
hen couples first commit to “starting life
together”, it may be very difficult for some of
them to appreciate that their relationship 
will not always be blissful—and indeed may 
end in much bitterness. Likewise, it may be 

difficult for some couples expecting their first child to
understand that parenting this child over the next 20 years
might require the development of exceptional energy, 
vigilance, patience, tolerance and finely tuned negotiating
skills.

Parents’ views about whether relationship and parenting
skills come naturally to most people were explored in the
General Population of Parents Survey (GPPS), undertaken
in mid-2006. The survey was co-funded by the Australian
Government Attorney-General’s Department (AGD) and
the then Department of Families, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA).

The GPPS was a telephone survey of a national random
sample of around 5,000 parents who had at least one child
under the age of 18 years (including parents who were not
living with any of their children). In addition to a focus on
the above-mentioned issues, the survey derived informa-
tion about actual and expected help-seeking behaviour for
parenting difficulties and separation from a partner, sepa-
rated parents’ perceptions of their relationship with their
former partner, and children’s relationships with their
grandparents (see Qu & Weston, 2008).

The present article focuses on respondents’ views regard-
ing two statements:

a. The skills needed to maintain a good relationship with
their partner come naturally to most people.

b. The skills needed to be a good parent come naturally to
most people.
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Respondents were asked to indicate whether they agreed
or disagreed with, or held mixed feelings about, each state-
ment. Some respondents volunteered that they were
unsure about their views on the issue in question. Such
expressions of uncertainty were also combined with
responses of “mixed feelings”.1

Opinions regarding relationship and 
parenting skills
Opinions of fathers and mothers
Figure 1 (on p. 56) shows the proportions of all fathers and
mothers who agreed, disagreed or expressed uncertainty
or mixed feelings about the various issues assessed. The
results are summarised in a series of dot points.

Most parents had an opinion on the issues. The statements
(taken separately) generated mixed feelings or uncertainty
in only 9–10% of fathers and 11–13% of mothers.
Parents were more likely to disagree than agree with
both statements (51–56% vs 33–38%).
Patterns of responses of fathers and mothers were 
generally similar, although fathers were more likely
than mothers to endorse each of the two statements
(38% vs 32–33%).

Opinions according to age
The samples of fathers and mothers were subdivided into five
age groups, from less than 25 years to 55 or more years.
However, given that there were only 29 fathers in the sample
who were under 25 years, and only 38 mothers who were 55
or more years, patterns of responses for these two groups
were not assessed. All other groups consisted of well over 100
people. Figures 2 and 3 (on p. 56) summarise the responses
of fathers and mothers (respectively) in each of these other
age groups.
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parents differed from the others in that they had never
experienced separation from a marriage or a cohabiting
relationship that had lasted three months or more. The
other two groups varied according to whether or not a
child had been born from any relationship that had ended
in separation (see Figures 4 and 5).

All groups were more inclined to disagree than agree
with the statements that good relationship skills and
good parenting skills come naturally to most people.

However, the statement that relationships skills come
naturally to most people was most likely to be rejected
by those who had experienced separation or divorce

For both fathers and mothers, the tendency to reject
both statements increased with age, while the tendency
to endorse them declined with age. This pattern
appeared to be stronger for mothers than for fathers.

Regarding the statement that good relationship skills
come naturally to most people:

– mothers under 25 years were more likely to agree
than disagree with this statement (53% vs 37%), while
a higher proportion of all other groups of mothers dis-
agreed than agreed—especially the oldest group
represented (64% rejected the statement; 27%
agreed); and

– fathers aged 25–34 years (the youngest group repre-
sented) were evenly divided about this issue (44%
agreed with the statement; 45% disagreed), while all
other groups of fathers were more likely to disagree
than agree, especially for those aged 55 or more years
(56% disagreed, 33% agreed).

– these age-related trends could not be explained by
the fact that older parents were more likely than
young parents to have experienced separation.2

Regarding the notion that good parenting skills come
naturally to most people:

– mothers aged under 25 years represented the only
group that was more likely to endorse than reject
this statement (58% endorsed the statement; 29%
rejected it);

– nearly three-quarters of mothers in the oldest group
represented (45–54 years) rejected the statement,
while just over one-quarter accepted it (63% vs 27%);
and

– fathers in the youngest group represented (25–34
years) were evenly divided about this issue (44%
agreed with the statement; 45% disagreed), while all
other groups of fathers were more likely to disagree
than agree, especially for those aged 55 or more years
(58% disagreed, 31% agreed).

Opinions according to experience of separation/divorce
This section examines the extent to which views on these
two issues varied for three groups of parents. One group of
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examined to reject the argument that relationship skills
come naturally. Conversely, those who had not experi-
enced separation were the least likely to reject this
statement.

These results suggest that people are likely to modify their
views about relationship and parenting skills through expe-
rience. However, it should be borne in mind that this
analysis is based on cross-sectional data. The young par-
ents may not hold the opinions of older parents when they
reach the age of the older parents.

Whatever the level of change that we might expect from
today’s young parents, a substantial proportion of these par-
ents (and no doubt young adults in general) appear to be
unaware of the importance of experience, and most probably
of relationship and parenting education programs, for the
development of relationship and parenting skills.

Endnotes
1 Through additional probing, parents indicated whether they

“strongly agreed”, “agreed”, held “mixed feelings”, “disagreed” or
“strongly disagreed” with each statement (i.e., five categories of
responses). For simplicity, attention in this article is directed
towards overall agreement or disagreement, or mixed feelings/uncer-
tainty (i.e., three response categories).

2 That is, when the effects of having or not having experienced separa-
tion were controlled, the greater tendency for older than younger
parents to reject the notion that relationship skills come naturally to
most people remained apparent.

3 That is, although those who had experienced separation from a rela-
tionship in which a child was born tended to be older than those who
had not experienced separation, multivariate analysis indicated that
age differences did not explain the trends for these three “separation
experience” groups.
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involving children, and least likely to be rejected by
those who had never experienced separation or divorce
(fathers: 60% vs 48%; mothers: 63% vs 51%). This differ-
ence continued to hold when the effects of age were
controlled for.3

Patterns of responses regarding parenting skills were
similar across the groups: 52–54% of fathers and 55–61%
of mothers rejected the notion that such skills come
naturally to most people.

Summary
This analysis, which is based on the 2006 General Population
of Parents Survey, focused on parents’ opinions regarding
relationship and parenting skills. Opinions were compared
according to gender, age and the experience or otherwise of
separation (where three groups were compared).

Parents were more likely to reject than accept the state-
ments that the skills required to maintain a good
relationship and to be good parents come naturally to most
people. The patterns of responses of fathers and mothers
were generally similar. However, views varied according to
experience.

Firstly, the tendency to reject such statements increased
with age and secondly, fathers and mothers who had expe-
rienced separation from a relationship in which a child was
born were the most likely of the three relevant groups

A substantial proportion of these parents 

(and no doubt young adults in general) appear to 

be unaware of the importance of experience, and

most probably of relationship and parenting 

education programs, for the development of 

relationship and parenting skills


