governments have all made moral
and financial investments in education as a major strategy to reduce the
incidence of sexual violence in our communities. However, on the basis
of a sample of programs drawn from Australia and the USA, Dr Carmody
argued, ill-conceived programs that target ‘at-risk’ women have unin-
tended consequences and result in limited long-term impact for
participants. In addition, Dr Carmody explored the complexity of sexual
assault education. Dr Carmody identified that there are many factors that
warrant consideration in education campaigns, such as how to manage
desires and pleasure at the same time as negotiating danger. Dr Carmody
also drew attention to issues of outcome measurement, that is, how the
effectiveness of education programs should be assessed (for example,
via law reform or decreases in assault). Finally, Dr Carmody stressed the
need for alternative approaches to sexual assault prevention education
that are inclusive of men, and the diverse sexual experiences of both
young men and women.

Dr Moira Carmody
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The following selection of

books on family-related topics

are recent additions to the

Institute’s Library. They are

available through libraries,

through the Institute’s Library

via the Inter Library Loan 

system, or for purchase from

good book shops. Prices are

given as and when supplied.

C A R O L E  J E A N

B O O K  N O T E S

Making adult stepfamilies work:
Strategies for the whole family
when a parent marries later in
life, by Grace Gabe and Jean 
Lipman-Blumen, St Martin’s
Press, 2005. US$14.95.

Written by a sociologist and 

psychiatrist, this book aims to

give practical advice to both

those remarrying and their 

adult children. In addition to

researching the academic 

literature on this topic, the

authors interviewed over 100

people in all of the major roles 

in stepfamilies.Topics covered

include: reaction of adult 

children to parents remarrying;

finance/inheritance issues;

dividing time between 

children/grandchildren and

stepchildren/step-grandchildren;

health issues; the ‘family’home;

‘favouritism’within families and

ways of dealing with conflict.

The book is written in an 

engaging style and would be

helpful to all of those who

become part of an adult 

stepfamily.

Boys raising babies: Adolescent
fatherhood in New Zealand, by
Gareth Rouch, Barnardos,
Wellington, 2005.

Research into adolescent fathers

has been much neglected.This

New Zealand report uses the

experiences and stories of

twelve teenage fathers to shed

What works for children and
young people with harmful sexual
behaviours?, by Simon Hackett,
Barnardos, Ilford, 2004.

This book provides a review of

the literature and practices 

surrounding children and young

people who display harmful 

sexual behaviours.The 

introductory chapter looks at

sexual abuse perpetrated by

young children in a historical

context,as well as background to

current policy and practice, with

the author arguing that current

intervention strategies are 

uncoordinated and inconsistent.

Subsequent chapters discuss

what is known about the families

of children/young people who

sexually abuse others and what

interventions work with children

of different ages and their 

families. A key message is that

approaches/interventions must

be developmentally appropriate

for the age of the children/young

people involved.This text would

make valuable reading for all

professionals working in the

child protection field.

light on this under-researched

issue.The report begins with an

outline of the twelve young

men’s families and educational

background, as well as details 

of their relationship with the

child’s mother.The author 

found that for many of the

young men, becoming a father

has transformed their lives. It

acted as a catalyst for positive

change, to take on responsibility

for their (and their families’) lives

and to think seriously about

their futures.This report would

make fascinating reading for all

who work with single parents, as

well as social policy makers.

can be assessed by a checklist

screening approach (examples

of these are given in the text),

and then an appropriate analysis

can be applied, depending on a

variety of factors such as time

and cost allowed and the 

specific nature of the policy in

question.This report is mainly

aimed at those involved in policy

making, but would also be of

interest to people working in

the family services field.

Methodologies for analysing the
impact of public policy on families:
A conceptual view. A report for the
Families Commission, by Jacqui
True, New Zealand Families 
Commission,Wellington, 2005.
Gratis. Available from the 
Commission’s website: http://
www.nzfamilies.org.nz.

The Families Commission is a

New Zealand government-

funded organisation whose role

is to act as an advocate for the

interests of families.This 

document is intended as a guide

for policy makers to the different

approaches that can be taken to

assess how government policies

impact upon families.The four

approaches are: microeconomic

analysis; gender policy analysis;

impact assessment; and family

impact assessment.The author

suggests that, initially, policies
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Learning from Sure Start: Working with
young children and their families,
edited by Jo Weinberger, Caroline Pickstone and Peter Hannon,
Open University Press, Maidenhead, 2005.

Sure Start is a UK-based 

initiative providing early

intervention and support to

families with children aged

up to four years.Whilst

individual projects can be

targeted to a particular

community’s needs, overall

they must have four shared

main objectives.These 

are: improving social and 

emotional development;

improving health; improv-

ing children’s ability to

learn; and strengthening

families and communities.

This report focuses on

one Sure Start program

located in Sheffield, England.

Individual chapters discuss

the setting up of the Sure Start

program, and how it fulfilled

the four criteria. Aspects 

of the program which are 

discussed include: parenting

programs; meeting the needs

of teenage parents; improving

the lives of low birth-weight

Surviving separation: How to 
protect your children, your
finances, and your sanity, by 
Celia Conlan,Scribe,North Carlton,
2006. $27.95.

This Australian book contains

practical advice for anyone

Safeguarding childhood: Early
intervention and surveillance in 
a late modern society, by Nigel
Parton, Palgrave Macmillan,
Hampshire, 2006. $59.00.

This text gives an overview of

the issues of child abuse and

neglect in the United Kingdom.

The book begins with an 

outline of the child protection

system up until the early 1990s

and the public and political 

concern that grew from a 

number of child deaths 

which brought attention to 

deficiencies within the system.

The author then describes 

and analyses the changes to

policies, systems and practices

that have occurred over recent

years.The introduction of the

Children Act 1989 and initiatives

by the Labour government 

from 1997 are discussed in 

some length. Early intervention

programs such as Sure Start,

the Looking After Children 

project and other research 

projects are described.The

author refers to these system-

wide changes as being part 

of the emergence of the 

‘pre-emptive state’, that is, the

idea of the state pre-empting

child welfare problems before

they occur.This book would

make interesting reading 

for all involved in child 

protection. Substantial notes

and a detailed bibliography is

included.

Australia’s welfare 2005: The 
seventh biennial report of the
Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare, AIHW, Canberra, 2005.
$55.00.

This report from the Australian

Institute of Health and Welfare

gives a detailed overview of the

state of welfare services in 

Australia. Chapters include:

ageing and aged care; disability

and disability services; housing

assistance; services for homeless

people; and the resources of

welfare services.The special 

thematic chapter for this 

edition focuses on children and

youth. Each chapter contains a

detailed analysis of the topic

area, with both text and tables.

Written in a clear and concise

manner, this report would 

be an essential reference for 

students, policy makers and 

professionals working within

the welfare sphere.

Carole Jean is the Reference

Librarian at the Australian 

Institute of Family Studies.

undergoing separation and

divorce, especially in those 

families where children are

involved.Whilst it is not a ‘how

to’book with regards to the

legal system, it does give an

overview of the role of the 

family court and how the court

system works, and explains 

the role of counselling and 

alternative dispute resolution.

A substantial part of the book is

devoted to practical issues of

how to deal with an ex-spouse,

and conflicts and issues that

arise over children.The author

argues that the needs of the

child have to be considered

babies; supporting breast-

feeding mothers; language

and reading development in

young children; and the

establishment of a Young

Families Advice Service.

This report would make 

fascinating reading for all

involved in early intervention

programs.

paramount and she details

strategies that parents can 

use to minimise children’s

involvement in any conflict.

Appendices include definitions

of commonly used terms and

phrases,and a list of organisations

that can provide help.

This book would prove useful 

to not only separating couples

and their families, but also all

professionals who come into

contact with them.



Family Matters No.73 2006  Australian Institute of Family Studies 70

19–20 June 2006
Communities in Control Conference:
The Community Summit—
Challenging the Power of One
Moonee Ponds,Vic.

Hosted by Our Community, a

national gateway for community

groups and schools, this annual

conference is for community

group leaders, local, state and

federal government leaders,

business people and all people

who value strong and vibrant

communities. Bryce Courtenay is

a keynote speaker, along with

representatives from government

and the corporate world.

Further information: Web: www.

ourcommunity.com.au/files/Com

munitiesinControl2006.pdf

19–23 June 2006
Family-friendly Employment 
Policies and Practices:An East–West
Perspective on Work–Life Balance—
14th International Employment
Relations Association Conference
Hong Kong

The 14th International Employ-

ment Relations Association

Conference will focus on key issues

such as:Work–life balance and

employee-friendly work policies;

Can family-friendly rhetoric imply a

long-term commitment?;To what

extent do businesses understand

and really adjust to employee

needs and expectations?;What

are the most effective measures

to ensure that a work environ-

ment is family-friendly and

worker-friendly?

Further information: Web: www.

hkbu.edu.hk/~iera2006

20–22 June 2006
8th International Narrative Therapy
and Community Work Conference
Kristiansand, Norway

Hosted by the Dulwich Centre

(Australia) and Institute for 

Narrative Practice (Norway), this

conference will feature: keynote

addresses focusing on how history

and culture shape therapeutic

work; practice-based sessions on

therapeutic work with children,

adults, individuals, couples and

families;and stories of community

work practices informed by 

narrative ideas.

Further information: Email:dulwich

@senet.com.au.Web: www.

dulwichcentre.com.au

2–6 July 2006
19th Biennial Meeting of the 
International Society for the Study
of Behavioural Development (ISSBD)
Melbourne,Vic.

The ISSBD 2006 conference will

provide the opportunity for 

participants to keep up-to-date

with the latest research and

thinking on human development.

The scientific programme will

include keynote and invited

addresses, paper and poster 

symposia, and individual posters.

Further information: Email: issbd

2006@meetingplanners.com.au.

Web: www.issbd2006.com.au

4–6 July 2006
Childhood and Youth: Choice and
Participation International 
Conference
Sheffield University, Sheffield UK

Children’s rights to participation

are now on the agendas of 

governments, policy makers,

schools and community 

organisations.They are also

increasingly central to research

with children.The aim of this

conference, hosted by the Centre

for the Study of Childhood and

Youth at Sheffield University, is to

explore and question the nature

and extent of that participation.

Further information: Web: www.

shef.ac.uk/cscy/conference2006/

index.htm

12–14 July 2006
Methodology of Longitudinal Surveys:
An International Conference
University of Essex, Colchester, UK

Hosted by the ESRC United 

Kingdom Longitudinal Studies

Centre, this conference aims to

bring together scholars and

research professionals involved

in the design, implementation

and analysis of longitudinal 

surveys, to share methodological

research findings and to discuss

the state of the art in carrying out

longitudinal surveys.

Further information: Web: www.

iser.essex.ac.uk/ulsc/mols2006

17–21 July 2006
ICAR2:The Second International
Conference on Adoption Research
University of East Anglia,Norwich,UK

The goal of the conference is to

bring together the worldwide,

multidisciplinary community of

distinguished and emerging

adoption researchers.Conference

participants will be drawn from 

a wide range of disciplines 

such as psychology, psychiatry,

sociology, anthropology,social

work,history,social policy and

law. Debate will be encouraged

about methodological and 

conceptual challenges and the

future direction that research

into adoption should take.

Further information: Centre for

Research on the Child and Family,

University of East Anglia.

Web: www.icar2.org.uk

23–29 July 2006
XVI ISA World Congress of Sociology
Durban, South Africa

The theme of this congress hosted

by the International Sociological

Association (ISA) is ‘The quality of

social existence in a globalising

world’.The location of the 

congress, Durban, provides the

international social science 

community with an opportunity

to encounter a society in transi-

tion, in a context that is highly

cognisant of the importance of

social science in reconstruction

and development.

Further information: Web:www.

ucm.es/info/isa/congress2006

24–27 July 2006
International Conference on 
Children and Divorce
University of East Anglia,Norwich,UK

The aim of the conference is 

to bring together researchers

from a range of disciplines who

all share a common interest 

in conceptualising and 

understanding children’s lives

and children’s wellbeing after

divorce or separation. Confirmed

keynote speakers include Paul

Amato, Judy Dunn, Bob Emery,

Janet Johnston, Jen McIntosh,

Carol Smart and Liz Trinder.

Further information: Web: www.

iccd2006.com

14–16 August 2006
ACWA Conference, incorporating the
7th International Looking After 
Children Conference
Sydney, NSW

The Association of Children’s 

Welfare Agencies (ACWA) 2006

Conference will bring together

Australian and international

practitioners, managers, carers,

young people, researchers and

policy makers committed to

strengthening families and

improving outcomes for children

and young people at risk or in

care.The conference program

will present and debate the 

most up-to-date research,

practice and policy in child,

youth and family services.

Further information: Web: www.

acwa06.com

30 August –1 September 2006
Reach Out: Connect—16th Annual
TheMHS Conference
Townsville, Qld

The TheMHS Conference is an

international mental health 

educational forum, attracting

over 1000 mental health 

clinicians,managers, consumers,

carers, researchers, educators 

and policy makers, annually.

Australian and New Zealand

mental health services have 

been undergoing major reform

processes during past years.

The TheMHS conference takes

stock of these changes and 

looks at the challenges for the

future of mental health services.

Conference topics include:

child and adolescent mental

health services,early intervention

strategies, family/carer issues,

gender issues and so on.

Further information: Web: www.

themhs.org

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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H O W  T O  A C C E S S  F R E E  A I F S  P U B L I C AT I O N S

P U B L I C A T I O N S

A partnership approach to working with 

parents is an important dimension of quality

in the provision of early childhood services.

Developmental theories also suggest that

supportive relationships between parents and

carers may be an important factor in promoting

good outcomes for children. In this paper,

Kelly Hand and Sarah Wise draw on 242 child

care provider responses to the Institute’s

Child Care In Cultural Context study.The

authors consider the extent to which carers in

centre care and family day care settings work

with parents to understand their childrearing

perspectives. Carers’ reports of parental 

childrearing practices that differ from their

own and the issues they confront in manag-

ing these differences are also explored.

Research papersN E W

Child protectionA V A I L A B L E  N O W

In this paper, Matthew Gray and Jennifer

Renda present evidence on the extent to

which non-working lone and couple mothers

who would like to work are able to provide an

estimate of their reservation wage (the mini-

mum wage which they need to be paid in

order to accept a job offer).They also tests the

hypothesis that unrealistic wage expectations

are an important factor in explaining relatively

low employment rates amongst mothers 

by comparing reservation wages with the

estimated earning capacity of mothers.The

analysis is based on the Family and Work

Decisions (FAWD) Survey of 2,405 mothers

conducted by the Institute in late 2002.

Parenting partnerships in culturally
diverse child care settings: A care
provider perspective, by Kelly Hand 
and Sarah Wise, AIFS Research Paper 
No. 36, May 2006, 29 pages.
Free. Also available online.

Reservation wages and the earnings
capacity of lone and couple mothers:
Are wage expectations too high?
by Matthew Gray and Jennifer Renda,
AIFS Research Paper No. 37, May 2006,
24 pages. Free. Also available online.
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Two new research papers are available from

the Australian Institute of Family Studies.

One new publication is available from the

National Child Protection Clearinghouse.

Child Abuse Prevention Issues No. 24
(Autum, 2006, 24 pages) by Prue Holzer, Jenny

Higgins, Leah Bromfield, Nick Richardson and

Daryl Higgins is titled The effectiveness of parent
education and home visiting child maltreatment
prevention programs.This paper investigates

the effectiveness of child maltreatment 

prevention programs.The paper begins with

an overview of the different types of preven-

tion programs (for example,primary/universal,

secondary and tertiary interventions) and the

way in which programs can be evaluated.

Different modes of evaluation are described

(that is, process, impact and outcome evalua-

tions) and the benefits and limitations of

adopting certain methodological approaches

are outlined. Particular attention is given to

two widely used prevention programs: parent

education and home visiting programs.

Parent education and home visiting program

evaluations are critiqued in order to determine

whether these programs

are effective in preventing

child maltreatment and

the degree of evidence

that exists to support

these claims.The paper

concludes by discussing

the implications of the

present findings and

their applicability 

to practice.

Available online.
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ACSSA Aware No. 11 (May 2006, 48 pages). In
this issue we profiled the sexual assault related
projects that were successful in applying for
the latest round of funding from the Australian
Government’s Office for Women. We also
included an overview of four new resources
devoted to working with adult victim/survivors
of childhood sexual assault, produced by the
Royal District Nursing Service Research Unit and
Catherine House in South Australia, as well as
reviews of several recently-released reports,
such as the Sentencing Statistics for Rape
Offences paper on trends in Victoria, by the
Sentencing Advisory Council; Amnesty Inter-

national’s report on military sexual slavery; and
the Safe at Work? report, by URCOT and RMIT,
overseen by the Victorian Statewide Steering
Committee to Reduce Violence Against
Women in the Workplace. Available online.

ACSSA Issues paper No. 5 (June, 2006, 44
pages) is titled Exploring the links between sex
offender treatment and sexual assault prevention
by Donna Chung, Patrick O’Leary and Tammy
Hand of the University of South Australia. This
Issues Paper on sex offender treatment pro-
grams,examines the research on the prevalence
and nature of sexual offending, a history of

Two new publications are available from the Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault.
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ACSSAA V A I L A B L E  N O W

This report, commissioned by the Family and
Children’s Policy Branch of the Australian Gov-
ernment Department of Family and Community
Services, was prepared cooperatively by the
Australian Institute of Family Studies with t
he Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic
and Social Research. It represents an important 

step forward in establishing an evidence base 
concerning the efficacy of early childhood inter-
ventions 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

Early childhood interventions

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.

learning,as well as a period where adverse expe-
riences 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.

intervention responses,and a critical review of
contemporar y sex offender treatment 
programs and their underlying theoretical
perspectives. The paper also documents the
various programs offered in Australia and con-
siders the implications of those evaluations that
have been conducted. Future directions for
research and practice developments in the
area are outlined. Available online.
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