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A L A N  H A Y E S
Director’s report

I was delighted to welcome Mr Terry Moran AO, Secre-
tary, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, to
the Institute on Friday 16 May. Ms Liza Carroll, First
Assistant Secretary of the Office of Work and Family,
accompanied Mr Moran. It was a good opportunity for
staff to meet the Secretary and for Mr Moran to hear
about the many research and dissemination projects
that the Institute is currently undertaking. Signing of the
Memorandum of Understanding with the Department
has further cemented the close working relationship of
our two organisations.

Families Matter
Support for families is well entrenched in Australian
public policy and historically we have led the world in
making it a policy priority. It is important not to overlook
the importance of families, especially for those who are
isolated, marginalised or excluded. The article by Tim
Moore, Morag McArthur and Debbie Noble-Carr in the
last edition of Family Matters showed that young people
who are socially excluded through homelessness place
great importance on their family relationships, have a
sense of increased connectedness to their family and, 
significantly, report that homelessness actually enhances
their sense of trust of family members.

The UK Government last year launched an initiative called
Think Family. This complements their social exclusion and
children’s agendas. It underscores the importance of consid-
ering the family circumstances of socially excluded adults
and the ways in which families enhance their life chances
and those of their children. Grounded in a family strengths
approach, Think Family seeks to encourage services, profes-
sionals and policy makers to adopt new and innovative
approaches to working with families who are socially
excluded. To quote a recent publication by the Social Exclu-
sion Task Force (2008): “excellent children’s services and
excellent adult services are not enough in isolation. To trans-
form life chances and break the cycle of disadvantage,
services must go further. They must ‘think family’” (p. 4).

Research news
Fertility and Family Policy in Australia
The launch of the research report Fertility and Family
Policy in Australia in February generated considerable
interest. Its focus on the fertility aspirations of Australians,
and how we sit relative to trends in other OECD countries
stimulated debate in the media as well as among policy
makers and the wider community. May I extend heartiest
congratulations to Matthew Gray, Ruth Weston and Lixia
Qu on an excellent and timely report.

Australian Family Relationships Clearinghouse (AFRC)
Strengthening Aboriginal Family Functioning: What
Works and Why?, by Roz Walker and Carrington Shep-
herd, published by the Australian Family Relationships

Clearinghouse, headed the top five list of Australian Policy
Online for the period 21–27 February. Funding has been
secured for the Australian Family Relationships Clearing-
house for a further two years, commencing in July 2008.

Family Law Evaluation
There has been substantial progress in the evaluation of the
family law reforms since the beginning of the year. The Leg-
islation and Courts Project has commenced its interviews
and focus groups with key players in the legal system, includ-
ing judges, magistrates, registrars, family consultants and
lawyers. This is due to be completed by July 2008. The Serv-
ice Provision Project has completed analysing the first wave
of data from a qualitative study of senior executives, man-
agers and staff from organisations funded by the Australian
Government’s Family Relationship Services Program and has
also conducted a web-based survey of all service provider
staff members. The Families Project is in the final stages of
developing the highly innovative new study, Family Path-
ways: The Longitudinal Study of Separated Families, with the
pilot for the study commencing in late May 2008. The main
fieldwork for the first wave of data collection is due to com-
mence in August 2008.

Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian 
Children (LSAC)
Fieldwork for Wave 3 of LSAC commenced in March, with
the first interviews conducted in Queensland and NSW.
The fieldwork is anticipated to run through to October
2008. Following the workshop held in December 2007,
after the inaugural LSAC Conference, a second data user
training workshop was held in Canberra in February, with
positive feedback received from the approximately 30 par-
ticipants. A third data user training workshop is scheduled
for 8 July, to coincide with the AIFS Conference. The

Mr Terry Moran and Professor Alan Hayes with (standing, l. to r.), 
Ms Liza Carroll, Dr Matthew Gray and Ms Sue Tait.
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AIFS Conference update
The Institute is a hive of activity in preparation for the
10th Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference,
Families Through Life, to be held at the Melbourne Exhi-
bition Centre on 9–11 July 2008. With over 160
presentations scheduled—along with panel discussions,
poster presentations and, of course, some eminent
keynote speakers—it will be a great opportunity for wide-
ranging discussions about families.

AIFS Conferences are always seen as a key forum for
researchers to report on their family research results, con-
tribute to ongoing debate and provide policy input. And
our 10th conference appears set to once again be an excit-
ing and vibrant opportunity for researchers, policy makers
and practitioners to meet and share new insights with each
other.

This year, the conference has been set around five major
themes—Family Relationships; Children, Youth & Patterns
of Care; Families & Work; Families & Community Life; and
finally, Violence & Protection Issues. Within these broad
themes, the presentations will cover an extensive range 
of topics related to families and allow for wide-ranging 
discussion.

We have secured some prominent keynote speakers who
will no doubt inspire interest and debate in their areas of
expertise:

Peter Whiteford—Professor at the Social Policy Research
Centre at the University of NSW. Previously, he was Prin-
cipal Administrator, Social Policy Division, Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
Paris. He is an expert in welfare reform, and the reconcili-
ation of work and family life.

Andrew Cherlin—Professor of Public Policy, Department
of Sociology, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, Mary-
land, USA. He has published widely on the sociology of
families and public policy.

Ruth Weston—General Manager (Research) at the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, Australia.
She is an expert in the psychology of families, relationship
formation, divorce, and other family transitions.

I hope you will join us for what promises to be a terrific
event. For further information and registration details, see:
www.aifsconference08.com

Presentation of Public Service Medal

On Thursday 8 May, I was very privileged to
accompany Ruth and Don Weston to the
presentation of Ruth’s Public Service Medal
by the Governor of Victoria, Professor
David de Kretser, A.C., at Government
House here in Melbourne. It was a wonder-
ful event and a superb acknowledgement of
Ruth’s great contribution to research. It was
good to see the medal formally pinned!

Ruth Weston receiving her Public Service Medal from 
Professor David de Kretser, A.C., Governor of Victoria.

development process for Wave 4 has commenced. The
design teams have been re-convened, scoping of content
areas is underway and in May papers were presented to the
Consortium Advisory Group meeting.

A contract has been signed with the Smith Family to under-
take a project on the home-to-school transitions of children
from disadvantaged families, using the LSAC data set to
investigate this issue. Two symposia on the LSAC study will
be presented to the AIFS 2008 Conference. Presenters
include AIFS researchers and external collaborators, and the
symposia themes are: “Family Life Through the Lens of the
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children” and “How Aus-
tralian Children and Families are Faring: Insights from Two
National Longitudinal Studies”. Several other papers will
report analyses of LSAC data. At the time of writing, there are
now 220 registered users of the data set. The growth in use of
the data has exceeded expectations.

Conferences
Symposium on Relocation Disputes
On 18 April, along with Ruth Weston, Rae Kaspiew and
Lawrie Moloney, I attended the Symposium on Relocation
Disputes in Australia, held at the Australian National Univer-
sity. Rae Kaspiew gave an excellent presentation. Overall, the
symposium was well attended, with the Deputy Chief Justice
of the Family Court of Australia, one of the Federal Magis-
trates and several senior staff from the Attorney-General’s
Department in attendance. Professor Carol Bruch from the
University of California, Davis, presented a keynote address
that stimulated a great deal of discussion.

13th National Family Law Conference
On Friday 11 April, I presented a paper in a plenary session
of the 13th National Family Law Conference, held in Ade-
laide. Hugh McKay and I shared the session, which was
chaired by Federal Magistrate Tom Altobelli. The confer-
ence theme was “Families: Broken Blended and Mended”
and the session to which I contributed was entitled “Future
Issues Confronting Australian Families”. I was very pleased
by the response to the paper and must acknowledge the
assistance of Ruth Weston, Lixia Qu, Matthew Gray, Leah
Bromfield, Daryl Higgins, Lan Wang and Nancy Virgona in
the preparation of the paper. Around a thousand lawyers
and members of the judiciary attended the conference and
there was great interest in the Institute and its work.
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On 4 April, I chaired the Advisory Committee of the Child
and Family Research Centre at Macquarie University. This
is a new initiative co-directed by Professor Jennifer Bowes
and Dr Julie Fitness. Established with funding from the
then Department of Education, Science and Training
(DEST), the Centre has a particular focus on young chil-
dren and their families, emphasising research on parenting
and capacity building in Indigenous communities.

On 30 April, with Sue Tait and Matthew Gray, I attended the
Prime Minister’s address to Heads of Agencies and the Senior
Executive Service, which was held in the Great Hall at Par-
liament House. The full address is available from the Prime
Minister’s website (www.pm.gov.au/media/Speech/2008/
speech_0226.cfm) or via the Australian Public Service Com-
mission website (www.apsc.gov.au/media/rudd300408.htm).
It was an excellent opportunity to meet with other Public
Service executives and to hear the Prime Minister give an
insteresting and challenging address.

Following the address, we met with the Hon Tanya
Plibersek, Minister for Housing and Minister for Status of
Women. We briefed Minister Plibersek on a range of topics
concerning the Institute’s work and especially those that
relate to her focus on sexual assault, domestic violence and
women’s workforce participation. In addition to covering
matters related to ACSSA, NCPC and AFRC, we also pro-
vided a briefing on our recent work on social inclusion and
our focus on work and family balance issues.

Concluding thoughts
The Institute’s work program continues to expand. While it
is excellent to see the interest in our research and recog-
nition of the value of our work, I am committed to ensuring
that its quality is in no way compromised. To that end, I am
reviewing many aspects of the Institute’s strategic focus,
operational capacity and organisation. This is timely, given
the need to develop our next triennial Strategic and
Research Plans in the second half of this year. The first
consultations for the Research Plan will take place at the
AIFS Conference, in July, with consultation forums to be
held around the country in the ensuing months. The Advi-
sory Council will be active in critically reviewing the draft
plan. In addition to warmly inviting you to our conference,
I also urge you to take an active interest in the consulta-
tions that will set the direction for the Institute’s research
across the next three years.

Reference
Social Exclusion Task Force. (2008). Think Family: Improving the life

chances of families at risk. London: Cabinet Office. Retrieved 21 May
2008, from http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/social_exclusion_task_
force/~/media/assets/www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/social_exclusion_task_
force/think_families/think_family_life_chances_report%20pdf.ashx
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Australia 2020 Summit
I was delighted with the selection of Dr Zoë Morrison, Aus-
tralian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault (ACSSA), as
a participant in the 2020 Summit. Several others with
direct associations with AIFS were also selected. These
include former staff members Ann Sanson and Adam
Tomison; a member of the AIFS former Board of Manage-
ment, Frank Oberklaid; and a current member of our
Advisory Council, Marie Leech. We are already analysing
the recommendations relating to areas in which the 
Institute is working and to which it can contribute.

Visitors
On 18 February, Ms Sawon Hong, Regional Child Protec-
tion Advisor, UNICEF East Asia and Pacific (Bangkok,
Thailand) visited AIFS. Her interest was in the operation of
the National Child Protection Clearinghouse (NCPC).
Attending the meeting were Professor Cathy Humphreys
(Melbourne University) and, from AIFS, Leah Bromfield,
Prue Holzer, Susan Fooks and Joan Kelleher.

On 22 April, we hosted a meeting with Productivity Com-
missioner Angela MacRae and Assistant Commissioner
Ralph Lattimore to discuss the Inquiry into Parental Leave
and areas of the Institute’s work that are of relevance to the
Inquiry. We also discussed issues related to fertility and its
trends and implications. Again, Commission staff were
very interested in the work the Institute has already done
in this area. Angela MacRae was a member of our former
Board of Management and shows great interest in AIFS
and its work.

Director’s activities
On 4 March, I attended FaHCSIA’s Longitudinal Studies
Advisory Group (LSAG) meeting with Diana Smart. The
Advisory Group oversees the LSAC and HILDA studies and
includes senior policy makers and academic advisors. We
provided an update on the progress of the LSAC study,
including recent data collection activities, data release,
user training, current planning, and dissemination activi-
ties. The study’s success greatly relies on the efforts of the
Institute’s Project Operations team of Diana Smart, Carol
Soloff, Linda Bencic, Sebastian Misson, Mark Sipthorp and
Siobhan O’Halloran. Many thanks to them for their dedi-
cation, hard work and commitment to the study.

On 19 March, along with Sarah Wise and Sue Tait, I
attended a meeting with The Hon. Maxine McKew, Parlia-
mentary Secretary for Early Childhood Education and
Childcare. Discussions focused on the Institute’s work of
relevance to her areas of responsibility. She was glowing in
her praise of our contributions and indicated that she used
our material extensively.

We welcome Lan Wang to the Institute. Lan has
been appointed as the Institute’s Publishing 

Manager. She has been working in the editing and pub-
lishing field since the mid-1990s, and has undertaken a
wide range of hands-on and project management tasks
for trade publishers and government and non-govern-
ment organisations. Prior to joining the Institute, she
freelanced for five years as an editor, writer, typesetter,

website developer and trainer. She worked in education
for several years, including a stint at the Asia Education
Foundation, where she organised teacher study tours to
Asia. In the early 1990s, she spent three years in Thai-
land working for  the UK-based development
organisation, Voluntary Services Overseas. Her career
began as a librarian at the Australian National Univer-
sity and the Commonwealth Parliament.
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The LSAC study aims to shed light on the development of the cur-
rent generation of Australian children, and to investigate the
contribution of the children’s social, economic and cultural envi-
ronments to their adjustment and wellbeing. More specifically, it
seeks to improve understanding of the complex interplay of factors
that foster or impede healthy early childhood development, to
identify opportunities for early intervention and prevention in pol-
icy areas concerning children, and to inform the policy debate in
general. The study enables an examination of the impact of early
experiences on later development, and the mapping of the diverse
pathways followed by children as they develop. It also helps to
determine the opportune times for the provision of services and
welfare support and to identify the long-term consequences of pol-
icy changes.

Introduction
With the release of data from the second wave of Growing
up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Australian Chil-
dren (LSAC), Australia now has national longitudinal data
on children’s development. While there are questions that
can be answered using cross-sectional surveys, there are
many that can only be answered using longitudinal data.
Longitudinal surveys provide information about the
dynamics of change at an individual or family level. They
can also provide insights into the effects of experiences
earlier in life on outcomes later in life. For the benefits of
longitudinal data to be realised, it is crucial that loss of the
sample over time be kept to a minimum and that compa-
rability of information be maintained as far as possible
across waves.

Growing up in Australia: 
The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 
is now walking and talking

M AT T H E W  G R AY  a n d  D I A N A  S M A R T 1

Growing Up in Australia was initiated and funded by the Australian
Government Department of Families, Housing, Community Serv-
ices and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA). The study is being
undertaken in partnership with the Australian Institute of Family

Studies, with advice being provided by a consortium of leading
researchers at research institutions and universities throughout
Australia. The data collection is undertaken for the Institute by the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS).
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What is the impact over time of early experience
on health, including conditions affecting the
children’s physical development?

What is the impact on other aspects of health and
other child outcomes of poor mental health,
including infant mental health and early conduct
disorder? How does the picture change over time?

How do socio-economic and socio-cultural 
factors contribute over time to child health outcomes?

What are the patterns of children’s use of their
time for activities such as outdoor activities,
unstructured play, watching television, and 
reading; and how do these relate to child out-
comes including family attachment, physical
fitness level and obesity, social skills, and effec-
tiveness over time?

What is the impact of non-parental child care on
the child’s developmental outcomes over time,
particularly those relating to social and cogni-
tive competence, impulse control, control of
attention and concentration, and emotional
attachment between child and family?

What early experiences support children’s
emerging literacy and numeracy?

What factors over the span of the early child-
hood period ensure a positive “fit” between
children and school, and promote a good start in
learning literacy and numeracy skills in the first
years of primary education?

What are the interactions among factors in fam-
ily functioning, health, non-parental care and
education that affect child outcomes?

LSAC was initiated and is funded by FaHCSIA, and
the study is managed in partnership with the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies. A consortium of
leading researchers and experts from universities
and research agencies provides advice on design
and methodology issues.2 Wave 1 of the fieldwork
was conducted by I-view, and the fieldwork for
Waves 2–4 is being undertaken by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS).

Study design and sample recruitment
This section provides a brief description of the
study’s design and the way in which the initial sam-
ple was recruited; more detailed information can be
found in discussion and technical papers on the
project’s website http://www.aifs.gov.au/growingup

The study is using an accelerated cross-sequential
design in which two cohorts of children are being fol-
lowed for 6 years (and possibly longer), starting from
when the children were aged 0–1 years and 4–5
years. The 0–1 year old cohort is often described as
the B (baby) cohort and the 4–5 year old cohort as
the K (kindergarten) cohort (or alternatively they
can be identified by the years of their birth:
1999–2000 birth cohort and 2003–2004 birth
cohort).

Face-to-face interviews are conducted every two
years, with the first wave of data collection occurring

Multiple facets of children’s development, health and
wellbeing are examined, including physical health,
social, cognitive and emotional development. The
study seeks to understand the risk and protective
processes underlying children’s development, look-
ing at the interaction between children’s attributes
(such as their temperament) and the contexts in
which they are raised, particularly their family, child
care, school, neighbourhood and community experi-
ences. The study also examines dynamics within
these settings; for example, the parenting practices
and the quality of co-parental relationships to which
children are exposed, and the quality of care received
in differing types of non-parental care.

A set of 14 key research questions guides the study,
clustered around the themes of child and family func-
tioning, health, child care, and education (see Sanson
et. al. 2002, for a detailed discussion of these questions):

What are the impacts of family relationships,
composition and dynamics on child outcomes
and how do these change over time?

What can be detected of the impacts and influ-
ences of fathers on their children?

How are child outcomes affected by the character-
istics of their parents’ labour force participation,
their educational attainment and family economic
status, and how do these change over time?

Do beliefs and expectations of children (parental,
personal and community, in particular parents’
and child’s expectations of the child’s school suc-
cess, parents’ workforce participation, family
formation and parenting) impact on child out-
comes, and how do these change over time?

How important are broad neighbourhood char-
acteristics for child outcomes? Does their
importance vary across childhood? How do fam-
ily circumstances interact with neighbourhood
characteristics to affect child outcomes?

How important are family and child social con-
nections to child outcomes? How do these
connections change over time and according to
the child’s age? Does their importance vary
across childhood?

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A

The sample is broadly
representative of all

Australian children in
each of two selected

age cohorts: children
born between March

2003 and February
2004 and children 

born between 
March 1999 and 
February 2000.
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in 2004. In addition, a between-waves mailout survey
was conducted between Waves 1 and 2 (Wave 1.5)
and between Waves 2 and 3 (Wave 2.5). Wave 3 is cur-
rently in the field and is scheduled for completion in
November 2008.

The two-cohort design will enable information on
children’s development over the first 10 or 11 years
of life to be collected in 6 years. The two cohorts
will also be able to be compared at overlapping ages,
to gauge the effect of growing up in differing social
conditions and policy settings. The overlapping of
cohorts will first occur in Wave 3 (at 4–5 and 6–7
years) and will then occur for each subsequent
wave (shown by arrows in Table 1).

As the focus of the study is on children’s develop-
ment, “the child” was the sampling unit of interest.
The sampling frame was the Medicare Australia
(formerly the Health Insurance Commission) enrol-
ments database. During 2004, a sample of more
than 18,500 children within particular birth dates
was taken from the Medicare administrative data-
base. First, a sample of children was drawn via a
random selection of 330 postcodes. Next, children
and families within these postcodes were randomly
selected for invitation into the study. A process of
stratification was used to ensure that the numbers
of children in each state/territory and within and
outside each capital city were proportionate to the
population of children in these areas.

A total of 10,090 children and their families partic-
ipated in Wave 1; approximately half of the children
were infants (aged 3–19 months) and half were 4–5
years old. The sample is broadly representative of
all Australian children (citizens and permanent res-
idents) in each of two selected age cohorts: children
born between March 2003 and February 2004 (B
cohort) and children born between March 1999 and
February 2000 (K cohort). Children in some remote
parts of Australia were excluded because of the
extremely high data collection costs in these areas.

Reports from multiple informants are sought in
order to obtain information about the child’s behav-
iour across differing contexts and to reduce the
effects of respondent bias. Information is being col-
lected from the parents who live with the child
(biological, adoptive or step-parents), the child
(using physical measurement, cognitive testing and
interview depending upon the age of the child),
home-based and centre-based carers for pre-school
children who are regularly in non-parental care,
and teachers (for school-aged children). From
Wave 2, information is also being sought from par-
ents who live apart from the child but who have
contact with them. See Table 2 for a summary.

Face-to-face interviews are conducted with the 
primary carer of the child (Parent 1). At Wave 1, this
was the child’s biological mother in 97% of 
families. In addition, Parent 1 is asked to complete a
questionnaire and a time use diary about the child’s
activities. The other resident parent (biological, adop-
tive or step-parent) is also asked to complete a
leave-behind questionnaire. Consent is sought to
send a self-complete questionnaire to home-based

Cohort Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4

Year 2004 2006 2008 2010

B cohort 0–1 years 2–3 years 4–5 years 6–7 years

K cohort 4–5 years 6–7 years 8–9 years 10–11 years

Age of cohorts, Waves 1–4Table 1
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carers, centre-based carers and teachers. Almost all
parents provided consent. In addition, the inter-
viewer recorded some observations about the
neighbourhood, family and child.

In Wave 1, for the B cohort (infants), physical meas-
urements of the child were taken (weight and head
circumference) and, for the K cohort (4–5 year
olds), physical measurement and cognitive testing
(the “Who am I?” measure was used to assess the
general cognitive abilities needed for beginning
school, and the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test
[PPVT] assessed language skills). In Waves 2 and 3,
height, weight and waist measurements were taken
for both cohorts. The K cohort cognitive testing in
Waves 2 and 3 used an age-appropriate PPVT plus
the Matrix Reasoning from the Wechsler Intelli-
gence Scale for Children. In Wave 3, the B cohort
cognitive testing repeated the Wave 1 K cohort
assessments. From age 6–7 onwards, the child is
interviewed.

In Wave 1, interviewers spent an average of 120
minutes in each home; in Wave 2 this time was
reduced to 75 minutes. In Wave 3 it is planned to be
90 minutes.

Areas covered by LSAC
As outlined above, LSAC collects data on a wide range
of topics. A summary of the topics covered 
by LSAC and their scope is provided in Table 3 below.

A novel feature of LSAC is the use of time use
diaries to collect data on a child’s activities through-
o u t  t w o  2 4 - h o u r  p e r i o d s ,  d i v i d e d  i n t o  
15-minute blocks. For each 15-minute block,
options are presented in four categories. These are:

what the child was doing;

where the child was;

who was in the same room, or nearby if outside;
and

whether someone was being paid for this activity
to take place (in Wave 2, for the K cohort, this
was replaced by whether the activity was part of
the child’s homework).

In addition, information is collected on the day and
date the diary was completed, who completed the
diary, and whether the day was atypical. In Waves 2
and 3, information on daily diet was also collected.

Response rates and sample retention
The final Wave 1 sample represented 53% of all fam-
ilies who were sent a letter by Medicare Australia.
Refusals were the largest source of sample loss (31%
for the B cohort and 35% for the K cohort), followed
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Notes: PAPI: Face-to-face pen-and-paper interview. CAI: Face-to-face computer-assisted interview. CATI: Computer-assisted telephone interview. SCIP: Self-complete 
questionnaire while interviewer present. SCMB: Leave-behind or mailout self-complete questionnaire. The time use diary was not necessarily completed by Parent 1.

Source of information

Child Parent 1 Parent 2 Parent Home- Centre- Teacher
(primary (if lives living based based

carer) with elsewhere carer carer
child) (PLE)

Wave 1

Cognitive and/or physical testing

B cohort (infants) ✓

K cohort (4–5 year olds) ✓

Interviewer administered

B cohort ✓PAPI

K cohort ✓PAPI

Self-complete form(s)

B cohort ✓SCIP & SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB

K cohort ✓SCIP & SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB

Time use diary

B cohort ✓SCMB

K cohort ✓SCMB

Wave 2

Cognitive and/or physical testing

B cohort (2–3 years old) ✓

K cohort (6–7 years old) ✓

Interviewer administered

B cohort ✓CAI

K cohort ✓CAI ✓CAI

Self-complete form(s)

B cohort ✓SCIP & SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB

K cohort ✓SCIP & SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB

Time use diary

B cohort ✓SCMB

K cohort ✓SCMB

Wave 3

Cognitive and/or physical testing

B cohort (4–5 years old) ✓CAI

K cohort (8–9 years old) ✓CAI

Interviewer administered

B cohort ✓CAI ✓CATI

K cohort ✓CAI ✓CAI ✓CATI

Self-complete form(s)

B cohort ✓SCIP ✓SCMB ✓SCMB ✓SCMB

K cohort ✓SCIP ✓SCMB ✓SCMB

Time use diary

B cohort ✓SCMB

K cohort ✓SCMB

Sources of information, Waves 1, 2 and 3Table 2
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by “non-contact”. Non-contact occurred when the
address details were out-of-date or if only a post
office box address was available. The rates of non-
contact were 10% for the B cohort and 14% for the K
cohort. The response rates achieved if non-con-
tactable families are excluded is 64% for the B
cohort and 57% for the K cohort.3

The Wave 2 data collection took place in 2006, with
9,070 families completing an interview, yielding a
response rate of 90% of the originally recruited sam-
ple. Similar numbers of families from each cohort
participated (4,606 in the B cohort and 4,464 in the
K cohort). Between Waves 1 and 2, 210 families per-
manently withdrew from the study. A further 204
families elected not to participate in the 2nd wave
but to remain members of the study. Sixty-one fam-
ilies were away for the entire fieldwork period and
five children had died. The largest cause of non-
response, however, was an inability to locate
families. A total of 540 families were not able to be
contacted. These families are still considered to be
study members.

This retention rate compares favourably with those
achieved by comparable international studies. For
example, the Millennium Cohort Study, a United
Kingdom longitudinal study of approximately
19,000 families and babies, had a sample retention
rate of 79% between Wave 1 and Wave 2 (sweep 1
and 2 in the terminology used by the Millennium
Cohort Study) (Hansen & Joshi, 2007). It should be

noted that this was about a two-and-a-half year
period, compared to the two years between LSAC
main waves. The Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, a general
population household survey that commenced in
2001, had a sample retention rate between Wave 1
and 2 (a one-year period, in contrast to the two
years between waves for LSAC) of 86%, and
between Waves 1 and 3 of 80%.

In Wave 2 of LSAC, there was some variation in the
participation rates of selected sub-groups. Of single-
parent families, 81% took part, as did 80% of

Topic Scope

Family demographics Demographic information relating to the family, such as education, ethnicity and religion.

Finances Financial information, such as income and receipt of government benefits.

Health behaviour and Behaviours and risk factors that potentially impinge upon or promote the health of the study child or his/her 
risk factors family. Includes behaviours such as parental smoking and drinking, child physical activity and diet, as well as risk 

factors such as a parent experiencing diabetes during pregnancy.

Health status Information about the physical and mental health status of the study child or his/her family, such as body mass index, 
diagnosis with conditions and number of hospital stays.

Home education Information on factors likely to promote or hinder the child’s learning while at home, such as parental support for 
environment education, number of books in the home and TV use. Also contains information on parent interaction with teachers, 

such as parent–teacher interviews, with parents’ and teachers’ perspectives being obtained.

Housing Information on housing, such as number of bedrooms, tenure type and payments.

Learning and Information on the child’s development in the areas of learning and cognition, including language, literacy and
cognition outcomes numeracy.

Learning environment Characteristics of child care or school environment, such as practices employed by teachers and childcare workers 
in their work, such as time use, use of resources and general philosophies.

Paid work Information on work status, such as employment type, occupation and work/family interactions.

Parent living Details of the child’s other parent, such as the relationship to study child, interactions with resident parents and child 
elsewhere support.

Parenting Information on parenting styles and other aspects of parenting, such as self-efficacy.

Program Characteristics of the school, preschool or childcare program, such as type of program, number of days or hours the 
characteristics child attends and staff satisfaction.

Relationships Information on the quality of relationships, primarily focused on the relationship between Parent 1 and Parent 2, 
but also on broader family harmony.

Social and emotional Information relevant to the social and emotional development of the child, such as temperament, behaviour,
development peer interactions and emotional states.

Social capital Information on social capital, such as interactions with neighbours, neighbourhood characteristics and use of services.

Topics covered by LSAC, Waves 1, 2 and 3Table 3

Source: AIFS (2007)

The Wave 2 data collection
took place in 2006, with
9,070 families completing
an interview, yielding a
response rate of 90% of
the originally recruited
sample … This retention
rate compares favourably
with those achieved by
comparable international
studies.
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, 85%
of families in which the mother spoke English as a
second language, and 87% of families in which
mothers had not completed Year 12. The higher
non-participation rate of these sub-groups was 
primarily due to difficulties in making contact with
the families, rather than their refusal to participate.

Families can respond to all or only part of the study
(with the exception of the face-to-face interview
with the Parent 1, which all families must complete
in order to participate in the wave).

Table 4 shows the response rates in Waves 1 and 2
for the differing data collection components.

Given the importance of retaining the sample, con-
siderable effort is put into finding families with
whom contact has been lost. An 1800 telephone
number is provided for families to use to notify the
study of any changes to their contact details. If a

family cannot be located, a variety of tracking
methods are used. These include:

phone calls to alternative contacts (families were
asked to provide two contacts who are likely to
know where they are if they move);
visits to the provided address and leaving call-
back cards (in Waves 1 and 2);
search of the electronic White Pages;
search of the electronic electoral roll; and
use of address updates from Medicare Australia.

Sample representativeness
The LSAC sample is broadly representative of the
population, with no large differences from ABS Cen-
sus data on most characterist ics .  Table 5
benchmarks the characteristics of the LSAC sample
at Waves 1 and 2 with ABS population estimates.

Variables with a close match to Census figures
include mother’s and father’s country of birth, and
study child gender. Children with mothers or
fathers who have completed Year 12 are a little
over-represented in the sample. Infants with no sib-
lings are under-represented (by 3 percentage
points), while 4–5 year olds in couple families are
over-represented and those in sole-parent families
are under-represented (each by 4 percentage
points). Weights are provided with the data to
reduce the impact of biases in the sample selection
process and survey non-response. The clustered
stratified nature of the sampling, in principle, needs
to be taken into account when using the data. These

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A

Response to forms by cohort, Waves 1 and 2 (%)Table 4

Notes: Response rate columns are the percentage of those eligible to complete the form.
Source: Misson & Sipthorp (2007)

The LSAC sample is broadly
representative of the 

population, with no large
differences from ABS 
Census data on most 

characteristics.

B cohort (2003–04 birth cohort) K cohort (1999–2000 birth cohort)

% of Wave 1 eligible Response rate % of Wave 1 eligible Response rate
interview sample of those eligible interview sample of those eligible

Wave 1

Parent 1 leave-behind questionnaire 100.0 85.0 100.0 84.9

Parent 2 self-complete questionnaire 90.7 79.8 86.0 79.0

Teacher self-complete questionnaire – – 95.5 68.8

Home-based carer self-complete questionnaire 15.4 43.4 – –

Centre-based carer self-complete questionnaire 8.5 53.4 – –

Time use diary 100.0 78.9 100.0 77.6

% of Wave 2 eligible Response rate % of Wave 2 eligible Response rate
interview sample of those eligible interview sample of those eligible

Wave 2

Parent 1 during-interview questionnaire 100.0 97.8 100.0 97.6

Parent 1 leave-behind questionnaire 100.0 76.8 100.0 78.3

Parent 2 self-complete questionnaire 89.0 76.3 85.2 77.5

Parent living elsewhere self-complete questionnaire 8.7 24.0 13.7 32.5

Teacher self-complete questionnaire – – 99.6 81.7

Home-based carer self-complete questionnaire 17.2 67.3 – –

Centre-based carer self-complete questionnaire 36.3 68.4 – –

Time use diary 100.0 74.3 100.0 77.6

Interview (% of Wave 1 sample) 90.2 100.0 89.6 100.0
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B cohort K cohort

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 1 Wave 2

LSAC ABS LSAC ABS LSAC ABS LSAC ABS
% % % % % % % %

Gender*

Male 51.2 51.3 51.1 51.3 50.9 51.3 51.0 51.3

Female 48.8 48.7 48.9 48.7 49.1 48.7 49.0 48.7

Family type

Two resident parents/guardians: 90.7 88.1 89.0 84.0 86.0 82.0 85.2 80.5

Both biological 90.1 n.a. 88.0 n.a. 82.9 n.a. 81.3 n.a.

Step- or blended family 0.2 n.a. 0.8 n.a. 2.2 n.a. 3.5 n.a.

Other 0.4 n.a. 0.2 n.a. 1.0 n.a. 0.4 n.a.

One resident parent/guardian: 9.3 11.9 11.0 16.0 14.0 18.0 14.8 19.5

Biological 9.3 n.a. 10.9 n.a. 13.9 n.a. 14.7 n.a.

Other 0.1 n.a. 0.1 n.a. 0.1 n.a. 0.1 n.a.

Siblings

Only child 39.5 36.2 19.3 22.9 11.5 12.1 9.1 9.6

One sibling 36.8 35.6 49.1 43.6 48.4 45.9 45.2 42.4

Two or more siblings 23.7 28.2 31.6 33.5 40.1 42.0 45.7 48.0

Ethnicity

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 4.5 3.5 3.9 4.4 3.8 3.5 3.4 4.4

Mother speaks a language other 14.5 16.8 13.4 17.5 15.7 17.6 14.7 17.1
than English at home

Work status

Both parents or lone parent work 47.9 n.c. 56.9 n.c. 55.5 n.c. 65.4 n.c.

One parent works (in couple family) 40.8 n.c. 33.8 n.c. 32.8 n.c. 26.1 n.c.

No parent works 11.3 n.c. 9.3 n.c. 11.6 n.c. 8.6 n.c.

Educational status

Mother completed Year 12 66.9 56.6 69.0 52.0 58.6 48.3 60.1 45.0

Father completed Year 12 58.5 50.2 59.7 47.4 52.7 45.3 53.2 43.1

State*

New South Wales 31.6 34.1 31.1 33.4 31.6 33.7 31.1 33.6

Victoria 24.5 24.6 24.3 24.5 25.0 23.8 24.3 23.9

Queensland 20.6 19.3 21.4 19.8 19.8 19.7 21.4 20.1

South Australia 6.8 6.8 6.7 7.1 6.8 7.2 6.7 7.1

Western Australia 10.4 9.9 10.6 9.8 10.2 10.1 10.6 10.0

Tasmania 2.2 2.3 2.3 2.4 2.7 2.5 2.3 2.4

Northern Territory 1.7 1.4 1.4 1.4 1.7 1.6 1.4 1.3

Australian Capital Territory 2.1 1.7 2.2 1.6 2.3 1.3 2.2 1.6

Region

Capital City Statistical Division 62.5 63.7 61.9 62.7 62.1 62.1 61.6 61.4

Balance of state 37.5 26.3 38.1 37.3 37.9 37.9 38.4 38.6

Total 5,107 4,606 4,983 4,464

Sample characteristics

Note: The benchmark estimates (ABS column) are derived from the 2001 Census of Population and Housing for families for 0-, 2-, 4- and 6-year-olds, except where marked
*, which are based on September 2004 Estimated Resident Population for families of 0-, 2-, 4- and 6-year-olds. n.a. = Not available. n.c. = Comparable data not available
from the Census. Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding.
Source: LSAC (2006)

Table 5



Family Matters  2008  No. 79   Australian Institute of Family Studies 12

Data availability
Data from Waves 1, 1.5, 2 and 2.5 have been
released. The LSAC data set is publicly available,
subject to an application process and the granting of
a deed of licence. At the time of writing, there were
more than 220 registered data users. Data user
training workshops are regularly held to assist users
gain familiarity with the complex data set.

Overview of articles in this edition of 
Family Matters
A diverse set of papers reporting findings from LSAC
are presented in this edition of Family Matters. These
demonstrate the breadth of issues and variety of ques-
tions that can be addressed by the study. Some papers
highlight the influence of children’s salient environ-
mental contexts (family, child care, school), while
others focus on child wellbeing and adjustment.

The effect of child care on children’s development
is a widely debated issue. Regulatory environments
differ across countries, making it difficult to evalu-
ate the relevance of findings from international
studies for Australia. The paper by Harrison
addresses this issue, using Wave 2 data for the B
cohort, when the children were aged 2–3 years.
Harrison looks at the impact of hours and quality of
care, differing types of child care (formal and infor-
mal), and caregiver practices. Higher quality care
was associated with more posi t ive  socio-
emotional outcomes for children. The impact of
longer hours of care was mixed: on the one hand,
children were reported to display higher levels of
social competence, while on the other, higher rates
of behaviour problems were evident. Informal care,
which was generally provided by grandparents, was
associated with more optimal ratings on social com-
petence and behaviour problems. The time that
caregivers were able to spend on active engagement
with the children in their care was also important.

The wellbeing of children and families following
parental separation has attracted much research
and policy attention. Recent reforms to Australia’s

issues are discussed in detail in LSAC Technical
Report 3, Wave 1 Weighting and Non-Response
(Soloff, Lawrence, Misson, & Johnstone, 2006). As
noted previously, Table 5 shows there were some
differences in response rates at Wave 2 for particu-
lar subgroups (e.g. single-parent families, ATSI
families, children with a mother with less than Year
12 education).

Between-wave surveys
As well as the main data collection waves, two
between-wave mail surveys have been conducted.
The aim of these surveys is to gain an update of the
child’s progress in specific areas and to maintain the
engagement of study families. The first between-wave
survey took place in 2005 and included a brief update
on the children’s health and development, as well as
their family, educational and care experiences. Infor-
mation for the B cohort was also sought on families’
service utilisation, parental employment history,
maternity and other leave arrangements. In 2007, a
second between-wave survey was undertaken that
examined work and child care, parental return to
work patterns, the child support arrangements of sep-
arated or divorced families, and children’s media and
technology use.

Administrative data supplementation
The study has been able to link to administrative
databases, thereby adding valuable information to
supplement the data collected during fieldwork. To
date, three data sources have been accessed: a) the
Medicare Australia database to obtain information
about the child’s medical service use and immunisa-
tion history; b) the National Childcare Accreditation
Council (NCAC) data to obtain information on the
child care centres attended by children; and c) the
ABS Census of Population and Housing data, to obtain
socio-demographic profiles of the neighbourhoods
and communities in which children live. As the study
proceeds, it is hoped that further data sources will be
linked to LSAC; for example, the new national liter-
acy and numeracy benchmark results and geospatial
data sources.

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A

Recent reforms to Australia’s
family law system and Child 
Support Scheme acknowledge
the important role played by
both parents in children’s 
lives, and emphasise shared 
decision-making, joint financial
responsibility for children after
separation, and support for 
family relationships at all stages.
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family law system and Child Support Scheme
acknowledge the important role played by both 
parents in children’s lives, and emphasise shared
decision-making, joint financial responsibility for
children after separation, and support for family
relationships at all stages. Using K cohort data from
the first two waves of LSAC, the paper by Losoncz
describes the parenting arrangements formed by
separated parents, the amount of contact between
the study child and the parent living elsewhere, the
degree of shared decision-making between sepa-
rated parents, and the levels of conflict experienced
by parents. The extent to which these aspects
changed over a two-year period is also examined. In
general, child support compliance was found to be
relatively low, as was shared decision-making. The
paper provides an example of the utility of LSAC
data for addressing policy-related issues and infor-
mation on family outcomes.

Children’s school progress is a key interest of the
LSAC study, with parental contributions to chil-
dren’s educational outcomes forming a central
element. The article by Berthelsen and Walker
describes the nature of parental involvement in
children’s education in the early years of school, as
well as the relationships between parental involve-
ment and children’s learning competence. The
analyses use Wave 2 data for children in the K
cohort. The issues examined are parental expecta-
tions for the child’s school completion and higher
education; the responsiveness of schools to family
needs; parental engagement in activities within
their child’s school; and connections between
parental involvement and children’s learning com-
petence, after controlling for a range of child and
family characteristics. Parental involvement is
shown to be an important contributor to children’s
academic progress.

The paper by Gray, Baxter and Alexander uses
Wave 1 data for the infant cohort to look at the fac-
tors that support or hinder dual-employed couple
families’ capacity to provide child care for their
infants themselves. In a climate of concern about
the impact of centre-based, non-parental child care
on very young children (e.g., Biddulph, 2006), this
is very timely. A second issue examined is whether
parent-only care is facilitated by fathers taking on
greater child care responsibilities. A range of fac-
tors, such as the age of the infant, the maintenance
of breast feeding, and maternal employment 
conditions/characteristics, were associated with
parent-only care. However, similar rates of regular
father care were evident across dual-employment
families undertaking parent-only care and those
using other care arrangements, suggesting that
child care by fathers was not a major influence on
the capacity of working couple families to provide
parent-only care.

Concern has been expressed about the wellbeing of
today’s generation of Australian children, with sev-
eral trends suggesting that they may not be faring as
well as previous generations of children. The exis-
tence of parallel data on children’s temperament

and behaviour problems in the Australian Tem-
perament Project (ATP) and the Longitudinal Study
of Australian Children provided a rare opportunity
for Smart and Sanson to compare children growing
up in the 1980s with children of the 2000s, making
use of the LSAC Wave 2 data from parents and
teachers. Parent reports suggested that LSAC chil-
dren were progressing as well as ATP children, and
on some aspects were faring a little better. How-
ever, teacher reports suggested LSAC children were
more likely to display conduct and hyperactive
behaviour problems than their ATP counterparts.
Reasons for these differing trends are discussed.

The articles in this issue of Family Matters illus-
trate the value of the first two waves of LSAC, the
wide range of information contained in the data set,
and the many interesting issues that can be investi-
gated. Already, work on longitudinal connections
has commenced, but the release of the Wave 3 data
in 2009 will provide the first exciting opportunity to
explore complex developmental pathways, using
data covering a four-year period of children’s lives.

Endnotes 
1 This overview draws upon Gray and Sanson (2005).
2 The members of the Consortium Advisory Group are Professor

Ann Sanson (Principal Scientific Advisor), University of
Melbourne; Professor Stephen Zubrick (Chair), Telethon
Institute for Child Health Research; Dr John Ainley, Australian
Council for Educational Research; Associate Professor Donna
Berthelsen, Queensland University of Technology; Dr Michael
Bittman, University of New England; Professor Bruce Bradbury,
University of New South Wales; Dr Linda Harrison, Charles
Sturt University; Associate Professor Jan Nicholson, Murdoch
Childrens Research Institute; Professor Bryan Rogers,
Australian National University; Professor Michael Sawyer,
University of Adelaide; Professor Sven Silburn, Telethon
Institute for Child Health Research; Dr Lyndall Strazdins,
Australian National University; Professor Graham Vimpani,
University of Newcastle; and Associate Professor Melissa Wake,
Murdoch Childrens Research Institute. Associate Professor Judy
Ungerer, Macquarie University, was a member until 2007.

3 This response rate calculation assumes that the ”non-
contacts” would have responded at the same rate as those who
could be contacted by an interviewer and is probably a reason-
able assumption. Nonetheless, the fact that more 
geographically mobile families are more likely to be non-con-
tacts may introduce some biases into the sample.
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Does child care quality matter?
Associations between socio-emotional development and 

non-parental child care in a representative sample of Australian children

L I N D A  J .  H A R R I S O N
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Introduction
Questions about the possible associations between
young children’s attendance at child care and their
socio-emotional development have intrigued
researchers, parents and policymakers for over
three decades. The resulting research is mixed and
inconclusive, in part because “findings may hinge
on the context in which those results were
obtained” (Love et al., 2003, p. 1021).

While concerns have arisen from studies reporting
adverse effects of early and extensive use of non-
parental care (Belsky, 1988; National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development Early Child
Care Research Network [NICHD ECCRN], 1998,
2001, 2003; Sylva et al., 2003),1 reassurances have
also come from these same studies, as well as oth-
ers, linking better-quality programs with more
positive outcomes (Love et al, 2003; Peisner-Fein-
berg et al, 2001; Sims, Guilfoyle, & Parry, 2005).
For example, in the UK study of the Effective Provi-
sion of Preschool Education (EPPE), high levels of
“group care” before age three, and particularly
before age two, were associated with higher levels of
anti-social behaviour at age three; however, when
children who were showing high levels of anti-social
behaviour at age three attended quality preschool
programs between the ages of three and five years,
their level of anti-social behaviour decreased (Sylva
et al., 2003). In Australia, Sims et al. (2005), who
used a biological measure of child stress (cortisol)
to assess the impact of child care quality, reported
that in settings achieving higher levels of quality,
children’s cortisol levels dropped during the day,
whereas in poorer quality centres cortisol levels
remained high.

Such findings have led a number of authors to argue
that when quality of care is high, negative associa-
tions between early and/or extensive care and
behavioural development and social competence
may be mitigated or even eliminated (e.g., Howes,
Phillips, & Whitebook, 1992). In this vein, Love et
al. (2003), drawing on evidence from three interna-
tionally diverse studies, noted that quality of care
was a more important predictor of child outcomes
in very young children than was quantity of care.
They proposed that the differences between their
findings and those reported in the US NICHD
ECCRN (2003) study of time in child care and
socio-emotional adjustment in kindergarten were
likely to be explained, at least in part, by the coun-
try or state in which the study is located and the

external regulatory system that is applied
to child care services. Love et al. con-
cluded that when the quality of care
achieves higher standards, as occurs under
government-supported and monitored sys-
tems of quality assurance (such as the
Quality Improvement and Accreditation
System (QIAS) in Australia or Early Head
Start in the US), the negative effects of
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quantity of care may be diminished. “In a context
in which standards for good-quality care are
enforced through government regulatory mecha-
nisms, the risk for behaviour problems may be
explained by factors other than time in care” (Love
et al., p. 1031).

Child care quality
Quality of care for infants and toddlers is deter-
mined by structural features such as: caregivers’
level of education; experience and specialised train-
ing/qualifications; number of children in the group;
number of adult caregivers in the group; and
process features such as carer–child interaction,
language stimulation and the extent to which rela-
tionships between adults and children are warm
and supportive (NICHD ECCRN, 2000). Australia’s
policies for the early childhood years include
state/territory and Commonwealth government reg-
ulatory and accreditation systems that aim to
provide quality, affordable child care for all chil-
dren (Press, 2006). In the late 1990s, a national
system of quality assurance (QIAS) was introduced
for centre-based child care centres. By tying stan-
dards of care to the eligibility of parents to receive
subsidies to meet the cost of care, Australia has
achieved a very high level of QIAS compliance
(National Childcare Accreditation Council, 
2007). Hence, it has been argued that the QIAS, 
in conjunction with state/territory regulatory
requirements for staff qualifications and staff-
to-child ratios that exceed many US state require-
ments, has contributed to a child care system in
Australia that “achieves a uniformly higher level of
quality than is found in the United States” (Love et
al., 2003, p. 1023; see also Wangmann, 1995).

Support for the expectation that centre-based child
care should achieve a higher level of quality in Aus-
tralia has been provided by Harrison, Skouteris,
Watson, and Ungerer (2006), who drew on data
from four independent studies about the quality of
infant–toddler centre-based child care. By selecting
studies conducted before and after the introduction
of the QIAS, the authors were able to shed light on
the effectiveness of government-supported systems
in promoting and achieving quality care. Each
study collected observational data about care qual-
ity based on the Infant Toddler Environment Rating
Scale (ITERS; Harms, Cryer, & Clifford, 1990),
which uses criterion-based indicators to provide a
global rating of quality (1 = inadequate, 3 = mini-
mally adequate, 5 = good, 7 = excellent). Compared
to US ratings for infant–toddler care, which typi-
cally attained an average ITERS score of 3.2 to 3.9
(Elicker, Clawson, Hong, & Evanglou, 2006; Love et
al., 2003; Whitebook, Howes, & Phillips, 1990),
Australian centres achieved considerably higher
scores—for the two pre-QIAS studies, the mean
ITERS scores were both 4.7, with the scores ranging
from a minimum of 2.6 to a maximum of 6.9. The
post-QIAS studies reported higher overall means
(5.2 and 6.0) and a higher minimum score (3.3).
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(Bowes et al., 2004). Although the primary focus of
the study was to assess the effects of multiple and
changeable child care, weekly hours of care were
also recorded. Analyses conducted by Ungerer et al.
(2006) demonstrated moderate effect sizes (rela-
tionship strength) for quantity of child care and
aspects of child social development—longer hours
of care were associated with higher ratings for 
adaptive social play, as reported by mothers and
caregivers, and also associated with more aggres-
sive/angry interactions with peers, but only for
caregiver ratings.

Approach
This paper will examine questions raised in the lit-
erature about the relationship between hours of
early child care, the quality of that care, and chil-
dren’s socio-emotional development and wellbeing,
by drawing on data provided by the nationally rep-
resentative study, Growing Up in Australia: The
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC).
The size and breadth of the LSAC sample provide a
unique opportunity to test the expectation that the
negative effects of longer hours of child care noted
in US and UK research are ameliorated by the
higher standards expected under the QIAS and
state/territory regulations in Australian long day
care centres and family day care services. The
effects of care quality are also analysed by examin-
ing children’s socio-emotional wellbeing in child
care settings that are achieving lower and higher
levels of quality.

Data
Wave 2 data from the LSAC birth cohort were used
for this study. The full sample comprised 4,606 chil-
dren aged 2 to 3 years (M = 33.92 months, SD =
2.93), but most of the analyses focus on the 3,244
children (M = 34.01 months, SD = 2.95) who were
receiving regular non-parental child care (NPC) at
the time of the Wave 2 home interview.

Experience of non-parental child care
The child’s primary carer (Parent 1, who in most
cases was the child’s mother) provided information
on the child’s current experience of non-parental
child care. Attendance at child care was recorded if
the child was “looked after at regular times during the
week by anyone other than the primary or secondary
caregiver (Parent 2)”. Questions were asked about
the type (or types) of care attended and the quantity
of care received in each setting. Type of care referred
to long day care centres, family day care services,
occasional/leisure care centres, and care provided by
grandparents, other relatives, babysitters, nannies
and other home-based providers.

Just over 70% (N = 3,244) of children were reported
to be attending child care; the remaining 1,375
(29.9%) did not receive any regular non-parental
child care. The majority of children (N = 1,906,
41.4%) attended only long day care centres or 

The authors argued that these data not only con-
firm the expectation that Australian child care is of
a higher quality than typically seen in the US, but
that quality ratings are likely to have increased as a
result of the introduction of accreditation as a
requirement for child care centres.

Child care quantity
Large-scale US and UK studies have been relatively
consistent in reporting links between a higher
cumulative time in care from infancy through early
childhood and poorer socio-emotional outcomes
later in life (NICHD ECCRN, 2003; Sylva et al.,
2003). Longitudinal data obtained by the US
NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Devel-
opment showed that the more time children spent
in non-maternal child care across the first 4.5
years, the more problem behaviour, assertiveness,
disobedience and aggression were reported by their
parents, caregivers and teachers at 54 months and
in kindergarten (NICHD ECCRN, 2003). Findings
were less consistent, however, at younger ages. At
age 2, more hours of child care were significantly
associated with more problem behaviours, as
reported by caregivers, and less social competence,
as reported by mothers; however, at age 3, “no sig-
nificant effects for amount of child care could be
detected” (NICHD ECCRN, 1998; see NICHD
ECCRN, 2005, p. 278). Similarly, the association
between caregivers’ ratings of negative/aggressive
behaviour towards peers and quantity of care
achieved significance at age 2 years but not age 3
(NICHD ECCRN, 2001).

Conflicting findings for different ages of children are
also apparent in reports based on data from the
National Longitudinal Study of Canadian Youth
(NLSCY). For example, Belsky (1988) drew on the
NLSCY data to argue that extensive hours of child
care when children were young placed them at risk
for future socio-emotional problems. In contrast,
Borge, Rutter, Côté, & Tremblay (2004), who
restricted their analyses to data from 3,431 two- to
three-year-olds, found that aggression was more
common in children looked after by their own moth-
ers than in those attending group day care, especially
when children were from high-risk families.

In Australia, only a limited number of studies have
examined the relationship between quantity of care
and children’s socio-emotional development. Harri-
son and Ungerer (2000; see also Love et al., 2003),
in their study of 145 first-born infants, found no
association between weekly hours of care and 
parent ratings of child behaviour problems at 30
months and 5 years, or between hours of care and
teacher ratings of socio-emotional adjustment in
the first year of school. In their sample, stability
rather than quantity of care was a key factor in
explaining problem behaviours. Different findings
were noted in a larger study of children under the
age of 4 years attending regulated (long day care
and family day care) settings in New South Wales
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family day care homes, that is, settings that are
classified as formal, government-accredited and/or
regulated types of care. A smaller number (N = 691,
15.0%) of children received care only from relatives,
friends, sitters or a nanny; these care settings are
classified as informal, non-accredited, unregulated
types of care. Additionally, a sizable proportion (N =
634, 13.8%) attended a mix of formal and informal
care settings each week.

Quantity of care
Total weekly hours of children’s care ranged from 1 to
90 (M = 19.69 hours per week, SD = 13.17). For the
purposes of later analyses, quantity of care was
grouped in lots of 10 hours per week. For total weekly
hours, 944 (20.5% of the total sample) attended for
1–10 hours per week; 1,001 (21.8%) attended for
11–20 hours per week; 662 (14.4%) attended for
21–30 hours per week; 380 (8.3%) attended for 31–40
hours per week; and 238 (5.2%) attended for 41 or
more hours per week.

The same categories were created for hours in for-
mal, accredited/regulated settings, and hours in
informal, unaccredited/unregulated settings. Note
that the 634 children who were reported as attend-
ing mixed care settings were included in groupings
for formal hours as well as informal hours.

Quality of child care
Quality is conceptualised in the literature as
encompassing the features of child care that are
beneficial to children’s wellbeing, learning and
development. Broadly, these features of the pro-

gram are defined in terms of structures (those
aspects that are partially governed by regulations,
such as caregiver qualifications, group size, and
ratios of children to adults) and processes (the
recurring patterns and interactions that occur
between children, staff and parents). Structural 
features are seen as providing the underlying 
conditions to support quality processes. For 
example, carers’/teachers’ general educational
achievement and specific preparation in early
childhood education have been found to predict the
richness of children’s language and cognitive expe-
riences, and the extent to which interactions with
children are responsive, sensitive and positive
(Whitebook et al., 1990; Howes, Phillipsen, & Peis-
ner-Feinberg, 2000). The process components of
good quality (as identified by the QIAS criteria)
include positive caregiving behaviour and interac-
tions, as well as management features of the
environment that affect staff commitment, satisfac-
tion and stability.

Ideally, the evaluation of quality in child care pro-
grams is made through observations of the
environment and supported by interviews with
staff. The size and diverse locations of the LSAC
study were not able to support direct observation
within programs; therefore, quality was assessed
from information provided by caregivers via a mail-
out questionnaire. Data were provided by 1,676
caregivers, of whom 1,143 (68.20%) worked in 
centre-based child care settings, 207 (12.35%) were
family day care providers, and 326 (19.45%) 
provided care in informal home-based settings. 
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Quality is conceptualised in the literature as encompassing the 
features of child care that are beneficial to children’s wellbeing, 
learning and development.
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A principal components analysis generated two fac-
tors: active engagement in play and organisational
focus.2 Active engagement in play included four
items assessing carers’ involvement with children
in play, direct teaching and focused interaction.
Scores ranged from 1 (low engagement) to 4 (high
engagement) (M = 3.02, SD = 0.55). Organisational
focus consisted of four items relating to routine care
and organisational features of caregivers’ work.
Scores ranged from 1.25 (low organisational focus)
to 4 (high organisational focus) (M = 2.82, SD =
0.58). For the purposes of later analyses, quartiles
for these two measures of quality were formed. The
lower and upper quartiles were designed to repre-
sent “low” and “high” levels of quality; the middle
quartiles were combined to represent “moderate”
levels of quality. For active engagement in play,
scores were as follows: “low engagement”: M = 2.28,
SD = 0.25; “moderate engagement”: M = 3.00, SD =
0.18; “high engagement”: M = 3.74, SD = 0.22. For
organisational focus, scores were: “low organisa-
tional focus”: M = 2.11, SD = 0.19; “moderate
organisational focus”: M = 2.74, SD = 0.20; “high
organisational focus”: M = 3.58, SD = 0.29.

Child socio-emotional development

Child socio-emotional development was measured
via parents’ and caregivers’ ratings on the Brief
Infant Toddler Social and Emotional Assessment
(BITSEA) scale (Briggs-Gowan & Carter, 2002). The
BITSEA was designed as a screener for identifying
social-emotional/behavioural problems and delays
in social-emotional competence in 12- to 36-
month-old children.3 It is suitable for use by parents
as well as child care staff/non-parental caregivers.

A reduced set of items was used in the LSAC study.
The social competence subscale included 11 items
(10 in the child care caregiver version) assessing
children’s social relatedness with parents and peers
(e.g., “is affectionate with loved ones”, “tries to help
when someone is hurt”, “plays well with other chil-
dren”), and competence (e.g., “shows pleasure
when she/he succeeds”). The behaviour problems
subscale included 23 items assessing internalising
problems (e.g., “seems nervous, tense or fearful”,
“is afraid of certain places, animals or things”, 
“worries a lot”), externalising problems (e.g.,
“hits/shoves, kicks or bites children”, “cries or
tantrums until exhausted”), and problems of dys-
regulation (e.g., “has trouble falling asleep”, “gags or
chokes on food”). Items were rated on a 3-point
sca le :  1  =  not  t rue / rare ly ;  2  =  somewhat
true/sometimes; 3 = very true/often.

Internal consistency of the subscales has been
reported by Briggs-Gowan et al. (2004) as accept-
able for the problems subscale (α = .79 for parent
ratings; α = .80 for child care provider ratings) and
marginal for the competence subscale (α = .65 for
parents; α = .66 caregiver ratings). Results for the
LSAC sample achieved similar levels, as follows:
parent-rated competence (α = .64); parent-rated

The majority of the informal caregivers were grand-
parents of the LSAC children (n = 240; 14.32% of all
caregivers who provided questionnaire data).

Information was collected at the level of the room
or group where the LSAC child spent most time.
The data generated two areas of information—
structural features and practice features, each of
which had been identified in previous research as
indicators of child care quality.

Structural features of the program were described by
demographic characteristics of the LSAC child’s care-
giver, including age, years of experience, level of
educational achievement or qualification. Field of
study was also collected for caregivers with post-sec-
ondary qualifications. Measures of overall quality at
the room level were assessed by the number of chil-
dren in the group (group size), the number of adults
present when most of the children had arrived and,
for centre-based child care, the qualifications (uni-
versity degree, diploma, certificate) of staff in the
room. Of these broad measures, group size, which
was least likely to be affected by staff turnover, was
felt to be a more stable indicator of quality and was
selected for subsequent analyses. Furthermore,
research has reported links between smaller group
size and higher levels of observed care quality 
(Howes & Norris, 1997; NICHD ECCRN, 1996).

For the purposes of later analyses, group size was
reduced to form five categories that were consistent
with most state/territory licensing arrangements for
infant–toddler and preschool-aged child care. The
categories for group size and number of children in
each group were: 1 to 5 children (n = 407, 25.8%), 6
to 10 children (n = 218, 13.8%), 11 to 15 children (n
= 373, 23.7%), 15 to 20 children (n = 365, 23.2%),
and more than 20 children (n = 212, 13.5%).

Practice features of the program were described by
a g e - a p p r o p r i a t e  c r i t e r i a ,  w h i c h  f o r  t h e
infant–toddler age range referred to carer–child
interaction in play and routine caregiving tasks.
These were described by nine activities typical of
home- and centre-based infant–toddler care set-
t i n g s .  F o u r  i t e m s  d e s c r i b e d  d i r e c t
teaching/interaction in learning experiences: sitting
and playing; singing, telling stories and reading
books; active outdoor play; and taking part in pre-
tend play. Two items described direct interaction in
routine caregiving: giving individualised attention
in routine care; and teaching good health practices.
Two items described support and supervisory tasks
related to teaching/interaction: organising space,
equipment/toys and food/drink; and watching or
supervising children’s play. One item described dif-
ficult interaction: managing problem behaviour.
Carers were asked to estimate the amount of time
they typically spent in each of these nine activities
(either with the LSAC child or groups of children),
using a 4-point Likert rating scale, with scale points
described as 1 = not at all, 2 = somewhat, 3 = quite
a lot, and 4 = very much.
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problems (α = .74); carer-rated competence (α =
.76); and carer-rated problems (α = .88). Following
Briggs-Gowan and Carter (2002), items were
summed to form subscale variables for social com-
petence and behaviour problems. Descriptive
statistics and inter-correlations for these four meas-
ures are presented in Table 1.

Results
Children receiving and not receiving regular 
non-parental child care
Initial analyses compared parent-reported social
competence and behaviour problems for children
attending or not attending regular non-parental
child care. Results showed small but significant dif-
ferences in ratings for the two groups. Children
receiving regular child care were rated by their par-
ents as being more socially competent (M = 28.50,
SD = 2.79) and having fewer behaviour problems 
(M = 30.67, SD = 4.78) than children not receiving
child care (M = 28.70, SD = 2.59 and M = 30.18, 
SD = 4.40, respectively).4

Further analyses compared four groups of children
according to the type of care received—formal care
(long day care and family day care), informal care
(relatives, nanny, friends), mixed formal and infor-
mal care, and not attending care—using univariate
ANOVA and post-hoc tests to compare groups.
Results are presented in Table 2. For social compe-
tence, higher ratings were reported for children
receiving regular child care in mixed formal and

informal settings compared to children who were
not in child care. For behaviour problems, scores
were lower for children receiving regular child care
in informal settings or mixed formal and informal
care settings than for children who did not attend
child care. A further difference was noted within
the group of children receiving regular child care:
behaviour problems were higher for children
attending formal care settings and lower for chil-
dren attending mixed formal and informal care.

Quantity of care
The relationship between quantity of child care and
children’s socio-emotional development was exam-
ined in a series of analyses. Mean scores for
parent-rated social competence and behaviour
problems, and carer-rated social competence and
behaviour problems were compared across the five
categories of weekly hours of care. Separate analy-
ses were conducted for total hours of care received
each week, hours of informal child care, and hours
of formal child care, using analysis of variance
(ANOVA) to test between-group differences and lin-
earity in the relationship across weekly hours
categories. Results, with significant F ratios for
ANOVA/linearity tests, are presented in Table 3.

Parents’ ratings of social competence and behav-
iour problems showed few associations with hours
of child care received. For total hours of care,
between-group differences and linearity across
groups did not achieve significance for either meas-
ure. For hours of informal care, between-group

Parent-rated socio-emotional development for children receiving and not receiving regular non-parental child care (NPC)Table 2

Note: a b c Post-hoc tests (Sheffe) showed significant mean difference between scores for identified groups (e.g., between groups a and a) at p < .01.
Effect size for these analyses was represented by Eta2 which in an ANOVA test is a measure of the variance accounted for by the independent variable; 
for social competence: Eta2 = .003; for behaviour problems: Eta2 = .006.

Children not Children receiving regular NPC Analysis of
receiving variance

regular NPC Formal care Informal care Mixed formal F ratio (p)
only only and informal

Parent-rated M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Social competence 28.50a 28.62 28.72 28.95a 4.20
(2.79) (2.62) (2.73) (2.32) (.006)

Behaviour problems 30.69b 30.39c 29.89b 29.76bc 8.33
(4.78) (4.45) (4.43) (4.17) (.000)

n 1,322 1,859 691 620

Parent-rated Parent-rated Carer-rated Carer-rated 
social competence behaviour problems social competence behaviour problems

Parent-rated behaviour problems –.27***

Carer-rated social competence .20*** –.11***

Carer-rated behaviour problems –.13*** .19*** –.29***

N 4475 4482 1555 1442

M 28.64 30.31 25.14 26.93

(SD) (2.65) (4.52) (3.25) (4.47)

Minimum–maximum 13.00–33.00 20.00–50.00 9.00–30.00 19.00–56.00

Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations for measures of child socio-emotional developmentTable 1

Note: *** p < .0005
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whether this was for informal care (F(1, 517) =
5.09, p < .05), formal care (F(1, 1361) = 8.97, p <
.01), or total hours of care (F(1, 1551) = 11.49, 
p < .001).6 Carer ratings of behaviour problems
were also associated in a linear direction with total
hours of care (F(1, 1438) = 9.14, p < .01), but this
relationship only achieved a marginal level of sig-
nificance for hours of informal care (F(1, 479) =
3.10, p = .08) and hours of formal care (F(1, 1265)
= 3.23, p = .07).7

Quality of care

Two sources of information were drawn on to test
the relationships between quality of care and child
socio-emotional development. Group size provided

differences were noted for ratings of social compe-
tence, F(4, 1095) = 2.87, p < .05, and for hours of
formal care there was a linear relationship for 
ratings of behaviour problems, F(1, 2477) = 5.54, 
p < .05.5 These results showed that, as children
spent more time in formal care settings (long day
care and family day care), parents reported an
increase in problems associated with dysregulation,
and externalising and internalising behaviours.

Carers’ ratings of children’s socio-emotional devel-
opment were more consistently related to the
amount of weekly care the child received, particu-
larly for social competence. Results for ANOVA
tests of linearity indicated that competence
increased as children attended more hours of care,

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A

Quantity of non-parental child care (current hours per week), by child socio-emotional developmentTable 3

Note: a Total weekly hours comprise hours of formal + informal care; weekly hours of formal care includes children attending only formal as well as mixed formal and 
informal care; weekly hours of informal care includes children attending only informal as well as mixed formal and informal care.
b Ratings of social competence were provided by more carers (n = 148) than were ratings of behaviour problems (n = 138).
c Numbers of carers in each category were reduced when total hours (which included informal + formal hours) were computed.

1–10 11–20 21–30 31–40 41+ ANOVA Linear
hours hours hours hours hours F ratio F ratio

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Total weekly hours of non-parental child carea

Parent-rated n 928 975 651 368 232

Social competence 28.65 28.73 28.72 28.75 28.71 n.s. n.s.
(2.78) (2.58) (2.43) (2.53) (2.36)   

Behaviour problems 30.05 30.04 30.29 30.58 30.04 n.s n.s
(4.44) (4.30) (4.44) (4.58) (4.24)

Carer-rated n b 138–148c 548–600 388–413 220–238 146–154    

Social competence 24.82 24.96 25.15 25.29 25.95 3.33 11.49
(3.59) (3.32) (3.09) (3.23) (2.98) p ≤ .01 p ≤ .001  

Behaviour problems 25.91 26.74 27.25 27.12 27.45 3.15 9.14
(3.98) (4.30) (4.64) (4.47) (4.88) p ≤ .05 p ≤ .01 

Weekly hours of informal home-based child carea

Parent-rated n 586 288 130 51 45    

Social competence 28.81 29.11 28.34 28.92 28.18 2.87 n.s.
(2.54) (2.31) (2.79) (2.42) (3.09) p ≤ .05   

Behaviour problems 29.83 29.56 29.88 29.65 30.40 n.s. n.s.
(4.11) (4.06) (5.10) (4.05) (4.84)

Carer-rated n b 211–225c 163–180 64 21–27 22–24    

Social competence 24.97 25.62 25.73 25.44 26.17 n.s. 5.09
(3.28) (3.08) (2.70) (3.38) (2.78) p ≤ .05  

Behaviour problems 26.93 26.80 27.44 29.10 28.45 n.s. 3.19
(4.74) (4.44) (3.41) (4.81) (4.39) p = .08  

Weekly hours of formal child care (LDC and/or FDC)a

Parent-rated n 718 932 487 234 108    

Social competence 28.69 28.71 28.70 28.67 28.72 n.s. n.s.
(2.69) (2.61) (2.35) (2.41) (2.27)

Behaviour problems 29.92 30.21 30.60 30.37 30.52 n.s. 5.54
(4.41) (4.35) (4.36) (4.54) (4.40)  p ≤ .05  

Carer-rated n b 186–200c 552–599 302–325 151–159 76–80    

Social competence 25.00 24.80 25.21 25.49 25.85 3.01 8.97
(3.39) (3.32) (3.16) (3.15) (3.10) p ≤ .05 p ≤ .01  

Behaviour problems 26.49 26.94 27.12 27.07 27.62 n.s. 3.23
(4.32) (4.53) (4.54) (4.39) (5.68)  p = .07
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a measure of the structural features of the program
attended by the LSAC child. Although very few 
Australian states/territories have mandated
requirements for group size, national and interna-
tional organisations recommend a group size of 10
or less for children under 3 years of age (Press,
2006). Smaller groups are felt to be particularly
important for younger children, who need greater
support from caregivers to manage their emotions
and learn to use pro-social behaviour with peers.

Indeed, results presented in Table 4 showed that carer
ratings of social competence were higher when chil-
dren were cared for in smaller groups (F(1, 1461) =
12.41, p < .001, Eta2 = .010). Carer-rated behaviour
problems did not appear to be affected by group size.

Parent-rated behaviour problems differed across the
categories of group size (F(4, 1554) = 2.35, p < .05),
but did not show significant between-group differ-
ences in post-hoc analyses.

Carer ratings of their own practices (active engage-
ment in play organisational focus) provided further
indicators of child care quality. Mean scores for
each of the four measures of child socio-emotional
development were compared across the three cate-
gories of practice quality (low, moderate, high),
using analysis of variance testing of between-group
differences and linearity across groups. Results,
presented in Table 5, showed a consistent pattern of
results for linearity across groups. As carers
reported spending more time in active engagement

Structural features of child care quality (group size), by child socio-emotional developmentTable 4

Number of children in group

1–5 6–10 11–15 15–20 21+ ANOVA Linear
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F ratio F ratio

Parent-rated n 405 214 369 360 211

Social competence 28.85 28.92 28.83 28.80 28.38 n.s. n.s.
(2.45) (2.37) (2.61) (2.49) (2.80)

Behaviour problems 30.73 30.05 30.65 30.00 30.09 2.35 n.s.
(4.21) (4.00) (4.42) (4.19) (4.43) p ≤ .05   

Carer-rated n 323–365 197–211 335–346 326–346 179–195    

Social competence 25.63 25.12 24.96 24.92 24.71 3.53 12.41
(2.95) (3.31) (3.29) (3.38) (3.54) p ≤ .01 p ≤ .001  

Behaviour problems 27.01 27.11 27.23 26.50 26.65 n.s. n.s.
(4.12) (4.32) (4.96) (4.08) (4.63)

Process features of child care quality, by child socio-emotional developmentTable 5

Low Moderate High Anova Linear
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F ratio F ratio

Active engagement in play

Parent-rated n 379 832 429

Social competence 28.50 28.78 28.93 3.00 5.75
(2.67) (2.44) (2.66) p ≤ .05 p ≤ .05  

Behaviour problems 30.22 30.07 29.99 n.s. n.s.
(4.31) (4.12) (4.25)

Carer-rated n 335–357 747–796 357–399    

Social competence 24.43 25.12 25.84 19.12 36.23
(3.58) (3.09) (3.11) p ≤ .001 p ≤ .001  

Behaviour problems 27.07 26.91 26.82 n.s. n.s.
(4.39) (4.42) (4.63)

Organizational focus

Parent-rated n 406 788 442

Social competence 28.85 28.70 28.76 n.s. n.s.
(2.52) (2.50) (2.69)

Behaviour problems 30.10 30.11 30.07 n.s. n.s.
(4.31) (4.21) (4.32)

Carer-rated n 362–383 713–760 362–407

Social competence 24.96 25.12 25.40 n.s. n.s.
(3.23) (3.24) (3.28)

Behaviour problems 26.29 27.02 27.40 5.91 11.22
(3.86) (4.50) (4.88) p ≤ .01 p ≤ .001 
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with the children, both parent-rated scores and
carer-rated scores for social competence increased
(F(1, 1636) = 5.75, p < .05, and F(1, 1550) = 36.23,
p < .001, respectively).8

In contrast, but also supporting the importance of
quality for positive socio-emotional development,
when carers reported spending more time on the
organisational aspects of their work, ratings for
behaviour problems increased (F(1, 1435) = 11.22,
p ≤ .001, Eta2 = .008). Parent ratings of the child’s
behaviour problems or competence were not asso-
ciated with this aspect of care quality.

Discussion
The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children was
designed to examine key factors in the home and
external environment that influence children’s
socio-emotional development over the early years.
Of these, the use of non-parental child care features
highly for the vast majority of LSAC children and
their families. Results for Wave 2 show that by age 2
to 3 years, the proportion of LSAC children receiv-
ing regular child care reached 70%, nearly double
the proportion (36%) reported two years previously
by Harrison & Ungerer (2005) in their analysis of
Wave 1 data. An even more dramatic increase was
seen in the number of families using formal, gov-
ernment-accredited and/or regulated child care
services, with the proportion increasing from 15%
in Wave 1 to 55.2% in Wave 2. Notably, the propor-
tion of children receiving informal care from
relatives, friends, or a nanny remained relatively
stable over this two-year period, increasing by less
than 4% (from 25% in Wave 1 to 28.8% at Wave 2).

The focus of the present paper was to examine the
impact of child care quantity and quality on chil-
dren’s socio-emotional development and wellbeing. It
has been argued that Australia’s Quality Improve-
ment and Accreditation System (QIAS) of quality
assurance and state/territory regulations contribute
to higher standards of quality in formal child care
services than are typically reported for US and UK
settings. Furthermore, it has been posited that such
standards may ameliorate the negative effects of
quantity of care that have been reported in overseas
research. The results presented in this paper provide
the first evidence from a large nationally representa-
tive sample to support the expectation that
attendance at child care in Australia may impact dif-
ferently on children’s socio-emotional development
than has been reported in US and UK studies.

Experience of non-parental child care
Results for the LSAC sample as a whole showed min-
imal differences in socio-emotional development
between the groups of children receiving and not
receiving child care. Although achieving significance,
effect sizes were very small (less than 0.5% of the vari-
ance). Nonetheless, the direction of the findings
suggested that child care had a positive rather than a
negative effect on children’s social and emotional
wellbeing. Children who attended child care were
rated by their parents as being more socially compe-
tent and having fewer behaviour problems than
children who did not attend regular child care.

These findings, which differ from results for US chil-
dren of a similar age, are likely due, at least in part, to
Australia’s national and state/territory systems of
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Results for the LSAC sample as a whole showed minimal 
differences in socio-emotional development between the groups
of children receiving and not receiving child care.
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quality assurance, which monitor levels of quality in
all child care centres and family day care homes and
ensure that minimum standards for staff–child ratios,
staff qualifications, space and equipment are met.

Within the overall category of “receiving regular non-
parental child care”, the more optimal ratings were
received by the group of children receiving a mixture
of formal and informal care. In relation to behaviour
problems, lower scores were noted for children in
informal or mixed formal/informal arrangements,
suggesting that, for 2- to 3-year-old children, one-to-
one or family care from a close relative or familiar
adult may be protective against problems of emo-
tional dysregulation, anxiety and aggression.

Quantity of care
Results for hours of care further suggested that reg-
ular care with a relative, friend or nanny may have
benefits for children’s socio-emotional problems,
but this pattern was only evident for parents’ rat-
ings of behaviour problems. Results for quantity of
informal care showed no relationship between
behaviour problems as reported by parents and
weekly hours of care; however, for quantity of for-
mal care, parent-rated problems increased as hours
increased. Carer ratings, on the other hand, did not
differ by type of care. Carers reported more behav-
iour problems as children attended longer hours of
care, for both informal and formal care settings.
Although achieving significance, it is important to
note that effect sizes for these analyses were very
small, ranging from 0.3% to 1.4% of the variance.

It is also noteworthy that carer and parent ratings
differed for social competence. Carers’ ratings of
children’s social competence increased as children
attended more hours of care, but parents’ ratings
did not. These differences between parent and carer
reports are not unexpected. Although the ratings
from these two sources were correlated, the degree
of overlap was modest (rs of .19 and .20). Carer rat-
ings, for the most part, would be restricted to the
child’s behaviour and interactions in the care set-
ting, whereas parental ratings of the child would
encompass the home and other settings, with less
accounting for behaviour in child care.

Despite the inconsistencies between results for 
parents and carers, the findings presented in this
paper suggest that longer hours of child care have
both positive and negative effects for children’s
socio-emotional development at age 2 to 3 years—
positive effects were seen in higher levels of social
competence and negative effects were seen in ele-
vated behaviour problems. These results, while
smaller in magnitude and effect size, are remark-
ably similar to results reported by Ungerer et al.
(2006) for an Australian sample of a similar age
attending formal, accredited/regulated child care
settings. Both positive and negative effects of longer
hours of care on children’s social interaction were
also noted in the large multi-site NICHD ECCRN
study (2001). At age 2 to 3 years, children who had

more experience in care were observed to be more
socially skilful in a semi-structured play session
with a peer, but were also rated by carers as being
more negative in peer play.

Quality of care
More consistent findings were noted for the impact
of child care quality, particularly for children’s
social competence. Reports by parents and carers
linked more child-focused practice by carers with
higher ratings for social relatedness and overall
competence. Additionally, and for carer’s ratings
only, social competence was higher when group size
was smaller, and behaviour problems were higher
when carers were more involved with the organisa-
tional aspects of providing care. Notably, effect sizes
for these analyses, while still accounting for a rela-
tively small proportion of the variance, were larger
(0.8% to 2.3%) than those reported for quantity and
type of care (0.1% to 1.4%).

These findings are in keeping with reports from a
growing field of international research studies link-
ing higher quality care with more positive
socio-emotional outcomes for children (Love et al.,
2003; NICHD ECCRN, 2005; Peisner-Feinberg et al.,
2001; Sylva et al., 2003). What is different in the
present study, however, is the reliance on caregiver
self-report for computing a measure of quality. By
asking caregivers to estimate the proportional
amounts of time they spend in various activities
during their child care day, LSAC gives emphasis to
what carers do, rather than using external criteria
to assess the level of quality (as used in the US
NICHD ECCRN, UK EPPE and Australian Child
Care Choices studies). To date, there are no studies
that have used both self-report and external criteria
to measure quality. Future analysis of the Wave 2
LSAC data will be able to draw on linked data pro-
vided by the National Childcare Accreditation
Council to compare external ratings of quality with
carer self-report measures.9

Further factors are also likely to explain the pattern
of results for informal care, which was associated
with more optimal ratings by parents for social
competence and behaviour problems. Recall that
the majority of informal care providers were grand-
parents of the LSAC child. Grandparent care is
most likely to be provided for one child alone or for
small family groupings. Low carer-to-child ratios
provide a greater opportunity for focused engage-
ment and interaction. Grandparents also provide
young children with the supportive, nurturing 
environment they need for healthy emotional
development. Gray, Misson, and Hayes (2006), in
their analysis of Wave 1 LSAC data, found that
grandparents reported higher levels of warmth and
open communication in their relationships with
infants than did centre-based caregivers.

In summary, accumulated evidence from interna-
tional studies, and now from Australia, underlines
the key role that child care quality plays in ensuring
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Assessment of children’s cumulative time in care, and
the quality of that care over time, is also required to be

able to fully understand the impact of child care.

young children’s positive socio-emotional develop-
ment. In this paper, the findings have shown the
importance of what caregivers do in explaining the
links between child care quality and enhanced pos-
itive as well as reduced negative behaviours in a
large sample of 2- to 3-year-old children. Clearly,
quality is a feature of child care that cannot be
underestimated or remain unquestioned when
child care providers seek to elucidate and act on
research in their practice. Attention must be given
to the time that caregivers have to be actively
engaged with the children in their care, and the
ways in which services recognise and support this
critical aspect of how quality care is provided.

Limitations and future directions
The results reported in this paper have assessed the
direct effects of the quantity and quality of children’s
current child care experience on measures of their
social and emotional development. Further analyses
using multivariate approaches are required to exam-
ine more complex relationships between quality and
quantity within formal and informal types of care.
Assessment of children’s cumulative time in care, and
the quality of that care over time, is also required to
be able to fully understand the impact of child care.
The depth and detail of the information that is being
collected in LSAC from parents, carers and teachers,
and the longitudinal nature of the study, will ensure
that future analyses can assess the impact of care on
different aspects of children’s development and at dif-
ferent times.

A further limitation of the present paper is that other
factors, such as family demographics and child char-
acteristics, have not been included in the analyses. A
wealth of existing research, including analyses of
Wave 1 LSAC data (Harrison et al., in press), has con-
firmed that a wide array of family and child
characteristics are related to use of child care. Fur-
thermore, family and child characteristics are key
explanatory factors for child socio-emotional devel-
opment, often achieving effect sizes far in excess of

the effects seen for child care (NICHD ECCRN, 2003).
The richness of the LSAC dataset will ensure that
future analyses will be able to take account of impor-
tant covariates and contextual features in assessing
the role of child care in children’s lives.

Endnotes
1 “Extensive” use of care has been defined differently in these

studies. Belsky’s (1988) early work referred to more than 20
hours per week. The NICHD ECCRN (2003) study did not
identify a threshold effect for hours per week, but referred
to a cumulative pattern of “more time in care” or
“increased” amounts of care as being problematic; mean
hours increased from 21.0 hours per week at age 3–6
months (minimum = 0, maximum = 62.5) to 26.8 hours per
week at 25–36 months (minimum = 0, maximum = 68.8).
Sylva et al. (2003) referred to “a longer time (in years and
months)”, particularly when children began care in the first
two years, as being a concern.

2 Principal components analysis using Pearson product
moment correlations as input, revealed two factors account-
ing for 42.6% and 14.4% of the common factor variance.
Internal reliability was within the acceptable range: Factor 1,
a = .80; Factor 2, a = .74. One item (watching/supervising
children’s play) loaded equally weakly on both factors and
therefore was not included in the factor structure.

3 Briggs-Gowan, Carter, Irwin, Wachtel, and Cicchetti (2004)
reported good test-retest reliability, inter-rater reliability,
and one-year stability for the BITSEA in a socio-economi-
cally and ethnically diverse community-based population
for the two subscales (social competence and behaviour
problems) generated by the 42-item questionnaire.

4 Analysis of variance tests for “receiving regular NPC” vs
“not receiving NPC” groups were significant, but effect sizes
were very small: social competence, F ratio (1, 4473) = 5.40,
p ≤ .05, Eta2 = .001; behaviour problems, F ratio (1, 4473) =
11.65, p ≤. 001, Eta2 = .003.

5 Effect size for parent-rated behaviour problems by quantity
of care was very weak, Eta2 = .003.

6 Effect sizes for carer-rated social competence by quantity of
care were as follows: for total hours, Eta2 = .009; formal
hours, Eta2 = .009; informal hours, Eta2 = .014

7 Effect sizes for carer-rated behaviour problems by quantity
of care were as follows: for total hours, Eta2 = .009; formal
hours, Eta2 = .003; informal hours, Eta2 = .009.

8 Effect sizes for the association between quality practices
and child social competence were lower for parent ratings
(Eta2 = .009) and higher for carer ratings (Eta2 = .023).

9 Existing indications from an analysis of Wave 1 data (Harrison,
2006) are that the LSAC self-report items do accord with these
independently collected assessments of quality.
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An examination of these four themes, using data from
the first two waves of Growing Up in Australia: The
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), is
the focus of this paper. Each of the themes will be cov-
ered by first outlining existing research evidence,
followed by presenting results from the present analy-
sis on the issue, and finally discussing these findings
in relation to earlier research and the reform package.
In order to capture these themes, in addition to
describing the distribution of the sample on the indi-
cators of child support compliance, parent–child
contact, shared decision-making, and parental con-
flict, this paper will also look at the extent of change
under each theme over the period of two years. The
extent of change over the period is investigated from
two different perspectives. Firstly, the change in the
distribution of the population on these four measures
from Wave 1 to 2 is described using cross-sectional
data from each wave. Secondly, longitudinal analysis
of individual families is used to look at the extent of
change as experienced by families.

Data source
All new analysis presented in this paper relies on
information provided by the resident parents from
the first two waves of LSAC. The sample included

ecent reforms to the family law system
and Child Support Scheme reflect and
promote a major cultural change in rela-
tion to parenting after separation.
Introduction of these reforms coincided

with, and to some extent were prompted by, emerging
research and social changes. These changes include
an increase in fathers’ involvement in their children’s
lives, general acceptance that non-resident parents
should make reasonable provision for the financial
support of their children (Smyth & Weston, 2004),
and research evidence on the benefits to children in
most families of having a close relationship with both
parents after separation (Amato & Keith, 1991).

Key themes of the reform package focus on the
indissolubility of parenthood and emphasise:

joint financial responsibility for children after
separation;

children spending substantial time with each
parent where possible;

shared decision-making by parents; and

assisting separated parents to improve their
communication about childrearing and to
reduce conflict.
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Stability of arrangements among separated Australian
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those children, aged 4 to 5 years in Wave 1, for whom
(a) one of their parents were living elsewhere, (b) the
other parent was known and he/she knew about the
child, (c) the resident parent was not in a relationship
with the child’s other parent, and (d) the separation
took place more than three months before the Wave 1
interview. Wave 2 cases were excluded where (a) the
parents now live together, (b) the other parent was
deceased, or (c) both parents now live elsewhere. In
addition, 18.6% of Wave 1 respondents did not partic-
ipate in Wave 2. The final sample comprised 764
sample weighted (715 unweighted) cases in Wave 1
and 591 sample weighted (523 unweighted) cases in
Wave 2. Distribution analysis on the measures of state
and remoteness of residence found the sample of this
study to be representative of the total LSAC child
cohort sample.

In terms of socio-demographic characteristics on the
measures of sex, age, marital status, country of birth
and Indigenous status, the Wave 1 sample of this
study was comparable to the set of parents with a
child support entitlement for a 4-year-old child regis-
tered with the Child Support Agency (CSA)—the
main Australian data source on the circumstances of
separated parents.1 Due to lack of data availability
and low reliability rate, the measure of income could
not be compared.

In summary, the findings in this paper are based on
a sub-population of relatively young families—
which is not entirely representative of the total
population of separated Australian families—and
represent the account of the resident parent only.2

Joint financial responsibility
Parental separation is one of the leading correlates of
child poverty in Australia, and with the steady
increase in divorce rates and ex-nuptial births over
the last two decades (de Vaus & Gray, 2004), ongoing
financial support of children in non-intact families
will continue to be a concern in Australia. Govern-
ments also have an interest in parents meeting the
costs of their children—when they have the capacity
to do so—to reduce the call on Family Tax Benefit.

The Australian Government is in the process of
reforming the Child Support Scheme to meet the
best interests of children from separated families.
Reinforcing the notion of joint financial responsi-
bility for children after separation and ensuring the
payment of an appropriate level of child support are
central elements of the reforms based on recom-
mendations made in a report by the Ministerial
Taskforce on Child Support (2005). The reforms
are being progressively introduced in three stages
between July 2006 and July 2008.

Analysis presented in this paper is based on data
collected prior to the introduction of these reforms,
but it provides a valuable overview of resident 
parents’ reports of financial contributions made 
by non-resident parents for the period. The theme
of joint financial responsibility is captured by 
examining resident parents’ reports on the extent
to which non-resident parents paid the expected
child support in the last month.3 A limitation of this
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measure is that it cannot identify cases where the
deficit was made up in the following months.

The proportion of non-resident parents paying child
support was approximately the same in both
waves—with over 60% of resident parents reporting
that they received the full child support amount, but
one-quarter reporting they did not receive any of the
expected child support amount in the month pre-
ceding the survey (see Figure 1).4 Interestingly, the
proportion of parents estimated by this study to be
paying full child support reflects the proportion of
non-resident fathers who agreed that fathers who do
not live with their child should always be made to
pay child support (56%) and also the proportion of
non-resident fathers who believed that parents,
rather than the government, should bear the main
responsibility for financial support for children after
separation (60%) (Smyth & Weston, 2005).

While the overall level of compliance with child
support obligations remained relatively stable over
the two years, analysis of individual cases found
that only 63.2% of resident parents reported no
change in the level of child support compliance over
the two-year period. An additional 17.5% of resi-
dent parents reported that non-resident parents
increased their level of compliance, while 19.3%
reported a lowered level of compliance (see Table 1).
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Figure 1

Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)

Direction of change %

No change 63.2

Increased compliance 17.5

None ➝ Partial 1.1

None ➝ Full 8.4

Partial ➝ Full 8.0

Decreased compliance 19.3

Full ➝ None 7.7

Full ➝ Partial 8.5

Partial ➝ None 3.1

Total (n = 350) 100.0

Change in compliance with child support obligations 
from Wave 1 to Wave 2

Table 1

Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)
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Among non-resident parents who did not change
their child support compliance level, the most stable
group was the group with full compliance in Wave 1,
with 74.3% remaining fully compliant in Wave 2. A
further 13.5% moved to partial compliance, and
12.2% dropped to no compliance. Of the partial com-
pliance cases in Wave 1, more than half (52.7%)
moved to full compliance in Wave 2, while an addi-
tional 27.0% remained partially compliant. The trend
among non-compliant parents in Wave 1 was not so
positive, with the majority (56.1%) remaining non-
compliant two years later. A further 5.3% moved to
partial compliance, while 38.7% became fully com-
pliant (see Table 2). Changes in the method of
collection of child support could have been an impor-
tant contributing factor to the level of compliance.5

However, as the method of child support collection
was not recorded in the second wave of LSAC, this
paper could not investigate the interaction between
child support collection methods and any change in
level of compliance with child support obligations.

In terms of other determinants of compliance, ear-
lier analysis of LSAC data found compliance in
Wave 1 to be the strongest predictor of compliance
in Wave 2, followed by parent–child contact
(Losoncz, 2007). However, it should be noted that
while researchers generally agree on the substantial
positive relationship between child support compli-
ance and parent–child contact, the causal sequence
to date is unclear (Fehlberg & Smyth, 2000).

Parent–child contact
For most children, separation of their parents will be
marked by a considerable loss of contact with their
non-resident parent, often the father. Research tends
to indicate a strong desire among fathers to remain
involved with their children after separation. For
example, a survey of 260 separated Australian
fathers, by Hawthorne (2005), found that over half
wanted shared or sole custody of their children
(42.3% and 11.5% respectively) at the time of their
separation. Yet, while there is an increase in the use
of shared care in Australia, the proportion of sepa-
rated parents using shared care is still relatively
low—between 5% to 6% (Australian Bureau of Statis-
tics [ABS], 2004; CSA, 2006). The present study
found that, while the proportion of children whose
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Wave 2

Total 
Wave 1 Full Partial No (n = 350)

Full 74.3 13.5 12.2 100.0

Partial 52.7 27.0 20.3 100.0

No compliance 38.7 5.3 56.1 100.1

Distribution of Wave 1 child support compliance 
in Wave 2 (%)

Table 2

Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding.
Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)
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Direction of change %

No change 56.2

Increase in contact 18.2

No contact ➝ Contact 4.4

Increase in frequency 13.8

Decline in contact 25.6

Contact ➝ No contact 4.4

Decline in frequency 21.2

Total (n = 590) 100.0

Change in frequency of parent–child contact from 
Wave 1 to Wave 2

Table 3

Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)

Wave 2

Up to a At least At least At least 
No few times once every once a once a Every Total 

Wave 1 contact a year 3 months fortnight week day (n = 590)

No contact 74.3 13.2 3.6 4.1 2.6 2.2 100.1

Up to a few times a year 20.4 44.5 18.1 10.4 6.7 0.0 100.1

At least once every 3 months 3.6 18.7 54.1 16.8 6.9 0.0 100.0

At least once a fortnight 3.8 8.8 11.0 52.3 22.2 1.9 100.0

At least once a week 2.3 1.5 8.5 21.9 59.8 6.0 100.0

Every day 3.3 7.0 1.2 9.4 48.5 30.7 100.1

Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding.
Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)

Distribution of Wave 1 parent–child contact in Wave 2 (%)Table 4
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parents have a legal shared or joint parenting
arrangement was around 12%, the majority (64.4%)
of these children spent only two days or less a fort-
night with their other parent. Conversely, of the
children who spent more than two days a fortnight
with their other parent, fewer than half were in a
shared or joint parenting arrangement. Regardless of
the parenting arrangements reported in LSAC, there
was a wide range of variation in the amount of time
spent between the child and the other parent. There-
fore, in this paper, analysis of parent–child contact
included all cases where one parent lived elsewhere.

Analysis of the LSAC data in this study showed that
in both waves around 20% of children had not seen
their non-resident parent in the last twelve months,
while around 10% had only seen their non–resident
parent up to a few times a year. The proportion of
children seeing their non-resident parent at least
once every three months, but less than once a fort-
night, was between 13% and 15%. Over 20% of
children had seen their non-resident parent at least
once a fortnight, while approximately one-third of
children had seen their non-resident parent at least
once a week over the preceding year in both waves
(see Figure 2). These figures are consistent with
other survey reports of parent–child contact after
separation (ABS, 2004; Parkinson & Smyth, 2004).

Not surprisingly, only one-quarter of non-resident
fathers and just over half of resident mothers in Aus-
tralia believe that the amount of contact between the
child and the non-resident father is “about right”,
while as many as 74% of non-resident fathers and
41% of resident mothers think that the amount of
contact is “not enough” (Parkinson & Smyth, 2004).
Despite the significant proportion of both resident
and non-resident parents who report that they would
like to see more contact occurring, and research evi-
dence on the beneficial effects on children of
generous post-divorce contact with non-resident par-
ents (Amato & Keith, 1991), contact between the
child and the non-resident parent on average tends
to decline over time (Braver & Griffin, 2000).

These findings were supported by the present
research, which found that when there was a
change in the frequency of contact between waves,
higher proportions of resident parents reported a
cessation or decline (25.6%) in contact, rather than
an increase or commencement (18.2%) of contact.
For the remaining 56.2% of children, the frequency
of contact from Wave 1 to 2 remained the same (see
Table 3). A more detailed description of change over
the two-year period is shown in Table 4.

The research also found that less frequent contact
was not balanced by longer visits, as average contact
hours within each category changed very little
between waves (see Table 5). In fact, there was a
small decline in the total average daytime hours
spent with the non-resident parent in a year; how-
ever, this decline did not reach a statistical
significance of 0.05.

To date, very little is known about the reasons for
such a considerable difference between the actual

and desired parent–child contact. One suggestion
by researchers is poor relational factors between
parents (Parkinson & Smyth, 2004). This sugges-
tion is supported by previous analysis of the LSAC
data, which found the level of parental conflict in
Wave 1 to be a statistically significant predictor of
shared decision-making in Wave 2, which in turn
was a significant predictor of frequent parent–child
contact in Wave 2 (Losoncz, 2007).

However, given that a significant proportion of resi-
dent mothers (41%) also desire greater contact, other
factors—such as the cost of contact, limited housing
circumstances, the distance between the residences
of the child and non-resident parent, and re-partner-
ing of either parent—may also be important
contributing factors (Parkinson & Smyth, 2004).

One risk factor identified by previous studies for the
disengagement of non-resident fathers is contact
arrangements not being worked out during the early
stages of separation (Ahrons & Miller, 1993; Isaacs,
1988). A longitudinal study of 103 separated Ameri-
can families, interviewed in the first and third years
of separation, found strong support for stability in
visiting arrangements. Isaacs (1988) suggested that
having a schedule in the first year did appear to act as
a buffer to protect children from any negative effects

Wave 1 Wave 2

Daytime Daytime
hours in hours in 

Frequency of contact % a year % a year

No contact 19.8 – 17.3 –

Up to a few times a yeara 9.6 87 12.3 108

At least once every 3 months 12.9 179 14.9 179

At least once a fortnight 20.8 676 22.4 647

At least once a week 28.6 841 28.3 861

Every day 8.4 949 4.8 954

Total 100.1 637 100.0 592

Note: ª Hours of contact were not available for cases where contact was a few times a year and
therefore those cases were not included. Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding.
Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)

Frequency of parent–child contact and average 
contact hours in Wave 1 and 2

Table 5

Contact between the child and the non-resident
parent on average tends to decline over time.
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and requires “decisions to be made jointly” by 
persons who have equal parental responsibility.6

Shared decision-making and consultation with the
non-resident parent has been found to have a posi-
tive effect on other aspects of post-separation
involvement. For example, focus group discussions
with American divorced fathers found that fathers
who thought that “they shared control with mothers
over childrearing issues” also tended to view their
financial contribution and substantial time spent
with their children as a natural aspect of post-sepa-
ration fatherhood (Braver & Griffin, 2000). Earlier
longitudinal analyses by Braver and his colleagues
(1993) of both resident and non-resident parents
found that perceived control in non-residential par-
ents was related to high involvement in various
aspects of their children’s lives, including the pay-
ment of child support. Similarly, analysis by Losoncz
(2007) using LSAC data found a high level of consul-
tation with the non-resident parents in Wave 1 to be
predictive of frequent parent–child contact and com-
pliance with child support obligations in Wave 2.7

While a high level of shared decision-making
appears to have a positive influence on post-separa-
tion involvement of the non-resident parent, the
present analysis of the LSAC data found a relatively
low level of consultation with the non-resident par-
ent. In both waves, more than half of resident
parents reported that they never or almost never
ask the other parent’s view, while about one-quarter
of parents reported often or always asking the
child’s other parent for his/her views when making
major decisions about the child (see Figure 3).

For 66.7% of parents, the level of consultation about
major decisions remained the same over both waves
(see Table 6). The remaining parents either increased
(15.7%) or decreased (17.6%) their level of consulta-
tion. The most stable group were those parents who
never or rarely involved the other parent in their
decision-making in Wave 1, with 81.1% also not
involving the other parent in Wave 2. Conversely, the
group that reported high consultation of the other
parent in Wave 1 did not remain as stable, with only
50.5% reporting the same level of consultation, and
39.6% dropping from “often/always” to “never/rarely”
involving the other parent in Wave 2 (see Table 7).

The reasons for low rates of shared decision-making
reflect the complexity of post-separation relation-
ships. In his interviews of Australian non-resident
fathers and their experience of parenting, Hawthorne
(2005) found that fathers identified structural as well
as personal barriers that limited their scope to influ-
ence decisions made about their children.

A number of structural barriers have been progres-
sively removed by amendments to the Family Law
Act. For example, in the Family Law Amendment
Act 1995, the new “residence” order replaced the
prevailing “custody” order. While the residence
order meant that the child should live with one 
parent, it gave that parent no particular advantages
in decision-making. The emphasis on equal deci-
sion-making power was expanded in the 2006

of relational factors, such as parents’ arguments over
visits. Analysis of LSAC data in the present study
supported the association between having a schedule
and maintaining contact. Families with a “set pat-
tern” of contact in Wave 1 were more likely to
maintain the same frequency of contact than families
without a set pattern of contact (57.5% versus
43.7%). However, having a set pattern of contact in
Wave 1 did not improve the chance of an increase in
the frequency of contact in Wave 2.

Shared decision-making
Along with joint financial responsibility and contact
with both parents, the Family Law Amendment Act
2006 presumes equal shared parental responsibility

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A

Direction of change %

No change 66.7

Increased consultation 15.7

Never/rarely ➝ Sometimes 4.3

Never/rarely ➝ Often/always 8.0

Sometimes ➝ Often/always 3.4

Decreased consultation 17.6

Often/always ➝ Never/rarely 9.8

Often/always ➝ Sometimes 2.5

Sometimes ➝ Never/rarely 5.3

Total (n = 589) 100.0

Change in extent of shared decision-making from 
Wave 1 to Wave 2

Table 6

Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)

Wave 2

Never/ Often/ Total 
Wave 1 rarely Sometimes always (n = 589)

Never/rarely 81.1 6.7 12.2 100.0

Sometimes 53.6 11.9 34.5 100.0

Often/always 39.6 9.9 50.5 100.0

Distribution of Wave 1 shared decision-making 
in Wave 2 (%)

Table 7

Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)



31Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters  2008  No. 79 

amendment, which also removed the labels of “res-
idence” and “contact”. However, while it remains
the case that the parent with whom the child pri-
marily lives has no additional legal decision-making
power, responses from fathers in the above survey
tend to indicate that, at least in practice, the nexus
between residence and decision-making still exists.

In terms of personal barriers, a small survey of
recently divorced American fathers questioned about
their involvement after separation found that the
most important factors predicting fathers’ co-parental
interaction was the amount of parenting support
received from their former wife/partner, followed by
fathers’ satisfaction with their own parenting involve-
ment (Madden-Derdich & Leonard, 2000).

However, co-parenting after separation is not easy.
Parents have to establish new rules for co-parenting
in their new family structure of separated house-
holds, while at the same time letting go of their role
as marital partners (Emery, 1995). Also, if the resi-
dent mother sees little value in the father’s
involvement, she tends to limit the father’s role
within the post-divorce family (Braver & Griffin,
2000). Given the strong emphasis in the recent
family law reforms on promoting the benefits of
both parents’ involvement in their children’s life
after separation, it is likely that parents will be more
inclined to persevere with co-parenting after sepa-
ration. Providing parents with workable models and
assisting them in adapting these models to their
own situation is likely to have a positive impact on
shared decision-making among separated parents.

Parental conflict
Another closely related influencing factor on 
parent–child contact is parental conflict. In fact,
child support, parent–child contact and involving
the non-resident parent in decision-making are
often the source of conflict for separated families
(House of Representatives. Standing Committee on
Family and Community Affairs, 2003). However,
while many parents experience moderate to high
levels of conflict after divorce, generally it tends to
decline over time. A typical pattern is for couples to
disengage within a couple years of the separation
(Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991).

Furthermore, not all conflicts are bad. While inter-
parental hostility is negatively associated with
contact and involvement with children (Hawthorne,
2005), and intense, open parental conflict or domes-
tic violence is associated with poor child outcomes
(Braver & Griffin, 2000), conflicts vary in their con-
tent, intensity, frequency, resolution and the extent
to which children are directly exposed to them.
Indeed, many intimate and functional relationships
involve some conflict (King & Heard, 1999).

Consistent with the findings of Furstenberg and
Cherlin (1991), the level of parental conflict
reported by the resident parent in LSAC fell
between the two waves.8 Of those resident parents
who had contact with the other parent, the propor-
tion reporting medium or high conflict decreased

from 40.3% and 15.7% in Wave 1 to 37.6% and 13.6%
in Wave 2. Conversely, the proportion of parents
reporting low conflict increased from 44.0% in Wave
1 to 48.8% in Wave 2 (see Figure 4).

However, reduced conflict is not always evidence of
an improved relationship between parents. It may
indicate that the parents have nothing to do with
one another (King & Heard, 1999). The present
study found an increase in the level of disengage-
ment between separated parents over the two
years, particularly among parents with high con-
flict. Nearly 10% of resident parents reported that
they ceased contact with the other parent between
waves, while less than 4% reported that contact
resumed in the same period (see Table 8). In terms
of the parents who moved to no contact, high-
conflict parents in Wave 1 were twice as likely as
low-conflict parents to cease contact with the other
parent by Wave 2 (12.4% versus 5.7%) (see Table 9).

Earlier research found that the relationship between
shared parental responsibility and parental conflict is
not simple. For example, analysis of LSAC by
Losoncz (2007) found that low parental conflict in
Wave 1 was associated with increased shared 
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Direction of change %

No change 52.8

No longer have contact 9.3

Re-established contact 3.7

Increased conflict 14.9

Low ➝ Medium 9.1

Low ➝ High 1.4

Medium ➝ High 4.4

Decreased conflict 19.3

High ➝ Low 1.5

High ➝ Medium 5.5

Medium ➝ Low 12.3

Total (n = 589) 100.0

Change in level of parental conflict from Wave 1 
to Wave 2

Table 8

Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)
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Conclusion
Recent reforms to the family law system and Child
Support Scheme emphasise the importance of shar-
ing parental responsibility after separation. These
reforms reflect current cultural changes in relation to
parenting, and are intended to serve the interests of
children. Using LSAC data, this paper described
parental arrangements made by separated families
and the extent to which these arrangements changed
within a two-year period. Data analysed in this paper
were collected prior to the introduction of significant
reforms to the family law system and the Child Sup-
port Scheme, but they provide a valuable overview of
the circumstances of separated parents during the
period, against themes emphasised in the reforms.

The present study found that the arrangements of
separated families are far from static. Instead, the
results are indicative of a high level of instability
over time in the arrangements of separated parents
under the four themes of joint financial responsibil-
ity, parent–child contact, shared decision-making,
and parent contact and conflict.

Under the theme of joint financial responsibility,
child support compliance was found to be relatively
low. The proportion of resident parents reporting
that they received the full child support amount
they expected was approximately 60%, while one-
quarter reported not receiving any of the agreed
child support amount in the month preceding the
survey. While the overall level of child support com-
pliance over two years remained the same, the
change for individual families was substantial, with
only two-thirds of families reporting the same com-
pliance level category two years later.

Child support compliance is closely related to the sec-
ond theme examined—the extent of parent–child
contact. The present study found the frequency of
contact between children and non-resident parents to
be relatively low in some cases. Furthermore, the fre-
quency of contact declined on average over the two
years, but there was no corresponding increase in the
number of hours associated with each visit, indicating
a decline in the average level of contact between chil-
dren and non-resident parents over time. The decline
occurred despite indications in previous studies that
a significant proportion of both resident and non-res-
ident parents would like to see more contact
occurring. This paradox calls for further research—
including up-to-date reports from non-resident
parents reflecting their views on frequency of con-
tact—to improve our understanding of factors that
inhibit the higher level of parent–child contact
desired by a sizeable proportion of non-resident and
resident parents.

The third theme of shared parental responsibility—
an important new measure in the 2006 family law
amendments—is designed to encourage cooperative
parenting. While research to date has found that a
high level of shared decision-making is positively
related to the involvement of the non-resident par-
ent, the current study found the level of consultation

decision-making in Wave 2, which in turn was asso-
ciated with high parent–child contact. Therefore,
maintaining relatively low conflict between parents
appears to assist with shared parental responsibility.

The above finding is parallel to that of Arditti and
Bickley (1996), who found that low parental conflict
was predictive of high parental relationship quality,
which was associated with greater involvement on
the part of fathers. On the other hand, the findings of
Arditti and Bickley also suggested a positive associa-
tion, though much smaller in magnitude, between
parental conflict and father’s involvement. A similar
association was found by King and Heard (1999), sug-
gesting that more involvement on the part of fathers
will create more opportunities for conflict to occur.
Some parents may choose to deal with this conflict by
disengaging from contact with their ex-partner and
giving up their influence on decisions made about the
child, or by reducing their contact with their chil-
dren. Some support for this view has been found in
recent Australian studies. For example, in his qualita-
tive interviews of separated Australian fathers,
Hawthorne (2005) found that some fathers reported
that, in order to avoid parental hostility, they adopted
the strategy of avoiding contact with former partners,
even if it meant potential costs to the children.

It appears that some conflict is an inevitable result of
shared parenting. The more aware separated parents
are of this potential conflict and the more strategies
they have to deal with them when they occur, the
better placed they might be to resolve them in posi-
tive ways instead of reducing their engagement.
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Wave 2

No Total 
Wave 1 contact Low Medium High (n = 361)

No contact 76.4 14.3 5.1 4.2 100.0

Low 5.7 65.0 25.5 3.8 100.0

Medium 11.8 34.6 41.2 12.4 100.0

High 12.4 11.3 41.8 34.5 100.0

Distribution of Wave 1 parental conflict in Wave 2 (%)Table 9

Source: LSAC, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006)

Maintaining relatively low conflict between parents
appears to assist with shared parental responsibility.
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with the non-resident parent when making major
decisions about the child to be consistently low, with
some decline over time. Barriers preventing non-res-
ident parents remaining involved in their children’s
lives include structural and personal factors as well
as a lack of societal norms describing post-divorce
roles. While there is a lot of emphasis on, and a rela-
tively clear understanding of, the role of fathers in
contemporary intact families, societal norms defin-
ing post-divorce roles, particularly roles for
non-resident parents, remain ambiguous.

Under the fourth theme, the relationship between
separated parents, particularly parental conflict,
was examined. Aspects of shared parenting are
often the source of conflict for separated families.
While some conflict is an inevitable part of separa-
tion, continued high levels of conflict between
parents may have a negative impact on the non-res-
ident parents’ involvement with their children.
Therefore, services set up to assist separated par-
ents need to focus on ways of strengthening support
and communication between parents about child-
rearing and strategies for resolving disagreements
when they arise, while ensuring that the safety of all
parties, especially children, is maintained.

Separated families, just like intact families, are made
up of unique individuals with a wide range of charac-
teristics, circumstances and personal attributes.
Relationship and dispute resolution services, such as
Family Relationship Centres and other services
funded by the Family Relationship Services Program
(FRSP), can help parents by assisting them to set up
workable, safe and relatively stable parenting
arrangements after separation. This research pro-
vides evidence that establishing, maintaining and
renegotiating a working post-separation parental
relationship is an important element of this process.

This particular study only examined resident par-
ents’ reports of post-separation arrangements over
the period of two years. Future research, using suc-
cessive waves of LSAC, should consider a longer
period and the views of non-resident parents as well.
Future research could also include the various meas-
ures available in LSAC of child wellbeing and the
extent to which these measures are influenced by
post-separation arrangements. This would provide a
fuller understanding of shared and non-residential
parenting and its implications for post-separation
family relationships and child wellbeing.

Endnotes
1 Analysis was based on unpublished data extracted from the

Child Support Evaluation Dataset (CSED), a point-in-time
dataset developed by the Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA), link-
ing extractions from the CSA Client Research Unit Data and
extractions from the FaHCSIA Longitudinal Data Warehouse,
for research, analysis and modelling of policy directions and
proposals. The dataset used for this study consisted of CSA
cases that were current at 30 June 2004.

2 Differential reporting of visitation and child support by resi-
dent and non-resident parents is a common feature in the
divorce literature. Non-resident parents report substantially
more of both than do custodial parents (Braver et al., 1993).

3 In over 70% of the cases the expected amount was the amount
assessed by the CSA, while for another 17% it was the amount
agreed with the other parent.

4 Only a small proportion of the resident parents who reported
no compliance indicated that they agreed to the nil payment
for the last month (14.7% in Wave 1 and 13.5% in Wave 2).
The proportion of resident parents in the partial compliance
group who agreed to a lesser amount for the last month was
higher (39.4% in Wave 1 and 29.9% in Wave 2).

5 Over half of child support payments are made directly from
the payer to the payee (i.e., privately collected). If private
arrangements cannot be arranged, or if private payment does
not work out, the payee can ask CSA to collect child support
(i.e., CSA collects).

6 There is an exception in cases where there are reasonable
grounds to believe that a parent has engaged in child abuse or
family violence.

7 The extent to which the non-resident parent is consulted on
major decisions about the child was measured on a 1
(never/almost never) to 5 (always/almost always) scale.

8 A composite measure of parental conflict (if parents had any
contact in the last 12 months) was constructed from the three
variables of: how well parents get along with each other; how
often they disagree about basic childrearing issues; and how
often there is anger between them. The Cronbach’s alpha
value of .78 indicated an adequate degree of internal consis-
tency for this scale
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Parents’ involvement 
in their children’s education

D O N N A  B E R T H E L S E N  a n d  S U E  WA L K E R

Questions considered include: What expectations
do parents have for their child’s education? How
responsive do parents believe that schools and
teachers are to their needs? What contact do par-
ents have with their children’s school and teachers
in the early years of school? Does parental involve-
ment predict children’s learning competence?

Engaging families in the education of their children
at home and at school is increasingly viewed as an
important means to support better learning out-
comes for children. When schools and families work
together, children have higher achievement in
school and stay in school longer (Henderson &

n this paper, the nature of parental
involvement in children’s education in
the early years of school is investigated,
as well as the relationship between
parental involvement and children’s

learning competence. The analyses use Wave 2 data
from Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children (LSAC) for children in
the kindergarten cohort, who were recruited at 
age 4 into the study. At the time of the Wave 2 data
collection in 2006, these children were in Year 1
and 2 at school. Research findings on parental
involvement are first briefly reviewed, and then the
analyses using the LSAC data are discussed.

II

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A
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Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2005; Pomerantz,
Moorman, & Litwack, 2007; Reynolds &
Clements, 2005). Although there has been
considerable research on how parents
influence children’s development, less is
known about the specific ways in which
parents socialise their children in terms of
school-related behaviours. While extensive
research indicates that there are important
links between parenting and children’s 
academic and behavioural competence at
school, there is less research on “academic
socialisation”, which is conceptualised 
as the variety of parental beliefs and 
behaviours that influence children’s
school-related development (Taylor, Clay-
ton, & Rowley, 2004, p. 163).

Various definitions of parent involvement
have been proposed. It can be defined
broadly as parental behaviour with, or on
behalf of children, at home or at school, as
well as the expectations that parents hold
for children’s future education (Reynolds
& Clements, 2005). Ho and Willms (1996)
defined parent involvement through four
constructs—home discussion, home super-
vision, school communication and school
participation. Dimock, O’Donoghue, and
Robb (1996) proposed a range of dimen-
sions that include: school choice (i.e.,
parents select the education institutions
and experiences for their children);
involvement in school governance and
decision-making (i.e., parents participate
in formal school structures); involvement
in teaching and learning activities in the
classroom and at home (e.g., parents vol-
unteer in the classroom, converse with
teachers outside of formal meetings, help
with homework and discuss school-related
issues with children); and communication
between home and school (e.g., parents
contact the school and receive communi-
cations from the school).

Socio-demographic characteristics of
families and parental involvement
Variation in levels of parental involvement
in children’s learning at home and at school

is strongly influenced by family socio-economic sta-
tus (SES) (Boethel, 2003). Parents in families with
lower SES often have fewer years of education and,
possibly, have had more negative experiences with
schools. They may feel unprepared to be involved.
Parental involvement may also vary because of dif-
ferences in ethnic and cultural backgrounds between
parents and teachers (Desimone, 1999). Teachers
are less likely to know the parents of children who
are culturally different from their own background
and are more likely to believe that these parents are
less interested in their children’s schooling (Epstein
& Dauber, 1991). Parents’ language difficulties may
also cause difficulties in understanding participation

opportunities. It is unfortunate that parents with low
SES and from different ethnic and cultural back-
ground than the mainstream culture, whose children
would most benefit from parental involvement, are
more likely to find it difficult to become and remain
involved (Lee & Bowen, 2006).

Parents with social and cultural backgrounds differ-
ent from the dominant social groups in the society
may also have quite diverse expectations and inter-
pretations of what it means to be educationally
helpful to their children. For example, Vogels (2002;
cited in Drissen, Smit, & Sleegers, 2005) distin-
guished four groups of parents in research conducted
in the Netherlands. The first group, partners, were
highly active in informal and formal engagement
activities, from volunteering to engagement in the
formal governance of the school. These parents were
more likely to have a high SES. A second group was
called participants. They were highly involved in
informal activities at the school and had middle to
high SES. The third group were delegators, who
viewed teachers as the appointed experts and there-
fore responsible for the education of their children.
The fourth group were the invisible parents, who
were not engaged or visible to the school. The invisi-
ble parents were primarily parents with a low SES.

Parental beliefs and the nature of 
parental involvement
A greater appreciation of the beliefs that underlie
parents’ decisions about becoming involved in their
children’s education is needed (Taylor et al., 2004).
The way in which parents feel about schools and the
emotional connections that they had to school may
influence the kinds of attitudes to school and learn-
ing that their children assume. These feelings may
be positive or negative, depending on the nature of
those previous experiences. Negative feelings about
school may prevent parents from making connec-
tions with their children’s schools. Positive feelings
about school experiences are likely to enhance
parental involvement. Additionally, the expecta-
tions that parents hold for their children’s future
achievement are important. If parents expect high
levels of academic achievement and commitment to
schooling, the child is more likely to adopt these
positive attitudes (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).

There is a need for increased understanding about
how, and why, parents understand and construct
their involvement in different ways. Parental partici-
pation may be active because parents believe that
they bear the primary responsibility for children’s
educational achievement. Other parents may hold a
notion of partnership with schools that responsibili-
ties for children’s learning are shared between
parents and schools. Still other parents may not
believe that they should take an active role or may
lack the confidence to be involved. For these latter
parents, developing personal self-efficacy beliefs that
one can be effective in supporting children’s learning
at home and at school requires encouragement by
teachers and schools, as well as opportunities to par-
ticipate (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).



Family Matters  2008  No. 79   Australian Institute of Family Studies 36

According to theories of social capital, parental school
involvement increases parents’ access to social net-
works and information (Coleman, 1988, 1991;
Lareau, 1987; Lareau, & Horvat, 1999). Social capital
is represented by parental contact and involvement in
the organisational and social aspects of the life of the
school. As parents establish relationships with teach-
ers, they learn important information about the
school’s policies and practices. They also meet other
parents, who provide information and insight about
the school’s expectations. Social capital is also repre-
sented through the extent of conversation that
parents have with their children about school and
through parental monitoring of their children’s school
engagement. Discussion with the child about school
conveys interest about the importance of education.

Cultural capital is usually explained as the level and
nature of direct parental involvement in the educa-
tional process (Lareau, 1987). The theory of cultural
capital proposed by Bourdieu (1977) argued that there
are inequalities in the amounts of cultural capital that
individuals either hold or can obtain. Higher levels of
cultural capital, developed through access to relevant
resources over time, increase the likelihood that any
individual can access additional capital. For example,
parents who hold strong cultural capital because they
completed school and hold post-secondary educa-
tional qualifications are more likely, as a consequence,
to have a higher SES, as well as knowledge of educa-
tional systems. Because schools represent and
produce middle-class values and forms of communi-
cation, teachers are more likely to communicate more
effectively with these parents from middle and higher
SES backgrounds, with whom they are more likely to
share similar values and beliefs. Teachers are likely to
have more difficulties relating to parents who have a
different cultural frame of reference because of socio-
economic circumstances or ethnic backgrounds. This
bias of schools to represent, but also to promote more
middle-class values, places many parents at a disad-
vantage and makes it more difficult for these parents
to participate in their children’s education.

Families with more social and cultural capital tend
to be more involved at school because these fami-
lies are more comfortable with teachers and schools
and are more likely to have supportive social net-
works. This allows them “to construct their
relationships with the school with more comfort
and trust” (Lareau & Horvat, 1999, p. 44).

Parent involvement in children’s schooling:
An Australian perspective
Data from the Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (LSAC) are used in these analyses. A
description of the study is available in Gray and
Smart (see pp. 5–13 of this issue). The analyses in
this paper on parental involvement use Wave 2 data
collected in 2006 for the kindergarten cohort (chil-
dren born between March 1999 and February
2000). In 2006, these children were in Year 1 and
Year 2 of school. The mean age of these children
was 6.8 years. Descriptive information on the chil-
dren and the families is presented in Table 1. The

The role of teachers and schools in 
supporting parental involvement
Parents’ communication with schools and parental
involvement are also influenced by school character-
istics (Feuerstein, 2001). Schools play a strong role in
determining the level and nature of parental involve-
ment. Critical factors include teachers’ beliefs about
parents’ role in the classroom and their responsibility
to provide involvement opportunities to parents.
Schools can help parents become involved by offering
a range of options for engagement. Supporting
parental involvement requires knowledge by teachers
on how to involve parents, as well as leadership and
support from the school administration. Kerbow and

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A

Bernhardt (1993) noted that some schools seem to
have more ability than others to promote parent
involvement. Schools can help parents decide to be
involved by offering a range of options for interactions
that take parental needs into account.

Invitations to parents to be involved convey to par-
ents that their involvement is welcome and valued
and provide motivation to be involved. Important
invitations come from three sources: the school,
teachers, and children themselves (Hoover-Dempsey
et al., 2005). A school climate that conveys to parents
that they are welcome in the school is essential. Par-
ents can also be kept well-informed about their
children’s learning. The school staff can show respect
for parental concerns and suggestions. Such a school
climate sets a strong foundation for involvement.
Invitations from the teacher build personal trust that
is the basis for creating a partnership around chil-
dren’s learning at home and at school. Invitations
from children for help with their learning can also
prompt involvement. This is consistent with devel-
opmental research that children’s behaviours can
influence parents’ socialisation practices.

Theoretical explanations of parental 
involvement: Social and cultural capital
Theories of cultural and social capital have been
used to explain why parental involvement has an
impact on children’s achievement and adjustment
to school. While there are some inconsistencies in
how these theories have been used to explain the
impact of parental involvement, there are also com-
monalities (McNeal, 2001).

Invitations to parents to be involved convey to parents that their involvement

is welcome and valued and provide motivation to be involved. 
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analyses use parent report data from the Parent 1
Interview (Parent 1 is typically the study child’s
mother) and data from the child’s teacher. A
teacher questionnaire was sent to the teachers of
the child if Parent 1 provided permission.

The analyses reported in this paper use the data avail-
able for the 3,380 children whose teachers completed
and returned the teacher questionnaire. Children in
the cohort who did not have teacher data (n = 764)
did not differ significantly from those children
included in these analyses by age (M = 6.8, SD 3.2);
sex (53% were male); CALD status (16% had CALD
status); ATSI status (3.5% had ATSI status); family
type (84% came from two-parent families); or moth-
ers’  education (65% held a post-secondary
qualification).

In the following sections, a number of descriptive
analyses are presented on a range of parent involve-
ment variables. Following this description of the
nature and level of parent involvement in their child’s
education, relations between parent involvement and
child competence in language and literacy skills,
mathematical thinking skills, and approaches to
learning are described through regression analyses.

What expectations do parents hold for their children’s 
future education?

In the parent interview, parents were asked a single
question on how far they would like their child to go in
their education. This question has been used in a
number of previous studies that relate parental
involvement to child outcomes (e.g., Feuerstein,
2001; Lee & Bowen, 2006; Sy, Rowley, & Schulenberg,
2007). It has proved to be an important predictor of
children’s achievement over time. Parents responded
to the question: “Looking ahead, how far do you think
[child] will go in his/her education?” The response
options on this question were: “obtain post-graduate
qualifications at a university”; “go to university and
complete a degree”; “complete a trade or vocational
training course”; “complete secondary school”; and
“leave school before finishing secondary school”.

Most parents (99%) expected that their child would
complete their secondary schooling and 41% of par-
ents expected that their children would obtain
some form of post-secondary qualification (e.g.,
post-graduate qualification, university degree, or
vocational course). The responses on this question
are represented in Figure 1.

How do parents perceive the responsiveness of 
schools to their needs?
Parents responded to five questions on a scale rating
the responsiveness of schools to their needs. The
items were rated on a 4-point scale (“very well”,
“well”, “just okay”, “not done at all”). The scale was
adapted from a measure in the Early Childhood
Study of Kindergarteners (ECLS-K)–Base Year
(National Center for Educational Statistics, n. d.)
that is also used in other large educational survey
studies in the United States. The percentage
responses for each item are presented in Figure 2,
combining the response categories of “well” and

Characteristics Descriptive statistics

Mean age 6.8 years 
(SD) (2.6)
Sex

Male 49%
Female 51%

School year level
Year 1 68%
Year 2 32%

Child has CALD status 15%

Child has ATSI status 3.6%
Family type

Two-parent family 88%
Single-parent family 13%

Mother’s education
< Year 12 16%
Year 12 20%
Post-secondary qualification 64%

Sample characteristics (n = 3380)Table 1
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“very well”. Most parents thought that schools were
doing well or very well at making them aware of
chances to be involved and take part in school activ-
ities (87%), as well as letting them know about their
child’s progress in the class (77%).
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What practices do teachers use to involve parents?
Six items were used to measure the nature of prac-
tices that teachers used in their classroom to involve
parents. A number of activities were identified to
which teachers could offer a yes/no response: “In
your class, which of the following practices have you
used (or will you use) this year to involve parents?”—
“parent orientation activities early in the year” (e.g.,
meeting for parents); “parent participation in your
program” (e.g., as a classroom volunteer); “formal
parent–teacher meetings about child’s progress”;
“parent information sessions”; “social activities for
parents that promote contact or support”; and “regu-
lar newsletters about your program and events”.
Percentages representing the use of these practices by
teachers are presented in Figure 4. Teachers were
most likely to have offered formal parent–teacher
meetings (92%) and parent orientation activities at
the beginning of the year (90%). They were least likely
to offer social activities to parents (47%).

What contact with the child’s teacher and school do 
parents report?
Five items were used to assess parents’ contact with
their child’s school program. A number of activities
in which parents may have participated at their
child’s school were identified to which parents
could give a yes/no response: “During this school
term, have you …”—“contacted child’s teacher”;
“visited child’s class”; “talked to parents of other
children at the school”; “attended a school event in
which your child participated”; and “volunteered in
the classroom or helped with a class excursion”.
Engagement in three or more activities was indi-
cated by 76% of parents. Percentages for these
various activities are shown in Figure 5. Parents
were most likely to have talked with other parents
at the school (92%) or visited the child’s classroom
(87%), and least likely to have volunteered in the
classroom or helped with a class excursion (48%).

What parental contact with the school do teachers report?
Seven items were used to assess parents’ contact
with their child’s school program, as reported by
teachers. A number of activities in which parents
may have participated at their child’s school were
asked for, to which the response options were yes/no:
“To the best of your knowledge, during this school
year, has a parent of the study child done any of the
following?”—“spoke to, visited or wrote to you”; “vis-
ited the child’s class”; “attended a school event in
which child participated” (e.g., sporting event); “vol-
unteered in child’s class or helped with a class
excursion”; “helped elsewhere in the school, such as
in the library or computer room”; “attended a meet-
ing of the parent–school committee”; and “assisted
with fund-raising”. Teachers reported that 57% of
parents had engaged in four or more activities. Per-
centages for these various activities are shown in
Figure 6. By teacher report, parents were most likely
to have been in direct contact with the teacher
(95%). They were least likely to have helped else-
where in the school aside from participation in the
child’s classroom (16%).

How do teachers judge the degree of involvement of parents
in their child’s education?
Teachers responded to a question that asked for their
global judgement on the question: “In your opinion,
how involved are this child’s parents in her/his learn-
ing and education?” Response options were “very
involved”, “somewhat involved”, and “not involved”.
Teachers reported that 60% of parents were very
involved in their children’s education and that 37% of
parents were somewhat involved. Percentages are 
presented in Figure 3.
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Is there a difference in the amount of contact reported 
by parents or teachers according to the household 
income of the family?
Household income was banded by quintiles. Means
and standard deviations for the count of the types of
activities with the school reported by parents and
teachers, by income band, are shown in Table 2. An
analysis of variance showed that the effect of income
was significant for the level of parent-reported 
contact, F(4, 3264) = 7.61, p = .000, and level of
teacher-reported contact, F(4, 3264) = 26.18, p =
.000. As reflected by the means presented in Table 2,
the higher the income, the more likely it was that
parents engaged in more activities with the school, as
reported by both parents and teachers.

What relationships exist between parental involvement 
and child competencies?
Regression models were developed to examine the
predictive value of the measured parent involvement
variables on child outcomes. A range of child and
family socio-demographic characteristics were
entered first in these analyses. These variables 
were: child sex; child age; child speaks a language
other than English at home; child has ATSI status;
maternal education; and household income; as well
as school characteristic of the sector (i.e., public,
independent and Catholic). The set of parent
involvement variables used in the analyses were:
schools’ responsiveness to family needs (categorised
as high, medium, low); level of parental contact with
the school (categorised as high, medium, low), as
reported by parents and teachers; and the global
teacher rating of parental involvement (very
involved, somewhat involved, not involved).

The measured competencies of children used in the
regression analyses related to language and literacy,

mathematical thinking, and approaches to learning.
Teacher ratings on the Academic Rating Scales (ARS)
from the ECLS-K (National Center for Educational
Statistics, n. d.) were used to measure language and
literacy outcomes skills and mathematical thinking
skills. The Language and Literacy Scale of the ARS
has ten items rating the child’s proficiency in partic-
ular communication and early literacy skills (e.g.,
reads most words correctly and answers questions
about what was read, makes predictions while read-
ing, and retells story after reading. The items are
rated on a 5-point scale (not yet, beginning, in
progress, intermediate, proficient). The Mathemati-
cal Thinking Scale of the ARS has eight items rated on
the same rating scale as for language and literacy. The
items rate the child’s proficiency for numeracy, as
well as understanding of measurement and spatial
concepts (e.g., demonstrates an understanding of
place value; models, reads, writes, and compares
whole numbers). Approaches to learning were meas-
ured on a teacher rating scale of six items drawn 
from the Social Skills Rating Scale (Gresham & 
Elliot, 1990). This measure is also used in ECLS-K.
These items rate the level of children’s engagement in
learning (e.g., to work independently, to persist in
completing tasks, to pay attention) on a 4-point scale
(never, sometimes, often, very often).

Language and literacy: In the first regression model,
the degree to which parent involvement predicted
children’s language and literacy competence was
examined. The model accounted for 11.2% of the
variability in child outcomes. Over and above the
contribution of child and family factors, 8% of the
variability in literacy and language outcomes was
accounted for by the set of parent involvement vari-
ables. The single-item measure of teachers’
judgement on the level of parent involvement with
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Quintile 1 Quintile 2 Quintile 3 Quintile 4 Quintile 5
(< $797) ($797–1240) ($1240–1632) ($1632–2194) (> $2194)
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Parent report of 3.61 (1.19) 3.75 (1.21) 3.80 (1.14) 3.88 (1.27) 3.93 (1.02)
contact with school
Teacher report of 3.38 (1.90) 3.91 (2.00) 4.14 (1.92) 4.22 (1.94) 4.34 (1.77)
contact with school

Means and standard deviations for parental contact activities, reported by parents and teachers by weekly household incomeTable 2
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study, either to complete a university degree or a
vocational course. Parents reported that schools were
relatively responsive to family needs and supportive of
family involvement. Schools were viewed by parents
as doing very well in making them aware of opportu-
nities to be involved in their child’s schooling. The
level of engagement in particular school-related activ-
ities, as reported by parents, indicated that parents
most frequently talked with other parents at the
school or visited the child’s classroom. Teachers
reported that direct contact with the parents through
some form of communication (face-to-face or writ-
ten) was the most frequent way in which parents were
involved. Higher levels of parental involvement were
evident for families with a higher household income.

In relating parental involvement measures to chil-
dren’s level of competence in language and literacy,
mathematical thinking, and approaches to learning, it
was found that parental involvement variables con-
tributed to child outcomes, after controlling for family
and child characteristics. The global teacher rating of
how involved parents were in their child’s schooling
had the strongest association with the measured child
competencies used in the analyses.

While a range of studies over time (see reviews by
Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2005) have found
evidence for associations between child learning out-
comes and parental involvement, these studies share
many of the limitations found in other areas of educa-
tional research. First, the link between parental
involvement and children’s learning outcomes should
not be regarded as causal. While the regression analy-
ses reported in this paper incorporated a number of
variables that have been found to influence children’s
competence, such as child’s ethnicity, maternal edu-
cation and family income, we cannot be certain that
such a set of control variables captures all important
variables that influence child outcomes. Bias also
arises if scores on the scales for language and literacy
and mathematical thinking reflect underlying cogni-
tive abilities and not just parent involvement per se. 
It may also be that parental involvement is an effect of
children’s competence as much as a cause. Second,
researchers cannot necessarily assume that parental
involvement is always positively associated with chil-
dren’s learning. Increased parental involvement may
also occur in response to learning difficulties.

Practices in school that increase parent involvement
are important. Reynolds and Clements (2005)
reported that school programs that provide support
and resources for parent involvement in their chil-
dren’s schooling yield greater and longer-lasting
benefits than many efforts that consume a large share
of public educational spending, such as smaller class
sizes and after-school programs. While a prescription
to increase contact with parents sounds simple,
changes in school practices require the investment of
resources and the professional development for teach-
ers to enhance their capacities to work with families.

School-based parental involvement is typically activ-
ity-driven, though gaining parental cooperation is
not primarily a function of the activities provided.

their child’s education was positively associated with
higher language and literacy outcomes (p < .001), as
was higher parent contact with their child’s school
program through various activities (p =.05).

Mathematical thinking: In the second regression
model, the degree to which parent involvement 
predicted children’s competence in mathematical
thinking was examined. The model accounted for 8%
of the variability in outcomes. Over and above the
contribution of the child and family factors, 6% of the
variability in mathematical thinking was accounted
for by the set of parent involvement variables. The
single item of teachers’ judgement of the level of par-
e n t  i n v o l v e m e n t  w i t h  t h e i r  c h i l d ’ s  
education was positively associated with higher com-
petence (p < .001).

Approaches to learning: In the third model, rela-
tionships between parent involvement variables
and the child’s approach to learning were analysed.
This model accounted for 14% of variability, with 6%
of the variability in the approaches to learning score
accounted for by the set of parental involvement
variables. The single item measure for teachers’
judgement of the level of parent involvement with
their child’s education was positively associated
with higher competencies (p < .001).

In each regression model, it was the teachers’ judge-
ment of how involved the parent was in the child’s
education that had the highest association with
child competence.

Discussion
The findings of these exploratory analyses of 
parents’ involvement in their children’s education
indicate relatively high levels of parental engage-
ment. This was evident by parental self-report and
teacher report. In a global rating of engagement,
teachers indicated that almost two-thirds of the par-
ents were very involved in their children’s education,
although this still leaves a substantial proportion of
parents who were not seen by teachers to be highly
involved. Most parents expected that their child
would complete school and go on to post-secondary
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In a global rating of engagement, teachers indicated that almost two-thirds

of the parents were very involved in their children’s education.
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Offering involvement activities without forming
strong family–school partnerships is unlikely to yield
increased parental participation, especially for those
families that are most alienated by traditional school-
ing practices (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Lee &
Bowen, 2006). While the frequency of family–school
contact can foster relationships, the quality of con-
tacts makes the largest difference. Engaging parents
in strong partnerships requires schools to solicit and
respond to parents’ suggestions and concerns.
Schools must ask what they can do to make parents
feel more confident and comfortable with involve-
ment and to provide the activities and resources that
parents need to feel empowered.

It is early days in the school careers of these LSAC
children and it will be important to continue to track
the level and nature of parental involvement with
children’s schooling over time. In the early years of
school, there is likely to be higher involvement by
parents. Much of the research focuses on parental
school involvement when children are in primary
school. Parent involvement is known to decrease in
secondary school, which may not necessarily reflect
parents’ wishes because it may be influenced by
changed structures in the delivery of secondary
school programs or that parents may believe that
they cannot assist with more challenging secondary
school subjects. However, it is unlikely that parents
stop caring about or monitoring the academic
progress of their children throughout their schooling.
Thus, it remains important that LSAC continues to
track the impact of parent involvement on children’s
school achievement and adjustment.
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non-parental care. Of those who are, informal care
is most commonly used, often provided by a grand-
parent (Gray, Misson, & Hayes, 2005; Harrison &
Ungerer, 2005).

This paper uses 2004 data from the infant cohort of
the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(LSAC) to examine the use of non-parental child care
and fathers’ involvement in child care in families in
which both parents work. It is an extension of work
presented in Baxter, Gray, Alexander, Strazdins, and
Bittman (2007). Our main focus is the degree to
which dual-employed families use parent-only care,
and whether there are certain family or job charac-
teristics associated with a higher likelihood of using
parent-only care. We use our results to help address
an important policy question—do parents who use
parent-only care prefer this option or do they do so
because they have no choice?

Introduction
One solution to the child care question, adopted by a
substantial minority of couple families in which both
parents are employed, is to organise their work in
such a way that they do not need to use any non-
parental care (Baxter, 2004; Cobb-Clark, Liu, &
Mitchell, 2000; VandenHeuvel, 1996). The use of par-
ent-only care in families in which both parents are
employed (termed dual-employed families in this arti-
cle) may reflect a preference for parental care or it
may reflect the fact that suitable non-parental care is
not available or not affordable.

Although there is a growing acceptance of the use of
child care for very young children, there is evidence
that many Australians prefer that such children not
be in child care (Evans & Kelley, 2002; Hand, 2005).
The majority of babies are, in fact, not in regular
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Decisions by couples with young children as to whether one or both parents are in paid employment
are inextricably linked with the question about who will care for their children.

A child care choice for working couple families?

Parent-only care

M AT T H E W  G R AY, J E N N I F E R  B A X T E R  a n d  M I C H A E L  A L E X A N D E R
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This paper extends the existing literature in several
ways. First, Australian studies have generally consid-
ered a broader age range for children and have not
produced estimates specifically for infants. The focus
on infants is important because child care decisions
for very young children differ in many respects from
those for older children. These differences may be
linked with parents’ perceptions of the appropriate-
ness of different arrangements in light of their
children’s age-related needs. Second, it considers the
impact of both mothers’ and fathers’ employment
and the types of jobs they have on decisions about
whether to use non-parental care. Much of the exist-
ing literature has considered only the impact of
mothers’ employment characteristics. Third, the
paper explores whether, in dual-employed couple
families who use parent-only care, the father may be
regularly caring for the child while the mother works,

or whether the mother cares for the child while also
working herself.

Background
Dual parental employment combined with parent-
only care can be achieved in several ways. First,
parents may organise their work schedules so that
one parent is available to care for the child while
the other parent is working—sometimes termed
“shift-parenting” (La Valle, Arthur, Millward, Scott,
& Clayden, 2002; Presser, 2004). Second, one or
both parents may care for the children while under-
taking paid employment. This option is probably
easier while the child is an infant and therefore,
compared to older children, asleep for longer peri-
ods of the day and less mobile when awake.

A range of factors is expected to be related to
whether dual-employed couple families with an
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LSAC collected detailed information about the
“study child” and his/her experiences. Information
was not collected about the child care arrangements
of other children in the family. A child was classified
as having non-parental care if they were looked after
by someone other than their parents at regular times
over the last month. Casual or occasional babysitting
is not counted as regular non-parental care.

infant use non-parental care. One of the most impor-
tant factors is likely to be the number of hours
worked by the mother. There is some evidence that
self-employment, a relatively common job type
among mothers with an infant (Baxter & Gray,
2006), may be taken up to provide flexibility not
found in more structured employment (Bell & La
Valle, 2003). Working at different times of the day or

Neither One Both 
employed employed employed Total

Parent-only care (%) 85 82 33 65

Non-parental care used (%) 15 18 67 35

Formal care only (%) 5 5 22 11

Informal care only (%) 10 12 36 21

Both formal and informal (%) 1 1 9 4

Total (%) 100 100 100 100

Number of observations 355 2,516 1,632 4,503

Distribution (%) 9 56 35 100

Notes: All of the estimates in this article were calculated using the sample weights that
adjust for differential probability of selection into the sample and differential response rates.
Source: LSAC 2004, Wave 1, infant cohort

Child care use by parental work status, couple familiesTable 1
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weekends may allow parents to shift-parent. In this
paper, we explore these relationships in more detail,
taking into account hours of employment in addition
to a range of other job and family characteristics.
There are, of course, many other factors not cap-
tured in LSAC that may be important in shaping
decisions about care arrangements. Some of these
are discussed later in this paper.

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
LSAC is a large-scale survey that includes detailed
information on the use of child care and labour mar-
ket participation for families with young children. The
analysis in this paper is based upon data from the first
wave of data for the infant cohort collected in 2004.

The present analysis is restricted to infants aged
between 3 and 14 months at the Wave 1 interview.1

The analysis is also restricted to couple families in
which the primary carer (defined in LSAC as the
parent who knows the most about the child) is the
mother and the other parent is the father. This
results in the exclusion of 2% of couple families.
After applying these restrictions to the data, the
remaining sample size is 4,503 out of the total sam-
ple size of 5,107.

Conventionally, child care is categorised as being
either formal or informal. Formal care includes day
care centres, family day care and occasional care.
Informal care includes grandparents, other relatives,
nannies, other people (such as a friend or neigh-
bour), gyms, leisure or community centres, and
mobile care units. Child care use is then categorised
as being parent-only care, formal care only, informal
care only and both formal and informal care.

To consider whether parent-only care was managed
by a greater sharing of child care responsibilities
between parents, information was incorporated on
the extent to which the father regularly took care of
the child while the mother was not present. Moth-
ers were asked “Are there any regular times during
the week when [your partner] takes care of [your
child] while you are not there (for example, when
you go to work or do the shopping)? [Not just casual
sharing of care that parents do for each other.]”
This final instruction might mean that not all the
times during which the father takes on care are cap-
tured. Those who responded that their partner (the
child’s father) provided regular care of the child,
regardless of the number of hours a week, were clas-
sified as “father provides regular care”.

Use of child care in couple families
Variation in the use of non-parental care by parental
employment
Just over one-third (35%) of infants living in a 
couple family were in regular non-parental child
care (Table 1). The use of informal care was the most
common child care arrangement for infants (21%).
Just 11% of families used formal care only and 4%
used both formal and informal care (Table 1).

Among couple families with an infant, the most com-
mon parental employment arrangement was for only
one parent to be employed (56% of families). In 35% of
families, both parents were employed and in 9% of
families neither parent was employed. The use of non-
parental care for infants varied according to parental
employment status. Parent-only care was much more
likely in families in which one (82%) or both parents

Parent-only care was much more likely in 

families in which one or both parents were 

not in paid employment.
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were not in paid employment (85%) than in families in
which both parents were working (33%).2 Irrespective
of parental employment status, the most common
form of non-parental care used was informal care. The
use of both formal and informal care was highest in
couple families in which both parents were employed.

Overall, in fewer than half of all couple families
(43%), the mother said that the father regularly cared
for the child (Table 2). In families in which one or
neither parent was employed, the proportions of
fathers providing care were 36% and 43% respec-
tively. In comparison, in dual-employed families, the
proportion was higher, at 56%, although far from uni-
versal. Exploring this further, in dual-employed
families there was little difference in the extent to
which fathers regularly provided care between those
who did and did not use non-parental care (57% and
53% respectively). These data suggest that dovetail-
ing of hours can, at maximum, be the explanation for
how about half of the dual-employed families manage
their child care responsibilities without the use of
non-parental care. A significant proportion must
have relied on means other than increasing the
involvement of the father in child care in order to
manage work around child care needs.

Factors associated with parent-only care and father 
providing regular care in dual-earner couple families
This section presents information on the extent to
which family characteristics and characteristics of
the job of the mother and father are associated with
the use of parent-only care in dual-employed couple
families. The factors associated with the father pro-
viding care are also analysed. These results are
considered together to determine whether there are
common factors leading to a greater use of parent-
only care and a greater involvement of fathers, or if
there are other factors leading to one of these but
not the other. If a factor was associated with an
increased likelihood of parent-only care and an
increased likelihood of the father providing care, it
suggests this factor was associated with a higher
extent of shift-parenting, as the higher involvement
of fathers and the ability to manage without non-
parental care were probably related. On the other
hand, if one factor led to a greater likelihood of 
parent-only care, but not a greater involvement of
the father, families were likely to have managed this
parent-only care through some other means.

Neither One Both 
employed employed employed Total

% fathers who regularly provided care

All couple families 43 36 56 43

Used non-parental care 56 43 57 53

Used parent-only care 40 34 53 38

Source: LSAC 2004, Wave 1, infant cohort

Fathers who regularly provided care, by parental 
employment status and use of non-parental child care,
couple families

Table 2

The relative importance of various factors that
impact upon whether or not any form of non-
parental care was used and whether the father
regularly provided care were estimated using 
logistic regression. This was used because the
dependent variables (use of non-parental care and
father regularly provides care) each take one of two
values (“yes” or “no”).

Family characteristics included in the statistical
modelling were the age of the child, whether the
child was being breastfed at the time of the interview,
total number of children in the family, educational
attainment of the mother and total parental income.
Job characteristics of the mother included number of
hours worked, type of job contract (self-employed,
casual or permanent/ongoing), occupational status
(higher status occupations—manager, professional
or associate professional—versus lower status occu-
pations), flexibility of start and finish times, whether
she worked weekends and whether she worked
nights/evenings. Job characteristics of the father
included number of hours worked, type of job con-
tract (self-employed, casual or permanent/ongoing)
and occupational status.

Table 3 presents the results of these analyses for a
selection of these variables. To enable easy inter-
pretation of the results, they have been presented
such that readers can see how the probability of
using parent-only care, or of the father regularly
providing care, varies across different characteris-
tics. Each figure shows the size of the difference
between that category and the reference category,
which is given in the table. (This figure is also
termed a marginal effect.) More detailed informa-
tion is provided in the box below.

The effect of changes in the explanatory variables on the probability
of using parent-only care and the father regularly providing care
varies with the value of all the explanatory variables in the model, and
hence estimated regression coefficients are difficult to interpret. 
The effects of the explanatory variables can be illustrated using 
“marginal effects”, which are shown for selected variables in Table 3.
The marginal effect for each variable shows the effect of a unit
change in the value of a variable on the probability of using non-
parental care (or father regularly providing care), holding constant
the value of all other explanatory variables (at their average value).

For binary variables, the marginal effect is for a change in the value
of the variable from zero to one—that is, from not having the char-
acteristic to having it. For categorical variables, the marginal effect is
relative to that variable’s reference category, shown in the table. The
full regression results are available from the authors.

Marginal effects were not presented for all variables. Results for 
mothers’ education, whether the mother was Australian-born and total
parental income have not been presented. These variables did not have
statistically significant relationships with either dependent variable.

Calculation of marginal effects
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Father
regularly 

Parent-only provides Distribution
care (%) care (%) (%)

Child and family characteristics
Age

(3 to 5 months) 7
6 to 8 months –10 17* 32
9 to 11 months –13* 10* 42
12 to 14 months –21* 11* 19

Is still breastfed 14* –4 33
(Is not still breastfed) 67

Number of children in family
(1 child) 43
2 children 1 –5 38
3 or more children 10* –6 19

Mothers’ job characteristics
Hours worked per week

1 to 15 hours 22* –1 44
16 to 34 hours 2 4 38
(35 or more) 18

Job type
(Permanent or ongoing) 50
Casual employee 7 0 20
Self-employed 20* –8 30

Non-standard work times
Sometimes works nights/evenings 12* 8* 52
(Does not sometimes work  48
nights/evenings)
Sometimes works weekends 10* 14* 55
(Does not sometimes work weekends) 45

Flexibility of start and finish times
Flexible working hours –1 –6 47
Can change hours with approval –1 3 21
(Cannot change start and finish times) 12
Unknown (missing data) 0 –2 20

Manager, professional, –10* –3 45
associate professional

(Lower status job) 55
Fathers’ job characteristics
Hours worked

Less than 35 hours 4 3 7
(35 to 44 hours) 35
45 to 54 hours –4 –9* 33
55 hours or more 4 –20* 25

Job type
(Permanent or ongoing) 64
Casual employee 0 6 4
Self-employed 7 –11* 32

Manager, professional, –2 1 52
associate professional

(Lower status job) 48
Number of observations 1,544 1,543
Pseudo R-square 0.231 0.087
Notes: Details of how the marginal effects are derived are provided in Box 1. Results have not
been presented for mothers’ education, whether the mother was Australian-born and total
parental income because these characteristics were not statistically significant. Reference
categories are shown in brackets. * indicates that the marginal effect is significant at the
5% or better confidence level.
Source: LSAC 2004, Wave 1 infant cohort

Selected marginal effects on the probability of using 
parent-only care and the father regularly providing care,
dual-working couple families with an infant

Table 3

Age of the child and breastfeeding
In Table 3, the first set of results in the parent-only
care column indicates whether this form of care is
more or less likely for infants older than 5 months
than for infants aged 3–5 months. The younger age
group is the “reference category” for analyses by
age of the child. Those older than 5 months are
divided into three age groups, each of which is com-
pared with infants aged 3–5 months.

The negative signs indicate that the three older
groups are less likely than infants aged 3–5 months to
experience parent-only care. However, the result for
infants aged 6–8 months is not statistically different
from the reference category (indicated by the
absence of an asterisk). This suggests that there is a
reasonable likelihood that the difference in the prob-
ability of parent-only care for this group and the
youngest group could well have occurred by chance.

The infants aged 9–11 months were 13% less likely
than those under 6 months to be in parent-only
care, while those aged 12–14 months were 21% less
likely than those under 6 months to receive this
care arrangement. In other words, the use of par-
ent-only care decreased as the infants grew older.

Although the probability of using parent-only care
decreased with the age of the child, younger chil-
dren were not more likely to have their father
regularly provide care. In fact, fathers were more
likely to regularly care for older infants than they
were for the youngest infants. The higher probabil-
ity of parent-only care among younger children is
likely to reflect a preference of parents for mothers
to take a more significant role in caring for very
young children (e.g., Duncan & Edwards, 1999;
Duncan, Edwards, Reynolds, & Alldred, 2003; Hand
& Hughes, 2004; Lupton & Schmied, 2002).

It is important to point out that these results con-
trol for the effects of all other factors in the model,
including those not listed in Table 3. That is, the
results could not be explained in terms of any
greater tendency for the younger than older groups
to be breastfed. Nor could the results be explained
by any age-related differences in the work hours of
mothers. The same applies to each of the other fac-
tors in the model—the results presented control for
the effects of all other factors in the model.

Families in which the child was still being breastfed
were more likely to use parent-only care, after taking
into account the age of the child. Being breastfed was
estimated to increase the probability of parent-only
care by 14 percentage points. The likelihood of the
father regularly providing care was not affected by
whether the infant was being breastfed.

Having three or more children was associated with
a higher probability of parent-only care, but did not
affect the probability of the father regularly caring
for the infant. The larger the number of children
requiring childcare, the higher the costs of child-
care, meaning that it may not be financially viable
for the children to be in paid care. It may also be the
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case that it is harder to arrange informal care for a
larger number of children than for one.

Mothers’ job characteristics
Within this sample of dual-employed families, 44% of
mothers usually worked fewer than 16 hours a week,
38% worked 16 to 34 hours and 18% worked 35 hours
or more. Working short hours was one of the
strongest predictors of using parent-only care. Chil-
dren with a mother working 1 to 15 hours per week
were more likely to have parent-only care than those
working 16 to 34 hours and those working full-time.
There was no statistically significant difference in
the likelihood of using parent-only care between
working 16 to 34 hours and working full-time. The
likelihood of the father regularly providing care was
not affected by the number of hours worked by the
mother. We can infer from these results that the
increased likelihood of families using parent-only
care when the mother worked short hours cannot be
explained by an increased involvement of fathers.

work times. It could also be that these parents
worked some or all of their time in these non-stan-
dard hours to facilitate the caring of their
child(ren).

Mothers in the higher status occupations of man-
ager, professional or associate professional
positions were less likely to use parent-only care
than mothers in other occupations. This may
reflect a range of factors, including that higher 
status jobs command a higher salary (making 
non-parental care more affordable), and the fact
that these jobs are less likely to be able to be under-
taken while caring for an infant full-time. For
example, medical staff or teachers would not be
able to take a child to work with them, as opposed
to a bookkeeper who could work from home. How-
ever, more detailed analyses of occupational
differences would be needed to understand this
fully, as there is likely to be wide variation within
these broad groups in parents’ ability to manage
their care responsibilities around work.

While half the mothers in these dual-employed fam-
ilies were in permanent jobs (50%), a sizable 30%
were self-employed. The balance (20%) were casual
employees. In families in which the mother was
self-employed, the use of parent-only care was
much higher than in families in which the mother
was a permanent or ongoing employee, a difference
of 20%. The mother being self-employed was not
accompanied by an increased likelihood of the
father regularly providing care. It is likely that self-
employment increases the likelihood of being able
to care for an infant full-time while also being in
paid employment.

The mother working at non-standard times (in this
analysis identified as working nights/evenings or
working weekends) was associated with a higher
likelihood of parent-only care. Some 52% of moth-
ers sometimes worked nights/evenings and 55%
sometimes worked weekends. The mother some-
times working nights/evenings was associated with
a 12 percentage point increase in the likelihood of
parent-only care, and sometimes working week-
ends with a 10 percentage point increase. Further,
the mother working at non-standard times was
associated with the father being more likely to reg-
ularly provide care. Night/evening work by the
mother was associated with an 8 percentage point
increase in the probability of the father regularly
providing care, and working weekends with a 14
percentage point increase. This suggests that shift-
parenting is a way of managing these non-standard

Fathers’ job characteristics
None of the fathers’ job characteristics were associ-
ated with the use of parent-only care. They were,
however, associated with the father regularly provid-
ing care. When fathers’ work commitments were
greater, they appeared to be more constrained in
their ability to regularly care for the child. Those
working longer hours were significantly less likely to
provide regular care than those working more stan-
dard hours. For example, working 55 hours or more
per week was associated with a 20 percentage point
decrease in the probability of the father providing
regular care relative to working 35 to 44 hours.

Self-employed fathers had a lower likelihood of reg-
ularly providing care (a difference of 11% between
permanent employees and self-employed).

Overall, much of the variation in the use of parent-
only care and the extent to which the father
regularly provided care was not explained by the
variables included in the statistical modelling. This
strongly suggests that there are other factors that
contribute to differences in how working families
manage their care arrangements. As noted in the
introduction to this paper, relevant factors are
likely to include preferences for appropriate care of
infants and the cost and availability of non-parental
care. The LSAC survey does not provide informa-
tion on the availability, quality or cost of alternate
forms of care, nor on parents’ attitudes toward child
care or preferences for types of care.

When the mother works short hours, there is an
increased likelihood that the families use 
parent-only care. This cannot be explained by
increased involvement of fathers.
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substantial minority of dual-employed couple fami-
lies non-parental care is not used. In these families
the parents provide care while also participating in
paid employment.

However, despite the rhetoric surrounding the
importance and value of fathers playing a signifi-
cant role in providing physical care for their infant
children, only 43% of fathers regularly cared for
their infant child on their own. This is consistent
with findings from time-use data that show many
fathers have a limited role in providing physical
care for their children (Craig, 2002). Even among
dual-employed couple families, only just over half of
the fathers regularly provided care for the child.
Perhaps even more surprisingly, there was little dif-
ference between families who used non-parental
care and those who did not.

A range of factors was found to be associated with
using parent-only care. Dual-employed couple fam-
ilies in which the child was being breastfed (as
opposed to not being breastfed) were more likely to
be using parent-only care, as were families with
younger infants (compared to older infants). These
factors were not associated with a greater involve-
ment of fathers in care of the infant, so the greater
use of parent-only care in these families is likely to
be related to parents’ organising their time so that
mothers could work while also caring for their
infant.

Mothers’ job characteristics had some associations
with the likelihood of using parent-only care. In
particular, of dual-employed couple families, par-
ent-only care was more likely when the mother
worked quite short hours (1 to 15 hours per week)
or was self-employed. For these factors, there was
not an increased involvement of fathers in care. It
seems that these mothers managed their work
around their caring responsibilities, or their caring
responsibilities around their work in such a way
that they could provide sole care for their infant. It
is probable that some mothers have taken up work
with these characteristics because it enables them
to do this.

Working fewer than 16 hours per week appears to
be a solution adopted by many mothers to balance
their family and work responsibilities, or perhaps
was a means of staying in employment while being
able to focus on childrearing responsibilities. Work-
ing these short hours may, however,  have
longer-term implications for women’s labour mar-
ket involvement or financial security. Within the
context of Australia’s high rates of part-time
employment compared to other OECD countries
(OECD, 2007), high rates of maternal part-time
work lead to concern about the possibility of a sec-
ondary labour market developing in which mothers
can become “trapped” in jobs that are inferior in
terms of pay and conditions. Nevertheless, the
alternative for some of these mothers may be to not
work at all, in which case, working short part-time
hours may be a better option with regard to their
longer-term outlook.

Reasons for not using non-parental care
An important question is whether the use of parent-
only care is a choice or whether it is the result of
non-parental care not being available or affordable.
In LSAC, mothers who did not use child care were
asked why they did not. A number of response
options were available, and here they have been
collapsed to “no need”, “child-related” and “afford-
ability, availability or quality barriers”.

The majority of couple families who used parent-
only care said they were not using child care
because they had no need for it (88%) (Table 4).
There was little difference according to parental
employment status, with 87% of families in which
neither parent was working saying no need, com-
pared to 89% of families in which one parent was
employed and 84% of families in which both parents
were employed. Only a small proportion of families
said that they were not using child care because
they had problems with affordability, availability or
quality of child care (overall 5%).

However, while it appears that using parent-only care
was not strongly associated with parents having bar-
riers to child care, we cannot definitively answer the
question we posed as to whether using parent-only
care was a choice or a constraint. This is because we
have no information on whether parents’ employ-
ment characteristics have been constrained by their
child care options. To answer questions about the
association between employment and child care
there would need to be more information on the
employment preferences of parents (that is, to ask
those who were not employed whether they would
prefer to be, and why they were not), and on parents’
child care preferences beyond those already col-
lected in LSAC. Specifically, parents would need to
be asked whether they preferred more care or a dif-
ferent type of care, and whether there were barriers
to being able to access these arrangements.

Discussion and conclusion
Although the growth in employment of mothers with
an infant in recent decades has been accompanied
by an increase in the use of non-parental care
(including formal child care) (Baxter, 2004), in a 

Reasons for not Neither One Both 
using child care employed employed employed Total

No need (%) 87 89 84 88

Child-related (%) 9 6 9 7

Affordability, availability or 4 5 7 5
quality barriers (%)

Number of observations 304 2088 563 2955

Notes: “No need” comprises “Child does not need it” and “Parent is available, other care not
needed”. “Child-related” comprises “Child has disability or special needs”, “Child would be
unsettled in care”, “Does not suit our culture/ethnic beliefs”, “Do not want child cared for
by strangers”, “Child is too young” and “Other—not good for child”. “Affordability, avail-
ability or quality barriers” includes “Problems with getting childcare places”, “Not available
locally”, “Transport problems”, “Can’t afford it—cost too high”, “Concerned with quality of
care”, “Other—accessibility or affordability” and “Other—quality/program issues”.
Source: LSAC 2004, Wave 1

Main reason for not using child care, couple familiesTable 4

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A



49Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters  2008  No. 79 

For mothers, self-employment was associated with a
higher likelihood of parent-only care compared to
permanent employees, but was not associated with a
higher likelihood of father involvement in care.
When fathers were self-employed, they were less
likely to regularly care for the child than fathers who
were permanent employees. It appears that for moth-
ers, self-employment could be combined with child
care, and so may have been a strategy adopted by
mothers to enable their greater attention to chil-
drearing. For fathers, any added flexibility associated
with being self-employed did not translate into being
more available to take on the caring role. This is 
perhaps not surprising, given the different character-
istics of self-employment for mothers and fathers.
Other studies tell us that mothers often take up self-
employment to enable a better balance of work and
family, while fathers are more likely to give other
reasons for taking up self-employment (Gray &
Hughes, 2005).

Endnotes
1. Thirty-nine of the study children were aged 15 to 19 months

at the time of the interview. This group is excluded from the
analysis to allow a focus on families with young children.

2. Parents who were on long-term leave (including maternity
leave) at the time of the Wave 1 interview were classified as
being not employed.
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& Prior, 2005). Several problematic trends are evi-
dent—for example, the rise in obesity (World
Health Organization, 2004), lower levels of fitness
and greater inactivity (Dollman, Olds, Norton, &
Stuart, 1999), and increasing rates of depression
among youth (Birmaher et al., 1996).

What might underlie these trends? Family life is
perceived to be “busier” than in the past (Bianchi,
Robinson, & Milkie, 2006; Darrah, Freeman, & 

t has been suggested that today’s Aus-
tralian children are not as healthy or
well-adjusted as previous generations of
children. While broad societal trends,
such as the rise in life expectancy,

increased educational attainment, and higher
financial and material living standards, suggest that
Australian adults are faring better nowadays than in
the past, concern has been expressed about the
progress of our children (e.g., Stanley, Richardson,
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Do Australian children have
more problems today than 
twenty years ago?

D I A N A  S M A R T  a n d  A N N  S A N S O N

The rising rate of child and youth problems, such as obesity, depression and substance use, has led many to
believe that today’s children are faring worse than yesteryear’s children. But there is little information to test
this view. Two landmark longitudinal studies, the Australian Temperament Project and Growing Up in Australia,
asked parallel questions about children’s temperament and behaviour, enabling a rare comparison of children
born 20 years apart, in differing eras.
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English-Lueck, 2007). There have
been changes in family circum-
stances, such as the tendency for
parenthood to commence at an
older age, the trend for more moth-
ers of young children to return to
work, and a rise in single parent-
hood. A variety of lifestyle changes
have contributed to a more seden-
tary lifestyle—for example, parents
acting as “taxi drivers” for their
children, “couch potato” interests
such as DVD/television watching
and home computers, and height-
ened “stranger danger” fears. There
have been changes in children’s
early experiences as well, with
many more experiencing non-
parental care outside the family
home than in the 70s and 80s. Con-
cern is sometimes expressed about
the effects of this trend (Belsky,
2001; Biddulph, 2006).

Today’s world is also a more uncer-
tain place fol lowing the 9/11
attacks, the threat of terrorism and
the new uncertainties surrounding
climate change. These external
stresses have been shown to affect
parents’ childrearing practices and
may flow on to affect children’s
wellbeing (Mowder, Guttman,
Robinson, & Sossin, 2006). There
is also considerable research sug-
gest ing  that  greater  soc ieta l
inequality is linked to lower overall
child wellbeing (Keating & Hertz-
man, 1999). Thus, it is possible that
the pressures of our modern world
are a source of additional stress for
families and children.

But while some broad indicators
suggest that today’s children are not
progressing as well as children in

previous generations, few opportunities exist to
directly compare children growing up in differing
eras. Two ongoing longitudinal studies, the Aus-
tralian Temperament Project (ATP) and Growing
Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of Aus-
tralian Children (LSAC), contain parallel data on
children’s temperament and behaviour problems,
enabling a comparison of children born 20 years
apart. The ATP is following a cohort of children aged
4–8 months at the first data collection (born in
1982–83), while the LSAC is following two cohorts,
the first aged 0 to 1 years at first collection (born in
2003–04), and the second aged 4–5 years at first
collection (born in 1999–2000).

The ATP cohort was previously compared with the
two LSAC cohorts at child ages of 0–1 and 4–5
years, using data from the first wave of the LSAC
and the first and fourth waves of the ATP (Smart &
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Sanson, 2005). The findings revealed that most
children in both studies were developing well,
although there were some significant, albeit mod-
est, differences between the ATP and LSAC cohorts.

As a group, ATP infants were reported by parents to
be more temperamentally irritable than LSAC
infants, but did not significantly differ on the tem-
perament factors of persistence and sociability. A
wider range of differences emerged from the com-
parison of the 4–5 year olds. These suggested that
LSAC children were a little more easygoing and
sociable, less anxious and more socially skilled than
ATP children, according to parent reports. However,
there were no significant differences on the inci-
dence of behaviour problems such as conduct
problems (e.g., aggressiveness, disobedience) or
hyperactivity. Thus, it was concluded that on tem-
perament and behaviour problems, there was no
trend for today’s children to be faring worse than
children of the 80s, and there were signs that they
were progressing a little better in some areas.

The second wave of LSAC data, released in Sep-
tember 2007, has provided an opportunity to
further compare the ATP and LSAC cohorts at 2–3
and 6–7 years of age, two years later than the first
comparison. Data are now available from teachers
as well as parents, on which the two cohorts can be
compared. Findings from numerous studies show
only modest correlations between the reports of
parents and teachers (Achenbach, McConaughy, &
Howell, 1987). Reasons for this may include differ-
ing perceptions of parents and teachers (parents
may witness a wider variety of behaviours over a
longer period of time, while teachers have a broader
reference point and can draw upon their experi-
ence of “normal” child behaviour when reporting
on individual children), as well as the particular
demands of home and school that may elicit differ-
ing child behaviours. Further, research consistently
shows that parents tend to report more behaviour
problems than teachers (e.g., Sawyer, Baghurst, &
Mathias, 1992; Stanger & Lewis, 1993; Verhulst &
Akkerhuis, 1989). Thus, it is possible that the
reports of ATP and LSAC teachers might differ from
those of ATP and LSAC parents.

Two questions are investigated in this paper:

Do the early differences found between the ATP
and LSAC cohorts continue, broaden or dimin-
ish over time?

Are differences evident in both the home and
school contexts; in other words, are there differ-
ences across children’s differing environments?

The Australian Temperament Project
The Australian Temperament Project, a collabora-
tion between the Australian Institute of Family
Studies, the University of Melbourne and the Royal
Children’s Hospital, has focused on the developing
child, investigating the contribution of personal,
family and broader environmental factors to adjust-
ment and wellbeing (Prior, Sanson, Smart, &
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First, while the 2–3 year old cohorts in the ATP and
LSAC were similar in age, the LSAC child cohort
was 6–7 years old when surveyed for Wave 2,
whereas the nearest ATP data collections were at
5–6 and 7–8 years of age. The ATP behaviour prob-
lem and temperament measures were identical at
5–6 and 7–8 years, enabling scores to be averaged
across the two ages to make them more equivalent
to the LSAC 6–7 years cohort. Child age was also
entered as a covariate in the statistical analyses
(first averaged across the two time points for the
ATP cohort) to further control for any age differ-
ences between the cohorts.

Second, there were differences between the ATP and
LSAC cohorts on family characteristics (see Table 1;
see also Smart & Sanson, 2005). LSAC parents were,
on average, three years older than ATP parents and,
as a group, tended to have completed more years of
education. Finally, while approximately four-fifths of
mothers and three-quarters of fathers in both studies
were Australian-born, the origins of those born over-
seas reflect changing immigration patterns over the
past twenty years, with more ATP parents being from
southern European countries and more LSAC par-
ents being from Asia and New Zealand. These
naturally occurring differences were controlled in the
statistical analyses undertaken.

Third, there were differences on some measures.
While the measures of temperament were identical
across the two studies, as were their response cate-
gories, different scales were used to measure
behaviour problems. At 2–3 years, the ATP used the
Richman, Stevenson, and Graham (1982) Child
Behaviour Checklist (CBC), while the LSAC used
the Briggs-Gowan, Carter, Irwin, Wachtel, and Cic-
chetti (2004) Brief Infant Toddler Social Emotional
Assessment (BITSEA). For the older cohorts, the
Rutter, Tizard, and Whitmore (1970) Child Behav-
iour Questionnaire (CBQ) was used in the ATP,
while the Goodman (1997) Strengths and Difficul-
ties Questionnaire (SDQ) was used in the LSAC. In
each case, a subset of items was in common across
the scales (i.e., across the CBC and BITSEA, and
across the CBQ and SDQ), and these were used in
the statistical analyses.

Last, the behaviour problem scales employed dif-
ferent response categories. For example, the SDQ
used three responses: “not true”, “somewhat true”,
“certainly true”; while the CBQ used the responses
of “no problems”, “some problems” and “definite
problems”. Because of these differences, the items
were dichotomised to differentiate children with
clear difficulties from those with mild or no difficul-
ties (e.g., “not true/somewhat true” and “no/some
problems” were scored as 0, and “certainly true”
and “definite problems” were scored as 1).

Measures used at 2–3 years
For the ATP cohort, reports were available only
from parents when children were 2–3 years of age
and therefore comparisons of the two cohorts
across home and elsewhere (e.g., preschool, child

Oberklaid, 2000). Commencing in 1983 with a rep-
resentative cohort of 2,443 infants and families
from urban and rural areas of Victoria, 14 waves of
data have been collected over the first 24 years of
life. A wide range of domains has been assessed
using self-complete questionnaires administered
via mail surveys. The aspects assessed include the
child’s temperament style, behavioural and emo-
tional adjustment, risk-taking, academic progress,
health, social skills, and family and peer relation-
ships, as well as family functioning, parenting
practices and family socio-demographic character-
istics (further details are available from the study
website, www.aifs.gov.au/atp).

Informants include parents, maternal and child
health nurses, primary school teachers and, from
the age of 11 years, the young people themselves.
Approximately 75% of families were still involved in
the study at the data collection waves reported here
(Wave 3 in 1985, age 2–3; Wave 5 in 1988, age 5–6;
and Wave 6 in 1990, age 7–8). Attrition analyses
reveal that lower socio-economic status (SES) fam-
ilies or those containing a non–Australian born
parent are a little more likely to have been lost 
from the study. However, there are no significant
differences between the retained and no–longer
participating sub-samples on infant characteristics,
such as easy/difficult temperament style or behav-
iour problems measured at 4–8 months. Thus, the
findings reported here may slightly under-represent
the effects of family disadvantage, but continue to
reflect the diversity of children’s characteristics. At
the survey waves on which these findings are based,
between 75% and 92% of those who were still
enrolled in the study completed questionnaires.

Growing Up in Australia: 
The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
As an overview of the LSAC has previously been pro-
vided on pages 5–13, only a brief description is
provided here. The LSAC commenced in 2004 with
the recruitment of two cohorts: 5,104 families with
infants aged 0–1 year and 4,976 families with 4–5
year olds (Sanson et al., 2002). The families resided in
urban and rural areas from all states and territories of
Australia. A large body of information about the child
and his/her family is being collected every two years
up to 2010 and possibly beyond. Resident and non-
resident mothers and fathers, carers, teachers and
children are participating in the study. Information
has been gathered via home interviews, self-complete
questionnaires, direct assessments and data linkage.
In Wave 2, responses were received from 4,606 fami-
lies of 2–3 year olds, and 4,464 families with 6–7 year
olds, a response rate of 90%.

Methodological issues
There were several differences between the cohorts
that could have affected the comparisons under-
taken. These are now described, as are the
strategies developed to deal with these differences.
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care) were not possible. Three temperament
dimensions from the Short Temperament Scale for
Toddlers (STST; see Prior et al., 2000) were meas-
ured in both studies:

sociability—reflecting the child’s ease when
meeting new people or in new social situations
(example item: outgoing with adult strangers
outside the home);

persistence—the child’s ability to stay with an
activity and see tasks through to completion
(e.g., practices a new skill for 10 minutes or
more); and

reactivity—the mildness or intensity with which
the child reacts (e.g., responds to frustration
intensely).

A six point response format of 1 = almost never, 2 =
rarely, 3 = variable: usually does not, 4 = variable:
usually does, 5 = frequently and 6 = almost always,
was used. The CBL and the BITSEA contained 5
behaviour problem items in common, covering
sleeping problems, worrying and signs of aggres-
sion. As noted earlier, the original response
categories were dichotomised into 0 = no/mild dif-
ficulties and 1 = clear difficulties.

Measures used at 5–6 years

The parent-reported sociability (e.g., friendly and
approaching of unknown adults), persistence (e.g.,
stays with an activity for a long time) and reactivity
(e.g., if upset, hard to comfort) dimensions from the
Short Temperament Scale for Children (STSC; see
Prior et al., 2000) were used in both studies, with
the same 6-point response format as the STST,
except that response option 2 was phrased as “not
often” rather than “rarely”. The behaviour problem
items in common across the two studies covered
four main areas:

conduct problems (4 items, e.g., fighting, disobe-
dience);

internalising problems (3 items, e.g., worries,
fearful);

hyperactivity (2 items, e.g., cannot stay still); and

peer problems (2 items, e.g., not liked by other
children).

Both teacher and parent reports of behaviour prob-
lems were available. As described above, the items
were first recoded to identify children with clear
problems. Profiles for the ATP and LSAC cohorts

Differences between ATP and LSAC cohorts on family characteristicsTable 1

Mothers Fathers

0–1 year olds 4–5 year olds 0–1 year olds 4–5 year olds

ATP LSAC ATP LSAC ATP LSAC ATP LSAC

Average parental age 27.9 31.0 31.8 34.6 30.5 33.8 34.2 37.5

Parental education

Postgraduate qualification 1.6 13.3 3.6 12.3 3.5 12.5 6.6 14.0

Undergraduate degree 10.0 19.6 7.2 16.2 14.5 16.3 12.7 15.2

Diploma 12.4 9.7 21.3 8.9 11.9 8.3 14.8 8.1

Certificate or equivalent 4.0 25.6 0.5 26.2 17.9 38.8 21.5 37.7

Year 11 or 12 38.0 20.0 34.5 21.5 26.2 14.1 21.5 13.4

Year 9 or 10 29.5 10.3 29.4 12.8 20.1 8.9 18.3 10.1

Less than Year 9 4.5 1.5 3.5 2.1 5.9 1.1 4.6 1.6

Parental country of origin

Australia 79.9 80.5 83.9 78.9 73.3 77.2 76.8 75.5

New Zealand 0.9 3.2 0.5 3.5 1.0 2.7 0.7 2.9

Great Britain 6.0 4.5 5.4 6.4 7.3 6.0 7.1 7.4

Northern Europe 1.9 0.8 1.8 0.7 3.8 1.1 4.1 1.3

Southern Europe 6.4 0.3 5.1 0.6 9.8 0.5 7.8 1.0

Middle East 1.5 1.3 0.4 1.7 1.5 1.6 0.8 1.8

Asia 2.3 6.4 1.6 5.0 2.1 7.7 1.4 6.3

North America 0.2 0.7 0.6 0.7 0.3 0.5 0.3 0.6

South America 0.3 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.1 0.3

Africa 0.5 0.9 0.5 1.0 0.5 1.3 0.5 1.5

Pacific Islands – 1.1 – 1.1 – 1.1 – 1.3
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significantly less sociable, less persistent and more
reactive than LSAC children. The “Ι” symbols at the
top of the bars show the 95% confidence intervals
(CIs). When the “Ι” symbols do not overlap, this
indicates that there are significant differences
between the groups being compared. As an exam-
ple, in Figure 1, the CIs for sociability do not
overlap, indicating that the two cohorts differed 
significantly on this aspect.

Figure 1 also displays the two cohorts’ mean (aver-
age) levels on the three temperament traits. For
sociability, the ATP cohort mean suggested that
ATP children were equally likely to be or not be
sociable; while the LSAC cohort mean suggested
that LSAC children tended to be sociable more
often than not. On persistence, both cohorts tended
to be persistent (although occasionally were not),
while on reactivity, both cohorts were usually not
reactive (but could sometimes be so).

A small subset of behaviour problem items was in
common across the two studies. Table 2 shows the
percentages of each cohort reported by parents to
have had clear problems on night waking, difficulty
falling asleep, worrying, destructiveness and
propensity to hurt other children. As can be seen,
in general very few toddlers displayed these prob-
lems (between 5% and 11%). However, significantly
more ATP than LSAC toddlers were reported to
have had difficulty falling asleep and to have
showed signs of aggression (destructiveness, hurt-
ing other children). Quantitatively, the differences,
while significant, were modest.

Findings from the comparison of 6–7 year olds
Multivariate covariance analyses were used to com-
pare the 6–7 year old cohorts on temperament style
and behaviour problems. After controlling for
parental characteristics and child age, the differ-
ences on temperament style at 6–7 years were
similar to those found in toddlerhood, with the
reports of parents suggesting that the ATP cohort
was significantly less sociable and more reactive
than the LSAC cohort (see Figure 2). However, the
cohorts did not significantly differ on persistence.
The group mean scores showed that the cohorts
were perceived to be a little above the midpoint on
sociability and persistence, and were a little below
the midpoint on reactivity, indicating that the chil-
dren were usually sociable and persistent but
usually not reactive, although more “difficult” tem-
perament tendencies were sometimes apparent.

Parent reports of behaviour problems at 6–7 years
are shown in Figure 3, which displays the means for
each area assessed. The figure indicates that, while
levels of behaviour problems were very low overall,
ATP children were significantly more often perceived
to have conduct problems and anxiety than LSAC
children. There were no significant differences on
hyperactivity and peer problems.

Turning now to teacher reports, again very low levels
of behaviour problems were reported (Figure 4). How-
ever, teacher reports suggested that LSAC children

across the four broad areas (via computing the
mean of the items within each area), and on the
individual items, are reported.

Findings
Findings from the comparison of 2–3 year olds
Multivariate covariance analyses were used to com-
pare the LSAC and ATP cohorts on parent-reported
temperament style at 2–3 years. There were signif-
icant differences between the cohorts on all three
temperament dimensions after controlling for
parental age, education, country of origin and child
age. Figure 1 shows the means for each cohort and
indicates that ATP children were reported to be 
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% with clear problems

ATP LSAC p <

Night waking 10 11 n.s.

Difficulty falling asleep 8 2 .001

Worries a lot 3 4 n.s.

Destructive 9 5 .001

Hurts other children 5 2 .001

Note: n.s. = not significant

Differences between the ATP and LSAC 2–3 year old
cohorts on rates of behaviour problems
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displayed significantly more conduct problems, and
were significantly more hyperactive but less anxious
than ATP children. As for parent reports, there were
no differences on peer problems.

Thus, conduct problems among 6–7 year olds were
more often reported by ATP parents than LSAC par-
ents, and less often by ATP teachers than LSAC
teachers. On the other hand, parents and teacher
reports both suggested that the LSAC cohort tended
to be less anxious than the ATP cohort.

Rates of problems on the individual items within
each behaviour problem scale were also examined
to see where differences between the cohorts and
sources of report might lie. ATP parents consis-
tently reported more conduct problems (ranging
from 3.3% to 11.1%) than LSAC parents, for whom
rates were very low, with the exception of temper
problems (1.1% to 8.5%; see Table 3). Very few
teachers of ATP children reported conduct prob-
lems (between 1.1% and 2.3%), whereas more
teachers of LSAC children reported these behav-
iour problems (2.5% to 3.5%) and, rather unusually,
there was a consistent trend for slightly more prob-
lems to be reported by LSAC teachers than parents.

While rates of internalising problems were low over
both cohorts and ranged from 2.2% to 12.3%, con-
siderably more ATP children than LSAC children
were reported to be worriers, according to parents
and teachers. Trends were in a similar direction for
the other two items, but were much weaker. Thus,
the differences on internalising problems evident in
Figures 3 and 4 primarily reflect differences on chil-
dren’s tendency to worry. As for conduct problems,
teachers of LSAC children reported more internal-
ising problems than did the children’s parents.

A slightly higher proportion of children from both
cohorts were reported by parents to have hyperac-
tivity problems than other types of behaviour
problems. Thus, averaged across the two items,
rates were 10.6% for the ATP cohort and 10.3% for
the LSAC cohort. Teacher reports of these prob-
lems were considerably lower than parent reports
for the ATP cohort, but were similar to parent
reports for the LSAC cohort. On peer problems,
parent reports were similarly low across both
cohorts, with less than 5% showing clear signs of
such problems. However, as found for conduct and
internalising problems, LSAC teachers reported
more peer problems than did LSAC parents.

Discussion and implications
This study sought to provide information on the
progress of today’s Australian children, and to com-
pare the temperament style and behaviour of
children growing up in the new millennium with
children growing up in the 1980s. The presence of
parallel information in the longitudinal Australian
Temperament Project and Growing Up in Aus-
tralia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children provided a rare opportunity to compare
children from differing eras.

Differences between the ATP and LSAC 6–7 year old
cohorts on rates of behaviour problems
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Note: Items were scored as 0 = not or mildly present and 1 = clearly present.

Note: Items were scored as 0 = not or mildly present and 1 = clearly present.

Parents Teachers

% with clear % with clear 
problems problems

ATP LSAC ATP LSAC

Conduct problems

Loses temper* 11.1 8.5 – –

Disobedient 7.9 2.3 1.6 3.2

Fights with other children 3.3 1.1 2.9 3.5

Lies, cheats 3.3 1.7 1.6 2.5

Internalising problems

Many worries 12.3 3.3 10.2 4.5

Unhappy, depressed 3.0 2.2 2.9 2.6

Many fears 4.7 4.1 3.9 2.5

Hyperactivity

Restless, cannot stay still 13.1 11.8 6.2 8.1

Fidgets, squirms 8.1 8.7 5.6 8.5

Peer problems

Solitary, plays alone 4.4 5.4 4.7 6.6

Not liked by other children 1.3 0.9 1.6 2.2

Note: * Not measured by teacher report in both studies
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The significant differences reported here are gener-
ally consistent with those found previously, in infancy
and at 4–5 years (Smart & Sanson, 2005). Thus, ATP
infants were found to be more irritable than LSAC
infants and, as toddlers, were more reactive/intense.
While ATP and LSAC infants did not differ on persist-
ence and sociability, by 2–3 years differences on these
temperament traits were evident, with ATP children
as a group perceived to be less persistent and less
sociable than LSAC children.

Turning now to the comparisons at older ages, ATP
children had previously been found to be more reac-
tive and less sociable, more anxious and less socially
skilled than LSAC children at 4–5 years (Smart &
Sanson, 2005). Later, at 6–7 years, ATP children con-
tinued to be more reactive and less sociable, and
exhibited higher rates of conduct and internalising
problems than LSAC children. At both 4–5 and 6–7
years, the cohorts did not differ on the persistence
temperament trait.

Thus, differences were evident across similar and
more diverse areas of functioning, suggesting trends
were stable over time and had also broadened. Only
on peer problems were cohort differences not main-
tained over time, with ATP children significantly
more likely to be seen as experiencing peer prob-
lems than LSAC children at 4–5 years, but these
differences were no longer evident at 6–7 years.
Importantly, the same profile of differences
emerged across the two sets of parents from whom
reports were obtained in the LSAC (from the
infancy and kindergarten cohorts), suggesting that
the differences found are likely to be robust.

However, teacher reports revealed a somewhat differ-
ent picture. While rates of problems were low overall,
LSAC 6–7 years olds were reported as displaying
more conduct problems and hyperactivity but fewer
internalising problems at school than ATP children.
There were no differences between the ATP and
LSAC cohorts on peer problems, according to parents
and teachers alike. Thus, the teacher-reported find-
ings for conduct problems and hyperactivity were not
consistent with parent reports, although those for
internalising problems and peer problems were.

Why might parent and teacher reports of conduct
problems and hyperactivity differ across the two
cohorts? Some possible reasons are outlined below,
any or all of which might play a role, although it
should be noted that we have no direct evidence to
call upon to support these suppositions. Firstly, the
differences might reflect differing parental percep-
tions. Perhaps today’s parents are more tolerant
and understanding of, or less bothered by, challeng-
ing child behaviour and therefore less likely to
report it as problematic. Secondly, the differences
might reflect differences between teachers of the
1980s and the 2000s. It could be that today’s teach-
ers are more aware of conduct and hyperactive
behaviour problems than in the past, and/or are
more willing to report their presence.

Thirdly, perhaps there has been a change in children’s
behaviour in the school context since the 1980s.

G R O W I N G  U P  I N  A U S T R A L I A

The great majority of today’s Australian children seem to be progressing
well in terms of their temperament style and behaviour problems.

The first point to note is that the great majority of
children of the 2000s and the 1980s seemed to be
developing well according to parents and teachers
alike. The findings were consistent at 2–3 and 6–7
years of age. In terms of temperament style, cohort
mean scores suggested that toddlers and children
were usually sociable, frequently persistent and usu-
ally not reactive and intense. Very few toddlers and
children were reported as showing clear signs of
behaviour problems. The highest rates of behaviour
problems at 2–3 years were found on night waking
(10% of ATP and 11% of LSAC toddlers) and destruc-
tiveness (9% of ATP and 5% of LSAC toddlers). At 6–7
years, the highest rates of behaviour problems were
on restlessness/inability to stay still (13% of ATP and
12% of LSAC children), worrying (12% of ATP and 3%
of LSAC children), the child’s tendency to lose his/her
temper (11% of ATP and 8% of LSAC children), fidget-
ing (8% of ATP and 9% of LSAC children), and being
disobedient (8% of ATP and 2% of LSAC children),
according to parents. Rates of other types of behav-
iour problems were less than 5%.

Secondly, we sought to discover whether the differ-
ences found at 0–1 and 4–5 years between children of
the 2000s and the 1980s, and reported in Smart and
Sanson (2005), would remain stable, broaden or
diminish over time, and whether differences would be
evident across the home and school environments. 

Parent reports confirmed the trends found previously,
suggesting that today’s children were progressing as
well as children of the 1980s and, on some aspects,
were faring better. However, teacher reports were, on
some aspects, at odds with parent reports.

Parent reports revealed significant differences on
almost all the aspects on which the cohorts were
compared. Exceptions were night waking and the
child’s tendency to worry in toddlerhood, and per-
sistence, hyperactivity and peer problems in
childhood, for which no significant differences
between the cohorts were found. The findings con-
sistently suggested that LSAC children were faring
a little better than ATP children.
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While we do not have hard evidence to support this,
some experienced teachers anecdotally report that
today’s children tend to behave more poorly at school
than did children in the 1980s. We know that children
can behave differently at home and at school. The dif-
fering contexts and their demands can elicit differing
child behaviours; for example, a highly reactive child
might be able to better control his/her behaviour in a
regulated environment. If schools have become less
tightly regulated over the last 20 years, higher rates of
conduct and hyperactive behaviour might be appar-
ent. This explanation might also account for the
surprising finding that LSAC teachers tended to
report more behaviour problems than LSAC parents.
This unusual trend is inconsistent with past studies in
which parent reports of behaviour problems are con-
sistently higher than teacher reports (Prior et al.,
1999; Sawyer et al., 1992; Verhulst & Akkerhuis,
1989). It will be interesting to see if other more recent
studies also show the reversal evident in the LSAC
data.

Some limitations that may have influenced the
results must be acknowledged. As noted earlier,
there were methodological differences between the
two studies that may have affected or limited our
ability to detect cohort differences. These include
the small number of behaviour problem items avail-
able, especially at 2–3 years; the collapsing of
response categories; and the age differences
between the cohorts. The cohorts were compared
in two significant areas of child functioning: tem-
perament style and behaviour problems. However,
many other areas of child functioning could not be
examined; for example, physical health, cognitive
ability, academic achievement and relationships
with others. It is not possible to generalise beyond
the current findings to these other important areas
of child functioning.

In conclusion, the great majority of today’s Australian
children seem to be progressing well in terms of their
temperament style and behaviour problems. Gener-
ally, children of the 1980s and 2000s appeared similar
in temperament style and behaviour and, where there
were differences, they were modest in size. According
to parents, children of the 2000s were doing as well as
children of the 1980s, and were a little easier in tem-
perament style, and less inclined to show acting out
and hyperactive behaviour or anxiety. According to
teachers, children of the 2000s were slightly more
likely to display conduct problems and hyperactivity
than children of the 1980s, although they tended to
be less anxious.

The evidence from the ATP, which has now followed
participants to 25 years of age, is that the minority of
children who show behavioural and emotional diffi-
culties in early childhood are at risk for a range of
later problems, such as depression, substance use
and antisocial behaviour, although a number of fac-
tors can build children’s resilience against these
outcomes. Future comparisons of the ATP and LSAC
data could help identify similarities and differences
in developmental pathways across cohorts for those
with troubled or untroubled early childhoods.
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ost Australians at some point face the challenges
of balancing work and family responsibilities.
The pressures that families face when negotiating
these issues has long been a policy concern. Dis-
cussions of work and family balance are

prominent in the media and indeed everyday conversations.

To support the 2008 National Families Week, the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies has prepared this Facts
Sheet about work and family balance. The theme for Fam-
ilies Week in 2008 is “Work and family: Getting the balance
right”, which reflects the importance of encouraging Aus-
tralians, particularly working parents, to find ways to more
effectively achieve work and family balance.

Engagement in paid employment varies as we move
through the various stages of life: finishing education, 
relationship formation, having children, caring for a sick 
or elderly family member, the arrival of grandchil-
dren and retirement, for example. These life transition
points are also often associated with changes in caring 
responsibilities.

Paid employment through life
Figure 1 shows the employment rates of men and women
by age for 1996 and 2006. As young men and women leave
school and complete tertiary education, employment rates
increase rapidly. In 2006, the employment rate:

MM

Work and family 
responsibilities through life

J E N N I F E R  B A X T E R  a n d  M AT T H E W  G R AY



59Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters  2008  No. 79 

of women aged 15–19 years was 49% and for those aged
20–24 years was 73%; and

of men aged 15–19 years was 45% and for those aged 
20–24 years was 79%.

After age 20–24 years, the employment rates of men and
women diverge quite sharply, reflecting the effects of child-
bearing and childrearing on women’s labour force
participation:

For men, employment rates reach a peak of 90% at age
30–34 years. The employment rate then remains stable
until age 45–49 years, beyond which it begins to decline.

For women, the employment rate for those aged 25–29
years is similar to that for women aged 20–24 years. It
then drops to 69% for the age groups 30–34 years and
35–39 years. Beyond age 40, employment rates of
women increase to reach a peak of 77% for women aged
45–49 years. As is the case for men, women’s employ-
ment participation declines from this age.

Over the decade 1996–2006, the employment rate of women
in all age groups increased. The largest increases were for
women aged 50–64 years: for women aged 50–54 years, the
employment rate increased from 60% in 1996 to 73% in 2006;
for those aged 55–59, it increased from 40% to 57%; and for
those aged 60–64, it increased from 17% to 34%.

Between 1996 and 2006, there were also increases in
employment rates for men in all age groups. While the
changes were more modest than for females, the largest
increases were for older males, with the employment rate
of men aged 55–59 years increasing from 66% to 74% and of
men aged 60–64 years, from 42% to 55%.

Hours worked
Australia has long full-time working hours by international
standards. In 2006 in Australia, full-time employed men
worked an average of 45.9 hours per week, compared to
many OECD countries with averages of less than 43 hours
per week (for example, Denmark, France, Germany, Ire-
land, the Netherlands, Sweden).

At the same time, Australia has high rates of part-time
employment, particularly for women. In 2006, 41% of
employed women worked part-time, compared to an OECD
average of 26%. Just 16% of employed Australian men worked
part-time, compared to an OECD average of 8%.1

The mix between part-time and full-time employment
varies through life. Figure 2 shows the proportion of
employment that is part-time and the proportion that is
full-time for men and women, according to age.2 Among
employed women:

the proportion of employment that is full-time is highest
for the age group 25–29 years (67%);

at younger ages (15–24 years) there is a high rate of
part-time work, reflecting the high rates of participation
in education;

reflecting childbearing and childrearing, the proportion
of employment that is part-time is high among women
aged 30–44 years (40% for 30–34 years, 49% for 35–39
years, and 48% for 40–44 years); and

there is then a slight increase in the proportion working
full-time among employed women aged 45–49 and
50–54 years, before part-time work again predominates
in the older age groups.

For employed men at either end of their working life
(15–19 years and 65 years and older), about half are
employed part-time and half full-time. For other age
groups, employment is mostly full-time. The proportion of
full-time employment for men is higher than for women for
all age groups.

Women’s part-time employment is a key strategy used by
Australian families to balance work and family responsi-
bilities. Many of the women who are employed part-time
are working quite short hours. Just over two in five (43%)
of women who are employed part-time work fewer than 16
hours per week.

For women in 2008:3

20% of those employed part-time prefer to work more
hours;

younger part-time employees are more likely than older
part-time employees to prefer working long hours—
longer working hours are preferred by:

28% of those aged 15–24 years
25% of those aged 25–34 years
19% of those aged 35–44 years
18% of those aged 45–54 years
12% of those aged 55–64 years
5% of those aged 65 years and over; and

among those working short part-time hours (fewer than
16 hours per week), 24% would prefer to work more
hours, while among those working 16–34 hours, 18%
would prefer to work more hours.

Maternal employment and age of youngest child
The main influence on the lower employment rate of
women in their late twenties and thirties is the effect of
childbearing. Employment rates are lowest immediately
following the birth of a child and then increase as mothers
re-enter the workforce. Part-time work predominates for
women in these age groups.

The best source of data on the employment of mothers with
an infant is Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children. Figure 3 shows the proportion
of mothers who have returned to work, and the hours they
worked, across age groups of infants aged up to 14 months.4

For mothers of infants aged:
3–5 months, 23% had returned to work;
6–8 months, 31% had returned;
9–11 months, 39% had returned; and
12–14 months, 45% had returned.

Mothers were most likely to be working fewer than 16
hours per week when employed with a 3–5 month old
child (13% working less than 16 hours, 6% working 16 to
34 hours and 4% 35 hours or more). As the infant
approached his or her first birthday, a greater propor-
tion of mothers worked longer part-time hours.

Full-time work also increased, but at a slower rate.
Among the mothers of infants aged 12–14 months, 9%
were employed full-time hours.
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Employment of single and partnered mothers
Maternal employment rates increase as children
grow up. But other events can also lead to changes
in parents’ participation in paid employment. In
particular, family separation can have a major
impact upon maternal employment, with single
mothers having a much lower employment rate
than partnered mothers, particularly while children
are young. According to data from the ABS Labour
Force Survey in 2007:5

Among partnered mothers with children aged
less than 5 years, 51% were employed (35% part-
time and 16% full-time).

The employment rate for single mothers with
children aged less than 5 years is 34% (23% part-
time and 11% full-time).

For partnered mothers with a youngest child
aged 5–9 years, 71% were employed (44% part-
time and 27% full-time), while for those with a
youngest child aged 10–14 years, 78% were
employed (41% part-time and 37% full-time).

For single mothers with a youngest child aged
5–9 years, 58% were employed (35% part-time
and 23% full-time), while for those with a
youngest child aged 10–14 years, 68% were
employed (36% part-time and 32% full-time).

Working hours of fathers with young children
The average working hours of fathers with a 4–5
year old child is 47 hours per week. One quarter of
fathers usually work 55 hours or more per week.4

The long work hours of full-time workers has impli-
cations for the work–family balance and, not
surprisingly, many of these workers would prefer to
work fewer hours. Two of every five (40%) of full-
time employed fathers say they would prefer to work
fewer hours. Among fathers working 55 hours or
more per week, 61% prefer to work fewer hours
(Baxter, Gray, Alexander, Strazdins & Bittman,
2007).

Self-employment and working at home
For mothers, self-employment is often taken up as a
means of combining work with family responsibili-
ties, while fathers are less likely to take up
self-employment for these reasons (Gray & Hughes,
2005). Often self-employment is undertaken, at
least in part, from home. The 2006 ABS Time Use
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Survey provides information on the extent that different
groups are self-employed and whether that employment
was done more at home than elsewhere.7

Figure 4 shows that:

a relatively high proportion of women worked predomi-
nantly at home when they had a child aged less than 5
years (22% of those employed), either as employees
(12%) or in self-employment (10%);

a smaller proportion of mothers with an older child
worked predominantly at home as an employee (4% of
those employed), although 7% worked predominantly at
home in self-employment;

while males were often self-employed, they were more
likely to be doing this work in locations other than at
home; for example, of the men with a child aged under 5
years, 15% were self-employed, including only 2% who
worked predominantly at home; and

few male employees worked predominantly at home; for
example, of the 85% of employed men with a child aged
under 5 years who were employees, only 2% worked
more at home than elsewhere.

Conclusion
Both paid employment and family responsibilities are a
part of many people’s lives. The nature of both of these varies
across the life course. Changes in life stage, such as the birth
of a child or the need to care for a sick family member often

requires adjustments be made to paid employment. The
more we know about the strategies people use to manage
this balance, the better informed we will be in developing
appropriate policies that help families at all stages of life.

Endnotes
1 OECD (2007) and OECD online employment statistics database.
2 Full-time employment is defined as working more than 34 hours per

week.
3 ABS Monthly Labour Force data (ABS Monthly Labour Force spread-

sheets, February 2008).
4 Data from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), 2004.
5 ABS Monthly Labour Force data, Families Spreadsheets, June 2007.
6 Cat. No. 2068.0—2006 Census tables, 2006 Census of Population

and Housing, Australia, labour force status by age by sex for time
series, count of persons aged 15 years and over, based on place of
usual residence.

7 ABS 2006 Time Use Survey, calculated from the Confidentialised
Unit Record File CD-ROM.
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During 2004, over 10,000 children and families around Aus-
tralia agreed to take part in Growing Up in Australia: The
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), a landmark
national study that is following the development of these chil-
dren over a number of years.

The study collects information from a range of informants every
two years, including resident and non-resident parents, teachers
and carers, and the children themselves. Information is collected
about many aspects of children’s development—physical and
mental health, social adjustment, cognitive development, and
school achievement—as well as children’s experiences at home,
in child care, at school and in local communities.

In Wave 2, over 9,000 (more than 90%) of the families from
Wave 1 took part in the study. Indications are that, in Wave 3, a
similar number of the families will be interviewed. This is a
great result for a study of this magnitude.

The third major wave of data collection started in April and will
continue for most of 2008.

During March–April, over 160 interviewers from the ABS were
trained in a series of 2-day workshops conducted in Brisbane,
Sydney, Melbourne and Perth.

The workshops were conducted by teams of staff from the
Institute and the ABS, and covered training in all the procedures
that are particular for this study, including the physical and
direct assessments of the children. The interviewers were also
given the opportunity to conduct practice interviews.

Many of the ABS interviewers had collected information for the
study in Wave 2 and have returned to work on the study for this
wave. Being involved in the Growing Up in Australia study is
one of their most satisfying tasks.

As one interviewer said:

“I would just like to say how thankful I am for having the oppor-
tunity to work on Growing Up in Australia. This would have to
be the most enjoyable interviewing yet.”

Interviewers and trainers at the LSAC training workshop, Melbourne.

Interviewers and trainers at the LSAC training workshop, Brisbane

Growing Up in Australia
is on the road again!



Growing Up in Australia was initiated and funded by the Australian
Government Department of Families, Housing, Community Serv-
ices and Indigenous Affairs. The study is being undertaken in
partnership with the Australian Institute of Family Studies, with

advice being provided by a consortium of leading researchers at
research institutions and universities throughout Australia. The
data collection is undertaken for the Institute by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS).
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Interviewers and trainers at the LSAC training workshop, Melbourne.

Interviewers and trainers at the LSAC training workshop, Perth.

Information from Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children, has been and continues to be
presented in many forums, notably the inaugural LSAC
Conference, which covered a wide range of themes.
Information on all LSAC presentations can be found at
www.aifs.gov.au/growingup/pubs.html.

In particular, during 2007 LSAC information has been
released in a number of international journals, including:

International Journal of Social Research Methodology—
Enhancing longitudinal studies by linkage to national
databases: Growing Up in Australia, the longitudinal study
of Australian children.

International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical
Activity—Stability of television viewing and electronic

game/computer use in a prospective cohort study of Aus-
tralian children: relationship with body mass index.

International Journal of Obesity—Overweight, obesity and
girth of Australian preschoolers: prevalence and socioeco-
nomic correlates.

Pediatrics—Adverse associations of sleep problems in
Australian pre-schoolers: National population study.

Pediatrics—Adverse associations of infant and child sleep
problems and Parent health: an Australian population
study.

Pediatrics—Preschooler obesity and parenting styles of
mothers and fathers: national population study.
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V I S I T  B Y  D U TC H  D E L E G AT I O N

The Institute hosted a delegation from The Hague, Netherlands,
on 15 February. The delegation representatives were from various
Dutch labour market and social security organisations, including
local municipalities and private service providers, and their visit
was arranged by the Department for Education, Employment and
Workplace Relations (DEEWR).

The delegation was interested in learning about establishing pub-
lic–private partnerships and sought to investigate how particular
groups of jobseekers—such as youth, the elderly, ethnic minorities
and people with a disability—are targeted. Of specific relevance to
the Institute was the relationship between the labour market frame-

work (including the private provision of services) and issues of
social exclusion—the access of disadvantaged groups to the serv-
ice network, and compounding social problems (poor education,
poor housing, lone parenting, health problems), particularly where
such problems are concentrated in specific areas or regions.

Several AIFS research staff met with the group: Professor Alan
Hayes provided an overview of the work that the Institute is
undertaking, and Ruth Weston and Dr Matthew Gray made a 
presentation on family trends and work and family issues. Dr Jen-
nifer Baxter, Jennifer Renda, Kelly Hand, Lixia Qu and Michael 
Alexander from the Institute also attended.

V I S I T  F R O M  T H E  D O H A  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  I N S T I T U T E  F O R  
FA M I LY  S T U D I E S  A N D  D E V E LO P M E N T

Staff of the Doha International Institute for Family Studies and Devel-
opment—Professor Richard Wilkins, Managing Director, Dr Marya
Reed, Deputy Managing Director, and Dr Fatimah Saad, Implemen-
tation and Social Action Division—visited the AIFS on 31 March.

The Doha Institute was established in 2006 with the objective of
promoting policies and programs to develop strong and stable
families, consistent with the United Nations Doha Declaration. It
conducts research and documents legal, sociological and scien-
tific aspects of the family as the fundamental group unit of society.

It is working towards forging relationships with other organisa-
tions in the hope of developing mutually supportive work, and
promotes family policy initiatives at national, regional and inter-
national levels.

During their visit, Professor Alan Hayes gave an overview of the
work of the AIFS, and Ruth Weston and Lixia Qu gave a presenta-
tion on family trends in Australia.

For more information about the Doha Institute, visit their website at:
www.fsd.org.qa

R E LO C AT I O N  D I S P U T E S  S Y M P O S I U M

A symposium presenting insights from ongoing research into
relocation disputes was held at the Australian National University
(ANU), Canberra, on 18 April. The symposium was organised by
Professor Juliet Behrens (ANU College of Law), Professor Bruce
Smyth (Centre for Social and Demographic Research, ANU) and
Dr Rae Kaspiew (Australian Institute of Family Studies). They pre-
sented preliminary insights from their research project, The
Experiences of Parents After Family Law 
Disputes About Relocation (ARC Discovery
Grant No DP066325).

A team from Sydney University, comprising
Professor Patrick Parkinson, Professor Judy
Cashmore and Ms Judi Single, also dis-
cussed their project on relocation after
parental separation. Dr Nicky Taylor, from the
University of Otago in New Zealand, attended
as the representative of a New Zealand team
conducting relocation research. A special
guest speaker, Professor Carol Bruch, from
Davis University in California, gave a keynote
speech. Other speakers addressed the cur-
rent policy context (Mr Kym Duggan, AGD)
and the decision-making context (Deputy

Chief Justice Faulks, Family Court of Australia). A panel discus-
sion was chaired by the former Family Court of Australia judge,
The Hon. Professor Richard Chisholm, and Dr Jenn McIntosh
presented insights from her longitudinal study on separated 
families relevant to relocation, Children Beyond Dispute.

(l. to r.) Dr Nicky Taylor, Professor Patrick Parkinson, Professor Judy 
Cashmore, Professor Bruce Smyth, Ms Judi Single, Dr Juliet Behrens 

and Dr Rae Kaspiew at the relocation disputes symposium.
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a keynote address by Hans Grietens (University of 
Leuven, Belgium) that included as part of its recom-
mendations a broader framework for evaluating
interventions than just an evidence-based approach.
In his address, Professor Grietens conceptualised a
pyramid with child rights at the base, quality services
in the centre and evidence base at the tip, and sug-
gested that interventions need to be assessed
through all three lenses.

a paper by Deborah Ghate (Thomas Coram Research
Institute), titled “Key Elements of Effective Practice in
Supporting Parents in Vulnerable Families: What the
International Evidence Tells Us”, which presented a
synthesis of three different systematic reviews, as
well as a broader analysis and critique of the evidence
base regarding specific interventions and recom-
mendations for moving forward in this area.

The Aula Magna during 
the conference

Opening ceremony with 
the Mayor of Padova

In March 2008, Dr Leah Bromfield attended the EUSARF
International conference, Assessing the Evidence Base
of Intervention for Vulnerable Children and Their Fami-
lies. Some of the highlights of the conference for her
were:

realising the quality and quantity of systematic
reviews that have been conducted. The critical ques-
tion in this field for governments, policy-makers and
practitioners is “what works” for vulnerable children
and families. The growing body of systematic reviews
and meta-analyses brings us closer to answering
these questions. The National Child Protection Clear-
inghouse will develop a new page on its website that
identifies both the primary producers of systematic
reviews and meta-analyses, as well as identifying and
providing links to reviews on issues of relevance.
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In 2008, the Australian Institute of Family Studies is continuing its series of public seminars presenting con-
temporary research on national and international issues related to the family.

Subjective wellbeing and families: Issues of
measurement and data interpretation

Seminar held at the Institute on 13 March 2008

On Thursday, 13 March 2008, Professor Bob Cummins, Per-
sonal Chair in Psychology at Deakin University, joined staff
and guests of the Institute to discuss the subjective wellbe-
ing of Australian families. Professor Cummins has published
widely on the topic of quality of life and is regarded as an
international authority in this area. His current research pro-
gram is directed towards theory development concerning
the quality of life construct, and how such understanding
can be used to improve the life experience of people who are
medically or socially disadvantaged. In this presentation,
Professor Cummins discussed the subjective wellbeing of
the Australian population, which he has been researching
since April 2001 using the Personal Wellbeing Index. In this
research program, Professor Cummins aims to establish
normative values and to identify people with abnormally low
subjective wellbeing.

Each of the 18 surveys Professor Cummins conducted as
part of this research program have involved a new sample of
2,000 people, randomly chosen but representing the geo-
graphical distribution of the population. Professor Cummins
explained that the data are remarkable for their stability, with
the variation in population mean scores being just 3.2 per-
centage points. He argued that the cause of such high
reliability is subjective wellbeing homeostasis. Here, in a
manner analogous to the management of body temperature,
the subjective wellbeing for each person is normally held
positive and within a narrow set-point range. However, all
homeostatic systems have a limited capacity to absorb chal-
lenge, and when aversive experiences are both strong and
sustained, homeostasis fails. If this occurs, people lose their
normal positive view of themselves and become depressed.
Therefore, the second aim of Professor Cummins’ research
was to reveal the demographic character of families in dis-
tress, who are in need of additional resources.

Professor Cummins explained that the project data reveal
the extent to which family structure and responsibilities
impact on wellbeing. The data also yield important diagnos-
tic information about individuals, and point to subjective
wellbeing as a crucial measure of intervention outcome. To
close, Professor Cummins argued that the Personal Wellbe-
ing Index is a simple, reliable and valid measure of
subjective wellbeing. The measures it yields are theoreti-
cally embedded, they can be compared against solid
normative data, and their interpretation is enhanced through
an understanding of subjective wellbeing homeostasis.
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Dr Daryl Higgins

Cooperation and coordination: An evaluation
of the Family Court of Australia’s Magellan
case-management model
Seminar held at the Institute on 17 April 2008

Dr Daryl Higgins, General Manager (Research) at the Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies, has been conducting
research in child and family welfare—particularly child 
maltreatment—for the past 15 years. Dr Higgins has
responsibility for overseeing the management of a range of
projects at the Institute that focus on child protection, child
care, children and parenting, family life, caring for a family
member with a disability, and research utilisation in the child
and family welfare sector.

Recently, Dr Higgins was responsible for evaluating the
Family Court of Australia’s Magellan case-management sys-
tem for responding to serious allegations of sexual abuse or
physical abuse of children that are raised in parenting mat-
ters. At the outset of his presentation, he explained that
where allegations of child abuse are raised in the context of
parent ing d isputes,  po l ice ,  cr imina l  courts ,  the
state/territory statutory child protection departments, juve-
nile courts and family courts have overlapping interests, yet
distinct responsibilities. Research in the social sciences
shows the frequency with which child abuse occurs as well
as the private nature of the alleged behaviours. This often
means that it is difficult to produce clear evidence, regardless



S E M I N A R  P R O G R A M

of the jurisdiction in which the matters are raised—particularly
in relation to child sexual abuse. Thus, coordinated approaches
are needed to bring the information from each of these relevant
agencies together. This would ensure that private family law
disputes are resolved in a way that works to reduce trauma for
children and that keenly focuses the evidence-gathering and
trial processes on ensuring the best outcomes for children
who may have been abused or may be at risk of abuse.

Dr Higgins explained that the Family Court of Australia’s
innovative response to this issue—the “Magellan” case-
management model—was designed to deal with cases
where one (or both) parties have raised serious allegations
of sexual abuse or physical abuse of children in a parenting
dispute. Having explained the aims and objectives of the
Magellan case-management model, Dr Higgins provided an
overview of quantitative and qualitative evaluative data
derived from his research. The results of his evaluation
revealed that, although there were areas for improvement,
Magellan was largely successful in meeting its aim of pro-
viding a better and more coordinated response to such
cases. For example, on average, Magellan cases were found
to settle before being listed for trial at a much higher rate
than other like cases. Further, on average the total case dura-
tion of Magellan cases was significantly lower than the total
cases duration of like cases. The full report, Cooperation
and Coordination: An Evaluation of the Family Court of 
Australia’s Magellan Case-Management Model, on which
Daryl’s presentation was based, is available online at:
www.aifs.gov.au/institute/pubs/magellan
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In 2008, the Australian Institute of Family Studies will continue its
series of seminars presenting research on national and interna-
tional issues related to family. The seminars, designed to promote
a forum for discussion and debate, are free and open to the public.

Seminar coordinators for 2008 are Institute researchers Siobhan
O’Halloran, Chelsea Cornell, John De Maio and Prue Holzer.

Seminar presentations are usually held on the third Thursday of
each month, at 11:30 a.m., and run from one to one-and-a-half
hours. They are held in the Seminar Room at the Institute, Level
20, 485 La Trobe Street, Melbourne VIC 3000.

People wishing to attend a particular seminar should email the
Australian Institute of Family Studies: aifs-seminars@aifs.gov.au

To be notified about forthcoming seminars or the availability 
of presentations or papers, subscribe to aifs-alert: www.aifs.
gov.au/institute/lists/aifs-alert.html

The full text of seminar papers and information relating to them
are available at: www.aifs.gov.au/institute/seminars/seminars.html

Recently, the Institute began to make audio recordings of the 
seminars in order to enable Institute seminars to reach a national
and international audience. Seminar recordings can be accessed 
via the Institute website: www.aifs.gov.au/institute/seminars/
seminars.html

Forthcoming seminars

For details on forthcoming seminars, please refer to the Institute
website: www.aifs.gov.au

Families Through Life: 
10th Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference

Conference program highlights
The AIFS Conference program is made up of a series of abstract
presentations, a panel session plus three prominent keynote
speakers to ensure a stimulating, groundbreaking and highly edu-
cational meeting is delivered.

Among the highlights of the program will be the keynote speak-
ers: Peter Whiteford, Professor at the Social Policy Research
Centre at the University of NSW; Andrew Cherlin, Professor of
Sociology and Public Policy, Department of Sociology, Johns
Hopkins University, Baltimore, Maryland, USA; and Ruth Weston,
General Manager (Research) at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies, Melbourne, Australia.

There will also be two panel sessions:

Social Inclusion, with panellists Rhonda Parker, Commis-
sioner for Ageing; John Pascoe, Chief Federal Magistrate;

Muriel Bamblett, Victorian 
Aboriginal Child Care Agency; and 
Dr Tony Nicholson, Executive Director, 
Brotherhood of St Laurence.

Work and Family, with panellists Willem Adema, Senior 
Economist, Social Policy Division, OECD, Directorate for
Employment, Labour & Social Affairs, Paris; Elizabeth Broder-
ick, Sex Discrimination Commissioner and Commissioner
Responsible for Age Discrimination; Grant Fitzner, Chief Econ-
omist and Director of Analytical Services, UK Department for
Communities and Local Government; and Susie Babani, Group
General Manager, Human Resources, ANZ.

The full program is now available online at: 
www.aifsconference08.com/Program.html
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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 from 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

Families and mental health: 
A parenting resource kit. (2007).
Melbourne: Department of
Human Services. Available from:
http://www.health.vic.gov.au/m
entalhealth/families

This parenting resource kit is a
practical resource for families
with a parent who has a mental
illness. The main booklet 
provides information and advice
on parenting, support services
and available resources. A
smaller booklet, entitled Family
Talk, gives tips on how to help
answer some of the questions
that children and young people
may have when they live in a
family where a parent has a 
mental disorder. Another 
booklet, The Best for Me and My
Baby, looks at managing mental
health during pregnancy and
early parenthood. The kit also
contains a fridge magnet 
listing contact numbers where
further help can be gained, as
well as an example of a Family
Crisis Plan.

Promoting resilience in child 
welfare. (2006). Robert Flynn,
Peter Dudding and James Barber
(Eds.). Ottawa: University of
Ottawa Press.

This book consists of papers
originally presented at the 
Promoting Resilient Development
in Children Receiving Care 
Conference held in Ottawa in
2004. The conference was
designed to take stock of the
Looking After Children initiative,
and explore its links with the
growing area of resilience 
theory, research practice and
policy. Looking After Children
was developed in the UK in the
mid-1990s as a program that
promotes resilience among
young people in care. The 
program has been implemented
in 15 countries, including 
Australia. The book consists of
three parts. Part One examines
individual, service-system, 
cultural, societal and cross-
societal perspectives on resilience
theory and its relationship to
child welfare. Part Two looks at
resilience and foster care. The
final part presents a series of
case studies that describe the
successful implementation 
of Looking After Children and
other child–welfare related 
innovations. With a total of 
25 papers (including four by 
Australian authors), this collection
will be invaluable to all those
concerned with improving 
the lives of young people in 
out-of-home care.

Consuming innocence: Popular 
culture and our children. (2008).
Karen Brooks. St Lucia: 
University of Queensland Press.
Price: $34.95.

This book explores the 
relationship that children have
with popular culture. The author
begins by giving a brief history

Stand up 4 U! Making positive
choices in relationships. (2007).
Sydney: Office for Women, NSW
Department of Premier and 
Cabinet. Price: Free. Further 
information available from:
http://www.women.nsw.gov.au
Phone 02 9228 3141. 
Email: ofw@dpc.nsw.gov.au

This four-minute animated DVD 
is designed to educate young
women in making positive
choices in relationships. It
depicts two scenarios in which
young women are in potentially
abusive relationships, and how
they handled these situations.
Contact details are given for
where young women can go to
for help and support. The DVD is
designed for young women to
watch on their own or in a 
group, and it can also be used by
professionals such as teachers
and youth workers as a starting
point for further discussion.

of childhood. Chapter Two looks
at the “corporate takeover” of
childhood by examining the 
consumerism of children and
young people. Subsequent 
chapters examine children and
clothing, toys, television, films
(and censorship), the Internet
and social networking sites. 
The author argues that children
should be allowed to access 
popular culture, but that this
should be in a balanced and 
educated manner. This book
would benefit students of media
studies and popular culture as
well as child care students and, 
of course, parents.
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Managing mayhem: Work–life balance 
in New Zealand. (2007). 
Marilyn Waring and Christa Fouche (Eds.). Wellington: 
Dunmore Publishing.

Crime and society. (2007). 
Rob White and Daphne Habibis. 
South Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press. Price: $65.00.

This Australian textbook 
examines crime in society. Part
One looks at different types of
crime, including property crime,
violent crime, public order

Step-by-step baby care for 
parents with a learning difficulty.
(2007). Canterbury: O’Connell
Family Centre and Parenting
Research Centre. Further 
information available from:
http://www.mercy.com.au or
http://www.parentingrc.org.au
Price: $25.50.

The Step-by-Step Baby Care
DVD is aimed at new parents
with a learning difficulty or 
intellectual disability. It covers
the topics of: cleaning and 
sterilising baby bottles; making
up a baby bottle using formula;
washing baby without a bath;
and giving baby a bath. The
accompanying CD-ROM is a
guide for practitioners such 
as child health nurses and 
midwives. It gives information
about the DVD, who it is
intended for and how it can 
be adapted for parents with 
specific needs.

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

This book is a collection of
essays on work–life balance
in New Zealand. The first 
section, entitled “Whose
work and what balance?”,
contains four papers that
look at work–life issues 
from a research perspective.
The first chapter in this 
section gives an overview of
work–life balance in New
Zealand, while the following
chapters examine flexible
work practices, the rights 
of unpaid workers and the
rhetoric and reality of
work–life balance. Section
two examines culture in

relation to work–life 
balance, especially in 
relation to Maori, Pasifika
and Chinese women. The
final section looks at “real”
people’s work and life. 
Chapters in this section 
look at the experiences of
grandparents caring for
their grandchildren, unpaid
caregivers, the work–life 
balance of artists and small
business owners, and the
experiences of full-time
fathers (a group that has
generally been underrepre-
sented in the work–life
literature).

offences, drugs and crime, 
corporate crime, environmental
crime and state crime. Discussion
is given to looking at the social
harm associated with these
types of crime, as well as who
commits these crimes. Part Two
addresses the social differences
influencing offending behaviour
and the victimisation process.
Chapters cover: class and crime,
women and crime and victims 
of crime. The authors argue 
that inequalities and social 
differences must be taken into
account if we are to fully 
understand the social nature of
crime and its control. This book
would make a good introductory
level textbook for tertiary 
students. Each chapter contains 
a list of questions for further 
discussion, as well as a glossary
of terms used and a list of 
further reading.

Getting safe against the odds:
Family violence affects women
with disabilities too. A guide for
service providers. (2008). 
Melbourne: Domestic Violence
Resource Centre. Price: Free. 
Further information available
from: http://www.dvirc.org.au

This guide is intended for 
service providers in the family
violence and disabilities field
who support women with 
disabilities experiencing family
violence. It covers how family
violence affects women with 
disabilities and the impact of
family violence. Advice is given

on how agencies can prepare 
to assist women with disabilities.
Topics covered include: respond-
ing to disclosure; validating the
woman’s experience; effective
interventions; and refuges and
recovery.



21–24 July 2008
Engendering Leadership 
Through Research and Practice
Perth, WA
The overall aim of this interna-
tional conference is to generate
new thinking about gender and
leadership by providing a creative
forum for interaction between
leadership scholars, researchers,
practitioners and policy makers
from across the world. Contribu-
tions will come from a wide
theoretical spectrum, including
(but not limited to) feminism,
sociology, management and
organisational studies, economics,
philosophy, history and cultural
studies.

Further information:
Web: www.biz.uwa.edu.au Email:
jacquie.hutchinson@uwa.edu.au 
Phone: (08) 6488 1434

3–6 August 2008
Men’s Advisory Network 2008 Second
National Conference—From Babies
to Blokes: The Making of Men
Fremantle, WA
This conference will address the
following themes: conditioning
of infant boys; the development
of boys; transition from boyhood
to manhood; men and work; men
and relationships; and men and
ageing.

Further information:
Web: http://www.promaco.com.
au/2008/man Email: promaco
@promaco.com.au

14–16 August 2008
RANZCP Forensic Psychiatry 
Conference—Drugs, Alcohol 
and Family Violence
Port Douglas, Qld
The conference aim is to cover a
broad range of issues in the area
of drugs and alcohol and to
explore issues of violence,
though not necessarily to restrict
these considerations to the
nuclear or extended family.

Further information:
Email: info@conorg.com.au

18–20 August 2008
Association of Children’s Welfare
Agencies Conference—
Strong, Safe and Sustainable
Sydney, NSW
Local, interstate and international
speakers will present research,
expert practice and policy 
initiatives on issues related to
child and family welfare.

Further information:
Web: www.acwa08.com 
Email: info@acwa08.com 
Phone: (02) 9254 5000

1–3 September 2008
Insights & Solutions—
The Combined 2nd International
Conference on Alcohol and Other
Drug Related Brain Impairment 
and the Brain Injury Australia
National Conference 2008
Melbourne, Vic.
The overarching theme of the
conference is reflected in its title.
The conference will provide a
focal point for exploring all facets
of acquired brain impairment.

Further information:
Web: http://www.arbias.org.au
Email: events@adf.org.au
Phone: (03) 9278 8137

10–12 September 2008
5th World Conference on the 
Promotion of Mental Health and
the Prevention of Mental and
Behavioural Disorders—
From Margins to Mainstream
Melbourne, Vic.
Conference topics will include:
social participation; freedom
from violence; freedom from 
discrimination; and increasing
access to economic resources.

Further information:
Web: http://www.margins2main
stream.com/index.php Email: info
@margins2mainstream.com
Phone: (03) 9370 1265

10–12 September 2008
9th National Mediation 
Conference—Mediation: 
Transforming the Landscape
Perth, WA
The conference theme is about
transforming the landscape: of
mediation practice; of related
professional practices; to promote
peaceful resolution of conflict;
and of the justice system.

Further information:
Web: http://www.promaco.com.
au/2008/mediation

24–25 September 2008
Open Access and Research 
Conference 2008
Brisbane, Qld
This international conference will
explore the worldwide move

towards establishing frameworks
that can optimise access to
research as well as the reuse 
of research. This has been 
supported by the development
of open access repositories, new
publishing tools, new publishing
models and a more strategic
management of copyright at the
individual and institutional level.

Further information:
Web: http://www.oar2008.qut.
edu.au Email: oar2008@qut.edu
.au Phone: (07) 3138 9358

29 September – 1 October 2008
eResearch Australasia 2008
Melbourne, Vic.
The conference will provide a
catalyst for innovation and 
collaboration, by bringing
together the architects, builders,
users, and managers of eResearch
infrastructures and services.

Further information:
Web: http://www.eresearch.edu.
au/index.html Email: eresearch
2008@eresearch.edu.au

1–3 October 2008
AWE National Conference 2008—
Choices, Chances & Opportunities:
Women and Girls in the 21st Century
Cairns, Qld
The conference theme reflects
the three foci of the Association
of Women Educators: education
as a career path for women;
issues that affect the quality of
education available to girls; and
societal attitudes/actions that
perpetuate a stereotypical view
of women and create a barrier to
the full participation of women in
education and in society generally.

Further information:
Web: http://www.awe.asn.au/
conferences/cairns08/index.php
Email: caford@qld.chariot.net.au

3–6 October 2008
Early Childhood Australia Biennial
Conference—Children: 
A Nation’s Capital
Canberra, ACT
This year’s conference presenta-
tions will explore approaches to
working with young children,
focusing on: social and emotional
wellbeing; environment and 
sustainability; advocacy and
leadership; and theory into 
practice.

Further information:
Web: www.ecaconference.com.au
Email: conference@earlychildhood
.org.au Phone: (02) 6242 1800

C O N F E R E N C E S

This short selection of 
forthcoming family-related 
conferences is taken from the
Australian Institute of Family
Studies website conference 
listing, which is updated 
regularly. For the complete, 
up-to-date list, refer to:
www.aifs.gov.au/conf/
confmenu.html

Joan Kelleher is a Librarian at 
the Australian Institute of Family
Studies.
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Publications listed as being free
of charge are available in print
and online at the Institute’s
website: www.aifs.gov.au
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N E W

A new Research paper is available
from the Australian Institute of
Family Studies.

Research paper 42 (2008, 48 pages).
Timing of mothers’ return to work
after childbearing: Variations by job
characteristics and leave use, by Jen-
nifer Baxter, Australian Institute of
Family Studies. Maternal employ-
ment rates are lowest in the first
year of a child’s life, as women leave
or take a break from employment
to care for an infant. Within this first
year, however, there is considerable
variation of maternal employment
rates as some women make their
way back to the workforce. This
paper explores the timing of moth-
ers’ return to work using data from
the 2005 Parental Leave in Australia
Survey (PLAS), which was nested in
the Wave 1.5 collection of the 
Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (LSAC). Mothers of the
infant cohort were asked a range of
questions relating to their employ-
ment before and after the birth of
their child and the types of leave
taken. This information was used to
analyse whether maternity leave
use and employment characteris-
tics prior to the birth were
associated with differences in the
timing of return to work. Women
who took maternity leave had a
higher likelihood of returning to
work within 18 months, compared
to those who took no leave or were
not employed during their preg-
nancy. Whether this leave was paid,
unpaid or a combination of paid
and unpaid was associated with
differences in the return-to-work
patterns within this 18-month
period, but by 18 months the likeli-
hood of a mother returning to work
differed very little across all these
categories. Women who used only
paid leave had a slightly higher rate
of return to work than those who
used only unpaid leave, with those
who used a combination of paid
and unpaid leave having a rate of
return to work between these two
groups. Other factors related to 
differences in timing of return to
work are also discussed.

Research paper
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AFRC Briefing 10 (2008, 12 pages).
Effective regional, rural and remote
family and relationships service 
delivery, by Louise Roufeil, Charles
Sturt University, and Kristine Battye,
Kristine Battye Consulting Pty Ltd.
Strong and healthy relationships
play a vital role in building the
ongoing health and wellbeing of
individuals, families and the broader
community. With increasing 
pressure on the traditional social
support mechanisms of extended
family, friends and neighbours, par-
ticularly in non-urban regions, there
is a growing need for professional
family and relationship services.
However, there is limited robust 
evidence about what makes these
services effective, especially when
delivered in rural, regional or remote
settings. This paper briefly reviews
recent demographic, social and eco-
nomic trends in rural, regional and
remote Australia in order to provide
the contextual background to serv-
ice delivery in the region. A number
of enablers and limiting factors for
effective rural service delivery are
outlined. These factors are based on
a review of the limited evidence
base on family and relationships
service delivery and the broader 
literature on service delivery to rural
settings. Considerable emphasis is
given to workforce issues as a way of
addressing service sustainability.
Available at: http://www.aifs.gov.au/
afrc/pubs/briefing/briefing10.html

Family Matters is also available
as an online subscription from
RMIT Publishing’s Informit
Library at: http://search.
informit.com.au/browse
JournalTitle;res=E-LIBRARY;
issn=1030-2646.

Subscribe now for the next
exciting and informative issues
of Family Matters. You 
can renew your existing 
subscription by returning the
renewal notice we have
mailed to you, or take out a
new one by filling in the order
form included in this issue.

AFRC Briefing 11 (2008, 9
pages). Working with families
concerned with school-based bul-
lying, by Dr Jodie Lodge, 
Australian Institute of Family
Studies. Bullying and harass-
ment are pervasive problems in
schools and continue to be a
matter of great concern among
parents, teachers and others
working with children and young
people. The right to a safe and 
supportive learning environment
clearly resonates with the wider
community. The House of Represen-
tatives Standing Committee
responded to the issue of bullying in
Australian schools in a 1994 inquiry
on violence in schools. More
recently, the Ministerial Council on
Education, Employment, Training
and Youth Affairs developed the
National Safe Schools Framework
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2003)
to help schools and their communi-
ties address issues of bullying,
harassment and violence, as well as
child abuse and neglect. This paper
examines bullying and its impact on
young people’s health and wellbe-
ing, and the significance of family
relationships in dealing with bully-
ing behaviour. Family relationships
practitioners can play an important
part in managing bullying concerns
with affected families by offering a
collaborative approach to the
school-based bullying problem.
Strategies discussed in this paper

include providing helpful informa-
tion, making referrals to appropriate
resources, and guiding families
through the process of working
together with the school to address
the concern. Available at: http://
www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/brief
ing/briefing11.html

Family Relationships Quarterly 8
(2008, 23 pages). In this edition, 
Professor Richard Chisholm and 
Dr Jennifer McIntosh summarise an
upcoming journal article on the 
difficulties faced by the family law
system in judging what is best for
children in shared care arrange-
ments. The “Family Statistics and
Trends” article looks at men’s and
women’s attitudes towards mar-
riage and cohabitation, following a
further decline in the proportion of
registered marriages in the 2006
Census of Population and Housing.
Other articles include a “Program
Spotlight” on the Partnership 
program in Western Australia, which
includes marriage preparation and
enrichment programs, and a confer-

ence report on the Sixth Australian
and New Zealand Youth Health 
Conference. A review of the Raising
Children DVD is included, along with
a book review of “Remember Me”:
Commemorating the Tenth Anniver-
sary of the Bringing Them Home
Report. “Literature Highlights” focus
on articles relating to later-life
divorce and living alone. Available
at: http://www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/
pubs/newsletter/newsletter8.html

AVA I L A B L E  N O W  O N L I N E

Family Matters online
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ACSSA Wrap 5 (2008, 8 pages).
Working with Indigenous survivors of
sexual assault, by Dorinda Cox, 
Aboriginal Healing Project, Western
Australia. There is nothing new or
extraordinary in the recent allega-
tions of sexual assault of women 
in Indigenous communities in 
Australia. What is new, perhaps, is
the publicity given to these issues
and a raised awareness in the wider
community. They also highlight the
urgent need for culturally appropri-
ate services for Indigenous survivors
of sexual assault. The need for these
services has been a longstanding
debate raised in many arenas, but
particularly in government and in
service delivery. The issue has also
been highlighted in several reports
commissioned by state and territory
governments. This paper includes
the historical and contemporary
aspects of sexual assault as they
impact on Indigenous people. It
suggests some improvements to
existing service delivery to enable
cultural appropriateness, and it
gives some advice on the skills and
knowledge needed in order to work
effectively with Indigenous people.
Available at: http://www.aifs.gov.
au/acssa/pubs/wrap/w5.html

ACSSA Aware 16 (2008, 28 pages).
This issue includes two feature 
articles: “Tell Us What You Know: 
Surveying University Students’ 

Attitudes About Sexual Assault”, by
Melanie Boursnell, Tamara Lee and
Donna Chung, which describes how
the workers from the Violence,
Abuse And Neglect (VAN) Service in
Gosford, NSW, have been approach-
ing the issue of attitudes towards
sexual assault in their local commu-
nity; and “Engaging Young People in
Leadership Roles in the Prevention
of Sexual Assault: The CASA House
Peer Educator Project”, by Renee
Imbesi, which describes a school-
based prevention program being
run by CASA (Centre Against Sexual
Assault) House in Melbourne. There
is also a report by the Upper Murray
CASA, with Jigsaw Research, that
highlights the extreme difficulties
women in rural areas can experi-
ence accessing timely and effective
support following sexual assault.
The News in Brief section outlines
some of the major current issues in
sexual assault, and a literature 
section that lists recent additions to
the ACSSA Library. Available at:
http://www.aifs.gov.au/acssa/pubs/
newsletter/n16.html

ACSSA Aware 17 (2008, 32 pages). 
In this edition, we summarised the
main findings of the report Study of
Reported Rapes in Victoria
2000–2003: Summary Research
Report, which is based on an ACSSA
study by Dr Melanie Heenan, the 
former Co-ordinator of ACSSA, and 

Dr Suellen Murray, of RMIT 
University. We also brought
together three Australian
experts to reflect on the issues
that impact on accessing foren-
sic medical services and to get
their views on the issues sur-
rounding access and whether
speciality training and service 
provision are appropriate in the
Australian context. We also included
a review of a forum on sexual assault
and the law, held in Melbourne and
hosted by Victorian Women
Lawyers. For our Practice Profile, we
looked at the Aboriginal Healing
Project in Western Australia, which
provides a holistic way of reducing
the use of violence in Indigenous
communities, and we presented an
Agency Profile in which Senior
Crown Prosecutor (Victoria) Michele
Williams spoke to ACSSA about the
new Specialist Sex Offences Unit,
based in the Office of Public Prose-
cutions, Victoria, and the way this
dedicated unit can assist victim/
survivors of sexual assault, minimise
the trauma associated with the legal
process and improve outcomes. Our
News in Brief section contains
overviews and information of recent
reports and other news about sex-
ual assault and there are our regular
columns on conferences and train-
ing, as well as literature highlights.
Available at: http://www.aifs.gov.au/
acssa/pubs/newsletter/n17.html

ACSSA Issues 8 (2008, 40 pages). 
Sex workers and sexual assault in 
Australia: Prevalence, risk and safety,
by Dr Antonia Quadara, Australian
Institute of Family Studies. This
paper provides a review of contem-
porary research on the sexual
assault of sex workers in Australia. 
It focuses predominantly on the
safety of sex workers in their work
contexts. It seeks to understand
both what increases their vulnera-
bility to sexual assault and what
maximises their ability to negotiate
safe encounters, disclose sexual
assault and access support services.
The aims of the paper are to:
describe the extent and nature of
sexual assault against sex workers in
Australia; identify the conditions
that make sex workers vulnerable to
sexual assault; identify the barriers
to disclosure and accessing support
services faced by sex workers; and
identify strategies that may help to
prevent sexual assault against sex
workers. Available at: http://www.
aifs.gov.au/acssa/pubs/issue/i8.html

AVA I L A B L E  N O W  O N L I N E Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault
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understanding of factors affecting marital and family

stability in Australia by:
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economic wellbeing of all Australian families;
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process about Institute findings;
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situations through research on Australian families.
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