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Foreword 

During the final decades of the twentieth century in Australia, as in other post-industrial 
countries, the general social and economic context in which families go about their 
business has changed radically. At the same time, families themselves have been undergoing 
significant changes to their structures. Both sets of changes look set to continue into the next 
millennium. 

Families are often talked about as if there were only one ideal template from which they should 
be constructed. In reality, families are dynamic and complex entities, responsive 
to economic and social change in the overall milieu in which they are embedded. Patterns 
of family formation, in particular, are changing. For example, both men and women are 
marrying later and having fewer children; more people are divorcing and living in de 
facto marriages; expectations for greater gender equity within families have increased; 
and more children are being borne and raised within less traditional family structures. 
Understanding of families needs to be informed by an awareness of the diversity of family 
forms and recognition of the different responses of family members to challenges along their 
life course. 

As Australia engages with the effects of economic restructuring and globalisation and 
governments seek to contain expenditure on social and community programs, there is 
increasing reliance on the private, community and voluntary sectors, and on families 
themselves, to fulfil care and support functions previously undertaken by the state. 
Low-income families, women and others reliant upon government benefits are highly 
vulnerable to these changes, and much of the pressure created by limited social and 
economic resources is borne by middle-aged women who are often stretched by the 
multiple demands of elder care, workforce participation, and of providing support for young 
adult children and grandchildren as well as managing the bulk of domestic work. 

Changing patterns of family structure and formation - the formation of marriage-like 
relationships, changes in childbearing and fertility patterns, revisited gender roles, the 
intrusion of work into family life and family breakdown - are interpreted by some 
commentators as constituting the decline of the 'family as we know it'. Others argue, in con
trast, that past evidence shows families and communities to be resilient, with the capacity to 
respond adaptively in the face of demands for change; such commentators argue that their 
strengths, durability and adaptability will ensure that families remain the basic social units 
of SOCiety. 

Whether family change in response to social and economic factors is interpreted as 
decline or as adaptation, it is essential that we are clear about the nature and dimensions 
of the transitions occurring in contemporary families. The primary objective of Australian 
Family Profiles is to provide accurate, timely information about patterns of change in family 
structure and function, incorporating, where appropriate, comparative data on international 
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trends. In addition, the volume explores values and issues which impact both on the family 
unit and the lives of individual family members as well as providing information about family 
incomes and the programs of government assistance for families. 

The information presented in this volume is testimony both to the diversity of Australian 
families and to the importance that the development and delivery of family policy 
and services are achieved in ways that are sensitive to the differing needs of families through
out their life course. The Institute is grateful for the financial support provided by the 
Commonwealth Department of Health and Family Services towards the preparation of this 
publication. 

vi Australian Institute of Family Studies 

Harry McGurk 
Director 

Australian Institute of Family Studies 
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Introduction 

Australian families have undergone many changes over the past few decades. Some of these 
changes have centred on the personal dynamics of family life - the way people 
form families and organise their family tasks and responsibilities - other changes have 
taken place as families respond to external events that impact on their economic or social 
circumstances. 

Families are never static - they change in form and composition over the life course of their 
members. Couples form, children are born and grow up, couples may separate and form 
new relationships, family members age or become ill, grandchildren arrive, one 
partner may be widowed. Families may enjoy financial and employment security or have 
periods of hardship and insecurity; they may remain in the same geographical area or move 
to distant places. Families will vary for the degree of closeness and caring they give to each 
other. 

Australian Family Profiles aims to draw together in one publication, key facts and figures about 
family formation and change in an accessible, easy to read format. The compilation has 
been structured for a broad audience and will appeal both to professionals and policy 
makers concerned with family-related issues and to the generalist reader. Teachers and 
students, in particular, will appreciate the ease of reference to a diverse collection of 
statistics drawn from the collections of the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare, the former Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population 
Research, the Department of Employment, Education and Training and, of course, the 
Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

Because our goal has been to provide good quality, contemporary Australian data that 
are generalisable and will both inform debate and provide a context within which these 
debates can occur, neither highly specialised data analysis nor lengthy explanations for 
particular patterns and trends is included. Rather, key facts and figures are located and the 
sources from which these data may be obtained are indicated. 

Australian Family Profiles relies heavily on data collected in the various surveys undertaken by 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). The ABS have been active in collecting high 
quality, national data and have made some of this available in the excellent Focus on Family 
series and the annual Australian Social Trends publications. The ABS data sources on which this 
compilation draws include annual collections such as marriage, divorce, fertility and death 
statistics, census data, the 1992 Survey of Families in Australia, the 1993 National Child Care 
Survey, the 1993 Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, the Time Use Survey and the 
regular Labour Force Survey. 

Australian Family Profiles also draws on analysis by other national agencies, such as the 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, the former Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural 
and Population Research, and the Department of Employment, Education and Training, and 
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on surveys which are not so readily available. Included in the latter are data collected in 
surveys or studies undertaken by the Australian Institute of Family Studies: for example, the 
Australian Family Formation Project, the Economic Consequences of Marriage Breakdown 
Study and the Australian Living Standards Study. In addition, previously unpublished 
information from national surveys such as the 1989 National Social Science Survey and the 
1995 Australian Family Values Survey is included. 

We have necessarily been selective in the matters with which we have dealt here. We have been 
guided by the availability of good quality, contemporary national data and by the 
relevance of the topic to family policy. Nevertheless, the selection of topics no doubt reflects 
our own interests and expertise, and another set of editors and contributors may well have 
produced a different publication. It is hoped that by pulling together key information from 
a range of sources, this profile of Australian families will provide a valuable and informative 
introduction to patterns of social and demographic change in Australian families, and entice 
people further to delve into the data sources from which we have drawn. 

We would like to thank the research staff of the Australian Institute of Family Studies who 
assisted with the preparation of this book. In particular, we acknowledge the contributions 
of our colleagues and co-authors, Robyn Hartley (formerly of the Institute), Christine 
Millward, Grace Soriano, Adam Tomison, Ruth Weston, Ian Winter and Sara Wise. Finally, we 
wish to express our appreciation to Ros Moye for her tireless efforts in transforming the 
original text to the final publication. 

David de Vaus and Ilene Wolcott 
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11 I Family Structure 

David de Vaus 

Everyone has their own understanding of what 
'family' means. Not only are there different definitions 
of 'family' but there can be considerable diversity of 
family forms even when a particular definition is 
used. Using the ABS definition of household families 
(see glossary), there remains considerable variety in 
the particular family form in which people live. This 
needs to be kept clearly in mind when theorising 
about families and in developing family policy. 
This chapter outlines some of the different forms of 
household families in Australia. It examines projected 
patterns of population change in Australia - changes 
which have implications for the types of household 
families in the future. 
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Family types 
Within households family forms vary depending on 
the number of people in the household, whether 
children are present, the dependency of children, 
whether the adults are married and whether the 
families are couple or lone-parent families. Given 
this diversity it is useful to identify the most 
common family forms but also to highlight the 
importance of other family forms. 

Figure 1.1, based on findings from the ABS Survey of 
Families in Australia (ABS 1992), provides a picture of 
the different types of household families in Australia. 
From this data the following can be drawn. 

• 85.6 per cent of all types of families are couple 
families. 

• 51.6 per cent of all types of families have 
dependent children in the household. 

• 42.5 per cent of all types of families consist of a 
couple and dependent children. 

• Of all couple families, 91.6 per cent are in 
registered marriages as against 8.4 per cent in 
de facto marriages. 

• 40 per cent of all types of families consist of a 
couple with dependent children in a registered 
marriage. 

• 34.6 per cent of all types of families are couple
only families, Le. there are no children present in 
the household. 

Family Structure 

• 13 per cent of all families are lone-parent families, 
and 9.1 per cent of all families are lone-parent 
families with a dependent child. 

Couple-only families 
Eighty-six per cent of Australian families are couple 
families. Not all couple family households include 
children. Some couples will not yet have had 
children, some will be permanently childless (either 
voluntarily or involuntarily), and others will have 
had children, all of whom have left home. Couple 
families with no children present in the household 
will be referred to here as 'couple-only' families. 

In 1992: 

• 34.6 per cent of all types of families and 40.5 per 
cent of all couple families were couple-only fami
lies, Le. had no children present in the household. 

• Relatively few (14 per cent) Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander families were couple-only families. 

• Since 1982 the proportion of couple-only families 
has increased by 8 per cent. 

Couple families with dependants 
Couple families with dependent children include 
those in registered marriages and those in de facto 
marriages. While other family forms have increased 
as a proportion of all families, between 1982-92 
couple families with dependent children declined by 
7.8 per cent (ABS 1994b). 

The decline in couple families with dependent children 
is due to a range of factors including the increase in 

Australia's household families, 1992 

Household families 
4,775,200 

Couple families 
4,097,100 

85.6% 

Registered married De facto married 
couple families couple families 

3,752,500 344,600 
78.4% 7.2% 

I I I I 

with without with without 
de 
c 
1 

pendent dependent dependent . dependent 
hild(ren) child(ren) child(ren) child(ren) 
,908,200 1,844,300 123,100 221,500 
39.9% 38.5% 2.6% 4.6% 

, 

Lone-parent families Other families 
620,000 58,100 
12.9% 1.2% 

with without 
dependent dependent 
child(ren) child(ren) 
433,700 186,300 

9.1% 3.9% 

Source: Adapted from ABS (1992), Australia's ·Families: Selected Findings from the Survey of Families in Australia 7992, Catalogue No. 
4418.0, Canberra. 
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lone-parent families and childlessness, delays in 
childbearing, decisions not to have children, and pop
ulation ageing. It can be anticipated that with the 
increased ageing of the population a further decline 
in the proportion of couples with children will occur. 

• 42.5 per cent of all types of families consist of a 
couple and dependent children. 

• 82.4 per cent of families with dependent children 
are couple families. 

• De facto marriages are considerably less likely than 
registered marriages to have dependent children 
(35.7 per cent compared with 51 per cent). 

Families with non-dependent children 
It is easy to assume that the children in household 
families are necessarily dependent. However, 
changing patterns of family formation mean that 
many families also contain non-dependent children. 

While changing definitions of dependency make it 
difficult to examine trends in this area, there appears 
to be an increase in the number of adult children 
living with their parents (ABS 1994a). 

• By 1992 (when dependency was defined as a 
usually resident child under the age of 15 or a 
full-time student aged 15 to 24) almost one in five 
family households (19:1 per cent) contained 
non-dependent children. 

Lone-parent families 
Since a disproportionate number of lone-parent 
families face substantial difficulties with income, 
housing and employment, requiring appropriate 
support services, they have become an important 
focus for governments and policy makers (see also 
Chapter 9, Family Incomes and Housing). 

Lone-parent families are twice as common among 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families as in the 
population at large. According to the 1994 National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Survey (ABS 
1994c), 29 per cent of indigenous Australian families 
compared to 13 per cent of all types of families are 
lone-parent families. 

As a proportion of all families, lone-parent families 
have increased significantly in recent years. In 1982, 
10.7 per cent of all types of families were lone-parent 
families (ABS 1994a). By 1992, this had risen to 
nearly 13 per cent, an increase of 21.5 per cent. 

Figure 1.1 shows that in 1992: 

• Almost 13 per cent of all types of families were 
lone-parent families. 

• 9.1 per cent of all types of families were lone
parent families with a dependent child. 

• 17.6 per cent of all families with dependent 
children were lone-parent families. 

4 Australian Institute of Family Studies 

• 84.2 per cent of lone-parent families were headed 
by mothers. 

Both lone-mother and lone-father families typically 
have dependent children. 

• 70.6 per cent of lone mothers and 66.4 per cent of 
lone fathers have dependent children. 

• Of lone-parent families, 60 per cent consist of a lone 
mother with dependent children and 10.5 per cent 
consist of a lone father with dependent children. 

. Lone-person households 
Although not defined by the ABS as families, lone
person households represent a significant proportion 
of all households (ABS 1994b). Many of these people, 
of course, are members of an extended family network. 

• Although only 8 per cent of people are living on' 
their own they constitute 21.9 per cent of all 
households. 

• Of these, those under the age of 55 are typically 
male (61 per cent), while those aged 55 or over are 
typically female (69 per cent). 

• Males who live on their own typically have never 
married (50.4 per cent) while lone females are 
typically older widows (52.9 per cent). 

• Between 1982 and 1992 the proportion of lone
person households has increased from 19.5 to 21.9 
per cent, an increase of 12.3 per cent. 

Multi-family households 
Households fall into two broad categories: family 
households and non-family households. Non-family 
households include group households and lone
person households. 

The vast majority of households (73.8 per cent) are 
family households. Most of these consist of a single 
family unit (98 per cent), while less than 2 per cent 
comprise more than one family. 

Multi-family households are far more common among 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander households (13.1 
per cent of all indigenous family households) than 
among non-indigenous family households 
(1.8 per cent). 

See Chapter 4 for further information on multi-family 
households. 

Other living arrangements 
While most people will be part of a family in one sense 
or another, a considerable proportion of the Australian 
population are not part of a household family. 

• Overall, 15 per cent do not live in a household
based family. 

• 3.7 per cent live in institutions of one form or 
another. 



Household size 
(no. of people) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6+ 

Changes in household size 
1981-91 
1981 1991 1981- 91 

% 0/0 0/0 increase(') 

18.0 21.6 20.0 
29.2 31.3 7.2 
16.9 17.1 1 .1 
19.1 17.6 -7.9 
10.5 8.5 -19.1 
6.4 4.0 -37.5 

(a) Increase as a proportion, not total number of households. 
Source: ASS (1993), Australia in Prafile, Catalogue No. 2821 .0, 
Canberra. 

• 11.3 per cent live in non-family households. 

• 8 per cent live alone and 3.3 per cent live in group 
households . 

Household size 
The average size of Australian households has 
decreased steadily throughout the 20th century. In 
1911 there were 4.6 persons per household. By 
1961 this had declined to 3.65 persons per house
hold. This trend has continued with an average of 2.9 
persons per household being recorded in 1982 and 
2.7 persons per household in 1992. 

There are a variety of reasons for the decline in house
hold size. Much of the earlier trend was due to a 

Family Structure 

decline in fertility but in recent years this has been 
less significant. Of more recent significance are the 
following: 

• Increased rates of divorce, often resulting in the 
division of one household into two smaller 
households . 

• Delayed marriage and childbearing, leading to 
people living alone or without children for longer 
periods of time. 

• Changed policy of community care, leading in the 
future to more lone elderly people remaining in 
their own households. 

Actual household size 
As well as a decline in the average household size, 
there has been a decline in the number of large 
households and an increase in the number of small 
and lone-person households. 

• In 1991 the most common household size was two 
people (31.3 per cent), followed by lone-person 
households. In the ten-year period 1981-91, the 
proportion of lone-person households increased 
by 20 per cent. 

• A marked decline in households of four or more 
people has occurred, with a 16 per cent decrease 
experienced over ten years. This decline has been 
most marked in households of six or more people. 

• In 1991, 70 per cent per cent of households had 
three or less members. 

Population pyramid, Australia, 1995 

Proportion of population (%) 

10 8 6 4 2 0 2 4 6 8 10 
85+ 

80-84 
75-79 
70-74 
65-69 
60-64 

,.... 
55- 59 \1\ ... 

It! 
50-54 QI 

6 
45-49 Q. 

::l 40-44 0 ... 
Cl 35-39 QI 

Cl 30- 34 « 
25- 29 
20- 24 
15- 19 
10-14 

5-9 
0-4 

_ Female _ Male 

Source: ABS (1996), Projections of the Populations of Australia, States and Territories, 7993-2047 , Catalogue No. 3222.0, Canberra. 
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Population pyramid, Australia, 2041 
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Proportion of population (%) 
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Source: ABS (1996), Projections of the Populations of Australia, States and Territories, 7993- 2047 , Catalogue No. 3222.0, Canberra. 

Age profile and projections 
The types of family households in Australia are, in part, 
a reflection of the general profile of our population . 
In periods of high birth rates the number of families 
with dependent children will be high, but as the 
birth rate declines the proportion of couple-only 
and lone-person households tends to increase. 
Changes in the age profile of the population and 
consequent make-up of households have implications 
for family functioning, how families care for one 
another, and the need to provide services to 
support families . 

Population profiles 1995 and 2041 

Over the next 45 years the shape of the Australian 
population is expected to change markedly. As illus
trated in Figure l.2, the physical representation of 
this shape changes from something akin to a 
pyramid, with a lot of younger people and few 
elderly, to something approaching a rectangle with 
similar numbers in each age group. 

Figures 1.2a & b show that: 

• The number of children aged 0-14 years will 
increase from 3.88 million children in 1995 to 
4.0 million in 2000 and 4.3 million in 204l. 

• This increase translates into a decline as a propor
tion of the total population from 2l.5 per cent in 
1995 to 17.3 per cent in 204l. 
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Ageing trends 
One of the most significant trends for the future is 
the projected increase in size and proportion of the 
elderly population (Figure 1.3). 

• The number of people aged 65 years and over is 
projected to increase from 2.15 million in 1995 to 
5.48 million in 204l. This represents an increase in 
the proportion of the population from 12 per cent 
in 1995 to 22 per cent in 204l. 

• The proportion of those aged 85 years and over is also 
expected to increase markedly from 1.1 per cent of 
the total population in 1995 to 3.5 per cent in 2041. 

This ageing of the population will have a number of 
Significant implications. 

• As the pool of elderly people increases, so will the 
pool of middle-aged carers decline (or at least the 
ratio of carers to carees) . 

• The cost of caring for a greater number of elderly 
people will place significant demands on public 
expenditure unless the elderly population is 
required to plan to cover a substantial proportion 
of its own costs. 

• Since carers are typically women, the demands on 
middle-aged women can be expected to grow. 

• As the elderly place more pressure on the public 
purse, there may be a backlash from younger 
generations against expenditure on the aged 
(see Bengston & Achenbaum 1993). 
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Projected growth In proportion of population aged 65 years and over and 
85 years and over, 1995-2041 
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Year 
Source: ABS (1996), Projections of the Populations of Australia, States and Territories, 1993-2041, Catalogue No. 3222.0, Canberra. 

Dependency ratios 
It is sometimes feared that, with extended periods of 
education for young people and increasing numbers 
of aged people in the population, there will be fewer 
participants in the paid workforce supporting greater 
numbers of people who are either too old or too 
young for labour force participation. 

A concern for governments can be that this narrows 
the taxation base and increases the proportion of the 
population requiring some form of government sup
port such as education, health or income support. 

The dependency ratio is a way of looking at the age 
structure of populations. The overall dependency 
ratio represents the number of people aged less than 
15 years and more than 65 years (the dependent age 
groups) as a proportion of the number of people of 
working age. This is expressed as the number of 

people in the dependent age groups per 100 people in 
the working age group. 

Thus, the higher the ratio, the more people fall into 
the dependent age groups (under 15 or over 65 
years) relative to those between these ages. For 
example, a dependency ratio of 70 means that for 
every 100 people of working age there are 70 people 
in the dependent age groups. 

There are two components to the dependency ratio: 
the aged dependency ratio (the elderly dependants) and 
the child dependency ratio (the young dependants). 

Aged dependency ratio 

The increased proportion of elderly people beyond 
the current workforce age (Figure 1.4), which will see 
the elderly becoming the majority dependency 
group, will bring increasing pressure to reduce the 

l~i~~i1i~~!1 Projected dependency ratios, Australia, 1996-2041 

70 
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Source: ABS (1996), Projections of the Populations of Australia, States and Territories, 1993-2041, Catalogue No. 3222.0, Canberra. 
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dependency of this age group. Under present policies 
the shift in the aged dependency ratio will mean a 
dramatic increase in the number of people not work
ing for their income. This may mean an increase in 
the number and proportion of the population relying 
on government income support in the form of aged 
or other pensions. 

One approach to this is to implement programs to 
ensure that people make financial provision for their 
older age (compulsory superannuation); another is to 
limit access to government support by assets and 
incomes testing and by increasing the age at which 
people are eligible for aged pensions; and a further 
approach is the abolition of compulsory retirement 
ages so that more elderly people can continue to earn 
an income. 

The implication of the latter approach for the avail
ability of jobs for young people remains to be seen. 
Likewise, the rise in early retirement may well 
counterbalance any financial gain to the government 
by the abolition of the compulsory retirement age. 

Figure 1.4 shows that: 

• From 1996 to 2041 there will be a steady rise in the 
proportion of people over the age of 65, resulting 
in a near doubling of the aged dependency ratio 
from 18.1 to 34.8. 

• The rate of increase in the aged dependency ratio 
will increase most sharply after 2011, which is 65 
years after the end of the Second World War and 
reflects the move of the 'baby boomers' into older 
age. 

Child dependency ratio 

As seen from Figure 1.4, young people will move 
from being the majority of dependent people to a 
minority (because of population ageing). A relatively 
small decline in child dependency ratios is expected. 

• Between 1996 and 2041 the child dependency 
ratio will decline from 32.1 to 28.8. 

Combined dependency ratios till 2041 

Figure 1.4 shows that the dependency ratio is quite 
stable until 2011 then rises steadily. This increase is 
due entirely to the increase in the elderly population. 

• Between 2011 and 2041 there will be a marked 
increase in the aged dependency ratio and a 
decline in the child dependency ratio. 

The decline in child dependency ratios may partly 
offset increased demands for government resources 
caused by the increase in aged populations. However, 
the increase in the aged group is substantially more 
marked than the former. Furthermore, the costs 
associated with an increased ageing population are 
greater than the savings generated by reduced costs 
of children (mainly due to health care costs). 
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For governments, increased numbers of older people 
mean that there will be a shift from a dependent pop
ulation where expenditure might be justified in terms 
of future investment, to one where this justification 
will be less compelling. Whether the shift towards a 
dependent older population will have an impact on 
the willingness of governments and the working 
public to spend money on what some will view as 
welfare rather than investment remains to be seen 
(see Bengston & Achenbaum 1993). 

• By the year 2041, for every 100 people of work
force age there will be 36 elderly people and 29 
child dependants. 

• Overall, the dependency ratio will increase from 
50.3 in 1995 to 63.6 in 2041, an increase of 26 per 
cent. 

International comparisons 

Table 1.2 shows the overall dependency ratios in 
selected countries. In a number of developing coun
tries in our region (Vietnam, Papua and New Guinea, 
Malaysia, Indonesia and China), the dependency 
ratios are projected to decline while the dependency 
ratios of developed countries (Singapore, Hong Kong 
and]apan) are projected to increase. 

The decline in dependency ratios reflects the high 
birth rate in recent decades and anticipated decline 
in population growth in these countries. This means 
that developing countries will have increasing num
bers of people available for the labour force. 

IlMtitl'iJ~ Overall dependency ratios In 
selected countries, 1995-2025 

Country 1995 2025 0/0 increase 

Australia 50 55 +70 
Canada 49 57 +16.3 
China 51 46 -9.8 

France 53 61 + 15.1 

Greece 49 61 +29.2 

Hong Kong 41 59 +44.0 

Indonesia 61 46 -24.6 
Italy 45 58 +28.9 

Japan 45 65 +44.4 

Republic of Korea 40 47 +17.5 
Malaysia 72 46 -36.1 

New Zealand 52 55 +5.8 
Papua and 
New Guinea 74 52 -29.7 

Singapore 41 57 +39.0 
Sweden 54 61 +13.0 
United Kingdom 55 57 +3.6 

United States 53 57 +7.5 
Vietnam 72 46 -36.1 

Source: Adapted from United Nations (1993), World Population 
Prospects 7992, United Nations, New York. 



It remains to be seen, however, whether this will lead 
to increased competitiveness of these countries 
(through a capacity to keep wages low), lead to social 
problems related to unemployment, or provide 
governments with a workforce base that will enable 
an increase in the national standard of living. The 
dependency ratios of developed nations in the region 
may produce the reverse pressures in these countries. 

Several points stand out from comparisons: 

• Dependency ratios across this range of countries 
will converge by the year 2025. 
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_________ I Marriage 

David de Vaus 

Over the last quarter century the institution of 
marriage has undergone substantial change in 
Australia and in other western societies. These 
changes in marriage and the way in which people 
form relationships have been so marked that some 
writers refer to the transformation as the deinstitu
tionalisation of marriage. This chapter provides 
detailed evidence of the nature of these changes and 
compiles a statistical picture of the way Australians 
are entering into marriage and marriage-like 
relationships. 
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Formal marital status 
One way of identifying some of the changes that 
have occurred in marriage is to examine the statistics 
of formal marital status over the years. These figures 
only provide one window onto the changing patterns 
but they nevertheless are instructive. Table 2.1 shows 
some of the changes in the formal marital status of 
Australians over the age of 15 between 1976 and 1995. 

The proportion of the total population who have 
never married has increased evenly since 1976 for 
both men and women, reflecting delays in marriage 
and increases in the proportion of young people 
cohabiting or in de facto marriages and in the 
population at large. 

• Since 1976 the proportion of those who have 
never married has increased from 25.4 to 30.6 per 
cent in 1995, an increase of almost 20 per cent. 

• Approximately 8 per cent of all couples are de 
facto couples. While some of these will previously 
have been married, others identified as never 
married will be in a marriage-like relationship. 

The proportion of those currently married has 
declined since 1976. This is a function of three 
trends: the declining rate of people who ever marry 
formally; the delay in marriage; and the increased 
proportion of people divorced at anyone point in 
time. 

• The proportion of people who are currently 
married has declined from 65.4 per cent in 1976 
to 57 per cent in 1995. 

The proportion of people who are widowed has 
decreased marginally since 1976. This is in part due to 
an increase in the number of divorces, but primarily 
because of a decline in the number of women who 
are widowed. 

Marriage 

• The proportion of people who are widowed has 
decreased from 6.9 per cent in 1975 to 6.1 per cent 
in 1995. 

• The proportion of women widowed has declined 
from 11.2 to 9.8 per cent in the same period. 

The proportion of people who are divorced has more 
than doubled between 1976 and 1995. 

• The proportion of people currently divorced has 
increased from 2.3 per cent in 1976 to 6.3 per cent 
in 1995. 

• In 1991, 2.9 per cent of people aged 15 and over 
were married but separated (ABS 1991). 

In looking at divorce statistics it is important to 
remember that, since many people remarry, the 
number of divorced people at any time will be lower 
than the number of broken marriages, and that of 
those currently married, some people will be separated. 

Rates and trends 
The clear trend for a smaller proportion of the 
population to legally marry is seen in the crude 
marriage rates from 1974 to 1995. These figures record 
the number of people per 1000 in the population 
who marry in a particular year (Figure 2.1). 

Never married people 
Since marriage rates will be affected by the number of 
people available to marry (Le. the number of never 
married, divorced and widowed people), it is useful to 
examine whether there is a changing pattern of 
marriage among those not yet married. 

Table 2.2 shows that there is a pattern of steady and 
marked decline in the marriage rates of men and 
women of the never married population. 

Current marital status by sex, 1976-95 
Marital status (%) 

Never Currently Widowed Divorced Total 
married married 

Males 
1976 29.6 65.7 2.6 2.1 100.0 
1984 32.1 61.5 2.4 4.0 100.0 
1995 34.3 57.5 2.5 5.7 100.0 

Females 
1976 21.2 65.1 11.2 2.5 100.0 
1984 23.9 60.5 10.8 4.9 100.0 
1995 27.0 56.4 9.7 6.8 100.0 

Total 
1976 25.4 65.4 6.9 2.3 100.0 
1984 27.9 61.0 6.6 .4.4 100.0 
1995 30.6 57.0 6.1 6.3 100.0 

Note: Percentages are of the population aged 15 or over. 
Source: ABS (1994c, 1995), Marriages and Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra. 

Australian Institute of Family Studies 13 



Australian Family Profiles 

1~&lJ Crude marriage rate(O), Australia, 1974-95 
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(a) Number of marriages registered per 1000 of the estimated population of all ages at 30 June. 
Source: ASS (1994(, 1995), Marriages and Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra. 

• In 1976, 62.9 of every 1000 men and 61.1 of every 
1000 women of the never married population 
married. By 1995 this rate of marriage had declined 
by well over a third to 36.7 per 1000 for men, and 
35.0 per 1000 for women. 

• In the decade 1985-95, the proportion of never 
marrieds in the population aged 20 to 24 increased 
from 83 to 90 per cent for males and 63 to 80 per 
cent for females. 

• For those aged 25 to 29, the proportion of never 
marrieds in the population between 1985-95 
increased from 43 to 59 per cent for males, and 
26 to 43 per cent for females of this age group. 

Age at first marriage 
One of the marked changes in marriage patterns in 
recent years has been that young people are delaying 
the age at which they first formally marry. Despite 
these changes, the average age difference between 
newly-weds has remained steady, with women being 
around two years younger than their partners (Table 2.3). 

Year 

1976 
1981 
1984 
1989 
1995 

Marriage rates(O) of never 
married men and women, 
1976-95 

.Men Women 

62.9 61.1 
55.1 52.6 
48.1 46.0 
44.6 42.6 
36.7 35.0 

(a) Rate per 1000 unmarried males and females aged 15 and 
over. 
Source: ASS (1994(, 1995), Marriages and Divorces, Australia, 
Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra. 
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• In 1974 the median age of first marriage was 23.3 
years for men and 20.9 years for women. By 1995 
this had increased to 27.3 years for men and 25.3 
years for women. 

The rate of teenage marriage is lower than it has been 
for many years and represents a dramatic decline 
from comparable figures in the early seventies. 

• In 1974 there were 13.7 marriages per 1000 males 
and 58.4 marriages per 1000 females for those aged 
16 to 19 years. 

• By 1995 these rates had declined to 1.2 marriages 
per 1000 males and 6.2 marriages per 1000 females 
in this age group. 

It is important to note that the decline in formal 
marriage has been accompanied by a sharp increase 
in cohabitation and de facto marriages over the 
same period. 

Age-specific marriage rates 
Striking changes in the first marriage behaviour of 
various age groups over the last 20 years have 
occurred (Table 2.4). 

• In 1976, 122 of every 1000 never married men 
aged 20 to 24 years married for the first time. By 

Year 

1974 
1984 
1995 

Median age at first marriage 
by sex, 1974-95 

Men 

23.3 
25.1 
27.3 

Women 

20.9 
22.9 
25.3 

Source: ASS (various years), Marriages, Australia, Catalogue No. 
3306.0, Canberra. 



1995 this figure had dropped by more than 70 per 
cent to 34.5 per 1000. 

• In 1976, 187 of every 1000 never married women 
aged 20 to 24 years married for the first time. By 
1995 this figure had declined by 67 per cent to 
62.9 per 1000. 

• Male teenage first marriage rates decreased from 
9.9 per 1000 in 1976 to 1.2 per 1000 in 1995, an 
88 per cent drop. 

• Female teenage first marriage rates declined from 
49 per 1000 in 1976 to 6.2 per 1000 in 1995, an 87 
per cent drop. 

People divorced or widowed are far less likely to 
remarry than in the past. This decline is sharpest 
among younger people. 

• Only 90 per 1000 divorced or widowed men aged 
25 to 29 years remarried in 1995, compared to 342 
per 1000 in 1976. 

• Only 114 per 1000 divorced or widowed women 
aged 25 to 29 years remarried in 1976, compared 
to 278 per 1000 in 1995. 

Civil celebrants 
Along with other changes in marriage in recent years 
the way people are married has also been changing. 
With the increasing use of civil celebrants (see Figure 
2.2) marriage has become more of a 'design yourself' 
civil ceremony. 

• In 1966 only 10.8 per cent of marriages were 
performed by civil celebrants (registry offices) . 

• In 1976 civil celebrants performed 28.9 per cent of 
all marriages. 

Marriage 

Age-specific marriage rates(a), 
Australia, 1976 and 1995 

Age Males Females 
group 1976 1995 1976 1995 
<20 9.9 1.2 49.0 6.2 
20-24 122.6 34.5 187.5 62.9 
25-29 135.9 83.4 138.8 100.9 

30-34 81 .8 68.8 86.5 66.5 

35-39 45.9 40.2 49.8 35.0 
40-44 25.5 21 .5 26.3 17.9 
45-49 15.7 12.3 15.5 9 .4 
50+ 6.4 3.9 3.9 2.1 

(a) Rates per 1000 never married population (i .e. first marriages). 
Source: Adapted from ABS (1994c, 1995), Marriages and 
Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra. 

• In 1994 civil marriages comprised 43 .1 per cent of 
all marriages. 

While some of the increased use of civil celebrants 
will be the result of more divorced people remarrying, 
the use of civil rather than religious celebrants also 
reflects the increased availability of respectable options 
and the secularisation of society and marriage itself. 

Marriage values 
Where marriage was once viewed as an exclusive, 
lifelong, heterosexual relationship formalised by a 
religious ceremony and necessary for both bearing 
and rearing children, the way people 'marry' is 
becoming increasingly diverse. 

The National Social Science Survey in 1989 (KeUey, 
Bean & Evans 1993), for example, found that almost 
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I Attitudes towards marriage 
Attitude 
Partners should remain faithful to one another 

% Agree 
98 

All right for a man and woman to live together without planning marriage 62 
law should treat de facto couple the same as married couple 49 
It's all right to have children without being married 45 
law should treat homosexual couple the same as a married couple 23 

Marriage is for life, even if a couple is unhappy 
Source: de Vaus (1995), Australian Family Values Survey, unpub. 

half of the adult Australian population favoured young 
people living together before marriage; similarly, the 
1995 Australian Family Values Survey (de Vaus 1995), 
a national survey of 2116 Australian adults, found 
widespread acceptance of liberal views (Table 2.5). 

• The majority of adults surveyed were of the view 
that it is acceptable to live together without intent 
to marry. 

• Slightly less than half the adults surveyed believed 
it was acceptable to have children out of wedlock. 

• Half the adults surveyed believed the law should not 
distinguish between formal and informal marriages. 

• A quarter of the adults surveyed felt the law should 
treat same-sex couples in the same way as married 
couples. 

• The majority of those surveyed were of the opinion 
that personal happiness was more important than 
persisting with a poor marriage. 

• There was overwhelming agreement (98 per cent 
of all respondents) that partners in any form of 
relationship should be faithful to one another. 

Attributes important to successful 
marriage 
Recent years have seen increasing diversity in rela
tionship patterns and a reasonably high level of 
marriage and relationship breakdown. The Australian 
Family Values Survey (de Vaus 1995) asked Australian 
men and women to identify the things they thought 
were important for a successful marriage. 

Table 2.6 indicates the mean responses for all survey 
respondents according to a scale of 0 through to 10 
with a higher score indicating greater importance for 
a particular attribute. Several points are worth 
highlighting: 

• By far the most important attributes stressed were 
faithfulness, communication, respect and under
standing and tolerance. 

• A good sexual relationship was seen as a relatively 
important component of a successful marriage. 

• Having children and independence in marriage 
were ranked relatively low, as were having similar 
political, religious and social beliefs. 
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Gender differences 

It is often asserted that many of the difficulties that 
arise in marriage occur because of different expecta
tions held by men and women. Figure 2.3 looks 
more closely at the attributes considered important 
for a successful marriage, according to sex of 
respondent. 

• Men and women attached similar importance to 
faithfulness, a good sexual relationship and 
adequate income. 

• Women rated communication, respect, indepen
dence, understanding and tolerance, having 
interests in common, and having a similar 
background more highly than men. 

• Men placed a little more weight than women on 
putting their partner's wishes first and having 
children. 

• In general, gender differences were more evident 
for those aged in their thirties and forties. 

Mean ratlngs(O) of what is 
Important for a successful 
marriage 

Aspect of marriage Mean 
Faithfulness 9.6 
Good communication 9.5 
Mutual respect 9.5 
Understanding and tolerance 9.1 
Happy sexual relationship 8.4 
Sharing household chores 7.6 
Interests in common 7.2 
Adequate income 7.1 
Independence 6.6 
Having children 6.0 
Putting partner's wishes first 5.8 
Similar social background 5.5 
Shared religious beliefs 4.6 
Agreement on politics 2.7 
(a) All scores are means on a scale of 0 (aspect of no importance) 
through to 10 (aspect of extreme importance). 
Source: de Vaus (1995), Australian Family Values Survey, unpub. 



Marriage 

Mean ratings of what is important for a successful marriage(O) by sex 

Faithfulness 

Good communication· 

Mutual respect· 

Understanding and tolerance· 

Happy sexual relationship 

Sharing household chores 

Interests in common· 

Adequate income 

Independence· 

Having children 

Putting partner's wishes first 

Similar social background· 

Shared religious beliefs· 

Agreement on politics· 

o 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
_ Men _ Women 

(a) All scores are means on a scale of 0 (aspect of no importance) through to 10 (aspect of extreme importance); 
• P <.001 (for women expressing these attributes) . 
Source: de Vaus (1995), Austral ian Family Values Survey, unpub. 

Generational differences 

It has also been observed that young people approach 
marriage in ways that are different from those of 
their parents' generation. The Australian Family 
Values Survey (de Vaus 1995) looked at the extent to 
which age influenced the perceived importance of 
particular attributes in marriage. 

• Age had no influence on the importance attached 
to attributes which are about treating one's partner 
as a valued person - attributes such as faithfulness, 
mutual respect, understanding and tolerance and 
independence. 

• The older people are, the greater importance is 
placed on social background, shared religious and 
political beliefs, having children, putting a partner's 
wishes first and having adequate income. 

• The younger people are, the greater is the emphasis 
on maintaining separateness and difference in 
marriage, good communication and sharing 
household tasks. 

In summary, there is clear evidence that the marriage 
expectations of younger people differ in important 
ways to those of the older age groups. Whether this 
reflects changing expectations of modern marriage or 
simply reflects changing expectations as people grow 
older, is impossible to tell from these survey results . 

Cohabitation and de facto 
marriage 
Since the mid-1970s there has been a sharp increase 
in the rate of pre-marital cohabitation in Australia 
and throughout the western world (Figure 2.4). 

• Of those married in 1976 almost 16 per cent had 
cohabited prior to marriage. By 1992 this propor
tion had increased to 56 per cent. 

This, of course, overstates the number of relationships 
at any given time that are de facto. The Australian 
Family Formation Study (AIFS 1991) indicates that at 
anyone time approximately 8 per cent of couples 
aged 18 to 35 years are cohabiting. Similarly, ABS 
figures (ABS 1994a) indicate that of all couples 8.2 per 
cent classify themselves as de facto, an increase from 
5.7 per cent in 1986 (see Figure 2.5) . 

• The rate of de facto marriage is more widespread 
among younger than older people (Figure 2.5). 

• 74 per cent of relationships with at least one 
partner aged less than 20 years, 38 per cent with 
one partner in their early twenties, and 18 per cent 
with one partner in their late twenties are de facto 
relationships. 

With young people increasingly choosing de facto 
marriage arrangements (be that in preference to or 
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prior to marriage), cohabitation has gained widespread 
acceptance within the general population (de Vaus 
1995; Kelley, Bean & Evans 1993). 

Glezer (1992) outlines three ways in which the mean
ing of cohabitation is interpreted by family scholars. 

• A stage in relationships; a prelude to, rather than a 
substitute for marriage (Carmichael 1990). 

• An alternative to marriage (Bumpass & Sweet 1989; 
Khoo 1986; Sarantakos 1984). 

• A form of premarital dating (Rindfuss & 
VandenHeuveI1990). 

Table 2.7 shows some of the relationship arrangements 
indicated by cohabiting couples surveyed in the 
Australian Family Formation Pro ject (1981-91) under
taken by the Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

Indigenous Australians 
According to the 1991 Census of Population and 
Housing (ABS 1993a): 

• 31 per cent of indigenous Australians compared to 
7.9 per cent of all Australians aged 15 and over 
living in couple relationships are in de facto 
marriages. 

rnm~~C:J~P~re-marital cohabitation of currently and previously married persons 
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• Just over a third of indigenous Australians compared 
to 56.4 per cent of all Australians aged 15 and over 
are in a registered marriage. 

• 51.3 per cent of indigenous Australians compared 
to only 29 per cent of all Australians aged 15 and 
over have never been in a registered marriage. 

Country of birth 
De facto relationships are more common among those 
born in Australia or in English-speaking countries 
than in non-English-speaking countries (BIPR 1994b). 
Of people in couple relationships in 1991: 

• 7.5 per cent of those born in Australia were living 
in a de facto relationship. 

• 8.5 per cent of those born overseas in an English
speaking country were living in de facto 
relationships. 

• 3.5 per cent of those born overseas in a non
English-speaking country were living in de facto 
relationships. 

• Overall, less than 2 per cent of those from 
Southern Europe and the Middle East were living 
in de facto relationships. 

• The percentage of those born in Asian countries 
who lived in de facto relationships varied from 2.4 
per cent to almost 5 per cent depending on the 
country of origin. 

The ABS Survey of Families in Australia (ABS 1994a) 
found that of de facto couples who formally married 
in 1975: 

• 37 per cent of all Australian-born couples had 
lived together prior to marrying. 

• 40.4 per cent of couples from other main English
speaking countries had lived together prior to 
marrying. 

• 49.7 per cent of couples with one partner Australian
born and the other from a main English-speaking 
country had lived together prior to marrying. 

• 9.1 per cent of couples with both partners from 
non-English-speaking backgrounds had lived 
together prior to marrying. 

Marriage 

Relationship arrangements 
of cohabiting couples 

Aspect of relationship % 

live together all the time 84 
Neither sexually involved with anyone else 77 
Share the cost of housing 71 
Buy things jointly (home electrical goods etc) 66 

Share bank accounts 46 

Plan to have or already have children of 
relationship 46 

Intend to marry in the future 39 

Source: Glezer (1992), Australian Family Formation Project 
(1981 -91). 

• 25.2 per cent of couples with one partner Australian 
born and the other born in a non-English-speaking 
country had lived together prior to marrying. 

Marriage after cohabitation 
Many people who live in de facto relationships go on 
to marry. The length of time people choose to live in de 
facto relationships appears to be influenced in part by 
prior marriage history; that being, whether previously 
married and divorced, or never married (ABS 1994b). 

• Of those who married for the first time between 
1976 and 1992, 32 per cent had lived in a de facto 
relationship. 

• Among those who remarried following divorce, 
this figure was higher at 52 per cent. 

Table 2.8 shows the length of time people live in de 
facto relationships prior to marriage by previous 
marriage history (Le. whether divorced or never 
married) (ABS 1994b). 

• The majority (60.1 per cent) marry after living 
together for less than two years. This suggests that, 
for many people, cohabitation is a stage on the 
path to marriage. 

• Those who have previously divorced typically live 
together for longer periods prior to remarriage 
than those marrying for the first time. 

• Of the never marrieds, 30 per cent marry within a 
year of living together, compared to only 20.5 per 
cent of those previously divorced. 

Table 2.8 Length of de facto relationship before marriage by previous marital history 
---_. 
length of de facto Married for Remarried All currently 
relationship first time (%) after divorce (%) married persons (%) 

Under 1 year 30.1 20.5 27.9 

1 to 2 years 31.9 32.7 32.2 

2 to 5 years 29.6 30.6 29.7 

5 to 10 years 7.3 14.2 8.9 

10 years or more 1.1 2.0 1.3 

Source: 1992 Survey of Families in Australia, in ASS (1 994b), Focus on Families: Oemographics and Family Formation, Catalogue 
No. 4420.0, Canberra. 
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Remarriage 
Along with changing patterns of marriage and 
increased levels of divorce, rates of remarriage have 
altered in the past two decades. 

to support the adage 'once bitten, twice shy'. For 
example, in 1995: 

• Of never married men aged 20 to 24, 34.5 per 1000 
married. 

Figures 2.6 and 2.7 show the pattern of remarriage for 
males and females of each age group. The bars in 

• Of previously married men aged 20 to 24,89.9 per 
1000 remarried. 

• For those aged 25 to 29, 83.4 per 1000 never 
married men and 113.7 per 1000 previously 
married men married. 

each graph show the remarriage rates, while the lines 
show the first marriage rate for each age group. 

It is clear from these figures that, for each age group, 
those previously married are more likely than those 
never married to marry; there is thus little evidence 

A comparison of 1995 figures wi th those for 1976 
show a dramatic decline in the rates of remarriage 
between 1976 and 1995. 
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• In 1976, the remarriage rate for males aged 25 to 
29 was 341.8 per 1000. By 1995 the comparable 
rate had dropped to 89.9 per 1000. 

• The higher rate of remarriage compared with first 
marriage in 1995 is not a new pattern. 

Age and gender 
It is often asserted that women do less well economi
cally and emotionally out of marriage than men, and 
are less likely to remarry. Figure 2.8 shows age-specific 
remarriage rates by sex. Two important points can 
be seen here in relation to remarriage rates for 
women: 

• Like males, the age-specific remarriage rate of 
females is higher than the first marriage rate . 

• Women in their twenties are more likely than 
males to remarry, but from the age of thirty 
onwards this trend is reversed. 

Marriage after divorce 
A significant proportion of marriages will include a 
partner who has been divorced. Such marriages may 
involve children from a previous relationship and 
have various implications (including finanCial) for 
the new marriage. Table 2.9 shows that, increasingly, 
a significant proportion of marriages involve people 
previously divorced. 

• In the early 1970s, partners in couples of 87 per 
cent of all marriages were each marrying for the 
first time. 

• In 1995, both partners in only two-thirds of 
marriages had previously never married; in 19.4 
per cent of marriages one partner had been 
divorced and in 11.3 per cent of marriages both 
partners had been divorced. 

Marriage 

Intermarriage 
Marriages in which partners are born in different 
countries, and intermarriage among first and second 
overseas-born generations, are a major contribution 
to a diverse multicultural Australia. Table 2.10 shows 
the proportion of partners in married couples born in 
Australia and overseas in 1991. 

• 16 per cent of all Australian couples consisted of a 
marriage between an overseas-born person and an 
Australian-born person. 

• In 57 per cent of intermarried couples, the husband 
was the overseas-born spouse. 

Cultural and religious values, as well as the relative 
ages of males and females, male to female ratios and 
size of birthplace groups within Australia, influence 

L-____ --" 

Previous marital status of 
bride and bridegroom, 
Australia(O), 1966-94 

Year Both never Both One partner 
married (%) divorced (%) divorced (%) 

1966 86.6 2.0 7.8 
1971 86.1 2.3 8.4 
1976 70.8 8.0 18.2 
1981 68.2 10.2 19.2 
1983 67.7 10.5 19.6 
1986 66.7 11 .2 19.9 
1989 67.3 10.6 20.1 
1992 67.2 11 .3 19.8 
1995 67.5 11.3 19.4 
(a) Percentages across rows do not add to 100 as some 'other' 
categories (e.g. widowed) have not been included. 
Source: ABS (1993b), Marriages, Australia 1993, Catalogue No . 
3306.0, Canberra; ABS (1995), Marriages and Divorces, 
Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra . 
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whether first and second generation Australians 
marry within their birthplace group (Penny & 
Khoo 1996). 

~~~I~~W!i~"Wi!I!!;'fi ~*~j)IYlI!i'i?!!, 
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Married couples by 
birthplace 

N % All 
couples 

Both spouses born in Australia 2,130,475 58.1 
One spouse born in Australia, 
other born overseas 597,415 16.3 
Both spouses born overseas 795,670 21.7 
One or both spouses' birthplace 
not stated 142,731 3.9 
Total 3,666,291 100.0 

Source: 1991 Census of Population and Housing, in Penny, ). & 
Khoo, S. (1996), Intermarriage: A Study of Migration and 
Integration, BIMPR, Canberra. 
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Intermarried couples, 
according to birthplace of 
overseas-born spouse, 1991 

Birthplac;e No. of 
intermarried 

couples 
English-speaking countries 
United Kingdom 280,666 
New Zealand 51,567 
United States 11,311 
Ireland 9411 
Canada 6042 
South Africa 5484 

Non-English-speaking countries 
Italy 34,769 
Netherlands 27,128 
Germany 26,808 
Former Yugoslavia 11,546 
Greece 11,247 
Philippines 11,184 
Malta 9794 
India 3737 
Malaysia 6161 
Austria 4857 
Poland 4535 
Lebanon 3585 
Former USSR 3339 
Hungary 3327 
Indonesia 2982 
China 2931 
Singapore 2711 
Sri Lanka 2546 

Other 56,747 
Total 597,415 

%of 
intermarried 

couples 

47.0 
8.6 
1.9 
1.6 
1.0 
0.9 

5.8 
4.5 
4.5 
1.9 
1.9 
1.9 
1.6 
1.1 
1.0 
0.8 
0.8 
0.6 
Q.6 
0.6 
Q.5 
0.5 
0.5 
0.4 

9.5 
100.0 . 

Source: Penny, ). & Khoo, S. (1996), Intermarriage: A- Study of 
Migration and Integration, BIMPR, Canberra. 

22 Australian Institute of Family Studies 

Table 2.11 shows that for the majority (61 per cent) 
of married couples in which one partner was born 
overseas, partners were born in a country where 
English was spoken as the first language. 

• In 47 per cent of intermarried couples, the over
seas-born partner was born in the United 
Kingdom. 

• In 39 per cent of intermarried couples one partner 
was Australian-born and the other was from a 
non-English-speaking country. 

• In 5.8 per cent of intermarried couples the overseas
born partner was from Italy. 

Trends in intermarriage 
Intermarriage rates fluctuate over time with the 
tendency to intermarry varying between different 
cultural groups (Penny & Khoo 1996; Price 1993) 
(see Table 2.12). 

• The massive growth of the second generation from 
800,000 in 1971 to 2.5 million in 1991 means 
increased opportunities for in-marriage within 
particular cultural groups. 

• In 1991, a quarter of all second generation women, 
and 27 per cent of men, chose partners from 
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Tendency to 
marry within 
group 

High 

Extent of In-marriage among 
second generation by 
country of origin 1991-92 

Country of 
origin 

Lebanon 
Turkey 
Greece 

Italy 

% Marrying 
within group 

Males Females 
72.5 52.0 
66.2 41.9 
65.6 60.4 
50.4 46.5 

Moderate Former Yugoslavia 40.8 33.2 
Malta 22.7 26.3 
China 21.9 28.4 

Moderate-Iow England 18.2 18.9 
Baltic States 12.6 10.0 

Poland 10.8 11.9 

Low Netherlands 6.1 6.9 
New Zealand 5.7 3.6 

India 5.2 5.4 
Sri Lanka 5.6 3.0 
Malay~ia 5.5 9.6 
Germa~y 4,3 4.4 

Canada 3.3 1.3 
United States "2.5 2.9 

Indonesia 2.1 2.2 
S6urce: Penny, J. & Khoo, 5, (1996), Intermarriage: A Study of 
Migration and Integration, BIMPR, Canberra. 



within their own ethnic group, compared to 14 
per cent of women and 10 per cent of men in the 
period 1965-72. 

• In 1992, Australian-born men and women of Greek
born, Italian-born and Maltese-born parents, were 
more likely to marry within their own ethnic 
group than men and women whose parents were 
born in the United Kingdom, Ireland or Poland. 

Penny and Khoo (1996), in summarising general 
trends in intermarriage with Australian-born partners 
since the 1920's, showed that: 

• People born in the main English-speaking countries 
have a consistent tendency to marry people born 
in Australia. 

• People born in Asian countries have a declining 
trend of intermarriage outside their ethnic group. 
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~. Divorce 

David de Vaus 

Over the last 30 years, divorce has risen through-
out the Western world and the social, personal and 
economic consequences of this trend have been 
widely felt. This chapter provides contemporary 
facts and figures about the changing rates of divorce 
in Australia, who divorces and when. It shows how 
tendency to divorce is linked to, among other factors, 
cultural background, length of marriage, the age at 
which people marry, cohabitation before marriage 
and marital history. Australian attitudes towards 
divorce under varied circumstances are also surveyed. 
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Rates and trends 
Since the Second World War, a number of patterns 
have been evident in the divorce rate in Australia. 
Prior to the Second World War, divorce was relatively 
low in Australia, at about 10 per cent of all marriages. 
The end of the war saw a temporary increase in divorce 
followed by a decline in the rate and numbers until 
the early 1960s. From the mid-1960s the divorce rate 
and absolute numbers divorcing began to increase 
steadily (Figure 3.1). The increase in the divorce rate 
in Australia is consistent with trends in most Western 
countries. 

• The picture for divorce in Australia since the late 
1970s is a basically steady rate of divorce with 
between 10 and 12 divorces per 1000 married 
population for any given year in the decade of the 
early 1980s to early 1990s, and some signs of , 
increase in the mid-1990s. ' 

Following the introduction of the Family Law Act 
1975, which provided for no fault divorce, there was 
a sharp increase in the number and rate of divorces to 
an all-time high of 4.5 per 1000 population. However, 
a large number of these divorces represented the for
malisation of longstanding marriage breakdowns and 
reflected accumulated demand. After initially rising 
sharply, the rate of divorce dropped to between 
2.5 and 2.9. 

In this period of general stabilisation there have been 
two periods of minor rises in the crude divorce rate, 
both coinciding with periods of economic downturn 
and increases in unemployment. 

Divorce 

• During the period 1981-83 the rate of divorce 
increased to 2.8 per 1000 population. In the period 
1991-93 a similar increase from 2.5 to 2.7 occurred. 

Overall, the divorce rate of those born in Australia 
(12.7 per 1000 married population) is lower than that 
for those born in a foreign English-speaking country 
(14.6 per 1000 married population) but higher than 
that for those born in countries where English is not a 
primary language (10.6 per 1000 married population) 
(BIPR 1994). 

The divorce rate for those among particular immigrant 
groups is particularly low; for example, among 
groups from Southern Europe. 

• The rate of divorce for those born in Greece was 
4.8 per 1000 married people in 1991, and in Italy, 
4.2 per 1000 married people. 

This trend is in part explained by the age of migrants 
in particular groups; for example, migrants from 
Southern Europe tend to be older than those from 
other regions. However, even within each age grouP. 
(except those under 25), migrants from Southern 
Europe have a markedly lower rate of divorce. 

The divorce rate is particularly high among other 
immigrant groups (BIPR 1994). In 1991 the divorce 
rate per 1000 married population for females who had 
immigrated to Australia was: 

• 23.0 among those born in China. 

• 22.0 among those born in the Philippines. 

• 21.8 for those born in Canada. 

• 19.8 for those born in the United States. 

• 19.4 for New Zealanders. 
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International com parisons 
It can be useful to look at the current divorce rate in 
Australia in the context of that of previous years and 
of other countries. Table 3.1 provides the crude 
divorce rates for a range of countries in similar years. 
Whether or not Australia's divorce rate is regarded as 
high or low depends on the countries to which 
Australia is compared. 

The figures in Table 3.1 highlight a number of important 
points regarding divorce rates in different countries. 

Crude divorce rate(O) In 
selected countries 

Country Reference year Crude divorce rate 

Italy 1993 
Brazil 1989 
Mexico 1990 
Poland 1993 
Hong Kong 1991 
Portugal 1991 
Singapore 1993 
Japan 1993 
France 1992 
Austria 1990 
Norway 1990 
Sweden 1992 
New Zealand 1992 
Australia 1995 
Canada 1990 
United Kingdom 1991 
Russia 1989 
Cuba 1991 
United States 1993 
(a) The crude divorce rate is the number of divorces granted 
per 1000 population . 
Source: United Nations (1993), Demographic Yearbook 7993, 
United Nations, New York. 

0.4 
0.5 
0.5 
0.7 
1.0 
1.0 
1.3 
1.4 
1.9 
2.2 
2.4 
2.5 
2.6 
2.8 
2.9 
3.0 
3.9 
4.1 
4.6 

• The divorce rate in Australia is lower than that 
in United Kingdom, Canada and the United 
States. 

• In 1990, Australia's rate of divorce was 2.5 per 
1000 population - almost half that of the United 
States, the world's most divorce prone society. 

Nevertheless, of the countries listed in Table 3.1, 
Australia has a relatively high divorce rate. It is 
certainly higher than the general European and 
Scandinavian pattern and higher than that in Asian 
countries. 

However, in interpreting these figures it is important 
to take into account the possibili ty and ease of 
divorce in various countries (such as Italy) and the 
level of registered marriages. Where divorce is 
difficult to obtain the rates will naturally be lower. 
Likewise, the lower divorce rate in countries which 
have a higher level of de facto marriage will underes
timate the rate of breakdown in marriage-like 
relationships. 

• Divorce rates are lower in countries where 
Catholicism is dominant. However, the wealthier 
the country the higher the divorce rate (e.g. France 
and Austria, compared with Mexico, Brazil, Poland 
and Italy). 

• The divorce rate in Asian countries is generally 
low. This is likely to be a reflection of greater 
communalism and familialism in these societies. 

• Divorce rates are highest in the more affluent 
western societies where the ethic of individualism 
is strongest; in particular, English-speaking 
western countries of a Protestant religious 
tradition . 

• The relatively high divorce rate in Australia, a 
predominantly Protestant and affluent western 
country, fits this broader pattern. 

Age-specific divorce rates(O), Australia, 1995 
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(a) Rates per 1000 married men and women respectively. 
Source: ABS (1995), Marriages and Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra. 
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Duration of marriage prior to divorce, 1995 

Years married (%) 
<5 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30+ Mean duration 

(years) 
At final separation 37.5 21.7 14.5 11.1 8.5 3.9 2.6 7.6 
At divorce 19.2 26.6 18.5 12.8 10.4 7.1 5.4 11 .0 
Source: ABS (1995), Marriages and Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra. 

Marriage duration 
While the crude divorce rate, which indicates the 
number of divorces per 1000 population, is a useful 
figure for comparative purposes, it can also be 
instructive to look at divorce rates within each age 
group for a particular year (the age-specific divorce 
rate). 

Figure 3.2 shows the divorce rates per 1000 married 
men or women in a given year for each age group. 
These figures show that: 

• For both men and women the divorce rate peaks in 
their late twenties and early thirties, and declines 
steadily thereafter. 

• The higher divorce rates for younger women 
(relative to young men) reflects the earlier age at 
which women marry. 

In considering trends in marriage duration, it is 
important to remember that they only reflect the 
duration of registered marriages and do not include 
any period of cohabitation prior to marriage. 

• Between 1981-95 the average duration of 
marriages ending in divorce increased from 7.3 to 
7.6 years prior to final separation, and from 10.2 to 
11.0 years before the divorce was granted. 
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Age at divorce, males, 1981-95 

<25 25-29 30-34 35-39 

• The consistency in (mean) marriage duration prior 
to separation gives some credence to the theory of 
'the seven year itch'. 

Despite the legislative requirement that partners be 
separated a year before a divorce can be granted, the 
typical gap between final separation and divorce is 
about three years (see Table 3.2). This may be due to a 
number of factors including: 

• A desire on the part of those seeking divorce to be 
certain that divorce is the only option. 

• Property and custody settlement complications. 

• The greater acceptability of de facto relationships. 

Although the 'seven year itch theory' represents the 
average duration of marriages prior to final separa
tion, the majority of marriage breakdowns do not fit 
this pattern. While one-quarter of divorces take place 
between five to nine years of marriage, the majority 
of separations take place within less than five years 
and after more than nine years of marriage. 

• Marriage breakdown is far more likely to occur 
within the first five years of marriage than in any 
other five-year period (reflecting nearly 38 per cent 
of marriages in 1995 that later ended in divorce) . 

• Final separation for 59 per cent of marriages 
ending in divorce occur within the first ten years, 
and 85 per cent within the first 20 years of marriage. 

40-44 45-49 50- 54 55-59 60+ 

Age at divorce (years) 
• Males 1981 • Males 1995 

Source: Adapted from ABS (1981), Divorces Australia, Catalogue No. 3307.0, Canberra; ABS (1995), Marriages and Divorces 
Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra. 

Australian Institute of Family Studies 29 



Australian Family Profiles 

L.!IiI;iiZ!I!!~~---1 Age at divorce, females, 1981-95 
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Age at divorce (years) 

• Females 1981 • Females 1995 

Source: Adapted from ASS Cl 981), Divorces Australia, Cata logue No . 3307.0, Canberra; ASS Cl 995), Marriages and Divorces 
Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0, Canberra . 

Age at divorce 
The age of males who divorce is increasing. This most 
likely reflects the trend for later marriage and increased 
rates of cohabitation among younger people (rela
tionship breakdown for this latter group is not 
reflected in the divorce statistics) (see Figure 3.3). 

• In 1981, men were most prone to divorce between 
the ages of 25 and 39 years. By 1994, the most 
divorce prone ages had increased to 30 to 49 years. 

Similar patterns are evident among women which, in 
part, no doubt reflect the types of trends occurring in 
the male population: namely, later marriage and 
greater frequency of de facto relationships (Figure 3.4). 

• In 1994, relatively few women under 25 years, 
compared to those in 1981, had divorced, but more 
women in their late thirties and forties were 
divorcing. 

Very few divorces have occurred among women or 
men over the age of SS, a pattern that has been stable 
in recent years. 

Cohabitation and divorce 
It has been argued that cohabitation and 'trial' 
marriage should help people make more informed 
choices about marriage, and thus enhance its stability. 
The 1989 National Social Science Survey (Kelley, Bean 
& Evans 1993), for example, found that almost half 
the Australian population favoured young people 
living together prior to marrying. 

• Of people who married in 1992, 56 per cent had 
lived together before they married (ABS 1992). 

However, the avai lable evidence indicates that, rather 
than improving the chances of successful marriage, 

~s;;o;;;;;;;"1~r--. Per cent divorced who cohabited before marriage by years married 

90 

80 

70 

60 
"tl 

(1.1 

50 v ... 
0 
> 
:0 40 
::R. 0 

30 

20 

10 

0 

0 

Cohabited before marriage 

-- Did not cohabit before marriage 

.. ~ .. 

5 10 

Years married 
Source: Australian Family Formation Project Cl 981 - 91) . 

30 Australian Institute of Family Studies 

.... .. ..• 
. ......, 

. .... 
,""'-!- ' 

15 20 



those who cohabit prior to marrying are more likely 
to divorce. 

• It is estimated that after 20 years of marriage, 
56 per cent of marriages of 'cohabitees' will have 
ended in divorce, compared to 29 per cent of those 
where partners have not previously cohabited 
(Glezer 1992). 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies' Family 
Formation Study (Glezer 1992) (Figure 3.5) tracked 
people's relationships over time and found that: 

• After five years of marriage, 13 per cent of marriages 
of 'cohabitees', but only 6 per cent of those where 
partners had not cohabited, had ended in divorce. 

• After 10 years of marriage, 26 per cent of marriages 
of 'cohabitees', but only 14 per cent of those 
where partners had not cohabited, had ended in 
divorce. 

Evidence from overseas shows a similar pattern in 
other western countries (Bennett, Blanc & Bloom 
1988; Booth & ]ohnson 1988; Bumpass, Sweet & 
Cherlin 1991; DeMaris & Rao 1992; Lilliard, Brien & 
Waite 1995). The question that arises is whether 
this higher likelihood of divorce among those that 
previously cohabited is due to cohabiting, or whether 
it is due to other selective factors. 

Those who state that the link is not causal, argue that 
people who do not cohabit are more likely to come 
from particular religious and ethnic backgrounds 
where the values and culture discourage both 
cohabitation and marriage breakdown. 

Lilliard, Brien & Waite (1995) have identified some 
evidence of self-selection, and argue that those who 
choose to cohabit are less committed to the institution 
of marriage or have other characteristics that 'make 
them poor marriage material' . Hall (1996) found 
that marital stability is linked to attitudes towards 
indiVidualism, and there is evidence that the decision 
to cohabit is associated with individualistic values. 

The higher rate of marriage breakdown after five, ten 
and 20 years of marriage, where these were preceded 
by a period of cohabitation, may also partly be because 

~~~~.,. 

~Table . 3.3 ~ 

"~_L 

Previous marital status of 
people divorcing, 1971-94 
Prior marital status 

Not previously Previously Previously 
Year married divorced widowed 

1971 91 .5 7.4 

1976 91 .6 6.7 

1981 89.3 9.3 

1986 84.6 13.9 

1991 83.2 15.8 

1994 81 .5 17.2 

Source: Adapted from ABS (1995), Marriages and Divorces, 
Australia, Catalogue No . 3310.0, Canberra. 
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Divorce 

these are 'older ' relationships. The cumulative 
likelihood of divorce increases the longer people have 
been together. Since the marriage-like relationships 
of couples who cohabited prior to marriage are 'older' 
than those who did not cohabit this may contribute 
to the higher rate of breakdown after equal years of 
marriage. 

Divorce in remarriages 
If previously divorced people are prone to further 
divorce, this has implications for marriage counselling 
and education and highlights the existence of a 
significant group of people who will have finanCial, 
emotional and kinship obligations that are extremely 
complex. It is therefore important to look at the 
probability of these second marriages ending in 
divorce (see Figure 3.6) . 

We have already seen that divorced people are more 
likely to remarry than those who have not previously 
been married. Given the rates of divorce and remar
riage in Australia, it is worth knowing whether 
people who remarry after divorce are more or less 
likely to divorce a second time (Table 3.3). 

Over the last 25 years, of people divorcing, the 
proportion divorcing for a second time has increased. 

• In 1971, 7.4 per cent of people who divorced had 
previously been married one or more times, but by 
1994 this proportion had more than doubled to 
17.2 per cent. 

That there is an increasing proportion of divorces to 
previously divorced people is in itself unsurprising. 
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Divorce after 10 and 20 years 
of marriage by sex and 
previous marital history, 1994 
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Source: ABS (1995), Marriages and Divorces, Australia, 1994, 
Catalog ue No. 3310.0, Canberra. 
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Over this same period the pool of divorced people 
available to remarry has increased. If those who 
remarried had the same rate of divorce as others we 
would still expect an increase in the proportion of 
second-time divorcees. 

• Marriages involving at least one previously 
divorced person are only slightly more likely than 
first-time marriages to end in divorce (ABS 1996). 

• It is estimated that, of men who remarried in 1984 
after divorce, 21 per cent had divorced by 1994 
(Le. within 10 years of remarriage) compared to 
19 per cent for first timers and 14 per cent for 
widowed men (ABS 1995). 

• It is also estimated that, of men who remarried in 
1974 after divorce, 35 per cent had divorced by 
1994 (Le. within 20 years) compared to 32 per cent 
for first timers and 21 per cent for the previously 
widowed. 

• Similar patterns hold for women. Thirty-one per 
cent of women who married for the first time in 
1974 had divorced 20 years later, compared to 36 
per cent of those who had remarried in 1974 after 
divorce. 

• Of women who remarried after being widowed, 
20 per cent had divorced after 20 years of marriage. 

The divorce rate among those who remarry is higher 
if they remarry when they are young. 

• On current trends, 30 per cent of those who remarry 
in their twenties are expected to be divorced within 
10 years, and close to 60 per cent are expected to 
divorce within 30 years of remarriage (ABS 1995). 

Divorce and children 
When couples divorce, one of the central concerns 
for parents, governments, service providers and 

11ti)jt~J~$?;i:J.~I.;11;1 Divorce and children, 1971-94 

others is the consequences of marriage breakdown for 
children. Children in lone-parent families are more 
likely to be raised in financially disadvantaged 
environments, and children in stepfamilies and 
blended families often have to make substantial 
adjustments which they can find difficult. 

Parents, researchers and others frequently discuss the 
educational, psychological and social consequences 
of marriage breakdown for children (Funder 1996). In 
this context, however, it is important to know what 
proportion of divorces involve younger children, 
since the implications of divorce for the provision of 
family services and support will vary depending on 
whether children are involved. 

To keep things in perspective, it is important to 
note that most children are not growing up in 
families that divorce. McDonald (1995) estimates 
that 'from the perspective of children about 1 per 
cent can expect to experience the divorce of their 
parents for each year of life'. Thus about 5 per cent 
of 5-year-olds, 10 per cent of lO-year-olds and 15 per 
cent of 15-year-olds will have experienced parental 
divorce. 

Trends 
Table 3.4 shows that: 

• In families containing children under 18 years, the 
average number of children per divorce has declined 
a little since 1966, but has remained unchanged 
since 1983. 

• The actual number of children under 18 years 
whose parents divorce has increased over the last 
decade from 39,417 in 1986 to 49,666 in 1995. 
This means that the pool of those with divorced 
parents is increasing by 40 to SO thousand 
children each year. 

Year Total no. of No. of divorces % of divorces No. of children Average no. of children 
divorces with children with children (under 18) involved per divorcing family 

in divorce with children 

1966 9859 6359(') 64.5 12,950 2.0 

1971 12,947 8752(') 67.6 18,451 2.1 

1975 24,257 16,398(') 67.6 34,992 2.1 

1980 39,258 23,751(') 60.5 46,836 2.0 

1983 43,525 26,811(') 61.6 52,059 1.9 

1986 39,417 23,530 59.7 45,231 1.9 
1987 39,725 23,293 58.6 44,050 1.9 

1988 41,007 23,585 57.5 44,395 1.9 

1989 41,383 22,874 55.3 43,317 1.9 

1990 42,635 23,707 55.6 44,913 1.9 

1991 45,630 24,726 54.2 46,696 1.9 

1993 48,324 25,434 52.6 48,055 1.9 

(a) Estimated. 
Source: ASS (various years), Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3307.0, Canberra. 
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Divorce not involving children 
Although the average number of children less than 
18 years per divorcing family has not changed in 
recent years, there has nevertheless been a steady 
increase in the number of divorces with either no 
children or older children (see Table 3.5). 

• Divorces involving no children aged less than 
18 years have increased from 37 per cent of all 
divorces in 1983 to 47.4 per cent in 1993. 

Possible reasons for this are: 

• An increase in divorce among older people whose 
children have left home (and who therefore are 
not directly involved in the divorce). 

• An increased awareness of the possibility of divorce 
(which may encourage some couples to delay 
having children until they are confident of the 
durability of the relationship). 

• Delays in childbearing. 

• More people choosing not to have children. 

• Greater rate of first children being born out of 
wedlock (any breakdown in de facto relationships 
is not reflected in divorce statistics). 

Figures which incorporate the number of breakdowns 
in de facto marriages may reveal a different picture. 

Stepchildren and blended families 
Although an increasing number of divorces do not 
involve dependent children, the rate of divorce and 
remarriage and repartnering among divorced people 
means that a significant number of children will live 
in a step or a blended family. Blended families and 
stepfamilies can have additional pressures above and 
beyond other families with children. Not only can 
some families incorporate a large number of children, 
but they can involve particularly complex sets of 
relationships between natural and step parents and 
siblings, issues of access and custody and child 
support, and the like. It is useful therefore to know 
how common step and blended families are. 

In 1992 (ABS 1992), approximately: 

• 115,900 families were stepfamilies, i.e. couple 
families containing only one natural parent of the 
children and no natural children of the couple. 

Divorce 

Divorces involving children, 
1966-93 

Divorces involving children 
Year No child 1 child 2 or more 

children 
1966 35.5 25.4 30.1 
1971 32.5 24.6 32.9 
1976 37.3 23.3 39.4 
1981 38.6 21.5 39.6 
1983 38.4 21.8 39.8 
1986 40.3 21.2 38.5 
1988 42.5 21.5 36.1 

1989 44.7 20.4 35.0 
1990 44.4 20.5 35.2 
1991 45.8 20.1 34.1 
1992 47.1 19.9 33.0 
1993 47.4 20.0 32.7 
Source: ABS (1993), Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3307.0, 
Canberra. 

• 202,900 families contained stepchildren (compris
ing 5 per cent of all couple families, and 8 per cent 
of all couple families with a dependent child). 

• 87,000 families were blended families, i.e. were 
a couple family with natural, adopted or foster 
children of the couple and stepchildren. 

• 450,000 dependent and non-dependent children 
lived in step and blended families (representing 
7 per cent of all children living in household 
families). 

• Approximately half of all de facto couple families 
with children had a stepchild. 

Of children aged 0 to 24 living with stepparents or 
guardians in 1992 (ABS 1994): 

• Most children (78.8 per cent) lived with both their 
natural parents. 

• 14.9 per cent of children under the age of 25 who 
lived in families lived in a lone-parent family, and 
most of these lived with their mother. 

• 5.4 per cent of children under the age of 25 
(dependent and non-dependent) lived in a family 
that induded a stepparent. 

1:0WU~ftll§!;1 Attitudes about the ease of divorce 

Attitude 
Agree that the law currently makes it easy to get a divorce 
In favour of making divorce more difficult to obtain 
Agree that it should be difficult for couples without young children to get a divorce 
Agree that it should be difficult for couples with young children to get a divorce 

% Agreeing 
81 
35 
18 
35 

Source: Kelley, J., Bean, C. & Evans, M (1993), National Social Science Survey, 1989-90: Family and Changing Sex Roles [computer 
file], Social Science Data Archives, The Australian National University, Canberra. 
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Attitudes about divorce 
In 1976, no fault divorce was introduced in Australia 
under the Family Law Act 1975. This led to simplified 
procedures for the granting of divorce and was followed 
by a sharp initial increase in the divorce rate. Although 
this initial rise was not sustained, the rate of divorce 
remained higher than that prior to the introduction 
of no fault divorce under the Act. This clearly 
indicates that the Family Law Act was successful in 
simplifying the ease of divorce in cases of marriage. 
breakdown. 

Views regarding the ease of divorce in Australia are 
varied. Do people currently believe that divorce is too 
easy to obtain? Do they think it should be more 
difficult than it currently is? Are peoples attitudes 
about divorce affected by whether or not young 
children are involved? In 1989, the National Social 
Science Survey (Kelley, Bean & Evans 1993) asked 
these questions of a national sample of 4,513 
Australian adults (see Table 3.6). 

The data show that: 

• In 1989 there was a widespread view that divorce 
was easy to obtain in Australia (81 per cent). 

• However, about a third (35 per cent) believed that 
divorce was too easy and the law should make it 
more difficult. 

A distinction about the ease of divorce qualified by 
whether there were young children involved was 
made by a number of respondents. 

• Almost twice as many people believed that divorce 
should be more difficult to obtain when young 
children were involved (35 per cent), than when 
no young children were involved (18 per cent). 

• However, only a third of people believed that 
divorce should be difficult for couples when young 
children were involved. 

This suggests that, on the whole, people believe 
couples should not stay together in an unhappy 
marriage' for the sake of the children'. Probably 
underlying this is the view that, in the end, it is better 
for the children for an unhappy marriage to end. 

Attitudes towards divorce can also stem from views 
about the nature of marriage. Table 3.7 reports the 
general attitudes towards divorce of respondents in 
the Australian Family Values Survey (de Vaus 1995). 
At first sight the responses appear contradictory: 

• While 74 per cent disagree with the statement that 
marriage is for life even if a couple is unhappy, 87 
per cent disagree with the view that it's OK to marry 
thinking that if it doesn't work out one can divorce. 

• Equal proportions of respondents (78 per cent) agree 
that marriage is for life as those who believe that 
people should be able to get a divorce if they want it. 

Thus, while commitment to marriage is viewed as 
important to the majority of respondents, there is a 
recognition that things can and do go wrong in 
marriages, and commitment to marriage becomes 
conditional on personal happiness, growth and 
fulfilment. 

'MMI'" General attitudes towards divorce 

View held 
Agree or strongly 

agree (%) 
Disagree or strongly 

disagree (%) 

Marriage is for life 78 
Partners should stay together for the sake of the children 19 

People grow out of marriages 48 
A couple should be able to get a divorce if they want to 78 
Divorce is usually the best solution if people can't seem to work out their problems 54 
It's OK to marry thinking that if it doesn't work out one can divorce 

If a partner becomes mentally or physically disabled the other person should 
stay in the marriage regardless of their own happiness 
Marriage is for life even if a couple is unhappy 

Source: de Vaus (1995), Australian Family Values Survey, unpub. 
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Attitude 
Church attendance 

Weekly (%) Rarely or never (%) 

Agree that the law currently makes it easy to get a divorce 88 79 
hi favour of making divorce more difficult to obtain 60 
Agree that it should be difficult for couples without young children to get a divorce 40 
Agree that it should be difficult for couples with young children to get a divorce 58 

Source: Kelley, J., Bean, C. Est Evans, M (1993), National Social Science Survey; 7989-90: Family and Changing Sex Roles [computer 
file], Social Science Data Archives, The Australian National University, Canberra. 
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Influence of gender and religion 
Attitudes about the ease of divorce are influenced by 
gender. The National Social Science Survey (Kelley, 
Bean & Evans 1993) showed that: 

• While men and women held similar views, women 
were marginally more likely to think that divorce 
should be more difficult to obtain, particularly if 
young children were involved. 

Religion also plays an important role in peoples' 
attitudes about the ease of divorce (see Table 3.8). 

• Frequent church attenders were more likely to be 
of the view that divorce was too easy to obtain 
(88 per cent compared to 79 per cent of those 
who attended rarely or never), and twice as 
likely to be in favour of it being made more 
difficult (60 per cent compared to 30 per cent, 
respectively) . 

• 40 per cent of church attenders compared with 
only 13 per cent of non-attenders wanted divorce 
to be more difficult to obtain even if no young 
children were involved. 

Similar patterns are evident with religiOUS deno
mination. 

• Those belonging to mainstream religious denomi
nations (e.g. Catholic, Anglican, Baptist, Uniting 
Church) were more prone to wanting divorce to be 
made more difficult than those who reported no 
religious affiliation. 
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the 'in sickness and in health' notion of marriage. 
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The Extended 
Family 

Christine Millward, David de Vaus 

Because most family households in Australian society 
today consist of a nuclear family, it is often thought 
that the wider extended family has largely disappeared. 
In reality, however, most people have significant ties 
with other family members. These ties can be an 
important part of people's subjective definition of 
their family, form a central part of their identity, and 
play a key role in the giving and receiving of support 
for family members. This chapter looks at the extent 
to which Australians have ties with members of their 
extended family and the way in which these extended 
families cooperate and help one another. 
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Proximity of family members 
It is useful to distinguish between various categories 
of wider kin according to the degree to which people 
identify with those kin . Firth, Hubert and Forge 
(1970) distinguish between three categories. 

• Intimate kin: those with whom we have frequent 
contact (socialising, exchanging goods and 
services, giving emotional support and advice) . 

• Effective kin: those less frequently contacted, but 
who can be called upon if necessary. 

• Recognised kin: those who may be contacted for 
special occasions but are not relied upon for 
support . 

Other important elements underlying ties with 
extended kin are whether they live nearby, and 
whether they are readily available. 

The Australian Living Standards Study (ALSS) surveyed 
parents (couple parents and lone parents, referred to 
here as ALSS parents) with children under 20 years in 
the household, and examined how far extended 
family members lived from that family household 
(Mill ward 1992). Figure 4.1 shows the proportion of 
families where either maternal or paternal parents, 
siblings or other important relatives of the ALSS 
parents lived within a 30 minute drive. 

• Over half the households had at least the mother 
of one of the ALSS parents living within a 30 
minute drive, and half had at least one father this 
near. 

• Nearly two-thirds of households had a brother or 
sister of the ALSS parents living within this radius. 

Residential location, gender and first language 
differences were also considered in the ALSS analysis. 

• ALSS parents living in outer urban areas were the 
most likely to have parents or parents-in-law 
living within a 30 minute drive (50 per cent), 
while those in the inner city were the least likely 
(35 per cent). 

• All except rural residents were more likely to have 
siblings than parents living within a 30 minute 
drive, and there was very little difference between 
the proximity of parents and Siblings for men and 
women. 

The Extended Family 
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• Those with non-English-speaking backgrounds 
were much less likely than those with English
speaking backgrounds to have parents or parents
in-law (around 40 per cent), or siblings (around 
57 per cent) living nearby. 

Contact with family members 
Living nearby does not necessarily mean that people 
have a lot to do with one another. Nor, particularly 
with the ready availability of telephones, does 
distance preclude regular contact with relatives. 

Figure 4.2 shows the proportion of ALSS parents who 
had weekly personal or telephone contact with one 
or more of their own parents, parents-in-law and/or 
siblings. 

• Relatively high rates of contact occurred with 
extended family members. 

• A greater proportion of ALSS parents telephoned 
their own parents, parentS-in-law or siblings 
weekly than saw them in person. 

• Personal contact at least once a week occurred with 
over half the mothers of ALSS parents but with less 
than half the fathers and just over 40 per cent of 
brothers or sisters. 

Proportion of ALSS families with the parents' relatives living within 
a 30 minute drive 

Another important relative 

At least one sibling A fathe r ___________________ _ 

A mother ----------------.... ---.. --
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Proportion of ALSS families (%) 

Source: Australian Living Standards Study (1991 - 92), unpublished data. 
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• More than two-thirds of mothers of ALSS parents 
were telephoned at least once a week, again more 
frequently than fathers or siblings. 

The influence of residential location, gender and first 
language was also examined. 

• ALSS parents who lived in outer urban (or fringe) 
localities were the most likely to have frequent 
personal contact with their own parents and/or 
siblirigs, while inner city residents were the least 
likely. 

• Those with English-speaking backgrounds saw and 
telephoned their parents more frequently than 
those with non-English-speaking backgrounds, but 
no difference in contact rates with siblings was 
apparent. 

• Women saw and telephoned their own parents 
and siblings more often than did men. 

Many studies have identified women as the main 
'kin-keepers', in respect to holding the extended 
family together. The highest levels of family contact 
noted in the ALSS involved telephone use by women. 
Moyal (1989) argues that the telephone is crucial for 
holding people together, and especially benefits 
women, who carry out most of the care giving and 
family nurture roles. 

However, Finch (1989) and de Vaus (1994) caution 
that frequency of contact with extended family 
members is not synonymous with intimacy, 
confidence and willingness to provide help. Some 
family relationships can place great strain upon 
individuals or even preclude cooperation among 
extended family members. 

Networks and support 
In addition to the normal supports given by parents 
to dependent children, various types of support are 
given by, or received from, extended family members. 
The 1992 ABS Survey of Families in Australia (ABS 
1992) lists some of the types of family support given 
or received by Australians over 15 years of age 
(Table 4.1). 

• In up to two-thirds of cases relating to work, 
money and housing, the support was given by 
parents and received by (mostly adult) children. 

• More males than females received famiiy help to 
find a job. 

• More personal care, home help and transport was 
provided by female relatives than by male relatives, 
and more females than males received this type of 
help. 

In a study of social support networks in four 
Australian communities, d'Abbs (1982) found that: 

• People turned to their extended families in times 
of need such as illness, for child care and when 
emotionally distressed. 

• Unemployed people found jobs through friends 
and relatives as well as through more for.mal 
channels. 

In the Australian Family Formation Project, Glezer 
(1991) reported quite high levels of assistance 
received by adults from their parents or parents-in
law, including temporary accommodation for young 
couples saving for home deposits. 

• 35 per cent of adults received financial assistance. 

• SS per cent received care for themselves and their 
children when sick. 

• 82 per cent received help with babysitting/child 
care (nearly one-third was regular work-related 
child care). 

• 69 per cent received emotional support in a crisis. 

The more recent ALSS probed the extent of child care 
assistance given by extended family members as well 
as perceptions of the likelihood of receiving help. 

• Nearly SO per cent of all work-related child care for 
children aged 0 to 5 years was provided by family 
members either within or external to the household. 
About half of this was provided by grandparents. 

• 42 per cent of adults thought it likely that they 
would receive financial assistance from their 

I 'iMtltl41'iJ .~(ll "I Types of support received or given by relatives 
Received from (%) Given to (%) 

Type of Support Household Others Household Others 
Finance towards home/land 7 9 

Free accommodation 10 1 

Help to look for work 13 5 

Help to get a job (success) 20 10 5 8 
Income support 9 2 8 
Inheritance ($10,000+) 4 
Inheritance (house/land) 3 

Personal care/home help (for disabled, aged or ill) 3 3 8 
Transport (for disabled, aged or ill) 2 4 
Source: ABS (1992), Australia's Families: Selected Findings from the Survey of Families in Australia 7992, Catalogue No. 4418.0, Canberra. 
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parents if needed, but less than a quarter believed 
they would receive this from a sibling or their 
partner's parents. 

• 38 per cent of adults thought it likely that they 
would get help with moving house from their 
parents; nearly half from a sibling; and around 
30 per cent from their partner's parents. 

• Around half the adults thought it likely that they 
would receive emotional support or advice from 
their mother or a sibling; 3S per cent from their 
father; but less than 20 per cent from their 
partner's parents. 

Recent Australian research also points to increasing 
independence for older people. However, despite 
living separately, most elderly people are not isolated 
from kin (Laslett 1992). Through the 'modified 
extended family' (extended families spread across 
a number of households), the elderly can enjoy 
'intimacy at a distance'; that is, relatives can provide 
help on a day-to-day basis without living with them. 

Kendig et a1. (1983) found that 7S per cent of adult 
children lived in the same metropolis as their aged 
parents, and that daughters and sons' wives were the 
main caregivers for older people with disabilities. 
For the one-third of older people who were without 
daughters, the care was provided either by other 
relatives or friends, or through residential care 
(especially when 7S years or older). 

Multi-family households 
Australia is a multicultural society in which the 
multi-family household is relatively common for 
many cultural groups. However, there are reasons 
for anticipating in the future the formation of 
multi-family households more widely. 

• As it becomes financially more difficult for young 
people to establish their own households, young 

Types of multi-family 
households In Australia 

Household form N % 
Vertically-related(a) 33,088 0.78 
Horizontally-related(b) 4,799 0.11 
Other vertically-related 
(e.g. grandparents) 2,280 0.05 
Single-family with lone ancestor 116,196 2.73 
Other single-family 4,096,697 96.26 
Unrelated families 2,830 0.06 
Total 4,255,890 100 
N = number of households 
(a) Vertically-related household might include adult child with 
partner and/or their child plus parent or grandparent couple. 
(b) Horizontally-related I'lousehold might include a sibling or 
cousin with their partner and/or child. 
Source: ASS (1991 a), Census of Population and Housing, 
unpublished data. 

The Extended Family 

couples may temporarily return to living with 
their parents. 

• Divorced parents with children may return to 
living in the family home. 

• An ageing population will increase the need for 
adults to help care for elderly parents, resulting in 
some parents living with their adult children. 

There is a variety of multi-family households. The 
ABS distinguishes between the following types: 

• Vertically-related: parent-child: These households 
consist of at least two families. Each family will 
consist of at least a couple or a parent and their 
child. One family will contain a parent or parent
in-law of the reference person of the other family. 

• Vertically-related: other: Th,ese are similar to the 
above type except that one family will contain 
relatives such as grandparents or grandparents-in
law of the reference person in the other family. 

• Horizontally-related: These households consist of at 
least two families. One family will be the family of 
the brother/sister (or brother/sister-in-law) of the 
reference person of the other family. Aunts, uncles, 
nieces, nephews and cousin familfes are also 
classified in this way. 

• Unrelated: These households contain two or more 
families in which no person in one family is 
related to any person in the other family. 

• Lone ancestor: These households contain a single 
family but also contain a parent or grandparent (or 
parent or grandparent-in-law) of the household 
reference person. 

Table 4.2 provides details of how common various 
types of multi-family households are in Australia. 
Several points stand out from this table: 

• Only 1 per cent of family households are 
multi-family households. 

• By far the most common form of multi-family 
household consists of adult offspring and their 
parents (77 per cent of all multi-family households). 
These will be a mixture of couples living in their 
parents' house and elderly parents living with 
their children. 

• A further 2.7 per cent of households contain a lone 
ancestor. Of these lone ancestors, 97.7 per cent are 
parents of the householder(s) and 2.3 per cent are 
grandparents. 

Country of origin 
Multi-family households are more common among 
some cultural groups than among others. One way of 
identifying the extent to which this is so is to compare 
the proportion of families in the total population for 
each cultural group (see last column in Table 4.3) 
with the proportion of those family households 
within each family form. 
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I 'i:tillh £Ml I Household form by country of origin of primary reference person 
Vertically- lone Vertically- Horizontally- Other All 

Country related ancestor(b) related related(d) unrelated family 
of origin parent-child(') other family«) households 

% % % % % % 
Australia/NZ 54.11 60.13 68.93 61.31 72.25 70.97 
UK/lreland 8.42 8.12 5.71 4.70 9.05 10.17 
N&W Europe 1.95 1.88 1.56 1.06 1.62 2.64 
Eastern Europe 1.15 1.30 1.18 0.98 1.21 1.11 
USSR/Baltic 0.53 0.62 0.33 0.19 0.30 0.36 
Southern Europe 17.31 9.35 7.18 6.19 4.60 6.84 
Middle East 4.97 2.25 3.73 8.50 2.04 1.10 
South-East Asia 1.96 6.55 2.03 3.22 1.13 2.13 
Southern Asia 1.96 2.15 2.03 3.22 1.13 0.85 
North-East Asia 3.42 3.24 2.08 4.61 2.83 1.13 
(a) e.g. adult children and their parent couple; (b) e.g. one parent or grandparent living in household; (c) e.g. grandparents; 
(d) e.g. siblings and cousins. 
Source: ASS (1991 a), Census of Population and Housing, unpublished data. 

Where the latter is higher than the former, we say 
that the group is overrepresented among that family 
type. Looked at in this way, the cultural differences in 
family forms can stand out sharply. 

There is some evidence that, compared with more 
established groups such as those from Southern Europe 
who have parents but not other related family living 
with them, families who have arrived in Australia in 
the more recent migration waves are more likely to 
have relatively high levels of multi-family households. 

By comparing the figure in any cell of Table 4.3 with 
that in the ALL family households column in the 
same row, we can tell whether a particular nationality 
is under or overrepresented in a particular family form. 

For example, taking the figure from the ALL family 
households column in the first row, we can see that 
70.97 per cent of all households are headed by an 
Australian-born person (that is, the reference person 
in the primary household family was Australian-born). 
However, the figure in the first cell of the same row 
indicates that only 54.1 per cent of household heads in 
vertically-related parent-child multi-family households 
were born in Australia. This means that Australian 
families are underrepresented in this family form. 

When looked at in this way several points stand out: 

• For vertically-related parent-child multi-family 
households, families from Southern Europe, the 
Middle East, Southern Asia (but not South-East 
Asia) and North-East Asia are overrepresented, 
while Anglo and European families are 
underrepresented. 

• Middle Eastern and Asian families are heavily 
overrepresented among lone ancestor multi-family 
households, while Anglo and European families 
are underrepresented. 

• Vertically-related other family and horizontally
related multi-family households are particularly 
overrepresented among families from Asia and are 
more common than parent-child multi-family 
households. This unusual pattern may reflect a 
tendency for relatives other than parents to 
migrate from Asia. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander families 
It is often thought that multi-family households are 
more common in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities. Table 4.4 shows that Aboriginal and 

I Various family household forms: proportion of Indigenous and other families 
Vertically- lone Vertically- Horizontally- Other All 

Family 
type 

related ancestor(b) related related(d) unrelated family 
parent-child(') other family«) households 

% % % % % % 
Non-indigenous 93.18 96.84 68.07 78.06 91.02 97.54 

Aboriginal 5.46 1.70 29.56 20.30 7.10 0.94 

Torres Strait Islander 0.40 0.15 1.62 1.00 0.32 0.12 

Unspecified 0.96 1.32 0.75 0.65 1.55 1.40 

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

(a) e.g. adult children and their parent couple; (b) e.g. one parent or grandparent living in household; (c) e.g. grandparents; 
(d) e.g. siblings and cousins. 
Source: ASS (1991 a), Census of Population and Housing, unpublished data. 
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Total Australian households: proportion of indigenous and other families 
living in these particular household forms 
Vertically- lone Vertically- Horizontally- Unrelated Other 

related ancestor(b) related related(d) family 
parent-child(a) other family«) 

% % % % % % 

Non-indigenous 0.74 2.52 0.04 0.09 0.06 96.55 
Aboriginal 4.52 4.59 1.69 2.44 0.50 86.26 
Torres Strait Islander 2.64 3.14 0.74 0.96 0.18 92.33 
Unspecified 0.53 2.40 0.03 0.05 0.07 96.92 
Total 0.78 2.54 0.05 0.11 0.07 96.45 
(a) e.g. adult children and their parent couple; (b) e.g. one parent or grandparent living in household; (c) e.g. grandparents; 
(d) e.g. siblings and cousins. 
Source: ABS (1991 a), Census of Population and Housing, unpublished data. 

Torres Strait Islander households are overrepresented 
in all types of multi-family households and house
holds with lone ancestors. 

• Only 0.9 per cent of all types of households are 
Aboriginal households; however, 5.5 per cent of 
vertically-related parent-child multi-family house
holds are Aboriginal. In other words, Aboriginal 
households are overrepresented among parent--child 
multi-family households by a factor of 6. 

• Torres Strait Islander households are also substan
tially overrepresented among the various forms of 
multi-family household, but marginally less so 
than Aboriginal families. 

• Non-indigenous families are underrepresented 
among each form of multi-family household, but 
only slightly underrepresented among single 
family households with a lone ancestor. 

Overall then, these figures show that extended multi
family households are more likely to be found among 
indigenous Australian families than among other 
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Fertility 

David de Vaus, Sarah Wise, 
Grace Soriano 

Along with different patterns in marriage and divorce, 
the last quarter century has been marked by sharp 

. changes in patterns surrounding fertility and child 
bearing. The number of children people have and 
want, the age at which parents bear children, 
marital status, births to teenagers, childlessness 
and sterilisation - these are all areas which today 
show marked differences from trends of the past. 
These differences reflect the greater diversity of 
patterns in fertility and family formation that today 
characterise Australian families. 

46 Australian Institute of Family Studies 



Number of children 
As in many other countries, in Australia there has 
been a marked decline in the number of children an 
average woman bears in her lifetime. Figure 5.1 
shows the declining fertility rate since 1947. 

Trends 
A number of points stand out in relation to fertility 
patterns. 

• In 1994 the total fertility rate was 1.85. This means 
that, on average, Australian women can be 
expected to bear 1.85 children in their lifetime. 

• The fertility rate peaked in 1961 at 3.55 (the peak 
of the post-war baby boom) declining to a low of 
1.84 in 1989 (a decline of 48 per cent). 

• Most of the decline in fertility rate took place in 
the 1960s and early 1970s, remaining relatively 
stable since with an average in most years of 
between 1.85 to 1.9 births per Australian female. 

The decline is due to a number of factors. These 
factors include: 

• An increased number of women remaining 
childless. 

• Later marriage and women's increased workforce 
participation, influencing decisions to delay or to 
have fewer children. 

• Effective contraception and abortion, enabling 
women to limit their family size. 

The decline in the 1960s and early 1970s corresponds 
to a time when women had increasing access to 
effective contraception and abortion, and when 
concerns about environment and overpopulation 
were prominent. In more recent years, a significant 

Fertility 

factor has been the delay in women having children. 
In some countries this has been counterbalanced 
with a small short-term increase in the fertility rate as 
these women now bear children. 

Indigenous Australians 
In 1994, the indigenous population comprised 3.1 
per cent of the total population in South Australia, 
Western Australia, the Northern Territory and the 
Australian Capital Territory (ABS 1994b). While reliable 
statistics for births to indigenous Australians are only 
available for these States and Territories, in 1994: 

• The fertility rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women was considerably higher than that 
of women overall. 

• Births to indigenous mothers represented 6.7 per 
cent of all births in the above States and Territories. 

• The total fertility rate for indigenous women 
compared to all women was: 2.4 compared to 1.7 
in South Australia; 3.0 compared to 1.9 in Western 
Australia; and 2.9 compared to 2.3 in the Northern 
Territory. 

Family size 
Average family sizes and fertility rates can mask the 
diversity of actual family size. In 1992 the ABS Survey 
of Families in Australia (ABS 1992) identified the 
following distribution of family sizes for women aged 
45 to 59 (when most childbearing had been completed). 

• 10 per cent were childless. 

• 9 per cent had borne one child. 

• 32 per cent had borne two children. 

• 27 per cent had borne three children. 

• 23 per cent had borne four or more children. 

PMi'. Total fertility rates(a), Australia, 1947-94 
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(a) The number of babies a woman would expect to have in her lifetime given the prevailing fertility patterns at the time. 
Source: ASS (1994a), Australian Demographic Statistics, December 1994, Catalogue No. 3101.0, Canberra; ASS (1994b), Births, 
Australia, Catalogue No. 3301.0, Canberra. 
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In other words, although the largest single group 
of women aged 45 to 59 had two children, this 
represented less than a third of these women. That 
half of these women had borne three or more children, 
is a point frequently neglected when people talk of 
the 'typical two child family'. 

International comparisons 
Despite the decline in Australia's birth rate, in 
comparison to most other western, industrialised 
countries, Australia has a relatively high fertility rate. 
Table 5.1 shows that, of selected western countries in 
1990, only New Zealand, United States, Sweden and 
Norway had higher fertility rates than Australia. 

• An increase in fertility rates was experienced by 
two-thirds of the countries listed in Table 5.1 
between 1985 and 1990. 

• Only in Italy, Spain, Greece and France was there a 
decline in the birth rate over this period. 

• By comparison, Australia's birth rate bver the same 
period was relatively stable. 

Table 5.1 shows that in comparison to Asian 
countries (Table 5.2): 

• Australia has a higher fertility rate than the most 
developed Asian countries in the region (for 
example, Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea and 
Singapore). 

• However, Australia has a substantially lower 
fertility rate than that of other Asian nations, in 
particular, developing Asian nations. 

Table 5.1 

Country 
Italy 
Spain 

Greece 
Austria 
West Germany 
Netherlands 

Denmark 

Canada 
France 
United Kingdom 
Australia 

Norway 
United States 

Sweden 
New Zealand 

Total fertility rates(·) in 
selected countries, 1985 and 
1990 

1985 1990 
1.41 1.27 
1.61 1.33 . 

1.68 1.45 
1.47 1.46 
1.28 1.48 
1.51 1.62 
1.45 1.67 

1.67 1.80 
1.82 1.80 

1.80 1.84 
1.89 1.91 
1.68 1.93 

1.84 2.09 
1.73 2.13 
1.93 2.15 

(a) The number of babies a woman would expect to have in her 
lifetime given the prevailing fertility patterns at the time. 
Source: Leete &. Alam (1993), de Guibert-Lantoine &. Monnier 
(1992), cited in McDonald, P. (1995), Families in Australia: A 
Socio-Demographic Perspective, AIFS, Melbourne. 
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Table 5.2 

-- --

Total fertility rates(·) in 
selected Asian countries, 
1994 

Country 
Hong Kong 

Fertility rate 

1.2 

Japan 1.5 

South Korea 1.8 
Singapore 1.7 
China 2.0 
Thailand 2.1 
Indonesia 2.8 
Vietnam 3.8 
Malaysia 3.5 
Philippines 3.8 
India 3.7 
Iraq 5.6 
Pakistan 6.0 
Syria 6.4 
Yemen 7.5 

(a) The number of babies a woman would expect to have in her 
lifetime given the prevailing fertility patterns at the time. 
Source: Bellamy, C. (1996), The State of the World's Children, 
Oxford University Press, England. 

• Although the fertility rates in developing South-East 
Asian countries are declining, West Asian countries 
(such as India, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria) continue to 
have very high fertility rates. 

Age-specific fertility rates 
The decline in birth rates in Australia has been evident 
across all age groups but has been more marked in 
some groups than in others. The most dramatic decline 
in fertility since 1971 has been among those aged less 
than 25 years. This reflects the fact that relatively few 
teenage women now give birth in Australia, and a 
general trend towards delays in childbearing. 

• The age-speCific fertility rate for teenagers has 
dropped by 64 per cent, with that for young 
people aged 20 to 24 declining by 62 per cent. 

• A substantial decline (41 per cent) in the age
specific fertility rates of women in their early 
forties has also occurred. 

The childbearing period is contracting. Women are 
delaying having children and are finishing at a 
younger age. The pattern in Table 5.3 illustrates that 
the decline in the birth rate is at the two ends of the 
childbearing age for women, and that the least 
decline is among women aged in their thirties. 

Ideal family size 
With increased choices in regard to fertility, it is both 
interesting and useful to look at correlations between 
the preferred and actual number of children people 
have. This not only aids governments and other 



Fertility 

Age-specific birth rates(a) in Australia, 1971-94 

Age group (years) 
15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 

1971 55.5 181.9 193.5 101.8 44.2 11.3 0.8 

1976 35.2 128.3 146.2 72.5 24.1 5.5 0.4 
1981 28.2 107.5 145.2 77.6 24.5 4.5 0.3 

1983 26.6 102.7 145.9 81.5 25.0 4.3 0.2 

1986 21.8 90.0 141.9 88.7 27.2 4.3 0.2 

1988 20.3 81.5 136.9 93.3 30.5 4.6 0.2 

1989 20.6 78.4 135.4 96.1 32.6 5.0 0.2 

1990 22.1 79.4 137.9 101.7 34.7 5.5 0.2 
1991 22.1 75.0 132.0 100.2 36.0 5.5 0.2 

1992 21.9 74.9 132.6 104.6 38.4 6.1 0.3 

1993 20.9 71.1 130.0 105.5 39.0 6.3 0.2 
1994 20.7 69.2 126.0 105.1 41.2 6.7 0.3 
% change -64.0 -62.0 -34.9 +3.1 -7.0 -40.7 ·62.5 

(a) Number of births per 1000 women in the specific age group. 
Source: ABS (1993, 1994b) Births, Australia, Catalogue No. 3301.0, Canberra. 

service providers in projections and forward planning, 
but increases our understanding of the significance of 
children in people's lives. 

Table 5.4 shows the expressed preference for ideal 
number of children in Australia and selected overseas 
countries in 1989. Taken overall, the Australian 
pattern resembles more closely that of the United 
States than that of Europe or the United Kingdom. 

• Australians were generally less in favour of having 
no children or single child families than selected 
European countries, the United States or United 
Kingdom. 

• With the exception of Eire, Australia had the 
largest ideal mean family size. 

• Almost no Australian adult believed having no 
children (14 respondents out of 4500), and very few 
believed having only one child (37 respondents), 
was ideal. 

• The most desired family size was two children 
(47.8 per cent), followed by three children (30.3 
per cent). 

• Very few Australians (2.4 per cent) believed it 
desirable to have more than four children. 

Further analysis of the data indicates that adults in 
their thirties and forties were more likely than older 
people to say that two children are ideal (54 per cent 
versus 37 per cent, respectively), and older people 
were more likely than those in their thirties to think 
that three or four children are ideal. 

However, adults under the age of thirty expressed a 
greater preference for larger families than those in 
their thirties and forties. It is difficult to tell whether 
this translates into an increase in the number of 
children borne by Australians, or whether these 
younger people have not yet adjusted their images 
of the ideal to take account of the realities of 
having and caring for children. No discernible 
differences were apparent between views of men and 
women. 

Ideal versus actual family size 
Not everyone achieves their ideal number of children. 
A number of reasons may influence this, including: 

Ideal number of children, Australia and overseas 
No. of % Preferring no. of children 
children Australia Germany UK USA Austria Hungary Holland Italy Eire 

0 0.3 1.3 0.5 0.9 2.2 0.9 1.3 0.5 

1 0.8 8.8 0.8 1.9 1.2 2.8 1.7 4.3 

2 47.8 65.6 68.1 54.7 65.1 59.0 54.2 60.2 20.1 

3 30.3 20.1 19.7 24.9 27.3 33.1 28.4 30.7 29.1 

4 18.3 3.7 9.9 13.7 3.6 2.2 11.8 3.3 37.7 

5+ 2.4 0.5 1.0 3.9 0.6 3.0 2.7 0.9 12.9 

N 4513 2895 1158 1339 972 1735 1635 1026 961 

Mean 2.74 2.17 2.4 2.6 2.3 2.4 2.6 2.35 3.5 

Source: International Social Science Survey 1989, data file available from the Zentralarchiv fur Empirische Sozialforschung, Koln. 
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• Delayed childbearing through career or other 
reasons leading to a contracted biological period 
in which it is possible for women to bear 
children. 

• Marriage breakdown. Those divorced or separated 
were more likely than those currently married to 
have fewer children than they wanted (40 per cent 
versus 34 per cent). 

• The cost of rearing children . 

• Differences between partners in regard to an ideal 
number of children. 

• Infertility, miscarriage or other medical conditions 
affecting choices or outcomes for childbirth. 

Figure 5.2 compares the desired and actual numbers 
of children born for women and men over the age of 
40 at time of the survey. A number of points are 
evident. 

• Those who would have liked more than two 
children typically had fewer children than they 
wanted. This was equally true for women and 
men. 

• Typically, those who would have preferred only 
two children had more children than they wanted 
(average 2.3 children). 

Further analysis shows that of those aged 40 and 
over: 

• 36.6 per cent had fewer children than they ideally 
wanted. 

• 37.3 per cent had exactly the number of children 
they wanted. 

• 26.1 per cent had more children than they 
wanted. 

• Women were slightly more likely to indicate that 
the actual number of children they had exceeded 
what they ideally wanted. 

Age of mothers at first birth 
With later marriage, more women in the workforce, 
and increased choices in regard to fertility, there is 
good reason to expect that the current trend for 
increasing numbers of women to delay starting their 
families will continue. 

Rates and trends 
Data available from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
enable us to see changes in the age at which women 
have their first nuptial birth (that being, first birth 
within a legally constituted marriage) (Table 5.5) . A 
number of strong patterns emerge. 

• The median age for a woman's first nuptial birth 
has steadily increased from 23 years in 1966 to 
28.5 years in 1994. 

• There has been a very sharp decline in first nuptial 
births to teenage women from 20.4 per cent in 
1966 to only 1.S per cent in 1994. 

• For women aged 20 to 24 years, first nuptial births 
have more than halved from 47 .6 per cent in 1966 
to 19.9 per cent in 1994. 

While a sharp decline in the proportion of first nuptial 
births to women in their early twenties has occurred, 
there has been a sharp increase in the proportion of 
first nuptial births to women in their late twenties 
and early thirties, and a modest increase for women 
in their early forties . In 1966: 

• 22.6 per cent of all first nuptial births were to 
women aged 25 to 29 years . By 1994 this had 
almost doubled to 41. 7 per cent. 

• Only 6.2 per cent of all first nuptial births were to 
women aged 30 to 34 years, but by 1994 this had 
more than quadrupled to 27.6 per cent. 

• Only 2.5 per cent of first nuptial births were to 
women in their late thirties, but by 1994 this had 
risen to 8.1 per cent. 

Ideal versus actual number of chlldren(a) 
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Source: Kelley, ]., Bean, C. & Evans, M . (1993), National Social Science Survey, 1989-90: Family and Changing Sex Roles [computer 
file], Social Science Data Archives, The Australian National University, Canberra. 
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There can be no doubt that over a period of thirty 
years dramatic changes in the pattern of first nuptial 
births have occurred. However, care needs to be taken 
in making sense of these figures. 

• The dramatic rise in ex-nuptial births will mean 
that these first nuptial births will not necessarily 
be a woman's first birth. 

• Since many marriages are preceded by a period of 
cohabitation in which ex-nuptial births may 
occur, a number of the first nuptial births may not 
be the first birth in the particular relationship. 

• Some women are choosing to have a child outside 
of any marital or cohabiting relationship. 

• Increased divorce rates and subsequent remarriages 
will mean that a proportion of first nuptial births 
will simply be the first nuptial birth in that 
relationship. 

Such factors contribute to the increasing age of first 
nuptial births. While the trends in Table 5.5 may be 
inflated by these factors they nevertheless reflect a 
pattern of women marrying and having their first 
children later. 

Teenage mothers 
Fewer teenage young people today are having children 
than in the past. This decline may be the result of a 
number of factors including increased awareness and 
availability of contraception, relaxation of abortion 
laws, the trend to later marriage and childbearing, 
and increased pursuit of higher education among 
young women. 

Table 5.6 shows births to teenage mothers by marital 
status over an approximate 20-year period. Several 
points stand out in relation to these figures: 

Fertility 

• The total number of teenage births has more than 
halved from 1971-94, decreasing from 30,000 in 
1971 to less than 13,000 in 1994. 

• In 1971, 7.4 per cent of all births were to married 
teenage mothers. In 1994 this was less than 1 per 
cent. 

• However, some growth (13.5 per cent) has 
occurred in the number of births to unmarried 
teenagers since 1971. 

• The growth in teenage ex-nuptial births represents 
an increase from 3.6 to 4.4 per cent of all births. 

Teenage mothers find themselves at a social and 
economic disadvantage because of limited employment 
and educational opportunities, lack of community 
support networks and isolation from peers (Siedlecky 
1987). 

• Births to teenage women are disproportionately 
high among women from economically disadvan
taged backgrounds (Fleming 1990; National 
Committee for the United Nations 1994). 

Year 

1971 
1976 

1981 
1986 
1991 

1994 
% change 

Births to teenage mothers 
by marital status, 1971-94 

Married Not married %to not 
marrieds 

20,281 9951 32.9 
12,871 8712 40.4 

7736 10,076 56.6 
4050 10,180 71.5 
2593 12,048 82.3 
1555 11,298 87.9 
-92.3 +13.5 

Source: ABS (various years), Births, Australia, Catalogue 
No. 3301.0, Canberra. 

~ First nuptial confinements(') by age, Australia, 1966-94 
Year Age of mother (years) 

<20 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40+ Total Median 
1966 20.4 47.6 22.6 6.2 2.5 0.7 100.0 23.0 
1971 17.7 49.7 25.0 5.5 1.7 0.4 100.0 23.2 
1976 13.0 44.4 32.5 7.9 1.8 0.3 100.0 24.2 
1981 7.6 39.9 37.1 12.3 2.6 0.4 100.0 25.3 

1983 5.7 37.3 39.4 13.9 3.2 0.4 100.0 25.7 
1986 4.0 31.3 42.5 16.9 4.7 0.6 100.0 26.5 
1988 3.4 26.7 44.2 19.7 5.2 0.7 100.0 27.1 

1989 3.1 25.2 44.6 20.6 5.6 0.9 100.0 27.3 
1990 2.9 23.9 44.1 22.1 6.0 0.9 100.0 27.6 
1991 2.6 23.4 42.9 23.5 6.6 1.0 100.0 27.8 
1992 2.2 22.2 42.5 24.8 7.1 1.1 100.0 28.0 
1993 1.7 20.9 42.3 26.5 7.4 1.2 100.0 28.3 
1994 1.5 19.9 41.7 27.6 8.1 1.3 100.0 28.5 

(a) Nuptial first confinements represent the first confinement in the current marriage and therefore do not necessarily represent 
the mother's first birth. 
Source: ABS (1994b), Births, Australia, Catalogue No. 3301.0, Canberra. 
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• Babies bornto teenage mothers face greater health 
risks and receive less perinatal and antenatal 
care. 

The .pressure on young people to marry because of 
pregnancy has decreased, and marriages once referred 
to loosely as 'shotgun' are today almost non-existent. 
In 1971, four in ten births to women under 20 years 
occurred within seven months of marriage. By 1994 
this proportion had dropped to four in 100 births 
(ABS 1994b). 

• Since 1966 the rate of births per 1000 women aged 
15 to 19 years has more than halved from 48.9 to 
20.7 births per 1000 women in 1994. 

• The most dramatic change took place between 
1971 and 1976 when births declined from 55.5 to 
35.2 births per 1000 teenage women, a decline of 
more than 30 per cent in just five years. 

• Acknowledgment of paternity in ex-nuptial births 
for teenage mothers has increased (from 34 per 
cent in 1976 to 71 per cent in 1991), suggesting 
that a greater proportion of teenage mothers may 
be living with the child's. father. 

Indigenous teenage mothers 
In 1991 the fertility rate of indigenous women aged 
15 to 19 years was four times higher than that for 
all Australian women of that age group. The reasons 
for the high rate of births to indigenous teenagers 
are not entirely clear, but may partly be due to a 
combination of social values that lead to teenage 
pregnancy being a more normal practice among 
Aboriginal women (Humphrey 1994), and limited 
economic and educational opportunities which can 
encourage early parenthood in the absence of other 
socially valued roles. 

• While approximately 5 per cent of all births are to 
teenagers, a quarter of all births to indigenous 
women are to teenagers. 

• There is a downward trend in all States and 
Territories in the proportion of births to teenage 
indigenous women. 

Country of origin 
Births to teenagers born in Australia were 22.3 per 
1000 teenage women in 1991. The rates for teenage 
women now resident in Australia who were born in 
different regions of the world differ from the rate for 
Australian-born teenagers (BIPR 1994b). 

• Teenagers born in non-English-speaking countries 
have a lower teenage birth rate (18.1 per 1000 
teenage women) than that of Australian-born 
teenagers. 

• For teenage women born in Southern Europe the 
rate was around 11 to 14 per 1000 in 1991. 

• Among those born in South-East Asia, the overall 
rate was 9.7 in 1991. This rate was lower for other 
parts of Asia, such as China and Hong Kong (1.2 
per 1000 teenagers). 

In contrast, teenage women born in the Middle East 
had a much higher birth rate at 78.8 per 1000 
teenagers. 

Births to unmarried women 
With changing patterns of marriage, changes in the 
proportion of children born to women not married at 
the time of childbirth have occurred. Since the 
Second World War, the incidence of ex-nuptial births 
has increased by about six and a half times. 

• In 1947, 4 per cent of children were born to 
unmarried mothers. 

• By 1994 the proportion of children born to unmar
ried mothers had increased to 25.7 per cent of all 
children born in that year, a fivefold increase over 
48 years. 

l~l~~i\~1 Births per 1000 teenage women, Australia, 1966-94 
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The greatest rise in ex-nuptial births has occurred at a 
time when women have increased control over their 
fertility. This reflects a decision by many women 
and men to have children outside of a registered 
marriage. Table 5.7 shows that: 

• Since 1971 there has been an increase in the 
proportion of ex-nuptial births to women in their 
twenties and thirties, and a corresponding 
decrease in births to teenage women. 

• Ex-nuptial births are most likely to be to women in 
their early twenties: over a third of all ex-nuptial 
births are to women aged 20 to 24 followed by 
those aged 25 to 29 years. 

• The most marked increase in ex-nuptial births has 
been for women in their late twenties (from 14.5 
per cent in 1971 to 24.2 per cent in 1994) and 
women in their early thirties (from 7.5 per cent in 
1971 to 15.5 per cent in 1994). 

The increase in ex-nuptial births is substantially due 
to the increase in de facto relationships over the same 
period. 

The increased age of mothers who have children out 
of marriage is a reflection of two trends: 

• Delays in the age at which women are having their 
first child. 

• Increased divorce rates and the birth of children in 
de facto relationships following divorce. 

Acknowledgement of paternity 
Increasingly, the father of the child is acknowledged 
in the case of ex-nuptial births (Table 5.8). 

• Regardless of age of mother, there has been a 
marked and steady increase in the proportion of 
ex-nuptial births where paternity is acknowledged. 

•. This most likely reflects the birth of these children 
to couples in de facto relationships. 

Birthplace of mother 
The percentage of ex-nuptial births is relatively high 
among mothers born in English-speaking countries, 
and varies considerably for mothers from Asia (Table 
5.9). Part of the reason for these differences lies in the 
different age structures of those from these countries. 

• Ex-nuptial births comprise around 19 per cerit of 
births for mothers from Cambodia, Vietnam and 
Thailand; between 10 to 12 per cent of births in 

11~W. ,",0_"",_', ,1'Y"I" "h,'J 
I Proportion of ex-nuptial births by age of mother, 1971-94 

Year Age of mother (years) 
<20 (%) 20-24 (%) 25-29 (%) 30-34(%) 35-39 (%) 40+ (%) N ('000) 

1971 39.2 33.4 14.5 7.5 3.8 1.6 25.4 

1976 38.1 31.2 17.9 8.3 3.6 0.8 22.9 

1981 32.6 35.6 19.0 8.9 3.2 0.7 31.0 

1986 25.1 35.7 22.4 11.6 4.3 0.8 40.6 

1991 20.6 34.8 23.6 14.1 5.7 1.1 58.6 

1994 17.4 35.3 24.2 15.5 6.9 1.5 64.8 

Source: ASS (1994c), Focus on Families: Demographics and Family Formation, Catalogue No. 4420.0, Canberra (for 1971-91 data); 
ASS (1994b), Births, Australia, Catalogue No. 3301.0, Canberra (for 1994 data). 
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I~:~~~I Acknowledgement of paternity by age of mother, 1976-94 
Year Age of mother (years) 

<20 (%) 20-24 (%) 25-29 (%) 30-34 (%) 35-39 (%) 40+ (%) N ('000) 
1976 33.6 48.2 61.6 63.3 63.2 54.4 46.9 
1981 49.9 61.7 68.7 71.8 69.6 65.9 60.4 
1986 60.7 71.8 75.9 76.8 74.3 68.1 70.6 
1991 70.7 79.6 83.3 84.5 84.0 80.6 79.6 
1994 76.4 82.9 86.0 87.8 86.2 84.1 83.1 
Source: ABS (1993), Births, Australia, Catalogue No. 3301.0, Canberra; unpublished data. 

the Philippines, Singapore and China; and 
between 7 and 8 per cent of births in Malaysia and 
Indonesia. 

• The rates of ex-nuptial births are very low among 
women from Southern Europe, The Middle East 
and the Indian subcontinent. 

Indigenous Australians 

The ex-nuptial birth rate is much higher among 
indigenous Australians than among the population 
at large. However, it must be noted that data relating 
to ex-nuptial births do not take into account parents 
who have a traditional (indigenous) marriage. 

• In South Australia, Western Australia and the 
Northern Territory, 89.8 per cent of all births to 

~6W5':;~" ""'~'!' 
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Ex-nuptial births by mother's 
country of birth, 1994 

Mother's country of birth Ex-nuptial (%) 

New Zealand 37.2 
Australia 28.7 

Germany 21.2 

United Kingdom 19.8 
Vietnam 19.5 

Cambodia 19.4 
Thailand 18.9 
Netherlands 15.5 

Philippines 12.7 
Singapore 11.7 
China 10.7 

Ireland 10.3 
Yugoslavia 9.0 
Indonesia 8.0 
Malaysia 7.4 

Greece 5.6 
Italy 4.8 

India 4.2 
Turkey 3.3 
Sri Lanka 2.9 
Lebanon 2.8 

Egypt 2.0 

Source: Adapted from ABS (1994b), Births Australia, Catalogue 
No. 3301.0, Canberra. 
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indigenous mothers in 1994 were ex-nuptial 
compared to 29.9 per cent of all births. 

• In 64 per cent of these ex-nuptial births to 
indigenous women paternity was acknowledged. 
(This is lower than the overall rate of 80.7 per cent 
of all ex-nuptial births for these States and 
Territories.) 

Sterilisation 
The active decision to limit family size, to delay child
birth or to forego childrearing altogether, is likely to 
have an impact on the decisions women and couples 
make to suppress fertility. 

Since the late 1980s, there has been a decline in the 
number of sterilisation procedures for which 
Medicare benefits are paid (Le. vasectomy and tubal 
ligation). This is due to a sharp decline in female 
sterilisation procedures. An increase in the number 
of male sterilisation procedures is evident for the 
same period. 

Figure 5.5 illustrates the change in the number of 
sterilisation procedures performed on men and 
women over the last decade. 

• The total number of sterilisation procedures has 
declined from 57,617 in 1987 to 36,842 in 1994. 

• The number of sterilisation procedures undertaken 
by women has decreased from 28,024 in 1984 (54 
per cent of all sterilisation procedures) to 9,549 (26 
per cent of all sterilisation procedures) in 1994. 

• The number of male sterilisations peaked at 36,378 
in 1987 (an overall increase of 12,591 procedures 
between 1984 and 1987), declining sharply to 
26,575 In 1988. Since 1988 it has remained fairly 
stable at around 30,000 procedures each year. 

In the Australian Family Formation Project (1981-91), 
longitudinal information was collected on just under 
1500 men and women aged 27 to 45 years in 1991. 
Of those in the sample who had two or more children, 
nearly half (48 per cent) had undergone a sterilisation 
procedure or were in a relationship where their 
partner had undergone such a procedure. 

On the basis of standard demographic measures such as 
religion, education and English-speaking background, a 
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comparison of couples who had undergone sterilisation 
procedures with couples where neither partner had 
undergone such procedures revealed 'no difference'. 

A preference towards sterilisation as a means of 
contraception for couples across all ethnic, income 
and religious lines suggests that couples in Australia 
today are actively limiting family size. 

Childlessness 
Despite a relatively constant overall birth rate in the 
last two decades in Australia, there have been shifts 
in the fertility rates (the average number of children 
one thousand women would expect to bear in their 
lifetime) within different age groups. 

The percentage change in the fertility rate of women of 
various ages between 1971 and 1994 is set out in the 
bottom row of Table 5.3. These changes suggest that 
more women are delaying childbirth until their thirties, 
and may be deciding to forego childbearing altogether. 

• Indications from trends in the overall birthrate, 
and the sharp decline in births among younger 

women, suggest that an estimated 20 per cent of 
women born in the late 1960s will remain 
childless (McDonald 1993). 

One likely explanation for this change is that women 
are delaying their childbearing to establish careers 
(ABS 1992). 

Data from the 1992 Survey of Families in Australia 
(ABS 1992) supports this interpretation. Evidence of 
the relationship between occupation and childlessness 
can be seen in Table 5.10. 

• In 1992, professional women were nearly twice as 
likely as women in clerical and sales occupations 
to be childless. 

Childlessness appears to increase as the level of post
school qualifications increases. Thus, it is reasonable 
to assume that women may also be delaying 
childrearing to further their education. Table 5.11 
shows the relationship between educational 
attainment and childlessness. 

The Australian Family Formation Project (1981-91) 
investigated the issues that people consider when 
making a decision to have, or not to have a child in 

Women's occupatlons(a) and number of children, 1992 

Occupation Average no. of children % Childless All women 
Managers/administrators 2.6 8.5 71,000 
Professionals 2.2 17.7 7,500 
Para-professionals 2.3 17.3 54,500 
Tradespeople 2.2 11.4 19,400 
Clerks 2.3 9.9 206,700 
Sales/personnel/service workers 2.5 7.9 115,300 
Plant/machine operators 2.3 12.5 24,800 
Labourers/related workers 2.6 5.3 119,300 
(a) Females aged 45 to 59 years. 
Source: ABS Survey of Families in Australia, in ABS (1994c), Focus on Families - Oemographics and Family Formation, Catalogue 
No. 4420.0, Canberra. 
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Women's post-school qualifications(·) and number of children, 1992 

Post-school qualification Average no. % Childless All women 
of children N 

Bachelor/ higher degree 2.1 21.1 80,700 

Trade/certificate diploma 2.5 9.7 425,400 

No post-school qualification 2.7 7.7 804,000 

All females aged 45- 59 2.6 9.1 1,321,200 

(a) Females aged 45 to 59 years . 
Source: ASS Survey of Families in Australia, in ASS (1994c), Focus on Families - Demographics and Family Formation, Catalogue 
No. 4420.0, Canberra . 

the 1990s. This study found that establishing careers 
was not the only determinant for women remaining 
childless. 

• 57 per cent of women were concerned they would 
not have the energy for a career, and 58 per cent of 
men were concerned about the effect a child 
would have on their partner's career. 

• Really wanting to be a parent or interest in 
becoming a parent was a concern for 77 per 
cent of childless women, and 68 per cent of 
childless men. 

• The most important issue in deciding whether to 
have a child for both men (80 per cent) and 
women (85 per cent), was whether they would be 
able to support it. 

Other important considerations for women were: 

• Maintaining their standard of living (65 per cent). 

• The responsibility children entail (71 per cent). 

• Being too old, or not waiting until they were too 
old to have children (64 per cent) . 

These issues were less of a concern for men. 

• Only 48 per cent of men were concerned about 
maintaining their standard of living. 

• SO per cent were concerned that they should have 
children before they became too old. 

• 53 per cent thought raising a child was too great a 
responsibility. 

Marriage as a prerequisite for having a child was a 
concern for 60 per cent of women, although SO per 
cent of unmarried women believed they would be 
prepared to have a child without being married. 

• Overall, 60 per cent of women were concerned 
that raising a child would create too much stress, 
while only 48 per cent of men were concerned 
about this effect. 

In addition to considerations such as the effect having 
children might have on their standard of living, 
income and careers that mitigated against having 
children, other issues made childbearing unlikely as 
well. Some respondents believed it was unlikely that 
they would have children either because they were 
not in a relationship, felt too old to have children, or 
were homosexual. 

Issues adults without children consider when deciding to have a child 

Too much stress? 

Too great a responsibility? 

Can I maintain living standard? 

Do I want to be a mother/father? 

Would I be able to support a child? ....................... _ 

Should I have one before I'm too old? ................ __ _ 

Would I have time and energy for career? ...... IIi ••••••• __ _ 
Would it affect partner's career? ••••• IIi ...... -----

o 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 

Per cent 
_ Men _ Women 

Source: Australian Family Formation Project (1981-91), unpublished data. 
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Young People 

Robyn Hartley, David de Vaus 

Young people are both following trends in family 
formation begun by their parents and grandparents 
and setting new directions themselves. More young 
people now live together before marrying (if indeed 
they do marry) and are likely to have a number of 
important prior relationships. Many young couples 
delay having children, partly because women are 
finding satisfaction in employment, and both men 
and women pursue areas of life in addition to 
parenthood. Today's youth face considerable 
emotional, social and economic challenges. When, 
how and whether the transition to forming their own 
families occurs, depends to a considerable extent on 
their education and employment pathways. 
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Dependence and 
independence 
Over the past 15 to 20 years, increased school retention 
rates, the disappearance of many full-time jobs, 
greater participation in post-secondary education and 
family formation factors such as the tendency to 
delay marriage, have all influenced the ways in which 
young people move to adulthood. School retention 
rates and participation in tertiary education began to 
slow in the first half of the 1990s. At present, the 
term 'young people' refers to 15 to 24-year-olds and 
includes dependent young people living with their 
parents as well those forming their own families. 

The overall effect of employment and education 
changes is to prolong the period for which young 
people are financially dependent, and to delay the 
time when they can set up an independent house
hold. However, gender, cultural background and 
family income significantly influence individual 
circumstances. 

Government poliCies on assistance to families and 
young people have, over the past couple of decades, 
increasingly been based on assumptions that parents 
should take more financial responsibility for their 
older children. In the early 1980s, being available for 
work was regarded as a marker of some independence. 
Young people aged 18 to 20 years were paid the adult 
rate of unemployment benefit whether they lived 
with their parents or not, and the (lesser) rate for 
those under 18 years was not means-tested against 
parental income. 

In the early 1990s, training allowances replaced 
unemployment benefits, with 18 to 20-year-olds 
receiving less than the adult rate; different rates 
applying for those living with parents and those 
not; and means-testing of payments to those under 
18 years living at home. In 1996, the Coalition 

Young People 

government initiated moves to a simpler youth 
income support structure incorporating greater 
means-testing of parental incomes and an increase 
in the age at which students are regarded as 
independent. 

The lines between dependence and independence 
are no longer clearly drawn and patterns are varied. 
For example, young people can live with their 
parents and be largely socially and financially 
independent, or they can live away from home 
and be financially supported by their parents. 
Dependence and independence involve financial, 
emotional and social dimensions and are best 
thought of as points on a continuum along which 
young people (but not only young people) shift in 
either direction at different times. 

• The great majority of 15 to 19-year-olds live with 
one or both of their parents. 

• Over the past couple of decades, the proportion of 
20 to 24-year-olds (and 25 to 29-year-olds) living 
with parents has increased (ABS 1994a). 

• The increase has been greater for women (from an 
estimated 29.3 per cent in 1983 to 37.5 per cent in 
1994) than for men (50.6 per cent to 51.9 per cent) 
(ABS Labour Force Statistics, various years). 

• In 1994, 3.8 per cent of women and 5.2 per cent of 
men in the 20 to 24 year age group were either 
living with relatives other than parents or were in 
a parent role themselves to other family members 
(ABS 1994b). (Note: various changes of definition 
and coverage make figures for different years from 
this source not strictly comparable.) 

• Overall, young men remain at home longer, 
mainly because they tend to marry and cohabit at 
a later age. 

Table 6.1 shows the proportion of young people who 
live with their parents. 

11Mtitl ao 1] Proportion of young people aged 20-34 years living with parents 
Per cent aged (in years) 

20-24 25-29 30-34 Total N ('000) 
Males 
1981 42.5 13.1 5.3 20.7 376.9 

1991 46.0 17.1 7.3 23.4 475.0 

% change 3.S 4.0 2.0 2.7 98.1 

Females 
1981 25.6 5.7 2.3 11.4 205.4 

1991 33.9 9.1 3.4 15.2 310.5 
% change 8.3 3.4 1.1 3.8 10S.1 

Total 
1981 34.1 9.4 3.8 16.1 582.4 

1991 40.0 13.1 5.3 19.3 785.5 
% change S.9 3.7 l.S 3.2 203.1 

Source: ABS (1994a), Australian Social Trends 1994, Catalogue No. 4102.0, Canberra. 
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Staying on at school and studying at a higher 
education institution increases financial dependence 
and the tendency to live with parents. 

• Full-time students of all ages are more likely to 
be living with their parents than those who are 
not studying. 

• In 1991, about half of young students aged 20 to 
24 years lived with their parents compared to just 
over one-third of those aged 20 to 24 who were 
not studying (ABS 1994a). 

Cultural background 
Not surprisingly, cultural background plays a part 
in how long young people remain living with their 
parents. However, broad categories used in statistical 
reporting such as non-English-speaking background 
are often misleading as they obscure important 
cultural differences. 

Comparisons of families from different cultural back
grounds also need to take account of the age structure 
of particular populations. For example, a more 
recently-arrived immigrant group is likely to include 
a greater proportion of families with dependent 
(younger) children than non-dependent (older) 
children. It also needs to be noted that in the second 
and subsequent generations, there is generally a 
tendency towards the 'mainstream' pattern. 

• Young people aged 12 to 25 years from non
English-speaking birthplaces are less likely than 
young people in general to be living with one or 
both parents (16 per cent compared with 22 per 
cent). This probably reflects the earlier marriage 
age in the first generation of these groups, and the 
position of some refugee young people who arrive 
without parents (ABS 1993). 

• Couple families where the primary reference 
person for the 1991 Census of Population and 
Housing was born in Lebanon, China, South-East 
Asia, Southern Europe or Oceania were more likely 
to have non-dependent children living at home 
than couple families where the reference person 
was born in Australia or one of the main English
speaking countries (BIPR 1994). 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people 
are less likely to be living with one or more parent 
(52 per cent compared with 64 per cent of all 12 to 
25-year-olds), and are more likely to be parents or 
partners in couples (26 per cent of females aged 
12 to 25 years were parents or a partner in a couple 
in 1991) (ABS 1993). 

Paying board 
Parents frequently give considerable support to 
young people living at home, particularly through 
the provision of free accommodation or through 
board which does not cover real costs. However, the 
amount of board paid varies according to family 
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income and, particularly in low income families, 
young people often contribute substantially from 
earnings and allowances (ABS 1995a). 

• In 1992, 45 per cent of 20 to 24-year-olds living 
with their parents paid no board. 

• Board was more likely to be paid to parents by 
employed 20 to 24-year-olds than those 
unemployed; by part-time students than full-time 
students; and by men than women. 

• There are indications that although more women 
than men do not pay board, they are expected to 
contribute to household tasks much more than 
are men. 

leaving home 
Leaving home is probably the most significant step 
towards independence. Studies suggest that the 
median age of leaving home in the past decade or so 
is around 19 years for women and 20 years for men 
(AIFS 1991). Although the great majority of young 
people eventually leave their parents' home, they do 
so for different reasons and at different ages, and the 
reasons tend to vary with age (Hartley 1993b; 
McDonald 1995; Young 1988). 

Leaving home is much less tied to marriage and 
financial independence than in the past. 

• The 1970s saw the beginning of a trend for more 
young people, particularly males, to leave home for 
reasons of personal independence rather than mar
riage, work or study, and the trend has continued. 

• Young people who leave home at an early age, 
however, tend to do so for study reasons or 
because there is conflict in the home. 

• Studies suggest that between 40 and 50 per cent of 
young people, but particularly those who leave for 
reasons other than marriage, return home at least 
once for financial and emotional reasons and 
because of accommodation problems. 

• Evidence from the United Kingdom suggests that 
some young people find it difficult to ask to return 
home unless there is an open invitation to do so 
Oones 1995). 

• Young people who have been unemployed are 
more likely to have left home than those who 
never have been unemployed, but are also more 
likely to return home for a period. 

Education 
In September 1994, almost half (49 per cent) of 15 
to 24-year-olds reported attending an educational 
institution. In September 1990, the figure was 
45 per cent (ABS 1995b). The distribution of 15 to 
24-year-old students across institutions in 1994 was: 



• 53 per cent at school. 

• 26 per cent in higher education. 

• 17 per cent at a TAFE college. 

This represents a slight change since 1990. The 
higher education share has increased by 3 percentage 
points, while that of schools and TAFEs has decreased 
respectively by nearly 2 percentage points (ABS 
1995b). 

Growth in participation 
A substantial growth in retention to Year 12 occurred 
between 1967 and 1972, and from 1982 onwards 
(DEET 1993). However, the overall rate obscures 
considerable variation for different States and 
Territories, government and non-government schools, 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students, students 
from rural and urban areas, and students from high 
and low socio-economic status families. 

• Growth in the school participation rate over time 
is illustrated by the increase in number of 15 to 
19-year-olds in full-time education from 35 per cent 
in 1980 to nearly 50 per cent in 1993 (DEET 1993). 

• School participation rates for females are generally 
higher than those for males, with the exception of 
18-year-olds. In 1993, the apparent retention rate 
to year 12 was 81.4 per cent for females and 71.9 
per cent for males. 

• In 1993, a slight decline in school retention rates 
was noted, the first since 1979. 

Although there has been a significant growth in 
female participation in education generally, includ
ing increased participation in law and medicine in 
higher educational institutions, overall, the subject 
choices and career pathways of males and females 
continue to be quite different and follow 'traditional' 
patterns. 

Students in employment 
Many full-time school and tertiary students are in 
employment. Table 6.2 shows the labour force partic
ipation rates of full-time students attending schools 
and tertiary institutions. 

Table 6.2 

-- --~ 

Labour force participation of 
full-time students, June 1996 

Full-time school 
% working 

Full-time tertiary (15-24 years) 
% working 

Males 32.3 
Females 42.8 

Total 37.6 

ABS (1996), Labour Force, Australia June 7996, Catalogue 
No. 6203.0, Canberra. 

48.0 
55.7 
51.9 
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• In June 1996, 36 per cent of full-time students 
aged 15 to 24 years were employed. Of these, 
97 per cent were employed on a part-time basis. 

• Students in the part-time labour force contribute 
significantly to the unemployment rate for 15 to 
19-year-olds (see next section on employment and 
unemployment). 

Employment and 
unemployment 
Between 1986 and 1994, the teenage labour force for 
15 to 19-year-olds underwent a substantial change 
(ABS 1995b; ABS 1995c). 

• The percentage who were non-students in the 
full-time labour force dropped from 64.7 to 43.6 
per cent. 

• The proportion who were students in the part-time 
labour force rose from 25.5 to 41.9 per cent. 

• After reaching a peak of 271,300 in May 1989, 
full-time employment of 15 to 19-year-old males 
fell to a low point of 149,000 in March 1994. Since 
then it has continued to rise, reaching 165,500 in 
April 1995, the highest level since December 1991. 

• Full-time employment for young females fell 
between July 1989 and June 1992 and has 
remained relatively low compared to the period 
between 1985 and early 1989. Since November 
1994, it has again experienced a decline and in 
April 1995 stood at 84,800. 

There is a strong association between marital 
status and employment status for young women in 
the 20 to 24 years age group, indicating the effect of 
dependent children. 

• In June 1996, 82 per cent of 20 to 24-year-old 
unmarried women were employed compared with 
67 per cent of married women of the same age 
group. 

The proportion of full-time workers compared to 
part-time workers among employed young people 
increases with age (Table 6.3). 

I~ Wi/I'iI'f!it.'f'. "W~'1"~'''' ~ii#t/~~'W~* 

"'fil6Ie'16,'3" . l ! , ; 
Proportion of employed 15 
to 24-year-olds working full 
time and part time, June 1996 

-----~ 

15-19 years 20-24 years 
Full time Part time Full time Part time 

Males 49 51 82 18 

Married females 53 47 71 29 
All females 27 73 69 31 

ABS (1996), Labour Force, Australia June 7996, Catalogue 
No. 6203.0, Canberra. 
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• Part-time work is more common for 15 to 19-year
olds than 20 to 24-year-olds. Among the 15 to 19-
year-old females, most work is part time, whereas 
for 20 to 24-year-old females, work is typically 
full time. 

• Part-time work is more common among young 
females than among young males. Furthermore, 
as males get older there is a greater move from 
part-time to full-time work than among 
females. 

In 1994, the average unemployment rate for 15 to 
19-year-olds was 22.6 per cent, compared with 13.6 
per cent for 20 to 24-year-olds and 7.7 per cent for 
over 25-year-olds (ABS 1995c). However, since many 
young people combine study and work, these figures 
need to be looked at closely. 

• The largest contribution to the unemployment 
rate (28.6 per cent) comes from young people 
looking for full-time work who are not students. 
This group has been most affected by business 
cycle fluctuations, and their unemployment rate 
rose significantly during the 1990-91 recession 
(ABS 1995c). 

• The other major contribution to the unemploy
ment rate for 15 to 19-year-olds (41.9 per cent 
overall) is students in the part-time labour force. 
Their contribution to the total rate, however, 
is 7.6 per cent. 

Living independently 
An estimated 7.5 per cent of males and 14 per cent of 
females aged 15 to 19 years, and 43 per cent of males 
and 58.7 per cent of females aged 20 to 24 years, live 
either in their own or in other shared households 
(ABS 1996). Table 6.4 shows that: 

• Over three-quarters of 15 to 19-year-old males 
and more than 54 per cent of females in this age 
group who live independently, live in shared 
accommodation. 

Living arrangements of 15 
to 19-year-olds who live 
independently 

Males Females 
% % 

Couple, no children 8.6 15.0 

Couple, with children 5.0 9.5 

Lone parent with children 0 14.2 

Live alone 8.3 6.8 
Live in other shared households 78.0 54.4 

Total 100 100 

Source: ASS (1995d), Labour Force Status and Other 
Characteristics of Families, June 7995, Catalogue No.6224.0, 
Canberra. 
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• Another 13 per cent of males and nearly 39 per cent 
of females aged 15 to 19 who live independently, 
live in newly formed families of their own with 
children, a partner or both. 

• More than 8 per cent of males and nearly 7 per cent 
of females aged 15 to 19 who live independently, 
live alone. 

The family household status of independent 20 
to 24-year-olds reflects the increased number of 
these young people living as couples, and the 
increased likelihood of these couples having children 
(compared to 15 to 19-year-olds) (Table 6.5). 

• Just over one-third of males (36 per cent) and 51 
per cent of females live in couples with or without 
children. 

• 11.2 per cent of females are lone parents. 

• Close to 50 per cent of males and 30 per cent of 
females live in other shared households. 

• 14.4 per cent of males and 7.9 per cent of females 
live alone. 

Parents help their children who have left home in 
various ways, including income support through gifts 
of cash, household items, food or clothing and help 
with purchasing a home or land (ABS 1992). 

• It is estimated that 25 per cent of single 15 to 
24-year-olds live in poverty, nearly double the rate 
for the total population (13 per cent). After rental 
or mortgage repayments nearly 162,000 15 to 
24-year-olds live in poverty (Maas 1995). 

Unsupported and homeless 
young people 
Some young people do not have support from parents 
or other family members. They leave home or are 
forced out prematurely with few resources. Family 
conflict and family breakdown play some part in this 
but a fuller explanation lies in the broad social and 
economic context of growing up in Australia. 

Living arrangements of 20 
to 24-year-olds who live 
independently 

Males Females 
0/0 % 

Couple, no children 23.8 29.6 
Couple, with children 12.2 21.5 
Lone parent with·children 0.1 11.2 
Live alone 14.4 7.9 

Live in other shared households 49.5 30.0 
Total 100 100 

Source: ASS (1995d), Labour Force Status and Other 
Characteristics of Families, June 7995, Catalogue No.6224.0. 
Canberra. 



The Morris Report (House of Representatives 
Standing Committee on Community Affairs 1995), 
noted that the effects of economic recession on 
families, high levels of youth unemployment, a 
dearth of family support services, few real 'preventive' 
services and a 'philosophical and policy shift by State 
and Territory Welfare authorities' played a part in 
youth homelessness. Family factors such as poverty, 
family conflict, violence and abuse, divorce and 
repartnering also contribute to youth homelessness. 

A literal definition of homelessness is misleading. 
Homelessness is more than the absence of a roof 
over one's head. The reality is that many homeless 
young people move through various forms of often 
inappropriate temporary accommodation. The 
Morris Committee's definition included: young 
people living without any family assistance; with 
no accommodation at all; or in only temporary 
accommodation, emergency accommodation or 
other long-term supported accommodation for 
homeless people. 

A significant contributing factor to youth homelessness 
is the lack of appropriate and affordable long-term 
housing for low-income young people. About 50 per 
cent of independent young people on low incomes 
are in private rental accommodation. Cheap, varied, 
suitably designed and located housing for young 
people is at a premium (Maas 1995). 

Although it is difficult to determine the extent of 
youth homelessness, a reliable estimate is that: 

• In May 1994 there were 21,000 homeless 12 to 
18-year-olds: 7,700 school students, about 1200 
other students (mainly TAFE), and 12,000 young 
people who were unemployed or outside the 
labour force. 

• In addition, about 9000 young people had recently 
moved into independent accommodation, but 
needed continuing support. 

• Over a year, it is estimated that 25,000 to 30,000 
students experience homelessness (Mackenzie & 
Chamberlain 1995). 

• It seems likely that only 30 to 50 per cent of students 
who experience homelessness gain access to the 
Austudy benefit (Mackenzie & Chamberlain 1995). 

Sexuality and sexual attitudes 
Sexuality has a central place in adolescent develop
ment. The availability of contraception, the effects 
of the women's movement, a pervasive cultural 
emphasis on personal autonomy and a range of other 
social and economic factors have contributed to 
changes in young people's attitudes towards sexuality 
and to their actual sexual behaviours. 

Young people are engaging in a wider variety of 
sexual behaviours than before and with more partners. 
Some researchers have identified a pattern of serial 
monogamy in young people's sexual relations, and a 
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much less widespread pattern, mainly among males, 
of sexual adventurousness with multiple partners and 
minimal or no commitment. 

Overall, there has been an 'uncoupling of sexuality, 
marriage and child-bearing' (Moore & Rosenthal 
1993). However, while some of the overall shifts 
can be identified, generalisations about sexual 
behaviour can obscure some major individual and 
group variations. 

Social class, religious beliefs and cultural and family 
factors, for example, play a major part in determining 
individual attitudes and behaviour. A growing but 
limited acceptance of adult homosexuality is slowly 
beginning to focus attention on the special issues of 
identity for gay and lesbian adolescents (Goggin 1993). 

• Across many Western nations, about 60 per cent of 
unmarried 18-year-olds are sexually active, 
although there is variation within groups (Moore 
& RosenthaI1993). 

• 'While there has been a considerable increase in 
the extent of teenage sexual activity, the changes 
in attitudes are neither as substantial nor as 
clear-cut as might be expected if we use behaviour 
as an indicator of attitudes' (Moore & Rosenthal 
1993, p. 12). 

The majority of adolescents agree with premarital 
sex, but in the context of a long-term, committed 
and monogamous relationship. Young people in their 
twenties see monogamy as the main component of 
'commitment' (Hartley 1993a; Moore & Rosenthal 
1993). 

A 'double standard' of differing expectations about 
female and male sexuality and sexual behaviour still 
clearly exists. As well, 'there is clear and consistent 
evidence that young girls' and young boys' sexual 
practices and beliefs differ substantially' (Moore & 
Rosenthal1992; RosenthaI1995). The differences 
have implications for the ways in which young 
people expose themselves to sexual risks. 

• Young girls tend to engage in fewer acts of 
intercourse with 'casual' partners than do boys, 
and are more likely to report that their sexual 
activity occurs with regular or steady partners. 

• While knowledge about HIV and AIDS has 
increased among young people, there is a disturbing 
lack of knowledge about other more common 
sexually transmitted diseases. 

With prolonged dependence, sexual activity occurring 
at an earlier age and more liberal attitudes towards 
sex, more families are facing the issue of young adult 
unmarried sexual relationships in parents' homes. The 
limited amount of research available suggests that 
acceptance by parents, and the comfort level of young 
adults, is dependent on a number of factors including 
the relationship being committed, long term or there 
being an intention to marry (Hartley 1993a). 
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Satisfaction with family life 
Most studies show that young people place a high 
value on family. However, some young people are 
physically, sexually and psychologically abused by 
their parents, parents' partners or other family 
members, and have few positive feelings about their 
family life. A minority have no support from their 
families and either choose to, or are forced to, have 
no contact with them. Nevertheless, studies generally 
show that the desire of young people to have a 
satisfying family life and relationship with parents 
is strong. 

The majority of young people have positive feelings 
towards their families even if there are disagreements 
within them (Noller & Callan 1991). Recent studies 
suggest that adolescence is not necessarily a time 
of turmoil and that the transition to adulthood is 
generally gradual and without undue upheaval (Offer 
& Schonert-ReichI1992). 

• Despite conflicts which may arise, parents are 
generally respected and looked to for advice on 
work, career and personal matters, and are seen as 
people to turn to for help and emotional support. 

• In 1992, just over one-third of 15 to 19-year-olds 
and one in six 20 to 24-year-olds reported that 
they had received help from a family member 
(chiefly a parent) in looking for work (ABS 1992). 

The Australian Living Standards Study (Weston 1993; 
Weston & Millward 1992) found that: 

• A sample of 12 to 19-year-old male and female 
secondary students and schoolleavers living with 
their parents expressed high levels of satisfaction 
with the relationship with their parents. 

• Parents and adolescents reported relatively 
infrequent arguments; however, adolescents who 
reported more arguments were less satisfied with 
the relationship. 

• While young people were relatively highly 
satisfied with the relationship with their parents 
irrespective of parents' employment status, 
adolescents with both parents employed or with a 
sole mother employed were most satisfied. Least 
satisfied were young people with neither mother 
nor father employed or mother employed and 
father unemployed. 

In their report on young people from ethnic minorities 
in Australia, Cahill and Ewen (1987) concluded that, 
in general: 

• Young people saw their families as characterised 
by stability and solidarity. 

• Young people had considerable empathy for their 
parents' situation and aspirations. 

• The overall level of conflict within families was 
significant but in most cases not serious; however, 
when conflicts resulted in family break-up or 
young people leaving home, the crisis was traumatic 
and very difficult to resolve. 

I 'illf)fu @J]) i •• ,{ 
Suicide rates(') by age and sex, 1982-94 

Rate(') by age group (years) and sex 
15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75+ Total 

Males 
1982 19 25 20 22 24 28 40 17 

1984 19 24 20 23 24 25 30 17 

1986 21 28 24 23 25 27 37 19 

1988 28 28 26 24 24 28 40 21 

1990 27 29 25 21 25 26 32 20 

1992 27 30 25 26 23 27 30 21 

1994 27 29 26 25 23 24 32 21 

% change +42 +16 +30 +14 -4 -14 -20 +23 

Females 

1982 3 7 8 13 11 10 8 6 

1984 4 7 7 11 8 6 6 5 

1986 5 6 8 11 8 8 6 6 

1988 4 7 7 8 9 7 10 6 

1990 4 7 6 7 6 8 8 5 

1992 6 7 7 6 7 7 8 5 
1994 4 6 7 6 6 5 7 5 
% change +33 -14 -12 -54 -45 -50 -12 -17 

(a) per 100,000 
Source: Adapted from ASS (1994c), Suicides, Australia 7982-7992, Catalogue No. 3309.0, Canberra; DHSH (1995), Youth Suicide in 
Australia: A Background Monograph (for 1993 data) and customised data from ASS. 
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• Tensions between parents and children, especially 
in recently-arrived groups and where cultural 
norms are furthest from the 'mainstream', focus 
especially on autonomy and freedom for young 
people, application to study and respect for parents. 

There are indications that when some young people 
leave home, live independently, and in some cases 
have children, previously unstable relationships 
with parents can improve. Parents and their offspring 
gradually develop a greater understanding and 
appreciation of their respective points of view 
(Hartley 1992). 

Youth suicide 
Increasingly, attention is being drawn to the rates of 
youth suicide in Australia. This is a matter of concern 
for parents of young people, for policy makers, and 
for those who deliver services to youth. Concerns 
about the rates of youth suicide direct attention to 
issues of family functioning that may play a role in 
suicide and its prevention. 

The increase in youth suicide 

It is widely said that youth suicide is increasing at a 
rapid rate in Australia. Care needs to be taken in 
comparing the youth suicide rate with the overall 
suicide rate since the latter is based on the whole 
population and is thus deflated by the inclusion of 
those aged under 15 where the suicide rate is very 
low. Table 6.6 shows the current picture. 

A number of important patterns in relation to suicide 
rates in general, and ofthose of youth (ages 15 to 24) 
in particular, are revealed. 

• In 1994 the suicide rate of young males aged 15 to 
24 was almost eight times as high (27 suicides per 
100,000) as that for young females (4 per 100,000). 

• Between 1982 and 1994 the suicide rate for young 
males increased fairly steadily from 19 per 100,000 
in 1982 to 27 per 100,000 in 1994, a 42 per cent 
increase. 

• The youth suicide rate for females is far lower than 
that of young males and has shown a lower rate of 
increase from three per 100,000 in 1982 to four per 
100,000 in 1994, a 33 per cent increase overall. 

• The increase in male youth suicide essentially 
aligns this group with the rates of other adult 
males up to the age of 54. 

• The age groups most prone to suicide remain 
males aged 25 to 34 and 75 years and over. 

There is speculation as to why young males have a 
higher suicide rate than young females. One possible 
explanation is that unemployment has a greater 
impact on young males. 

New South Wales 

South Australia 

Young People 

Hospital separation rates(O) 
(attempted suicide) for males 
and females aged 15-24 

Males 

100.0 

123.7 

Females 

140.0 

128.8 

Queensland 94.0 102.5 

(a) per 100,000 
Source: Harrison, J. E. IS! Cripps, R. A. (1994), Injury in Australia: 
An Epidemiological Review, AGPS Canberra; ASS (1994a), 
Australian Social Trends 1994, Catalogue No. 4102.0, Canberra. 

• Since the mid-1960s a close correlation has 
been apparent between the increase in rates of 
unemployment and suicide for young males 
(see Morrell et a1. 1993). 

Another possible explanation is that males are simply 
more successful in their attempts. This explanation is 
strengthened by hospital data from South Australia, 
Queensland and New South Wales, which shows that 
the attempted suicide rate for 15 to 24-year-olds 
appears to be a little higher among females than 
among males (Table 6.7). 

• Males are more likely than young females 
to use more violent means such as firearms or 
strangulation (62.3 per cent of successful suicides 
among young males compared to 37 per cent 
among young females). 

• Young females are more likely to resort to poisoning 
(43.5 per cent compared to 26 per cent for males), 
and are therefore more likely to be saved by 
medical intervention. 

Urban and rural suicide 
As in the previous section, in interpreting data on 
youth suicide it is important to note that the figures 
for the 'all males' category includes those for males 
under 15 years, for which the suicide rate is 
extremely low. This deflates the overall figures below 
that which is typical of the adult population and 
exaggerates the difference between youth and adult 
suicide rates (see Table 6.8). 

• Overall, male suicide rates are a little higher in 
rural areas (26 per 100,000) than in urban areas 
(20 per 100,000). 

Suicide rates(O) of young 
males by urban/rural 
location, 1992 

15 to 24-year-olds 

Urban 

24.7 

All 20.0 

(a) per 100,000 

Rural 

37.7 
26.0 

Source: ASS (1994c), Suicides, Australia 7982"':7992, Catalogue 
No. 3309.0, Canberra. 
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• There has been a dramatic rise in the suicide rate 
of young rural males, with the rate increasing from 
24 per 100,000 in 1986 to 37.7 per 100,000 in 
1992 (ABS 1994c; DHSH 1995). This is substantially 
higher than the rate for urban young men or for 
rural males overall. 

• Young rural males are 50 per cent more likely to 
suicide than their urban counterparts. For urban 
young men the rate has increased from 21 per 
100,000 in 1986 to 25 per 100,000 in 1992 (ABS 
1994c; DHSH 1995). 

The reasons for the rapid increase in the suicide 
rates of young rural males are not entirely clear. 
However, the link between suicide and high rural 

youth unemployment is likely to be important, as is 
access to guns (over 50 per cent of rural male suicides 
compared to 23 per cent of urban male suicides were 
through the use of guns). 

International comparisons 
Some important patterns are evident when looking 
at international youth suicide figures (Tables 6.9 
and 6.10). Not only do these allow for intercountry 
comparisons (however, care has to be taken in 
making intercountry comparisons of suicide rates as 
methods of collection, definitions and so forth vary 
between countries), but they enable us to see if 
Australian trends and male-female differences are 
observable in other countries. 

I1M!fuW Changing rates(a) for death by suicide for selected countries, males aged 
15-24, 1981-92 

Country 1981-82 1984-85 1987-88 
Australia 19.3 24.0 27.8 

Canada n.a. 25.2 26.9 

Denmark 17.1 17.0 16.5 

France 15.7 17.0 14.7 

Germany 21.2 19.4 15.8 

Italy 5.3 n.a. 5.1 

Japan 14.7 14.1 10.4 

Netherlands 5.3 10.6 9.2 
New Zealand 17.5 19.6 35.7 

Norway 19.3 24.0 27.8 

Spain 5.0 5.3 8.4 
Switzerland 38.2 34.1 26.3 

United Kingdom 7.0 8.2 12.3 
United States 19.8 20.5 21.9 

(a) per 100,000; * 1992 figures; ** change since 1984-85; n.a. = not applicable 
Source: WHO (various years), World Health Statistics Annuals. 

1991-92 % Change 

25.6* +33 
27.7 + 70** 

12.6* -26 
15.0 -5 
14.4 -27 

5.9 +71 
10.2* -30 

9.8 +85 
38.7 +727 
27.4 +42 

7.1 +40 

23.1* -39 
12.2* +74 
22.0 +71 

11M!fu ~ '00 
Changing rates(a) for death by suicide for selected countries, females 
aged 15-24, 1981-92 

Country 1981-82 1984-85 1987-88 1991-92 % Change 

Australia 4.4 4.9 6.0 5.0* +74 
Canada n.a. 4.0 5.0 4.0 0** 

Denmark 5.0 8.1 8.3 3.4* -32 
France n.a. 4.7 4.2 4.1 -73** 
Germany 6.4 5.2 4.7 3.6 -44 
Italy 1.7 n.a. 1.6 2.0 +78 
Japan 6.3 6.3 6.5 4.7* -27 
Netherlands 3.8 3.1 3.6 3.6 -5 
New Zealand 3.8 5.1 8.7 5.8 +53 
Norway 3.3 7.6 6.5 4.5 +36 
Spain 1.2 1.3 2.1 1.7 +42 
Switzerland 10.2 7.9 7.1 6.3* -38 
United Kingdom 2.1 1.8 2.7 2.3* +70 

United States 4.6 4.4 4.2 3.9 -75 

(a) per 100,000; * 1992 figures; ** change since 1984-85; n.a. = not applicable 
Source: WHO (various years), World Health Statistics Annuals. 
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• By international standards, Australia has relatively 
high youth suicide rates but it is not the highest. 
Countries such as New Zealand, Norway, Finland, 
Iceland, Canada and Switzerland have higher 
rates. 

• Despite very considerable differences in the suicide 
rates between countries, the male youth suicide 
rate is always higher than the female youth suicide 
rate. 

• The rates in youth suicide reflect considerable 
change in the years 1981 to 1991-92 but there is 
no consistency in the direction or rate of change 
across different countries. 
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_____ ......... 1 Ageing 

David de Vaus 

Policy makers and governments express concern 
about the anticipated costs to government of 
supporting and caring for an ageing population. 
However, families (both children and partners) are 
key sources of care and support, and the image of 
families simply abandoning older people to be 
supported by governments is highly misleading. 
This chapter examines the life situations of older 
people: their marital status, including those widowed, 
divorced and never married; their living arrangements; 
and the attitudes of Australians towards the perceived 
responsibility of family members to provide support 
for older family members. 
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Marital status of older people 
With changing patterns of marriage and divorce, 
and with changes in the longevity of men and 
women, we can expect to see a shift in the marital 
status of older people. These variations can have 
important implications for policies regarding the 
care and support of older people. For example, 
through changes in divorce, more people may be 
without a partner in their later years and the economic 
consequences of divorce may have an impact on 
their financial and care needs. On the other hand, 
increased longevity may mean that people live with 
partners for more of their lives, a situation that may 
reduce care needs for older people or at least make 
community-based care a more feasible option. 

Divorce 
We can anticipate that an increasing proportion 
of older people in the future will be divorced. This 
has important policy implications. Government 
policies increasingly assume that elderly people in 
need of care will be cared for by family members, 
and partners are by far the most common carer. If 
more older people are divorced they will be forced 
increasingly to rely on either other family members 
or community resources for care and support. 
However, community resources are already stretched, 
and as families contract due to declining fertility, as 
more women enter or remain in the workforce, and 
as childlessness among the elderly increases (it is 
currently about 20 per cent among those aged 75 and 
over) the avai lability of appropriate care will become 
problematic. 

There is very clear evidence that the proportion of 
divorced older people is increasing markedly. Figures 
7.1a & b show the increase in the number of divorced 
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Source: ABS (1988), Estimated Resident Population by Marital Status, 
Age and Sex, Australia, June 1976, 1981 to 1987, Catalogue No. 
3220.0 (for data from 1976-86); ABS (1994b), Marriages and 
Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0 (for 1994 data). 

Ageing 

Divorce status of females aged 
65 years and over, 1976-94 
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Source: ABS (1988), Estimated Resident Population by Marital Status, 
Age and Sex, Australia, June 1976, 1981 to 1987, Catalogue No. 
3220.0 (for data from 1976-86); ABS (1994b), Marriages and 
Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 3310.0 (for 1994 data). 

older men and women since 1976. As the patterns 
are very Similar, only those for women will be 
highlighted here. 

• Among each age group the percentage of divorced 
older people has increased. 

• For women aged 65 to 74, the proportion has 
increased by more than two-and-a-half times from 
2.1 per cent in 1976 to 5.7 per cent in 1994. 

• Among women aged 75 to 84 the proportion of 
currently divorced has trebled from 1.1 per cent 
in 1976 to 3.3 per cent in 1994. 

• Among women aged 85 years or over the 
proportion of divorcees has increased over 
sixfold from 0.5 to 3.2 per cent. 

Widowhood 
The greater longeVity of women ensures that the 
experience of older age is very different for men and 
women. This is nowhere clearer than in the much 
higher percentage of older women who are widowed. 

In 1994: 

• Among those aged 65 to 74, 3.5 times more 
women (31.8 per cent) were widowed than men 
(8.2 per cent). 

• Among those aged 75 to 84,56.7 per cent of 
women were widowed compared to 19.7 per cent 
of men. 

• Among those aged 85 or over, 72.2 per cent of 
women were widowed compared to 37.9 per cent 
of men. 

In practice, this means that far more older women 
live alone, and that older men who need care, 
company and support are relatively likely to have a 
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partner who can provide some of this. Older women, 
however, are more likely to need to rely on friends 
and other family members. 

However, there has been a clear decline in the pro
portion of widowed older people overall. 

• Among women aged 65 to 74 the percentage 
widowed has declined from 41.1 per cent in 1976 
to 31.8 per cent in 1994. 

• Among men and women aged 75 to 84 a marked 
decline occurred between 1976-94. For males the 
percen tage widowed has decreased from 27 .1 to 
19.7 per cent, and for females, from 65.6 to 56.7 
per cent. 

• A similar decline has occurred among those aged 
85 and over. For men the percentage widowed fell 
from 50.9 to 37.9 per cent, and for women it 
declined from 78.9 to 72.2 per cent. 

Two important trends are contributing to the decline 
in widowhood within these age groups. 

• The increasing longeVity of men means that more 
women in these age groups will still have a partner 
(see discussion of older married people) . 

• The increased proportion of divorced older people 
will mean that people will designate themselves 
as divorced rather than widowed, even if their 
previous partner is no longer alive. 
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Older married people 
Being married or not married also has a significant 
impact on how men and women experience older 
age. The differences in marital status between males 
and females become much more marked as people 
grow older. 

In 1994: 

• Almost 80 per cent of males aged 65 to 74 
compared with just under 58.6 per cent of females 
were married. 

• Among those aged 75 to 84, more than twice as 
many males (nearly 70 per cent) as females (just 
over 33 per cent) were married. 

• Among those aged 85 or over, males were more 
than three times as likely as females to be married, 
with over half the men (51.2 per cent) compared 
with only 15 per cent of women married. 

The changing experience of older age for both men 
and women is also clear when examining the 
percentages of elderly married people today, 
compared with a relatively recent past. 

• Among women aged 65 to 74 the percentage 
married has increased from 48 per cent in 1976 to 
57.6 per cent in 1994. 

• Among those aged 75 to 84 the percentage of 
married men and women has also increased in 
the period 1976-94: from 22.6 to 33.2 per cent for 
women, and from 63 to almost 70 per cent for men. 
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• Among the elderly (85 years and over) the 
percentage of married women has doubled from 
8 per cent in 1976 to 15 per cent in 1994. For 
married men it has increased from 40.5 to 51.2 
per cent in the same period. 

Never married people 
In the past there were more never married people 
than today. Furthermore, the percentage of never 
married men and women has steadily declined 
(Carmichael 1988). Of those aged 45 to 49 years: 

• In 1921, 19.7 per cent of men and 16.6 per cent of 
women had never married. 

• In 1947, 13.9 per cent of men and 12.6 per cent of 
women had never married. 

• In 1961, 10.0 per cent of men and 7.4 per cent of 
women had never married . 

• In 1981, 8.1 per cent of men and 4.1 per cent of 
women had never married. 

While it was once quite common for some adults 
never to marry, most people now marry at some 
point in their lifetime. This is particularly true for 
men and women today aged 65 years or over. 

In 1994: 

• Women aged 85 or over were more likely never to 
have married than those aged 65 to 74. 
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Source: ABS (1988), Estimated Resident Population by Marital 
Status, Age and Sex, Australia, June 1976, 1981 to 1987, 
Catalogue No. 3220.0 (for data from years 1976-86); ABS 
(1994b), Marriages and Divorces, Australia, Catalogue No. 
3310.0 (for 1994 data). 

• Men aged 65 to 74 were more likely than women 
never to have married. 

There is not much evidence of any changes, in recent 
years, in the proportions of older men who never 
marry, but there have been notable changes among 
women. 

• Among men of all three age groups (65 to 74; 75 to 
84; 85 and over) the percentage of men who have 
never married has remained steady at around 7 to 
8 per cent. 

• Among women aged 65 and over there has been a 
significant decline in the percentage of those who 
have never married: for those aged 65 to 74 it has 
dropped from 8.8 to 5 per cent since 1976; for 
those aged 75 to 84 the percentage has fallen from 
10.7 to 6.8 per cent; and for those aged 85 and 
over it has dropped from 12.7 to 7.6 per cent. 

Summary 
Substantial changes in the marital status of older 
people have occurred over the last 20 years. Fewer 
women than in the past have never married, a 
smaller percentage of older women than men are 
widowed (although the proportion of women 
widowed overall is far greater than that of men), and 
an increasing proportion of both men and women 
are divorced. And although both males and females 
are living longer, still more men than women have a 
married partner in the latter years of their lives. 
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Living arrangements for 
older people 
The emphasis on the nuclear family household 
and dependent children sometimes leads to the 
assumption that as people grow older they are 
'dumped' into nursing homes or other institutional 
care. This picture is substantially inaccurate. Not only 
are relatively few older people in nursing homes or 
other institutions, but it is also the case that many 
live in families or are assisted by family members to 
live independently. 

• The majority (61.2 per cent) of all people over 65 
live in a family. Most of these live with a partner, 
although a small proportion live with other fami ly 
members, for example, adult children. 

• As people grow older, the proportion living in a 
family situation declines, and by age 90, less than 
a quarter live this way. This decline is due both to 
widowhood and to ill health , with the latter 
pOSSibly requiring more intensive care than can 
be provided by family members. 

• The proportion of people living alone increases 
with age up until their mid-eighties (roughly 30 to 
35 per cent), after which it declines. 

• Around 9 out of 10 people over the age of 65 and 
under 80 live in a private dwelling. 

• Less than 4 per cent of those younger than 75 
years live in homes for the aged or a nursing home. 

• Around 8 per cent of those aged 80 to 84, between 
14 to 15 per cent of those aged 85 to 89 and 
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around 20 per cent of those aged 90 or over are in 
homes for the aged. A similar trend occurs for 
residents in nursing homes, but with a slight 
increase apparent for those aged 90 or over. 

In summary, private dwelling living is usual for older 
people up until the age of about 90, after which an 
increased tendency to move into some form of 
assisted accommodation occurs, The former trend is 
largely a function of the desire of older people to live 
independently, for which many people need no or 
little support. Where such support is required, family 
and community care enables the majority to remain 
in private dwellings. 

Workforce participation of 
older people 
Recent years have witnessed important changes to 
patterns of workforce participation which have 
implications for family functioning. Among these 
are the increased labour force participation of 
women, delays of entry into the workforce of young 
people, and sustained high levels of unemployment. 

There have also been substantial changes at the 
later end of the working life. The participation of 
women in the workforce, the abolition of compulsory 
retirement, workplace restructuring, technological 
change and redundancy all mean that the labour 
force participation patterns of older Australians are 
undergoing, and will continue to be subject to, 
considerable change. These trends are likely to result 
in considerable restructuring of roles and family 
behaviour in later life. 



Table 7.2 shows the annual and projected participation 
of older people in the workforce from 1978 to 2011. 
At first sight there appears to be little change. 

• Of those aged 55 to 59,56.4 per cent were in the 
workforce in 1978 and 57.2 per cent in 1995. The 
projected figure for 2011 is 55.7 per cent. In the 60 
to 65 year age group the same overall stability is 
evident. 

However, despite this, there are nevertheless important 
changes taking place. These revolve around the very 
different patterns of workforce participation for older 
men and women. 

• The participation of older men in the workforce is 
undergoing long-term decline. This is particularly 

evident for men in their late fifties and early 
sixties. 

Ageing 

• In 1978, 83.2 per cent of men aged 55 to 59 were 
in the workforce. By 1995 this had dropped to 
74.1 per cent and by 2011 is projected to be 65.7 
per cent. 

• For those aged 60 to 64, the participation rate has 
decreased from 59.3 per cent in 1978 to 46.7 per 
cent in 1995, after which no significant decline is 
anticipated. 

In contrast the participation rates for older women 
are increasing. 

• For women aged 55 to 59, over 30 per cent were in 
the workforce in 1978. This figure had increased to 

I 'iMl:fu 7l 0 1] Living arrangements, people aged 65 and over, 1991 
Per cent aged (in years) 

65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-95 95+ Total 
Private dwelling 
With family 75.4 66.6 56.6 44.8 33.7 24.0 19.9 61.2 
With unrelated persons only 2.2 2.1 1.8 1.6 1.4 1.2 1.3 2.0 
Alone 19.3 25.4 31.5 34.4 30.5 21.5 11.9 25.6 
Total 96.0 94.1 89.9 80.7 65.6 46.7 33.1 88.9 

Institutional Care 
General hospital 0.8 1.1 1.7 2.6 3.6 4.7 5.6 1.6 
Home for the aged 0.7 1.7 3.9 8.2 14.7 20.4 20.7 3.8 
Hostel for the disabled 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.1 
Nursing home 0.5 1.2 2.8 6.8 14.3 26.2 39.3 3.4 
Psychiatric hospital 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 
Total 2.3 4.3 8.7 18.0 33.1 52.0 66.4 9.0 

Other non-private dwelling 1.7 1.6 1.4 1.3 1.2 1.3 0.5 2.1 
All persons aged 65 and over 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Number ('000) 640.5 491.2 371.2 223.3 105.1 36.0 9.2 1876.5 

Source: ABS (1991), Census of Population and Housing, unpublished data; adapted from ABS (1995a), Focus on Families: Caring in 
Families: Support for Persons Who are Older or Have Disabilities, Catalogue No. 4423.0, Canberra. 

I 'iMl:fu 7l cJJ I Workforce participation by age and sex, 1978-2011 
Males (%) Females (%) Total (%) 

55-59 60-64 65+ 55-59 60-64 65+ 55-59 60-64 65+ 
Annual Averages 
1978 83.2 59.3 12.5 30.1 13.1 2.8 56.4 35.3 6.9 
1980 82.6 51.5 11.2 28.9 13.4 2.8 55.6 31.6 6.4 
1985 77.1 43.8 9.1 28.2 11.9 2.1 53.0 27.4 5.1 
1990 75.0 50.6 9.2 33.9 16.0 2.4 54.7 33.3 5.3 
1993 71.7 48.7 8.4 36.9 15.3 2.3 54.5 32.0 4.9 
1995 74.1 46.7 9.6 39.8 16.4 2.6 57.2 31.5 5.7 

Projections 
2000 69.3 48.9 9.0 39.5 16.7 2.4 54.6 32.9 5.3 
2005 67.5 48.9 9.0 42.4 17.9 2.4 55.0 33.5 5.3 
2011 65.7 48.9 9.0 45.8 19.3 2.4 55.7 34.0 5.4 

Source: ABS (1994a), Labour Force ProjectiOns Australia, 7995-2077, Catalogue No. 6260.0, Canberra; ABS (1995b), Labour Force, 
Australia 7995 (various months), Catalogue No. 6203.0, Canberra: 
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39.8 per cent in 1995 and is projected to be 45.8 
per cent in 201l. 

These trends suggest a very different pattern of family 
life among older people. The earlier retirement of 
men will have a significant impact on the need for 
state support as people age and, with decreased 
opportunity to accumulate superannuation funds, 
the state may be called upon to provide pension and 
other supports. 

This may partly be offset by the greater workforce 
participation of women, but the pattern of inter
rupted labour force participation of many women 
will mean that their superannuation entitlements 
(for example, under the Superannuation Guarantee 
legislation) often will be insufficient despite some 
work in later life. 

The increased workforce participation of women in 
their late fifties and sixties will also mean that these 
women are not available to provide the care of elderly 
family members that a great deal of aged care policy 
relies on. While, in principle, this might be countered 
by the availability of increasing numbers of older 
men to provide the care, there may be a reluctance by 
men to take on this role, and a reluctance by elderly 
people (particularly elderly women) to receive 
personal care from them. 

Alternatively, the increasing workforce participation 
of women may contribute to the phenomenon where 
women in their late fifties and early sixties confront 
the pressures of multiple demands to care both for 
the older and younger generations (their adult 
children or grandchildren, their own elderly parents 
and their partner) while holding down a job. This 

. phenomenon is sometimes referred to as 'women in 
the middle' (Brody 1990). 

Attitudes to elder care 
It is often believed that elderly people are abandoned 
by their families and are either left to look after 
themselves or for the government to care for them. 
In reality this is not the case, and families remain the 
principle source of care for older people. To the 
extent that policies rely on families being available 
and willing to provide this support, it is important to 
know the extent to which it is believed to be the 
responsibility of adults to support their elderly 
parents should they want and need it. 

A survey on Australian Family Values (de Vaus 1995) 
found the following: 

• There is a high level of agreement that adults 
should provide support of one sort or another to 
elderly parents who need it. 

• There is agreement that adults should try to help 
out needy parents financially, but respondents 
were divided where such help might cause them 
financial hardship or to sacrifice things for their 
own children. 

• Respondents were evenly divided between 
whether parents or children should come first. 

• Very few respondents (10 per cent) believed that a 
daughter should give up her job in order to care 
for elderly parents. 

• Less than a third of respondents believed that 
adults should be prepared to have their elderly 
parents live with them. 

• There was strong support for the view that adults 
and their older parents should keep in close 
contact (80 per cent) and, depending on distance, 
should visit regularly and 'do things' together. 

Attitudes towards helping older parents 
Type of help 

Adults should help parents financially 
It is the responsibility of adults to care for elderly parents 
Should help parents even if have own family 

Strongly 
agree/agree 

68 
69 
89 

Parents are entitled to a return for the sacrifices they make for their children 45 

Should sacrifice things for children to help ageing parents 53 
Should ensure good care for elderly parents even if it causes financial hardship 51 
Adults have as much responsibility for elderly parents as for own children 41 

Daughter should give up job to care 10 

Be prepared to have elderly parents live with you 31 
Adults should stay in close contact with their parents 87 
Grown children should share activities with their parents 61 

Adults should visit parents at least weekly if nearby 60 
Moving far away from parents isn't fair to them 10 

Adults should live near parents so they can help parents out 18 

Source: de Vaus, D. (1995), Australian Family Values Survey, unpub. 
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1~~~;,j;:Yti"v'.\ Suitability ratings of care providers for elderly widowed 
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Source: Evans, M. D. R. (1996), 'Care of the elderly', Worldwide Attitudes, vol. 8, no. 5, pp. 1-7. 

• Few respondents believed it to be the responsibility 
of adult children to live near their parents. 

Views about filial responsibility were uniform across 
age groups and for men and women. However, those 
born, or whose parents were born, in either Southern 
or Eastern Europe or in Asia, stressed the importance 
of filial responsibility more strongly than did those 
from Anglo backgrounds. 

In summary, adult Australians place considerable 
weight on the importance of meeting responsibilities 
towards the wellbeing of ageing parents. There is 
general (but qualified) agreement that adult children 
should provide appropriate assistance to their parents 
and maintain contact with them, but less emphasis 
is placed on living nearby and accepting potentially 
intrusive responsibilities such as giving up work or 
living in the same household. 

Widows and widowers 
The National Social Science Survey (NSSS) sheds 
further light on views about appropriate carers of 
elderly people. In the 1995 Survey (Evans 1996), a 
general sample of Australian adults were asked about 
the suitability of different types of carers for an 
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lIene Wolcott 

The way families manage their essential income 
earning and caring roles has changed dramatically 
over the past few decades. Families today are far less 
likely to conform to the pattern where fathers are the 
sole income earners and mothers are not in the labour 
force but at home maintaining households and caring 
for children and the elderly. However, much of the 
way work is organised stems from assumptions of the 
past. This chapter outlines how families blend their 
work and caring roles, how. women, in particular, 
make adjustments to their working roles to care for 
children, and how work affects the family lives of 
Australian mothers and fathers. 
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Workers with family 
responsibilities 
The entry of mothers in unprecedented numbers 
into the labour force over the past few decades has 
altered the relationship between family life and 
paid employment. 

• In April 1996 women comprised 43 per cent of 
the labour force . 

A comparison of male and female labour force 
participation rates from the 1960s into the 1990s 

Work and Family 

illustrates the convergence of men 's and women 's 
workforce participation over time (Figure 8.1). 

• In 1966, the overall labour force participation 
rate for all women aged 15 to 64 was 36 per cent 
compared to 84 per cent for men. 

• In April 1996, the overall labour force participa
tion rate for all women aged 15 to 64 was 54 
per cent compared to 74 per cent for men 
(ABS 1996b). 

Among women aged 25 to 34 and 35 to 44, the major 
childbearing and rearing ages, the changes in labour 
force participation rates are more dramatic (Figure 8.2). 

~-~ ..... -., Trends in labour force participation rates, Australia, 1966-96 
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Labour force participation of parents with dependent children, 1995 

All parents with 
dependent children 

Parents with children 
under 15 years 

o 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 
% in labour force 

_ Couple fathers _ lone fathers _ Couple mothers lone mot hers 

Source: ABS Cl 99Sc), Labour Force, Australia August 7995, Catalog ue No. 6203 .0, Canberra. 

• In 1996, 67.7 per cent of women aged 25 to 34 and 
71.3 per cent aged 35 to 44 were in the labour 
force compared to 41.3 per cent and 43.4 per cent 
respectively in 1970. 

Paren ts of dependent children 
Similar proportions of men and women who are in 
the labour force have dependent children (ABS 1995c). 

• 38 per cent of men and 38 cent of women in the 
labour force have dependent children . 

There are differences, however, in how family respon
sibilities affect workforce participation for men and 
women. Figure 8.3 shows that in August 1995: 

• 94 per cent of men in couple families with 
dependent children were in the labour force . 

• 65 per cent of women in couple families with 
dependent children were in the labour force . 

• 78 per cent of fathers in lone-parent families with 
dependent children were in the labour force . 

• 53 per cent of mothers in lone-parent families 
with dependent children were in the labour force. 

The age of the youngest child affects workforce 
participation rates, especially for mothers. The labour 
force participation rates of mothers rise along with 
the age of youngest child (ABS 1995c) (Figure 8.4). 

• 52 per cent of mothers in couple families and 
34 per cent of lone mothers with youngest child 
aged less than five years are in the labour force. 

• 72 per cent of mothers in couple families and 
62 per cent of lone mothers are in the labour force 
by the time the youngest child is aged 5 to 9 years. 

• 76 per cent of mothers in couple families and 
61 per cent of mothers in lone-parent families are 
in the labour force by the time the youngest child 
is aged 10 to 14 years . 

With increased longevity of an ageing population, 
employed men and women have greater family 
responsibilities. In addition to t heir other fami ly 
responsibilities, family members provide care for 
elderly, ill and disabled relatives, some of whom will 
be living with them, and others not (ABS 1995a). 

• In 1994 about 70 per cent of providers of personal 
care and home help for the aged, long-term ill and 
people with a disability were in the labour force. 

Balancing work and 
family life 
Much of the way work is organised - the hours and 
scheduling of jobs, and the expectations about what 
it means to be committed to a job and a career - stem 
from assumptions that the majority of fu ll-time 
workers are either men whose partners are available 
to take care of everyday family responsibilities, or 
single men and women without family distractions . 

Decisions about work and family roles and working
pattern preferences are influenced by the va lues and 

'-------~ 

Labour force participation of parents with dependent children by age of 
youngest child, 1995 
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Source: ABS Cl 99Sc), Labour Force, Australia August 7995, Cata logue No . 6203.0, Canberra. 
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Employed parents with dependent children: per cent working full time by 
age of youngest child, 1995 
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Source: ABS (1995c), Labour Force, Australia August 7995, Catalogue No. 6203.0, Canberra. 

priorities that men and women hold about family life 
and gender roles, as well as by specific economic 
circumstances and employment situations. Research 
findings demonstrate that one of the main ways that 
families manage work and family commitments is by 
mothers working part time (Wolcott & Glezer 1995). 

It is mothers not fathers who make the major accom
modations in balancing family responsibilities with 
employment, and clearly having children and the age 
of their youngest child determine whether women 
choose to work part or full time (Figure 8.5). 

• In 1995, for couple families with dependent 
children where both parents were employed, only 
42 per cent of mothers were employed full time 
(ABS 1995c). 

As children grow older an increasing proportion of 
mothers work full time. In 1995: 

• 35 per cent of employed mothers in couple families 
with children aged less than 4 years worked fu ll 
time. 

• 41 per cent of employed mothers in couple families 
with children aged 5 to 9 years worked full time. 

• SO per cent of employed mothers in couple families 
with youngest child aged 10 to 14 years worked 
full time. 

Lone mothers are more likely than 'couple' mothers 
to be working full time (ABS 1995c). 

• 43 per cent of employed lone mothers with 
children aged less than 5 years work full time. 

• 41 per cent of employed lone mothers with 
children aged 5 to 9 years work full time. 

• 60 per cent of employed lone mothers with 
children aged 10 to 14 years work full time. 

For fathers, as noted previously, a very different 
picture emerges. 

• Nearly all fathers who are employed work full time. 
Ninety-six per cent of employed fa thers in couple 
families with children aged less than IS years work 
full time. 

• Nearly 80 per cent of employed lone fathers work 
full time. 

Preferred work status 

Men in relationships are more likely than women in 
relationships to prefer fu ll-time work. 

• A majority of men (80 per cent) compared to 
women (41 per cent) in relationships express a 
preference for full-time work (Wolcott & Glezer 
1995). 

For partnered women with children, working pattern 
preferences are more pronounced. Figure 8.6 shows 
that for respondents in the Australian Family 
Formation Project (AIFS 1991): 

• Of mothers working fu ll time, the majority (60 per 
cent) indicated a preference to work part time, and 
14 per cent did not want to be in the labour force . 

Women with children: work preference by current work status 
1I..IIiiI~=="";;~_ 
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o 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 
Expressed work preference (% ) 

_ Full time _ Part time _ No work 

Source: Australian Family Formation Project (1981-91) . 
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• 71 per cent of mothers working part time were 
happy with this status. Only 10 per cent would 
have preferred to work full time, and 19 per cent 
did not want to work at all. 

• Although 40 per cent of mothers who were not in 
the labour force preferred this arrangement, over 
half (52 per cent) would have liked part-time work, 
and 8 per cent would have preferred a full-time job. 

• The highest proportion of mothers not in the 
workforce who preferred this arrangement had 
children under 4 years-of-age. 

While expressing a preference does not necessarily 
indicate how a person would act if alternative 
opportunities were presented, these data suggest that 
the majority of women prefer to combine child 
rearing with workforce participation. 

Effect of work on family life 
Managing the dual roles of family caring and paid 
employment can be both satisfying and difficult. 
For women and men participation in paid work can 
enhance self-esteem and sense of achievement, while 
contributing to family income. Sharing in family 
caring expands the capacity for nurturing and 
extends the dimensions of life beyond income 
earning. Nevertheless, when workers with family 
responsibilities are surveyed, men and women agree 
that there is a conflict between the time demands of 
their job and family. 

The 1992 National Survey of Families in Australia by 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 1992, 1994a) 
found that: 

• Overall , 29 per cent of employed parents with 
children aged 0 to 11 years reported difficulty with 

managing work and child care responsibilities, 
with a greater proportion of mothers (37 per cent) 
than fathers (24 per cent) indicating this. 

• Almost half the mothers employed full time 
reported difficulty managing work and child 
care responsibilities, compared to 32 per cent of 
mothers working part time and 24 per cent of 
fathers employed full time. 

• 27 per cent of employed providers of personal 
care/home help for the elderly, disabled or 
long-term ill had difficulty managing work and 
caring responsibilities. 

Two studies, the Australian Living Standards Study 
(1991-92) and the Australian Family Formation 
Project (1981-91), undertaken by the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies describe how work affects 
family relationships and home life (Woleott & 
Glezer 1995). 

Of respondents in the Australian Living Standards 
Study: 

• 36 per cent of men and 29 per cent of women 
working full time said that work had a negative 
effect on the relationship with their partner, com
pared to 18 per cent of women working part time. 

• 40 per cent of men and women working full time 
felt that work had a negative effect upon the 
relationship with their children, compared to 
27 per cent of women working part time. 

• More than half the women working full time 
thought work had a negative effect on their 
management of household tasks, compared to 
around 40 per cent both of men working full time 
and women working part time. 

~ ... ...r'll:"f"--, Effect of work on family life by sex and work status 
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Couples: spillover from work into family life 
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Source: Australian Family Formation Project (1981-91). 

For women, working part time clearly contributes to 
positive outcomes in managing the demands of 
family responsibilities with paid work. In the 
Australian Family Formation Project (Figure 8.8) : 

• 43 per cent of women employed full time agreed 
they did not have the energy to be a good parent, 
compared with only 19 per cent of women and 
27 per cent of men working part time. 

• Around 30 per cent of men and women working 
full time felt they were often too tired after work to 
do things with their partner, compared to around 
20 per cent of women who worked part time. 

• 47 per cent of women and 35 per cent of men 
working full time, compared to 18 per cent of 
women working part time, felt they were unable 
to get much done at home. 

Work and leisure 
The amount of time family members are occupied 
with earning an income, performing household 
chores and family caring will influence the time 
devoted to other activities . According to the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics survey, How 
Australians Use Their Time (ABS 1993, 1995b): 

• Partners with children spend 33 hours per week 
on social/leisure activities compared with partners 
with no children, who spend 43 hours per week 
on these activities. 

• Lone parents spend 38 hours per week on 
social/leisure activities. 

Sharing household tasks and child care 
Surveys of how couples share household tasks 
consistently find that domestic chores are divided 
along gender lines (Bittman 1995; Woleott & Glezer 
1995). The ABS survey of how Australians use their 
time (ABS 1993) indicates that married or partnered 
women who have children under 15 years and work 
full time spend 22 per cent of their day (5.1 hours) 
on household activities, while men in equivalent 
situations spend only 11 per cent of their day 
(2.5 hours) on such activities. 

• 'Women work seven and a half times longer than 
men on laundry, ironing and clothes care, more 
than four times longer in cleaning, over three and a 
half times longer in the care of children and nearly 
three times longer in cooking' (Bittman 1995, p. 9). 

• Home maintenance and care remain men's 
domain. The tasks that men tend to perform, like 
mowing the lawn, for example, are also more 
sporadic than the tasks undertaken by women, 
such as cooking, shopping and laundry. 

It is sometimes said that men and women are sharing 
household tasks more equally now than in the past. 
It is true that both fathers and mothers reported 
spending more time with their children in 1992 than 
in 1987. It is also true, as shown in the Australian 
Family Formation Project (Woleott & Glezer 1995) 
that couples agreed that playing with children, 
disciplining children and taking children to activities 
and appointments were more likely to be shared 
today between parents unless the mother worked 
part time. 
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However, Bittman (1995) concludes that any changes 
that have taken place in how men and women share 
domestic tasks results from women reducing their 
time performing household chores rather than men 
doing more. Also, equal sharing of domestic tasks is 
not what men and women always seek. Some mothers 
in the Australian Family Formation Project, for 
instance, reported that a sense of 'fairness ' rather than 
equal sharing of household tasks was most important 
to them. 

Satisfaction with work 
and family life 
Families in the Australian Living Standards Study 
(ALSS) were generally satisfied with their work and 
family arrangements (see Wolcott & Glezer 1995). 

• Women who worked part time were more satisfied 
with their working hours than men and women 
who worked full time. 

• All working parents, but particularly women, were 
satisfied with their relationships at work. 

• Family relationships were rated very satisfactory 
by all working parents. 

Most studies of dual earner families (Gilbert 1993; 
Wolcott & Glezer 1995) suggest satisfaction is highest, 
and levels of stress lowest, where: 

• Partners share similar values and priorities about 
work and family roles. 

• Housework and child care are perceived to be fair ly 
shared. 

• Pa rtners are satisfied with the child care they use. 

• Partners are satisfied with the relationship with 
their children. 

• Partners are satisfied in their jobs. 

• Workplaces offer fami ly-friendly benefits and 
policies. 

• Wider family supports and community resources 
are available. 

Meeting the needs of 
workers with family 
responsibilities 
Austra lian workers with fam ily responsibilities 
indicate that they want: 

• Time and the flexib ility to meet routine and crisis 
family situations. 

• An understanding employer. 

• Adequate child care. 

Flexible working arrangements providing additional 
time for family life, such as working fewer hours 
and only weekdays or daytime, were rated more 
importan t by mothers than fa thers in the ALSS 
(Figure 8.9). Th is supports the widely held view that 
it is women more than men who organise time to 
suit fami ly needs (National Council for the 
International Year of the Family 1994; VandenHeuvel 
1993; Wolcott & Glezer 1995). 

All working parents, however, valued (Figure 8.10): 

• A job that provides a sense of achievement and 
interest. 

• Good relationships with co-workers. 

• Employment security. 

Parents' ratings of working arrangements by sex and work status 

Flexible work hours 

No work over 40 hours 

No work after 7 pm 

No weekend work 

Not school holidays 

School hours only 

Working locally 

o 10 20 30 40 50 60 
% saying important 

• Females (PT) • Females (FT) • Males (FT) 

PT = working part time; FT = working full time 

Source: Australian Living Standards Study (1991 - 92). 
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Parents' ratings of job qualities by sex and work status 

Amount earned 

Career advancement 

Fringe benefits 

Good co-worker relationships 

Good employer relationships 

Interesting job 

Little stress/ pressure 

Responsible job 

Secure job 

Sense of achievement 

Training opportunities 

o 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

% saying important 
• Females (PT) • Females (FT) • Males (FT) 

PT = working part time; FT = working full time 

Source: Australian Living Standards Study (1991 - 92). 

What they get 
Workers with family responsibilities in Australia have 
in place some government policies that can assist 
them to combine work and family life. For example: 

• The majority of full-time permanent and part-time 
permanent employees are entitled to 52 weeks of 
unpaid parental leave after the birth of a child. 
This leave can be shared between mothers and 
fathers. 

• The majority of full -time and permanent part-time 
employees are entitled to several leave days to take 
care of family members who are ill. 

Many Australian companies have introduced family 
supportive initiatives including: 

• Provision of paid maternity leave and additional 
days of paid sick leave to care for family members. 

• Flexible work arrangements, such as flexitime, 
part-time work, job sharing, 'banked' hours that 
can be taken at a later time, and the possibility to 
work from home. 

• Child and elder care information and referral 
services. 

The Australian Living Standards Study found that: 

• 69 per cent of fathers and 59 per cent of mothers 
could have flexible working hours if they needed 
them. 

• Three-quarters of working parents could leave the 
workplace for up to an hour for personal reasons. 

• 90 per cent of working parents could receive at 
least one personal telephone call each day. 

However, not all people had equal access to these 
family-friendly arrangements. For example, higher 
proportions of managerial and professional employees 
were able to take advantage of these options than 
those in lower status jobs. 

On the negative side, while flexible work arrange
ments assist many parents, hours of work have 
increased for full-time workers, clearly leaving less 
time to participate in family life . 

• [n 1995, men employed full time worked an average 
of 42.4 hours per week compared to 41 .2 hours in 
1989; for women the figures were 37.9. and 37.1 
respectively (ABS 1996a). 

Working from home 
One way in which some people combine work and 
fam ily responsibilities is to work from home. According 
to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 1996d): 

• The n umber of people working from home has 
increased by 11 per cent between 1992 and 1995. 

• Approximately 4 per cent of all employees are 
home workers or telecommuters, and of these 
60 per cent are women. 
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Main reasons for working at 
home, 1995 

Reason Males (%) Females (%) 
Wanted office at home 31 12 
No travel to work 2 2 
Flexible working hours 8 7 

Wanted to look after children 2 24 
Reached retirement age 6 1 
No other work available 7 3 
To help spouse 12 
Home family business 

Other (includes family trust, 
lack of child care etc) 

23 

19 

Source: ASS (1996d), Persons Employed at Home, September 
1995, Catalogue No. 6275.0, Canberra. 

• Not all home workers are employees. Over half 
(52 per cent) of home workers are self-employed 
or unpaid family workers. 

Advances in computer and communications 
technology have made it easier for many workers 
to perform some or all of their tasks at home. 
Advantages of working from home can include: 

• Reduced commuting time. 

• Increased availability for family demands. 

• Ease of combining work with child care. 

References 

29 

10 

ABS (1986), Labour Force, Historical Summary 1966-84, 
Catalogue No. 6204.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1990), Labour Force, Australia October 1990, 
Catalogue No. 6203.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1992), Australia's Families: Selected Findings from 
the Survey of Families in Australia 1992, Catalogue 
No. 4418.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1993), How Australians Use Their Time, Catalogue 
No. 4153.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1994a), Focus on Families: Work and Family 
Responsibilities, Catalogue No. 4422.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1994b), Labour Force, Australia October 1994, 
Catalogue No. 6203.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1995a), Focus on Families: Caring in Families: 
Support for Persons Who Are Older or Have Disabilities, 
Catalogue No. 4423.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1995b), Focus on Family: Family Life, Catalogue 
No. 4425.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1995c), Labour Force, Australia August 1995, 
Catalogue No. 6203.0, Canberra. 

ABS (1996a), Employee Earnings and Hours, Australia 
May 1995, Catalogue No. 6306.0, Canberra. 

90 Australian Institute of Family Studies 

Table 8.1 shows the main reasons for working from 
home. A quarter of women and 2 per cent of men 
gave looking after children as the reason for working 
at home. 

However, working from home can have disadvantages 
and lead to abuse of rights and conditions by 
employers. 

• Approximately 31 per cent of employees working 
from home in 1995 were permanent employees. 
However, nearly three-quarters (72 per cent) were 
not provided with benefits such as paid sick leave 
or holiday leave. 

Other possible disadvantages include: 

• Poorer working conditions and concerns with 
safety and supervision. 

• Diminished access to on-the-job training, and 
isolation from co-workers and events at the 
workplace. 

For the majority of Australian families, reconciling 
workplace demands with domestic and caring tasks 
brings rewards as well as pressures. Managing work 
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Family Incomes 
and Housing 

lIene Wolcott, Ruth Weston, 
lan Winter 

In a society where most goods and services necessary 
for daily living are purchased, access to adequate 
income and housing is essential for family wellbeing. 
The major factors affecting family incomes are the 
availability of wages and salaries from employment, 
and social security payments and transfers. This 
chapter provides a picture of the ways in which 
incomes and housing differ according to family type. 
It also provides a detailed description of income 
support payments provided by governments, and 
details how direct and indirect government payments 
are used to provide support for families in need and 
redistribute resources in the community. 
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Family incomes 
Employment and income form a basis of family 
security and access to resources that contribute to 
wellbeing. According to the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS 1995a): 

• In 24 per cent of couple families both partners 
were unemployed or not in the labour force in 
1995. 

• In 56 per cent of lone-parent families, the parent 
was either unemployed or not in the labour force. 

The increase in labour force participation of married 
women with children has added to family incomes 
(ABS 1995c). 

• In 58 per cent of couple families with dependent 
children both parents were employed in 1995. 

• In couple families with dependent children where 
both partners were employed full time, women 
contributed 43 per cent of the couple's earnings. 

• In couple families with dependent children where 
females worked part time, women contributed 27 
per cent of the family's earnings (ABS 1995a). 

In addition to earned income, many families with 
dependent children receive social security benefits, 
particularly where total family income is low. 

• In March 1996, 1,798,402 families with 3,470,952 
dependent children received Family Payments of 
at least a minimum if $22.70 per fortnight where 
there was one child. 

• In June 1995, 324,941 lone parents received a Sole 
Parent Pension. 

• In total, approximately 1.6 million women aged 
60 and over and men aged 65 and over received 
the Age Pension. 

• Nearly half (49 per cent) of those receiving the Age 
Pension were in a couple relationship. 

Family Incomes and Housing 

Family incomes may have several components: 

• Private income from wages and salaries and 
other sources such as interest, investments, 
superannuation. 

• Income in the form of direct benefits such as 
government pensions and allowances. 

• Income in the form of indirect benefits or non 
cash benefits such as government-funded 
education, housing and health services. 

A family's gross income equals private income plus 
direct benefits. A family's final income equals gross 
income plus indirect benefits minus direct and 
indirecttaxes (ABS 1996a). 

Table 9.1 shows that in 1993-94: 

• The weekly average final income for two-parent 
families was $824 shared between 4.2 people. 

• Lone-parent families had a weekly average final 
income of $557 per week shared between 2.8 people. 

The balance between benefits received and taxes paid 
varies for families at different stages of the life cycle 
(EPAC 1995). Young employed couples without chil
dren, for example, will pay higher taxes and receive 
fewer direct and indirect benefits than couples or lone 
parents with children and older retired couples. 
Harding (1995) estimated that non cash benefits 
(health, education, housing and child care) received 
by couples with one child averaged $125 per week. 

Table 9.2 shows that in 1993-94: 

• The average weekly final income for a couple 
without children where the primary reference 
person was aged less than 35 years was $741, 
compared to a private income of $951. 

• The average weekly final income for a couple 
with oldest child aged five to 14 years was $823, 
compared to a private income of $ 765. 
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Average weekly value of components of final income for selected 
households, 1993-94 

Final income Couple with lone parent Couple only lone person 
components dependants with 

only dependants only 
$ $ $ $ 

Private income 807 216 598 260 
Total taxes 258 71 185 92 
Total benefits 276 411 188 158 
Direct benefits 69 190 91 91 
Indirect benefits 207 221 97 68 
Net benefits 18 340 2 66 
Final income 824 557 601 326 
Source: Adapted from ASS (1996a), Australian Social Trends 7996, Catalogue No. 4102.0, Canberra; data from ASS (1994d), 
Household Expenditure Survey, Australia: The Effects of Government Benefits and Taxes on Household Income, Catalogue No. 6537.0, 
Canberra. 
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Average weekly value of components of final Income for selected life-cycle 
groups, 1993-94 

life-cycle groups Private Direct Indirect Direct Indirect Final 
(age in years) income taxes taxes benefits benefits income 

$ $ $ $ $ $ 
Single, under 35 443 102 40 33 36 370 
Couple only, ref. person <35 951 203 74 13 53 741 
Couple, eldest child <5 736 170 67 55 94 648 
Couple, eldest child 5-14 765 174 74 78 228 823 
Couple, eldest child 15-20 958 222 76 64 269 993 
Couple, non-dependent children only 1012 208 93 97 120 929 
Lone parent with dependants 216 33 38 190 222 557 
Couple only, ref. person >65 186 31 38 204 171 493 
Single person >65 65 14 15 148 107 290 
Source: ABS (1996a), Australian Social Trends 1996, Catalogue No. 4102.0, Canberra; data from ABS (1994d), Household 
Expenditure Survey, Australia: The Effects of Government Benefits and Taxes on Household Income, Catalogue No. 6537.0, Canberra. 

High and low income 
households 
Families do not have similar access to income and 
resources and thus have different economic living 
standards. Levels of household income are related to 
the size of households, the age of household members 
and the sources of income. Household income is 
often ranked according to quintiles. Income quintiles 
'rank families and income units cir individuals in 
ascending order according to income, and then 
divide them into five equal groups' (ABS 1994c, p. 3). 

In 1992 (ABS 1994c): 

• 17 per cent of couple families had family gross 
incomes in the lowest quintile. 

• 41 per cent of lone-parent families had incomes 
in the lowest quintile (including penSions and 
benefits). 

• Families with incomes in the highest quintile 
included two or more employed persons, while 
families with incomes in the lowest quintiles 
contained less than one fully employed person. 

In 1993-94: 

• Average weekly gross income of households in the 
lowest quintile was $151.66, while in the highest 
quintile it was $1608.77 (ABS 1996b). 

• Average weekly final income of households in the 
lowest quintile was $233 per week, while in the 
highest quintile it was $1,231 per week (ABS 
1996a). 

I ncomes after divorce 
Typically, mothers give precedence to child care over 
career advancement when their children are young 
(see Woleott & Glezer 1995). This means that the 
income earning potential of the father is promoted, 
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while that of the mother is eroded. This can have 
important repercussions when couples separate, and 
these implications vary according to the pathways 
parents take upon separation. 

The different impact of divorce for men and women 
was highlighted in an Australian Institute of Family 
Studies longitudinal study undertaken between 
1984 and 1987 of divorced parents with dependent 
children (Funder, Harrison & Weston 1993). This 
study highlighted the need for the Child Support 
Scheme. Key findings are outlined below. 

• Fathers are likely to have an increased standard of 
living upon separation, but their living standards 
tend to return to pre-separation levels once they 
have new or stepchildren living with them. 

• Lone mothers and their children experience 
declines in financial living standards upon 
separation, with around 60 per cent living below 
or close to the poverty line some three to five 
years after separation. 

In families where fathers had relatively high incomes 
prior to separation, mothers were more likely to be 
full-time home-makers. Consequently, they and their 
children were more likely to need to rely on social 
security pensions or benefits upon separation. 

• By 1987, 27 per cent of children with fathers 
pre-separation in the highest income group, 
compared to 16 per cent of children with fathers 
in the lowest income group, were living below 
the poverty line. 

Figure 9.1 shows the effect of separation on living 
standards for lone mothers and their children 
according to the fathers' pre-separation income 
groups (low; medium; high). 

• Lone-mother families with husbands pre
separation in the high income group experienced 
the greatest average decline in financial living 
standards, while only a marginal average decline 
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was apparent for those with husbands 
pre-separation in the low income group. 

• Over time, lone-mother families with husbands 
pre-separation in the low income group experienced 
the greatest increase in financial living standards, 
while those with husbands pre-separation in the 
high income group were significantly worse off. 

Such trends are shaped by differences between the 
groups in the employment status and repartnering 
rates of mothers, along with the inadequacy of 
maintenance payments. 

• Children of the first family had a lower share in 
their non-resident father's income than any 
children of their father's second family. 

• Compliance with maintenance orders was 
low. Where maintenance was paid, the amount 
tended to be based on a 'going rate' rather than on 
realistic costs of raising children or on fathers' 
post-separation income levels. 

• This 'going rate' fell far short of meeting the 
needs of many children of the first marriage and 
remained unchanged over the years despite 
inflation and increased costs as children grew 
(see Harrison 1993a). 

• Repartnering by mothers tended to be the only 
way in which adequate income compensation for 
low maintenance payments was achieved. 

• At the time of both surveys (1984 and 1987), 
mothers whose former partners had the lowest 
incomes were the most likely to have repartnered, 
while those whose former partners had the highest 
incomes were the least likely to have repartnered. 

• Mothers in paid employment were more likely 
than other mothers to repartner. 

• The income earning group for fathers was 
unchanged post separation, and average living 
standards for the three groups (low; medium; 
high) improved. 

Income support for families 
As indicated above, government social security 
payments provide income support for families in 
need. Assistance may include not only direct income 
payments but non cash benefits such as Rent 
Assistance, Telephone Allowance, Health Card and 
access to education and job training programs such 
as Newstart and the Jobs, Education and Training 
scheme. Income support schemes and benefits are 
frequently reviewed. The following information 
pertaining to these applied as at October 1996. 

Families with children 
Family payments by governments partly recognise 
the costs incurred by families in raising children. 
These payments reflect the notion that children rep
resent the future of the whole community, and assist
ing families in their caring roles is part of our 
collective social responsibility. 

Family Payment 

The majority of families with children receive Family 
Payment. Since January 1996, just one allowance for 
families with children has been available, the amount 
received being dependent on the number and age of 
children, family income and assets. Prior to January 
1996, the main forms of assistance to parents with 
the costs of children were Basic Family Payment and 
Additional Family Payment. 

• Family Payment is paid to over 80 per cent of 
families with dependent children under 16 years 
(DSS 1996a). 
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• In March 1996, 1,798,402 families with 3,470,952 
children received Family Payment (DSS 1996b). 

• In March 1996, 926,581 families with 1,734,795 
children received the minimum Family Payment 
only (DSS 1996b). 

• The minimum Family Payment for a family with 
one child is $22.70 per fortnight. The maximum 
payment per fortnight for each child under 13 
years is $93.10, for children aged 13 to 15 years 
$121.10, and for each student aged 16 to 18 years 
$58.20 per fortnight. 

• Family Payment for a family with one child 
stops when the annual combined family income 
reaches $63,766. Assets, excluding the family 
home, can not exceed $584,500 except in special 
circumstances. 

• Payments are made to the primary carer of the 
children, in almost all cases the mother. 

Parenting Allowance 

Parents who choose to remain out of the labour 
force in order to care full time for children under 16 
years are eligible for the Parenting Allowance. This 
allowance was introduced in July 1995 to replace the 
Home Child Care Allowance. 

• Parenting Allowance is paid directly to the person 
who is the main carer of the child. 

• In March 1996, 655,886 families with 1,360,479 
children received Parenting Allowance. 

• The Basic Parenting Allowance is not assets 
tested. Although it is income tested, it has a 
non-taxable component of up to $64.10 per 
fortnight, which is available to all families where 
the dependent spouse has little or no personal 
income, irrespective of the income of the main 
earner. 

• All parents who are at home caring full time for 
their children and eligible for Family Payment will 
receive the basic rate of $64.10 per fortnight or up 
to $288 per fortnight for lower income families. 

• The Parenting Allowance is paid in addition to 
Family Payment for eligible families. 

Maternity Allowance 

Family costs increase when a child is born. Family 
income can also be substantially reduced during the 
time that women who have been in the labour force 
remain at home to care for a newborn child. 

Unlike many countries that have paid maternity 
leave available through a social insurance scheme, 
only 17 per cent of Australian women in the 
workforce are estimated to receive this, and mainly 
those working in the public sector. 
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• Maternity Allowance is a one-time lump sum 
payment of $866.40, approximately equivalent to 
six weeks of Parenting Allowance. It is subject to 
the same income and assets tests as Family 
Payment and increases quarterly with the CPI. 
It is estimated that 85 per cent of new mothers 
will receive this allowance. 

• Since February 1996, all mothers, whether 
employed or not in the labour force, who give 
birth and are eligible for Family Payment are 
entitled to Maternity Allowance. 

Sole Parent Pension 

Income support for lone parents has three 
components: Child Support; Jobs, Education and 
Training OET); and Sole Parent Pension. 

• In 1994, 583,700 children under 15 years lived 
in a lone-parent family (ABS 1994b). 

• The increase in lone-parent families reflects the 
introduction of no fault divorce under the Family 
Law Act 1975, changes in women's roles and the 
increased acceptability of divorce and single 
parenthood. 

• The number of lone parents receiving the Sole 
Parent Pension has increased annually at an 
average of 9 per cent since 1973 (ABS 1994a). 

• This increase reflects the rise in lone-parent families 
as well as changes in eligibility requirements and 
types of available pensions. 

• The majority of recipients of Sole Parent Pensions 
are women. 

Figure 9.2 shows the rise in the number of Sole Parent 
Pension recipients since 1980, incorporating those 
who received the Widow Pension Class A until 1989. 

InJune 1995 (DSS 1995b): 

• 324,941 persons received a Sole Parent Pension. 

• 82 per cent of lone parents received a full pension. 

• 305,028 reCipients (94 per cent) were lone-parent 
mothers. 

• 19,913 recipients (6 per cent) were lone-parent 
fathers. 

In families where a lone parent is not in the 
workforce but at home caring for children, income 
support in the form of a Sole Parent Pension is 
available until the youngest child turns 16 years. 

• Income and assets tests apply to Sole Parent 
Pensions. 

• The basic Sole Parent Pension is $346.40 per 
fortnight. 

• From September 1996, lone parents who qualify 
for Additional Family Payment are eligible to 
receive the Guardian Allowance ($35.50). 
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To receive the Sole Parent Pension, a parent does not 
have to be actively looking for work. However, lone 
parents who desire to enter the labour force and 
pursue training and education towards that goal are 
encouraged to participate in the Jobs, Education and 
Training GET) scheme. 

• Under JET, lone parents still receive the Pension, 
but are able to take advantage of child care and 
other support services. 

• In June 1994, approximately 41 per cent of Sole 
Parent Pensioners were participating in the JET 
program. 

Becoming a lone parent may result from varying 
family circumstances, such as divorce or separation 
from a marital or de facto relationship, or single 
parenthood. The majority of women and men 
receiving the Sole Parent Pension have been divorced 
or separated from marriage or de facto relationships. 

According to the Commonwealth Department of 
Social Security (DSS 1994), approximately: 

• 71 per cent of women and 84 per cent of men 
receiving the Sole Parent Pension in 1994 were 
divorced or separated from a marriage, and 
another 7 per cent of women and 6 per cent of 
men were separated from a de facto relationship. 

• 19 per cent of female Sole Parent Pensioners were 
never married. 

• 3 per cent of female and 5 per cent of male Sole 
Parent Pensioners were widowed. 

The largest number of women receiving Sole Parent 
Pensions are aged between 30 and 39 years (DSS 
1995b). This most likely reflects trends for age at 
which women bear children, and divorce patterns. 

Table 9.3 shows the proportion of Sole Parent 
Pension recipients in June 1995 by sex and age. 

• Both females (approximately 42 per cent) and 
males (approximately 44 per cent) are represented 
most strongly in the 30 to 39 year age groups. 

• Only 3 per cent of females and less than 1 per cent 
of males are aged less than 20 years. 

Widow Pension Class B 

Some women who are widowed, divorced or separated 
and do not qualify for the Sole Parent Pension but 
have limited means have, in the past, received a 
Widow Pension Class B. However, since 1987, there 
have been no new grants in this category and women 
in this situation must apply for other pensions and 
allowances. 

• In March 1996, 51,274 women were in receipt of 
the Widow Pension Class B. Over 90 per cent of 
these women were aged 55 and over. 

Child Support Scheme 

The Child Support Scheme was established to 
address concerns about parents not fulfilling their 
responsibilities post separation in regard to the costs 
of rearing children, and to reduce the costs to 
government of family support (Alexander 1995; 
Harrison 1993b). Under this Scheme: 

• The level of maintenance payments depends on 
the non-resident parent's taxable income and the 
number of children he or she is liable to support, 
after allowing for living expenses. 

• The exemption for living expenses covers personal 
living expenses and the costs of any natural or 
adopted children living with that parent. It is set 
at pension levels and does not take into account 
the costs of a financially dependent spouse or 
stepchildren. 

• For Department of Social Security (DSS) 
penSioners/beneficiaries, receipt of Child 
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Sole Parent Pension 
recipients by sex and age, 
June 1995 

Age (years) Males (%) Females (%) Total (%) 

<20 0.2 3.3 3.1 
20-24 3.65 15.1 14.4 
25-29 10.6 18.6 18.1 
30-34 19.4 21.8 21.6 
35-39 25.0 20.3 20.6 
40-44 12.2 5.8 6.2 
45-49 5.2 1.7 1.9 
50-54 2.5 0.4 0.5 
55-59 2.5 0.4 0.5 
60+ 0.9 0.0 0.1 
N 19,913 305,028 324,941 
Source: DSS (1995b), DSS Clients: A Statistical Overview, 7995, 
Department of Social Security, Canberra. 

Support payments is taken into account in the 
determination of DSS payments, and thus DSS 
clients do not necessarily gain the full benefits of 
any maintenance increases which result from 
application of the formula. 

Although collection rates and amounts have 
increased, the operation of the SCheme has been 
criticised on a number of points (Alexander 1995; 
Harrison 1991, 1993b; Joint Select Committee on 
Certain Family Law Issues 1994). For example the 
Scheme does not take into account indirect forms of 
financial support and other voluntary payments that 
a non-resident parent may provide. 

The Child Support Scheme encourages lone parents 
to obtain child support from the other parent of their 
child or children. 

• In June 1995, 42 per cent of Sole Parent Pensioners 
received child support payments. 

Families and disability 
Caring for a family member with a disability 
requires investments of time and care that may limit 
a carer's capacity to earn income through labour force 
participation. Families may also experience 
additional economic costs associated with enabling a 
family member with a disability to remain at home 
with their family. 

Children with a disability 

Parents caring for a child with a disability who is 
either under the age of 16 or a dependent full-time 
student aged 16 to 22, receive a non means-tested 
Child Disability Allowance of $72.60 per fortnight. 
Young people over the age of 16 who are not students 
may qualify for a disability support pension in their 
own right. 
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In 1987, the Child Disability Allowance replaced the 
Handicapped Child Allowance introduced in 1975. 
The number of children who qualify for the Child 
Disability Allowance has increased dramatically over 
the past two decades. 

• In 1975, 13,040 children received the 
Handicapped Child Allowance. 

• InJune 1995,87,123 children and 78,898 carers 
received the Child Disability Allowance. 

The greatest increase in numbers between 1982 and 
1992 of children classified as having some form of 
disability has been for those suffering from asthma. 
These children account for an increase from 1.3 to 
26.8 per cent of the total qualifying primary medical 
conditions and developmental delays, which rose 
from 1.2 to 14.4 per cent in that period (Thompson 
1993). Figure 9.3 shows the rise since 1980 in the 
number children and families who have been 
recipients of these allowances. 

Since June 1988, there has been a 97 per cent increase 
in the number of children qualifying for the Child 
Disability Allowance. This increase has been 
explained by: 

• Changes in the definition of medical conditions 
and severity of disability now eligible for payment. 

• Increased publicity and parent advocacy. 

Eligibility is based now not only on the existence of a 
severe or substantial disability, but on assessments of 
the amount of care and attention provided by a 
parent. Overall, a wider range and degree of disability 
now qualify for the allowance (Thompson 1993). 

Elderly, ill or disabled relatives 

Families are the major carers of elderly, ill or disabled 
family members. Although caring for family members 
may provide carers with a sense of satisfaction and 
fulfilment, caring can place an economic strain on 
families, particularly where labour force involvement 
is limited as a result. Family caring can also span 
households, with carers and carees living apart. 

The Carer Pension provides income support for 
full-time carers of a person with a severe disability, 
and includes the elderly. Carers may receive a Carer 
Pension of up to $351.80 per fortnight depending 
on income and assets and marital status. 

Prior to July 1996, receipt of a Carer Pension was 
restricted to those caring for a person in receipt of 
a social security benefit and living in the same 
household. 

In June 1995: 

• 20,098 people caring for a person with a severe 
disability who was a recipient of a disability or age 
support penSion, received the Carer Pension. 

• Approximately 41 per cent of carers were caring 
for Age PenSioners, with the remainder caring for 
Disability Support Pensioners. 
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Child Disability Allowance: clients and children, 1982-95 
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• Over half (56 per cent) of those receiving the Carer 
Pension were men. Women carers may receive 
other DSS payments. 

• Of those receiving the Carer Pension, 56 per cent 
were in a couple relationship. 

• The majority of carers were middle-aged or older 
persons: 68 per cent were aged 45 to 65 years; 6 per 
cent under 30 years; and less than 2 per cent over 
65 years. 

From July 1996, eligibility to receive the Carer 
Pension was extended to include those caring for 
dependants who might not be pensioners but cannot 
afford to pay for a carer. The requirement for a carer 
to live in the same household was also removed (DSS 
1994, 1996b). 

Currently, some women who would qualify for the 
Carer Pension receive the Wife Pension. The Wife 
Pension provides income support for the wife of an 
age or disability support pensioner where she is not 
eligible for another pension. No new grants to the 
Wife Pension have been made since July 1995. 

• In June 1995, 121,839 women who were partners 
of a Disability Support Pensioner received the Wife 
Pension (76 per cent of all Wife Pensioners). 

• Former carers aged 60 and over who no longer care 
for a family member are eligible for a Mature Age 
Allowance at similar levels of payment. 

Figure 9.4 shows the increase over the past decade in 
the number of people receiving the Carer Pension. 

Some concern has been expressed that Carer Pension 
requirements do not take into consideration the need 
for family carers to spend time away from their caring 
responsibilities in leisure, education or part-time 
work activities without fear of losing income support 

(National Council for the International Year of the 
Family 1994). 

• Since July 1994, carers have been able to take a 
respite from their caring responsibilities for up to 
42 days per year (to increase to 52 days in July 
1997) without losing their entitlements. 

• Carers are now able to access the JET program and 
to undertake employment, education and training 
of up to 10 hours per week (to increase to 20 hours 
per week in July 1997) without losing their total 
Carer Pension. 

Older families 
Some families may have insufficient income available 
when family members retire to maintain an adequate 
standard of living. 

Age Pension 

Women aged 60 and over and men aged 65 and over 
may qualify for the Age Pension depending on the 
level of their assets and income. The age eligibility 
requirement for women is gradually being 
increased to 65 over a 20-year period starting July 
1995 in recognition of women's greater workforce 
participation. 

• A couple may have a combined earned income of 
up to $172 per fortnight with an additional $24 
per fortnight for each dependent child and still be 
eligible for the full Pension of $346.40 per fortnight. 
The pensioI) entitlement for each partner is 
reduced by 25 cents for every dollar earned over 
this amount. 

• Couples who are home owners may have 
combined personal assets of up to $176,000 
excluding the family home and still receive the 
maximum pension. 
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Carer payment by pension type, 1984-95 
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In]une 1995 (DSS 1995b): 

• 1.6 million people received the Age Pension. 

• One-third of pensioners received a reduced rate 
pension. 

• Two-thirds (66 per cent) of those receiving the 
Age Pension were women. 

• 86 per cent of widowed persons receiving the 
Age Pension were women (reflecting the greater 
longevity of women). 

• Overall, 49 per cent of those (405,532 women and" 
372,208 men) receiving the Age Pension were in a 
couple relationship. 

• Of all men who received the Age Pension, 68 per 
cent were in a couple relationship, compared to 
only 39 per cent of all women. 

The increased number of people receiving Age 
Pensions reflect longevity trends and age of eligibility. 
Figure 9.5 shows the numbers of those receiving the 
Age Pension from 1980 to 1995. 

Of all male Age Pensioners (DSS 1995b): 

• 65 per cent were aged 65 to 74. 

• 28 per cent were aged 75 to 84. 

• 7 per cent were aged 85 or over. 

Of all female Age Pensioners (DSS 1995b): 

• 21 per cent were aged 60 to 64. 

• 40 per cent were aged 65 to 74. 

• 29 per" cent were aged 75 to 84. 

• 10 per cent were aged 85 or over. 

Mature Age Allowance 

In March 1994, a Mature Age Allowance and Mature 
Age Partner Allowance were introduced to provide 
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assistance to older, long-term unemployed who were 
below the Age Pension age. The Mature Age Partner 
Allowance closed to new entrants from]uly 1995. 

In]une 1995: 

• 39,026 men received the Mature Age Allowance 
and 15,092 women received the Mature Age 
Partner Allowance. 

• 39,611 women whose partners were in receipt of 
the Age Pension received the Wife Pension. 

Families and unemployment 
For the majority of families, employment provides 
the major source of income. Nevertheless, at different 
times in the life course, families may not be able to 
rely on income from employment and require 
income assistance. 

The experience of unemployment differs across 
family types. In]une 1996 (ABS 1996d): 

• In 79,400 couple families with dependants (4 per 
cent), the father was unemployed and the mother 
was either unemployed or not in the labour force. 

• In 8.5 per cent of couple families with dependants, 
at least one partner was unemployed. 

• In 57,200 couple families with dependent children 
under 15 years (3.3 per cent), neither partner was 
in the labour force. 

• The parent in 312,700 lone-parent families with 
dependent children (53 per cent), was either 
unemployed or not in the labour force. 

• The parent in 7 per cent of lone-parent families 
with dependants was unemployed. 

There has been a shift in the way unemployment 
and income support to Jamilies is perceived. This 
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shift reflects changing assumptions about financial 
dependency in the relationships between men and 
women, and the increased labour force participation 
of married women. 

Particularly for younger age cohorts, social security 
benefits are less likely to be tied to notions of marital 
dependency, but related more to family caring 
responsibilities and paid employment opportunities 
(Douglas, Groth & Pe ch 1993). 

• Spouses in couples are now eligible for individual 
entitlements to income support, and income 
tests for married couples are mainly based on each 
partner's own income. 

• From July 1995, the joint income test was 
abolished other than for cases where there is a 
pensioner partner. These changes are to encourage 
both partners to participate in paid work even if 
it is not full-time employment (DSS 1996b). 

For unemployed people and their partners, payments 
are increasingly being linked to employment and 
training incentives. Since 1991, Unemployment 
Benefits have been replaced by the Job Search 
Allowance and Newstart Allowance. 

Job Search and Newstart Allowances 

Until August 1996, Job Search Allowance was the 
benefit for people 18 years and over during their first 
12 months of registration with the Commonwealth 
Employment Service (CES). From August 1996, 
Newstart Allowance replaced Job Search Allowance 
for people aged 18 years or over who have been 
unemployed for more than 12 months. Those under 
18 years receive the Youth Training Allowance. 

In March 1996, 467,125 people received Job Search 
Allowance aSA). In June 1995 (DSS 1995a): 

• Over two-thirds (68 per cent) ofjSA recipients 
were male. 

• Over three-quarters (76 per cent) ofjSA recipients 
were single. 

• 62,286 JSA recipients (16 per cent) had dependent 
children. 

In March 1996, 355,082 people received Newstart 
Allowance (NA). In June 1995 (DSS 1995a): 

• Three-quarters (74 per cent) of NA recipients were 
male. 

• Over two-thirds (69 per cent) of NA recipients were 
single. 

• 76,544 recipients (20 per cent) had dependent 
children. 

Partner and Parenting Allowances 

Partner Allowance and Parenting Allowance were 
introduced as incentives for persons married to a 
partner who is unemployed or receiving Job Search 
Allowance, Newstart Allowance, Sickness Allowance 
or Special Benefit in order to undertake training or 
entry into the labour market and to acknowledge the 
value of caring for children. 

In recognition that many older women have lacked 
the opportunity to participate in the workforce, 
since July 1995, Partner Allowance has been paid to 
partners born before July 1955 who have little or 
no workforce experience and no dependent children 
under 16 years of age. 

Women not eligible for Partner Allowance (those 
under 40 years) can apply for payments such as 
Parenting Allowance (if they have a dependent child 
under 16 years), Job Search Allowance or Newstart 
Allowance. 

• In June 1995, 216,739 people received Partner 
Allowance (23,485 males and 193,254 females). 
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Parenting Allowance, introduced in July 1995, 
provides an independent income to the partner 
caring for children in families where both partners 
are unemployed, and to low income families where 
one partner remains at home to care for the children 
(see earlier section on families with children). 

Widow Allowance 

Since]anuary 1995, women who are widowed, 
divorced or separated from a marriage or de facto 
relationship, are over 50 years of age and have little 
work experience are eligible for Widow Allowance. 
This allowance is not activity tested and is paid at the 
same rate as Job Search Allowance and Newstart 
Allowance. 

• In March 1996, 10,993 women received Widow 
Allowance. 

Summary 
Families in Australia receive direct or indirect 
financial assistance at some stage in the life course to 
support the care and nurturing of family members. 
Direct assistance may be necessary when family 
circumstances change through family breakdown, 
illness, disability, death or unemployment. 

There is on-going debate about what constitutes 
an appropriate, feasible or optimal level of support 
to families and family members in different 
circumstances. Achieving a balance between private 
and public responsibilities for families is a complex 
undertaking and, as Cass (1994) suggests, public 
support of families can be considered 'not as social 
expenditure but social investment'. 

Housing 
Housing plays a multiple role in the lives of 
Australian families. At a basic level, it provides shelter 
from the weather. Moreover, our homes are the place 
in which we spend large amounts of time - time 
away from employment, time for relaxation, time for 
'nest-building', time with and for the family. 

Housing tenure 
The most common way in which Australian families 
have attained housing that meets their varied needs 
is through home ownership. 

In 1992 (ABS 1995a, p. 8): 

• Nearly 74 per cent of families owned or were 
purchasing the dwelling in which they lived. 

• Nearly 22 per cent of families were renting: 17 
per cent from private landlords; 5 per cent from 
governments through public housing. 

• Around 4 per cent of families were boarding or 
living rent or board free . 

Figure 9.6 shows type of tenure by family type. 
Several pOints are noteworthy in relation to links 
between types of housing and tenure. 

• A high proportion of couple families are outright 
home owners (43.7 per cent) and few couple 
families are public renters (3.0 per cent). 

• The relatively high concentration of lone-parent 
families in public rental housing is striking, 
underlining the importance of this tenure category 
for particular family types . 

Housing tenure by selected family type, 1992 
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• Comparing blended and stepfamilies with couple 
families, the higher percentages of purchaser 
owners and private renters, and lower percentages 
of outright owners, are the result of an interrupted 
housing career with previous family breakdown 
leading to a division of housing assets. 

Historical snapshot 

Home ownership (outright owners and those 
purchasing) has risen steadily over the first two-thirds 
of this century but has stabilised since the mid-1960s 
after a substantial post-war expansion (Burke, 
Hancock & Newton 1984, p. 3) . 

• In 1911 home ownership stood at 49.4 per cent. 

• By 1947, 52.6 per cent of dwellings were occupied 
by owners or purchasers. 

• By 1966 this figure had leapt to 70.8 per cent. 

Impact of ageing 

With the ageing of the population, an increasing 
proportion of home 'owners' own their home outright 
(ABS 1996a, p. 137). 

• The percentage of outright owners in Australia has 
risen from 38 per cent in 1980 to 42 per cent in 1994. 

• The percentage of purchaser owners has fallen 
between 1980 and 1994 from 34 to 28 per cent. 

Impact of dual incomes 

Australia's high levels of home ownership have been 
sustained from the 1970s onwards by the increasing 
number of dual-income families . As the cost of home 
ownership has increased, or as housing pundits 
perversely phrase it, the affordability index has gone 
down, so has it become increasingly necessary for 
families to have two income earners to enter and 
sustain home ownership. The Australian Committee 
of Inquiry into Housing Costs reported in 1978 that 
'dual income in families is now almost a necessity for 
home ownership' (reported in Burke, Hancock & 
Newton 1984, p. 40). 

Overseas snapshot 

A similar pattern of high rates of home ownership 
over a long period of time can be found in other settler 
societies such as New Zealand, the United States and 
Canada. However, the European countries of Denmark, 
France, West Germany and the Netherlands are only 
today reaching home ownership rates of 40 to 50 per 
cent (Ball, Harloe & Martens 1988, p. 91). 

Dwelling type 
As family type varies, so does the type of dwelling in 
which families live. 

• Blended, couple and stepfamilies are very likely to 
live in detached houses (94.6 per cent, 88.8 per 
cent and 89.2 per cent respectively). 
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Housing type by selected 
family type, 1992 
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Source: Adapted from ABS (1 995b), Families in Focus: Income 
and Housing, Catalogue No. 4424.0, Canberra. 

• However, only 77 per cent of lone-parent families 
live in a detached house. 

• Lone-parent families are twice as likely as other 
families to live in flats (12.3 per cent) or in semi
detached townhouses (9.6 per cent) (ABS 1995a, 
p. 8) . This is linked to the greater likelihood of 
lone-parent families living in public rental housing, 
which frequently comprises flats or town houses. 

Housing and family wellbeing 
Housing affects the wellbeing of families in a variety 
of ways: adequate shelter is necessary for physical 
wellbeing; affordable housing is necessary for financial 
wellbeing; and housing that appropriately meets a 
family's needs for a secure base is necessary for 
emotional wellbeing. 

The location of housing within a particular residential 
environment can also impact on family wellbeing. 
Poor access to schools, shops, basic medical services, 
parks and recreation facilities can have significantly 
affects, and families in these situations are known to 
be 'location ally disadvantaged'. 

Figure 9.8 provides six measures of housing 
disadvantage which impact upon family wellbeing. 
Three of these relate to the physical aspects of housing 
quality, and three concern the financial aspects of 
housing costs. Definitions of these measures can be 
found in Burbidge and Winter (1995). 

Physical wellbeing 

Using the three measures of housing quality in 
Figure 9.8, only a small percentage of ALSS families 
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I Families in housing disadvantage 
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(a) Net housing benefit = gains on land value plus rent saved, minus interest on mortgage repayments, opportunity cost of 
owner's equity, local government rates, house repairs, maintenance and depreciation, dwelling insurance and transfer costs. 
Source: Burbidge, A. & Winter, I. (1995), Urban Housing Report: The Australian Living Standards Study, Report to Commonwealth 
Department of Human Services and Health, AIFS, Melbourne. 

reported being negatively affected by poor physical 
housing conditions, a reflection of the generally good 
standard of housing in Australia. 

• 7.2 per cent of housing situations lack a basic 
amenity. 

• 10.5 per cent of housing situations have a major 
structural problem. 

• 9 per cent of families experience overcrowding. 

The quality of housing that families live in, however, 
varies by family type. Lone-parent families, for 
example, are most likely to live in poor quality 
housing. For these families (Burbidge & Winter 1995, 
p.118): 

• 14 per cent of housing situations lack anyone 
basic amenity. 

• 18 per cent of housing situations have a major 
structural problem. 

• 12 per cent of housing situations are overcrowded. 

Financial wellbeing 

Figure 9.8 indicates that many families experience 
financial difficulties with their housing. 

• 14.7 per cent of families experience a basic finan
cial difficulty. 

• Over a third of all home owner families lost more 
than $1,000 from being a home owner in 1991 
(capital gains minus costs = net housing benefit). 

• However, very few home owners (0.5 per cent) 
experienced negative capital gains between 1982 
and 1990. 

Again it is lone-parent families who are most likely to 
experience financial problems. 

• 45 per cent of lone parents experienced a basic 
financial difficulty related to high housing costs. 

• 73 per cent of lone parents experienced negative 
net housing benefits of greater than -$1,000 
(Burbidge & Winter 1995, p. 118). 

Emotional wellbeing 

Another aspect of housing wellbeing entails the 
emotional component; that is, how satisfied families 
are with their housing situation. Table 9.4 shows how 
housing satisfaction varies by housing tenure and by 
gender. The figures in the table represent the average 
level of satisfaction on a scale of 10 (high score 
indicates high satisfaction) for different groups of 
people. 

• Outright owners have the highest levels of 
housing satisfaction. 

• Next are purchaser owners. 

Il:iIrllful Q).A) Average levels of satisfaction with housing situation 
Married male Married female Male lone parent Female lone parent 

Outright owner 7.36 7.43 7.73 6.91 

Purchaser 6.94 7.11 6.97 6.72 

Private renter 5.39 5.44 5.86 5.15 

Public renter 5.29 5.09 6.00 5.45 

All tenures 6.78 6.88 6.83 6.01 

N 2795 2894 67 475 

Source: Burbidge, A. & Winter, I. (1995), Urban Housing Report: The Australian Living Standards Study, Report to Commonwealth 
Department of Human Services and Health, AIFS, Melbourne. 
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• Renters are the least satisfied with their housing. 

• No consistent differences are apparent between 
men and women or between couple and 
lone-parent families. 

One explanation for this hierarchy of housing 
satisfaction relates to the different rights provided 
by different housing tenures. Outright owners of 
domestic property enjoy full rights of use, control 
and disposal, whereas private renters endure limited 
use, very little control and no rights of disposal. 
Renters from public housing authorities enjoy full 
use rights, some control but no disposal. 
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Christine Millward, lIene Wolcott, 
David de Vaus, Grace Soriano 

A central role of families is to care for family members 
at different points of the life course. This can include 
care of young children, of those with a disability, and 
of the elderly or infirm. Support from governments 
can occur in different forms: income support to assist 
those receiving or giving care, such as carer and 
pension payments; community support assistance, for 
example, Home and Community Care programs; and 
support infrastructure in the form of, for example, 
child care and respite care. This chapter is a statistical 
examination of the way in which families and 
governments provide care for children, family 
members with a disability, and older members of 
the community. 
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Child care 
The term 'child care' generally relates to care for 
children under 12 years whose parents are engaged 
in paid employment. However, child care can also 
apply to care for children whose parents are studying, 
training or attending appointments. Child care has 
been a social and political issue of increasing 
importance in Australia as the number of dual-income 
families increases and more mothers, both partnered 
and unpartnered, enter the labour force. 

Between 1970 and 1994 the labour force participation 
rate of all women aged 15 years and over increased 
from 39 per cent to SS per cent. 

• In 1993 nearly half of all Australian mothers with 
children aged 0 to 4 years were in the workforce, 
mostly in part-time positions (ABS 1993b). 

• In 1994, approximately 60 per cent of couple 
families with dependent children had both parents 
in the workforce (ABS 1994b). 

The Commonwealth Government funds a variety of 
formal child care facilities including Long Day Care 
centres, Family Day Care, Occasional Care and 
Outside School Hours Care, but there has been debate 
over the appropriate distribution and provision of 
formal care places. There has also been debate over 
the suitability of formal care for very young children. 

To promote the quality of formal child care, a 
number of initiatives have been introduced or put 
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forward for consideration by governments in the 
1990s. These include: 

• The introduction of the Quality Improvement and 
Accreditation Scheme (QIAS) in 1993. 

• The proposed accreditation of Family Day Care 
carers. 

• The extension of the Childcare Assistance Scheme 
in 1991 to cover private child care centres to help 
parents meet costs. 

• A cash rebate made available for care by registered 
carers in 1994. 

Federal subsidisation of child care places also 
increased during the late 1980s through to 1996; 
however, operational subsidies for community child 
care centres will be terminated from July 1997. 

Despite such commitment by governments, formal 
care still accounts for only a minority of the 
care provided to Australian children. Apart from care 
within the child's own household, informal care 
involving relatives, friends and neighbours is the 
most commonly used form of child care for 
preschoolers in Australia (Millward & Matches 1995; 
Ochiltree 1994; Wangmann 1995). 

Types of child care 
Child care is classified according to a number of 
different criteria. The primary classifications used 
according to organisational nature are formal and 

I~;~~,j:~!'l 'I Types of child care services in Australia 

long Day Care 

Family Day Care 

Outside School 
Hours Care 

Occasional Care 

Preschool 

Playgroups 

Multifunctional 
Aboriginal 
Children's Services 

Mobile services 

Predominantly for under school-age children, Long Day Care is provided by commercial, 
community or government centres which operate for at least eight hours per day, five days a 
week, and for 48 weeks or more each year. 

Family Day Care is provided in private homes for children 0-12 years. Administered by local 
government and community-based agencies, it operates for at least eight hours per day, five 
days a week, and for 48 or more weeks each year. This scheme also provides emergency and 
special, or occasional, care. 

Schools, community-based or Family Day Care services provide recreational activities for 
primary school-aged children before and after school as well as during school vacations .. 

Generally for children aged 0-12 years, this type of care is for short periods of time and can 
be regular or irregular. It is not normally for work-related reasons and services must be 
community based to receive Commonwealth funding. 

Preschool caters for children aged 3-5 years and operates during school terms and generally 
between 9 am and 3 pm weekdays. Half-day sessions (2 to 3 hours) are most common. 

Playgroups are community-based groups which enable parents and their children aged 
0-4 years to share activities and experiences. Generally, these are daytime groups for 
at-home parents. 

These services provide different types of care to assist Aboriginal commmunities with 
their child care needs, and may include Long Day Care, Occasional Care, preschool 
programs, playgroups and Outside School Hours Care. 

Mobile services provide a range of children's services to rural and remote areas. 

Source: Wangmann, ]. (1995), Towards Integration and Quality Assurance in Children's Services, AIFS Early Childhood Study Paper 
No. 6, AIFS, Melbourne. 

Australian Institute of Family Studies 109 



Australian Family Profiles 

Reasons for needing 
child care 

_ Work-related _ Personal 

_ Benefit for child _ Other 

Source: ASS <1 993a), Child Care, Australia, Catalogue No. 
4402.0, Canberra. 

informal. Unlike informal care, which is unregulated 
and mayor may not take place in the child's home, 
forma l care is generally regulated and occurs in a 
dedicated child care setting (Wangmann 1995). 

Informal care 

Informal, non-regulated care is provided by fami ly, 
neighbours, friends, nannies and private babysitters. 
Children may be cared for by a parent, sibling, 
grandparent, or other relative or person living within 
the child's home. Non-resident relatives and others 
may also provide child care, either in the child's 
home or elsewhere. 

Formal care 

Many government, community and private services 
offer formal, regulated child care facilities in Australia. 
Table 10.1 provides a breakdown of these services. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics surveyed a large 
number of Australian families to determine their 
reasons for needing child care (Figure 10.1). Both 
formal and informal types of care including preschools 

Patterns of child care usage: 
children aged 0-12 years 
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Source: ASS <1 993a), Child Care, Australia, Catalogue 
No. 4402.0, Canberra. 
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Formal 

were used roughly equally by parents for work-related 
reasons. Informal care was used much more frequentl y 
than formal care for personal reasons (including study 
or appointments), and preschool attendance was seen 
as the most beneficial form of formal care for children. 

Demand for child care 
In 1993, nearly half of all Australian children aged 
o to 12 years regularly used some type of formal or 
informal child care (Figure 10.2): around 60 per cent 
used informal care only; 23 per cent used formal care 
only; and 17 per cent used both types of care. Most 
formal care for children under 12 years is used by 
those aged 0 to 5 years. This is largely preschool or 
centre-based Long Day Care (Wangmann 1995). 

Around one-third of children aged 0 to 5 years are 
cared for by their own parents (see Figure 10.3). Of 
the remaining two-thirds, around 53 per cent use 
informal care and around 47 per cent use formal care. 
Again, a small percentage of children use more than 
one type of care (Wangmann 1995). 

Patterns of usage 
Over the past decade there has been a growth in the 
proportion of children in both formal and informal 
care. This growth has accompanied a rise in the 
number of dual-earner and lone-parent families. 

• In 1990, 73 per cent of children under 12 years in 
child care due to parents' work commitments were 
in informal care, with only 27 per cent in formal 
care (AIHW 1993). 

• By 1993,48.4 per cent of Austra lian mothers with 
children aged 0 to 4 years were in the labour force 
(ABS 1993b). 

• Between 1984 and 1993, the proportion of 
children in Australia using either informal, formal 
or both types of child care rose from 39 to 49 per 
cent. The proportion of children under 12 years 
using formal care increased from 12 to 19 per cent 
(ABS 1994a). 

Work-related child care 
The Institute's Australian Living Standards Study 
(ALSS) examined general patterns of work-related 
child care for children not yet at school (Figure 10.4). 
Most families used one main form of care per child 
with fixed weekly arrangements; some children had 
two or more types of care arrangement; and some 
families varied arrangements as circumstances dictated. 

The following findings on type of child care used for 
children 0 to 5 years stem from a survey of nine 
urban residential localities in 1991-92 (Millward & 
Matches 1995). 

• The average hours of formal care in 1991 were 
around 31 to 36 hours per week per child, and 
average costs were between $40 and $88 per 
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Source: Millward, C. & Matches, G. (1995), Work Related Child Care for Urban Families with Pre-school Aged Children, Australian 
Living Standards Study, AIFS, Melbourne. 

family. (These costs were after subsidies and 
rebates had been paid to parents.) 

• Informal care was generally used less frequently 
(between 18 to 30 hours per week) than formal 
care, and average costs were lower (nearly half of 
the families paid nothing for informal care). 

• Relatives, such as grandparents, filled the majority 
of informal child care needs, although care by 
others living within the household was also 
common. 

• Families in outer urban suburbs with lower numbers 
of formal child care places available tended to rely 
more on family care than did those living in 
middle and inner urban areas. 

• Families with lower incomes and mothers working 
shorter hours also relied more upon relatives for 
child care. 

• Irrespective of whether both parents worked, 
mothers generally took responsibility for 
transporting children to and from child care and 
taking time off work to care for sick children. 

• Families tended to access child care in their own 
residential local government area. 

• The percentage of family income spent on child 
care was fairly even across the nine localities studied. 

Occasional care 
Occasional Care may be used on a regular or irregular 
basis, is generally centre-based care, and is intended 
for families where parents require child care for only 
short periods of time (Wangmann 1995). When using 
Occasional Care, the child's parents can only claim 
Child care Assistance for a few hours per week (six 
hours from 1997). 

Urban families 

The Australian Living Standards Study (Millward & 
Matches 1995) found that: 

• Just over half the urban families reported a centre 
offering Occasional Care operating in their area. 

• Just over one-third were either unfamiliar with 
Occasional Care or did not know if a centre was 
located in their area. 

• Most families did not use Occasional Care: only 
4 per cent used it often and 10 per cent used it 
sometimes. 

• One-third of families rated Occasional Care 
services as having good or excellent availability. 

Rural families 

Some rural localities were also included in the 
Australian Living Standards Study survey. 
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• One-third of respondents from rural families said 
that an Occasional Care service operated in their 
area. 

• Just over half were either unfamiliar with Occasional 
Care or did not know if a centre offering this 
service was located in their area. 

• 90 per cent of rural families did not use Occasional 
Care services. 

• Just under one-fifth of rural families rated 
Occasional Care services as having good or excel
lent availability. 

Affordability and demand 
The number of Commonwealth-funded child care 
places increased from 46,000 in 1983 to 208,000 in 
1993. By 2001, an estimated 354,000 places will be 
required to meet demand (Wangmann 1995). 

There is evidence that there is unmet demand for 
formal child care (Table 10.2). A survey of child care 
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 1993a) 
estimated that: 

• There was a need for 489,200 more formal child 
care places. 

• Of these, 314,300 were required for children aged 
5 years or under. 

• The greatest unmet demand for children aged 12 
years or under was for Occasional Care (191,800 
children) followed by Before and After School 
Hours Care (125,100 children). 

Cost can be a significant factor for parents in choosing 
the type of care for their children. Family Day Care 
is cheaper than centre-based care but Childcare 
Assistance payments are means tested and there is a 
ceiling to the number of hours (and dollars) per week 
which can be claimed by parents. 

A 1993 report commissioned by the former Depart
ment of Health, Housing, Local Government and 
Community Services noted that 'a significant 

Unmet demand for formal 
child care places 

Formal care required Children Children 
0-5 years <12 years 

'000 '000 
Before and After Hours 
School Care 17.2 125.1 

long Day Care 58.2 63.8 

Family Day Care 46.4 60.2 

Occasional Care 153.1 191.8 

Preschool 30.1 30.0 

Other formal care 9.4 18.3 

Total (additional) formal 
care required 314.3 489.2 

Source: ABS (1993a), Child Care, Australia, Catalogue No. 
4402.0, Canberra. 
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percentage of families would discontinue using Long 
Day Care if they had to pay higher fees' (Wangmann 
1995, p. 55). 

• 34 per cent of parents in a survey of child care 
gave cost as their reason for not using formal care 
(ABS 1993a). 

The proposed 1997 withdrawal of operational subsi
dies from community child care centres may affect 
fee structures in these centres adversely. 

Urban families 

Of the 1719 urban families surveyed in the Australian 
Living Standards Study who had pre-school aged 
children (Millward & Matches 1995): 

• 12 per cent were looking for, or were on a waiting 
list for, places at a child care centre. 

• Of these, one-quarter required full-time places, 
and the remainder part-time or casual places. 

• The majority (82 per cent) required a place for one 
child only, but 18 per cent wanted places for two 
or more children. 

• Very few families with primary school-age children 
required Before or After School Hours Care (1 per 
cent) and, of those that did, most required places 
for two or three children. 

Rural families 

Of the 462 rural families surveyed in the Australian 
Living Standards Study with children not yet at 
school (Millward & Matches 1995): 

• Only 5 per cent were looking for, or on a waiting 
list for, places at a child care centre. 

• Of these, only 10 per cent required full-time places. 

• The majority (95 per cent) required a place for two 
or more children. 

• No family with primary school-age children was 
seeking Before or After School Hours Care. 

Choosing types of care 

The following socio-demographic factors were impor
tant in explaining the type of formal work-related 
child care used for pre-school aged children by 
families in the Australian Living Standards Study 
(Millward & Matches 1995). 

• Family type (one or two-parent family). 

• Parents' occupation and education levels. 

• Parents' work status and hours of work. 

• Income level. 

• Whether parents had an English-speaking back
ground. 

• Proximity to grandparents or aunts and uncles. 



• Availability of Long Day Care places. 

The most important socio-demographic influences 
on use of formal care were: 

• Local supply of Long Day Care places: families 
who lived in inner urban areas were nearly twice 
(1.9 times) as likely to use formal care as those 
living in middle or outer urban areas. 

• The hours mothers worked: where mothers 
worked 30 hours or more per week, families were 
1.6 times more likely to use formal care than those 
where fewer hours were worked. 

• Being a lone parent: lone parent families were 1.6 
times more likely to use formal care than families 
with two resident parents. 

Other significant influences on likelihood of using 
formal care were: 

• Living in a middle urban area (50 per cent more 
likely). 

• Mother having an English-speaking background 
(40 per cent more likely). 

• Having a family income of at least 200 per cent 
above the poverty line (40 per cent more likely). 

• Not having a maternal or paternal grandmother 
living either in the same town or suburb, or within 
a half hour's drive (30 per cent more likely). 

Conversely, use of informal care was associated with: 

• Living in an outer suburban locality. 

• Parents having lower occupational prestige and 
middle to lower educational levels. 

• Having a middle to lower family income level. 

• Having a grandmother or maternal aunt living 
nearby. 

• Being a couple family. 

Characteristics offonnal care 

However, rather than relying upon patterns of socio
demographic factors, when canvassing opinion 
parents were most likely to agree that the following 
characteristics influenced their choice of formal child 
care (Millward & Matches 1995): 

• They could afford it. 

• It provided a good environment with trustworthy 
carers. 

• It was a place where children could learn and 
prepare for school. 

• It had a convenient location and hours. 

• It was flexible in regard to pick-up and collection 
times. 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies Early Child
hood Study (Greenblat & Ochiltree 1993) found that, 
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for mothers returning to work after childbirth, their 
main reasons for using formal centre-based care were: 

• Convenience and reputation of the centre. 

• Filling gaps in care and having quality care. 

• Having no other choice. 

Those using Family Day Care chose it primarily 
because of: 

• The homelike atmosphere. 

• The convenience. 

• To fill gaps in care. 

Characteristics of infonnal care 

For those using informal care, parents were most 
likely to agree that the following influenced their 
choice of care (Millward & Matches 1995): 

• The carer offered to undertake it. 

• They did not want the child looked after by 
strangers. 

• They considered that a familiar place was best for 
children of that age (this mostly applied to parents 
with children two years or under). 

Some families were not aware of all the child care 
options available to them. 

• Up to half the parents in some residential localities 
indicated that they could not afford to use formal 
care because of the cost; this explanation was not 
limited to families with low incomes. 

• Some parents did not know that formal care was 
available in their local area, and some did not 
know what types of care were available. 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies Early Child
hood Study (Greenblat & Ochiltree 1993) found that: 

• The main reasons for mothers preferring to use 
relatives, friends or neighbours for care of their 
young children were that they were trusted by 
mother and child or had offered to care for the child. 

• Care by paid babysitters or nannies was used either 
because it suited the child's needs, it provided 
at-home care, or because parents 'had no choice'. 

Summary 
Provision and use of formal child care for employed 
parents has increased in Australia in recent years but 
still does not meet demands in some locations. Various 
Commonwealth subsidies and rebates have eased the 
cost burden on parents and Commonwealth accredi
tation of centres strives to ensure quality control. 

Most parents will choose child care located near 
where they live and are much more likely to use 
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formal care if there is good local access . Patronage of 
formal care is also highest among those with an 
English-speaking background, upper socio-economic 
status and where the mother is employed full time. 

However, the majority of children are cared for 
informally either by persons within their own house
hold or by relatives (mostly grandparents), friends, 
neighbours or babysitters while parents are at work. 
Informal care is often by choice, since many parents 
feel that familiar faces and surroundings are best for 
very young children. 

Parents are also more likely to rely upon informal 
care where there is poor local access to formal care or 
it is seen to be too expensive. Informal care is associ
ated with lower and medium socio-economic status, 
non-English-speaking background, and where the 
mother is employed part time. 

Caring and the disabled 
Care and support of family members with a disabili ty 
enables many children and elderly people with dis
abilities to remain within their family environment. 
Care given by family members can include assistance 
with mobility, self-care, meals, transport and personal 
affairs. 

In 1993 (ABS 1995): 

• 18 per cent of Australians had a disability with 
many of these individuals also classified as having 
a handicap limiting their ability to perform some 
daily living tasks . 

• Nearly half (48 per cent) of people with a handicap 
were aged 60 and over. 

Family members are the major source of care for 
relatives with a disability and handicap (ABS 1995). 
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• Almost three-quarters (73 per cent) of people with 
a handicap live in a family situation . 

Of the 541,000 people who were principal carers in 
1993,95 per cent provided care to a family member 
with a disability (ABS 1995). Figure 10.5 shows that 
around: 

• 42 per cent of principal carers provided care to a 
partner. 

• 28 per cent provided care to a parent. 

• 17 per cent provided care to a child. 

• 13 per cent provided care to other family members 
(such as siblings, aunts and uncles) . 

• Over one-quarter (28 per cent) provided care for 
someone living in another household. 

While both men and women act as carers, two-thirds 
of principal carers of disabled and handicapped 
family members are women (ABS 1995). 

• The majority of principal carers of parents are 
daughters (73 per cent). 

• Mothers are the principal carers of disabled 
children (93 per cent). 

• Similar numbers of men (108,000) and women 
(121,000) are the principal carers of partners. 

Impact on families 
Caring for a disabled or frail family member can affect 
the daily lives of all family members, in addition to 
that of the principal carer. Depending on the amount 
of care required by a disabled or handicapped family 
member, carers may have difficulty participating in 
the labour force and organising time for social and 
leisure activities . 

According to the ABS (1996): 

• Over 12 per cent of principal carers had either 
reduced their paid hours of work or given up 
paid work to accommodate their caring 
responsibilities . 

• Around 18 per cent of principal carers reported 
that they were less able to go out during the day; 
27 per cent were less able to go out in the evening; 
and 35 per cent were less able to go on holiday. 

Caring for family members can be satisfying as well 
as stressful, and relationships between family 
members can be strengthened as well as strained. 
According to the ABS (1996): 

• One-third of principal carers felt their caring role 
had brought them closer to the person they 
provided care to. 

• 22 per cent of principal carers reported that caring 
strained the relationship with the person for 
whom they provided care. 



• Equal proportions of carers (27 per cent), felt their 
caring role caused strain on their partner relation
ship, as brought them closer to their partner. 

Caregiving responsibilities may be physically as well 
as emotionally exhausting. Caring for a loved one 
with a psychological disorder or deteriorating illness, 
in particular, may generate anxiety and frustration 
(Schofield & Herrman 1993). 

According to the ABS (1996), 67 per cent of principal 
carers reported some change in their physical, 
emotional or financial wellbeing related to their 
caregiving role. Table 10.3 shows that in 1993: 

• Caring for parents led to a greater sense of satisfac
tion (23 per cent) than caring for children or 
partners (17 per cent and 14 per cent of cases 
respectively), possibly reflecting the higher 
intensity of co-resident care. 

• Caring for children with disabilities generally led 
to greater emotional and physical strains and 
higher financial costs than caring for parents or 
partners with disabilities. 

Taken overall (regardless of who is being cared for): 

• 20 per cent of principal carers felt satisfied with 
their caregiving role. 

• 27 per cent felt weary or lacked energy. 

• 31 reported being frequently worried, depressed or 
angry. 

Consultations with carers consistently mention the 
need for community resources to support their caring 
role (National Council for the International Year of 
the Family 1994). People caring for disabled or handi
capped family members may benefit from a variety of 
supports. The availability of home help, visiting nurses 
and transport to and from doctors and clinics, can give 
the principal caregiver time to engage in other activi
ties alone or with friends or other family members. 

Family Care 

Similarly, respite care arrangements would enable 
family members caring for a disabled relative to take 
a holiday, pursue social activities and just have some 
time and space to rest from their caring responsibilities. 
However: 

• Only 10 per cent of principal carers received 
formal help such as respite care with their caring 
responsibilities in 1993 (ABS 1996). 

• In 1993 informal carers (such as family and friends) 
provided 74 per cent of the help with activities 
needed by disabled or handicapped individuals 
(ABS 1995). 

A review of the Home and Community Care Program 
in 1995 (DHSH 1995) estimated that services provided 
by the Program would need to grow at a rate of 2.7 
per cent per annum to meet future needs of the 
disabled and frail elderly population. 

In some cases, the availability of community 
resources could well make the difference in a family's 
ability to take on the major caring responsibility for a 
disabled or handicapped family member, and 
enhance the quality of life for all concerned. 

Elder care 
A major issue arising from the ageing of Australia's 
population is who will be the carers. The aged 
dependency ratio is projected to increase from 18.1 
in 1996 to 34.8 in 2041. It is estimated that the 
population aged 70 and over who are severely 
handicapped will increase at an annual rate of 5 per 
cent (DHSH 1995). (See Chapter 1 for details on age 
profile and projections.) 

The likelihood of disability increases with advancing 
years. The 1993 ABS Survey of Disability, Ageing and 
Carers showed that more than half (50.9 per cent) of 
the population over the age of 60 had a disability, 
and 43.1 per cent of these were classified as having 
a disability that handicapped them. The type of 

Effect of caring on principal carers' wellbeing 
Effect on wellbeing Principal carers of 

Partners (%) Parents (%) Children (%) 
Physical and emotional 
No change 33.3 35.6 
Feel satisfied 14.6 23.3 
Feel weary, lack energy 28.4 21.5 
Frequently worried, depressed, angry 30.4 28.0 
Stress-related illness 14.6 8.4 

Financial 
No.change 45.7 57.9 
Significant extra expenses 19.2 9.6 
Total(a) 100.0 100.0 

(a) Principal carers may report more than one type of effect, hence total may not equal 1 00. 
Source: Adapted from ABS (1995), Focus on Families: Caring in Families: Support for Persons Who Are Older or Have Disabilities, 
Catalogue No. 4423.0, Canberra .. 

20.1 

17.7 
41.2 

44.7 
20.5 

29.4 

30.6 
100.0 
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handicap of over half of those aged 80 or over required 
them to be under constant care and supervision 
(ABS 1995). 

The marked increase in the ageing population, partic
ularly among the very old, and the consequent rise in 
disability rates, will affect the provision of elder care 
by the government, community and family members 
(see also chapter on Ageing). 

Government programs 
From the mid-1980s, an integral part of the Aged 
Care Reform Strategy was the shifting of the balance 
of care from residential to community care. In part, 
this was in recognition of the greater proportion of 
the elderly who continue to value independent living 
in their own homes with occasional needs-based 
assistance from the community to assist in daily living. 
Access to residential care facilities is now considered 
to be appropriate only when support in the home is 
inadequate. 

The Home and Community Care (HACC) program 
is the ma'jor Commonwealth, State and Territory 
initiative designed to facilitate the move away from 
institutional care. At the home level, the services 
offered range from domiciliary and community 
nursing, respite care, transport, meals on wheels, 
paramedical services, home help, upkeep and mainte
nance. Table 10.4 indicates the level of usage of the 
range of the main HACC program services. 

The HACC program now accounts for 14 per cent of 
Commonwealth expenditure on aged care (Clare & 
Tulpule 1994). Restrictions on residential beds and 
units, in addition to the rising number of elderly 
people living at home, is likely to increase the 
demand for HACC services in the future. 

There is evidence of considerable unmet demand in 
the provision of HACC services (I)HSH 1995). 

• The 1993 ABS Survey of Disability, Ageing and 
Carers found that 31 per cent of non-disabled 
people over the age of 60 did not receive assistance 

in at least one activity for which they indicated 
they needed help (e.g. home maintenance, meal 
preparation, transport and home help). 

• Among people with a disability, the majority of 
whom are aged, the level of unmet demand is such 
that the HACC program would need to be doubled. 

Care by families 
Despite changes in family structure over the years, 
caregiving has continued to remain firmly within 
the domain of the family (see Table 10.5). The role of 
the family in providing this care has increased with 
the move from institutional to community care, 
where the provision of elder care has become more of 
a partnership between government, community and 
family members. 

• Families are by far the most significant provider of 
care for people aged 60 and over. 

• The majority of care is provided by family members 
(80 per cent) living in the same household as the 
care recipient. 

• The main activities for which substantial numbers 
of non-household family members provide help is 
for transport, mobility, home maintenance and 
personal affairs. 

• Only 42 per cent of people requiring care receive 
formal care. 

• Health care is the only category where formal help 
(64 per cent) is used more widely than help from 
family members (46 per cent). 

While elder care policy relies on family members, 
and women in particular, to provide such care, 
demographic trends mean that the 'caretaker ratio' 
(the number of women aged 50 to 64 years to the 
number of people aged 80 and over) will drop dra
matically from 3.5 carers per octogenarian in 1986 
to 1.8 by 2031 (Rowland, in Gibson & Liu 1994). 

Likewise, the increasing rate of workforce participa
tion of women in this age group, increasing rates of 

Use of Home and Community Care (HACC) services 

Type of service 
Home help 
Home nursing 
Home paramedical 
Centre paramedical 
Home respite care 
Centre day care 
Home maintenance/modification 
Program support/information 
Home meals 
Centre meals 
Transport, 

Number of users 
128,500 

70,444 
4136 

9398 
12,178 

29,010 
24,060 
29,869 

67,094 
14,218 
54,584 

Average monthly use (per user) 
6.0 hours 
7.2 occasions 
2.2 occasions 
2.1 occasions 

13.9 hours 
14.4 hours 

2.6 hours 
1.5 occasions 

16.9 meals 
6.1 meals 
n.a. 

Source: DHSH (1995), The Efficiency and Effectiveness Review of the Home and Community Care Program, AGPS, Canberra. 
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1.~11CW3 ... Assistance received by people aged 60 and over living in households, 1993 
Assistance received (%) 

Provider Self Mobility Verbal Health Home Home Meal Personal Transport Total(a) 
care com. care help maint. prep. affairs 

Family member 

In same h/hold 83.3 63.6 96.7 39.0 62.7 47.6 83.6 66.2 56.8 57.6 

In different h/hold 8.8 29.8 9.0 7.6 10.7 23.9 6.2 26.3 33.7 33.6 

Total 87.9 88.3 100.0 45.9 70.8 67.8 89.8 90.4 85.5 80.1 

Other 

Friend 2.4 13.5 1.4 4.2 10.3 3.2 8.3 14.1 15.4 

Formal help 22.1 7.7 63.9 34.7 36.0 13.1 2.5 9.1 42.3 

Total N ('000) 134.6 211.6 24.6 301.1 390.8 746.2 97.1 165.5 629.8 1078.2 

(a) Respondents may report more than one category of assistance. 
Source: 1993 Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, reported in ABS (1995), Focus on Families: Caring in Families: Support for 
Persons Who Are Older or Have Disabilities, Catalogue No. 4423.0, Canberra. 

1~1l0a .. ·· I Projection of aged care expenditure and use, 1991-2041 
Number of users 1991 2001 2011 2021 2031 2041 
Nursing homes 73,160 78,450 91,520 125,360 167,030 198,660 
Hostels· 47,080 81,010 94,500 129,440 172,480 204,800 

HACC 164,260 251,390 293,260 401,690 535,220 681,890 

Aged care expenditure ($m)<a) 

Nursing homes 1550 1660 1940 2660 3540 4210 

Hostels 350 600 700 960 1290 1530 

HACC 280 430 500 680 910 1080 

Total 2180 2690 3140 4310 5740 6810 
(a) Using Series E population projections. 
Source: Clare, R. &. Tulpule, A. (1994), Australia's Ageing Society, EPAC Background Paper No. 37, AGPS, Canberra. 

divorce and remarriage, and childlessness are likely to 
affect traditional patterns of care and put increasing 
pressure on the aged, carers and government services. 

Effect on paid work 
The majority of caregivers are aged SO years and over 
and most are not employed. However, in a Victorian 
study of carers, 8 per cent had to leave their jobs to 
fulfil caring responsibilities, while another 20 per 
cent felt that their caring commitments hindered 
them from taking on a job (Schofield & Herrman 
1993). 

• Unlike child care, where it is primarily women who 
take time off work to care for children, equivalent 
numbers of men and women take leave from work 
to care for older family members (VandenHeuval 
1993). 

• A study by the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
found that one in seven workers took time off 
work to provide help to a parent in the previous 
12 months (VandenHeuvaI1993). 

Future needs 
The ageing of the population is expected to lead to 
substantial increases in the costs of caring for the 
elderly (Table 10.6). 

• The cost of institutional care is far higher per 
person than the provision of HACC services. 
Nursing home care is estimated to cost about 12.4 
times more per person than HACC, and hostel care 
around 4.4 times more. 

• Of institutional care, hospital care currently 
involves around 2.8 times more government 
expenditure than hostel care. 

• By 2041 the cost of care for the elderly is projected 
to more than treble from 2.18 billion dollars to 6.8 
billion dollars (in 1991 dollars). 

• By far the most common form of government
supported elder care is through the HACC 
program, followed by nursing home and then 
hostel care. 

• HACC is anticipated to remain the most common 
form of government-supported elder care. 

• Hospital care is anticipated to decline from almost 
26 per cent of all government supported elder care 
in 1991 to 19 per cent in 204l. 

Although recent government changes are abandon
ing the distinction between hostel and nursing home 
care, the distinction between the cost of different 
levels of institutional care is likely to remain. 
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Family Violence 

Adam Tomison, lIene Wolcott 

Not all families are able successfully to care for family 
members. In recent years there has been increased 
open acknowledgement that vulnerable family 
members can be subject to sexual, physical and 
emotional violence and to neglect. To date, most 
attention has been on the abuse and neglect of 
children and, increasingly, on violence between 
partners - particularly, the violence of men towards 
women. Some attention is beginning to be paid to 
other dependent people in care, namely those with 
a disability and the elderly. This chapter outlines 
patterns and trends in the abuse of children, partners 
and elderly family members. 
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Child abuse and neglect 
Children depend on parents and caregivers to look 
after them through childhood. While most children 
are well cared for by their parents, there are some 
children for whom a parent's 'instinctive' desire to 
protect is unrealised and children are exposed to the 
risk of child maltreatment. 

Since the formal recognition of child physical abuse 
in the 1960s as the 'battered child syndrome', the 
definition of child abuse has grown to include not 
only physical abuse, but also sexual abuse, emotional 
or psychological abuse, and neglect. Since 1991, the 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare has 
produced reports of the national statistics on child 
abuse and neglect. 

In the most recent series of national child maltreat
ment statistics (1994-95) (Angus & Hall 1996), it was 
reported that: 

• State and Territory child protection departments 
received 76,954 reports of suspected child abuse 
and neglect, an increase of 3 per cent over 1993-94. 

• Of these, the assessment had been finalised in 
67,918 cases, with 45 per cent of cases (30,615) 
being substantiated; that is, where it was confirmed 
that the child had been suffering abuse or neglect. 

• An additional 4 per cent of cases (2,796) were not 
substantiated but the child was assessed as being at 
risk. 

Together, these cases represented a 7 per cent increase 
over 1993-94 statistics. Figure 11.1 presents a break
down of the total reports by substantiation and type 
of abuse. 

Family Violence 

The number of reports to child protection services in 
the six-year period 1988-89 to 1994-95 increased by 
over 80 per cent. The number of cases 'substantiated' 
or classified as 'child at risk' increased by 56 per cent 
in the same period. 

• Of the 30,615 cases substantiated across the nation, 
29 per cent were classified as physical abuse, 28 per 
cent as emotional abuse, 16 per cent sexual abuse, 
and 26 per cent as neglect. 

• Children in the age group 13 to 14 years accounted 
for the highest proportiori of substantiated child 
maltreatment cases. 

• More boys than girls were represented in substanti
ated cases of physical abuse, emotional abuse and 
neglect. 

• Females were victims in 76 per cent of sexual abuse 
cases. 

The highest numbers of finalised cases were reported 
to protection services by: 

• Friends and neighbours (16 per cent), parents 
(13 per cent), school personnel (15 per cent) and 
police (12 per cent). 

• Reports received from the victim and most other 
professionals produced substantiation rates above 
50 per cent. 

• Anonymous reporters and friends or neighbours 
had substantiation rates of 26 per cent and 30 per 
cent respectively. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children accoun
ted for 10 per cent of all substantiated cases, a signi-

Reports 
76,954 

Finalised Not finalised 
67,918 9036 
88% 12% 

Substantiated(b) Child at risk Unsubstantiated No action possible 
30,615 2796 31,464 3043 
45% 4% 46% 5% 

Physical abuse Emotional abuse Sexual abuse Neglect 
9000 8597 4924 8084 
29% 28% 16% 26% 

Males Females Males Females Males Females Males Females 
4713 4283 4354 4236 1186 3737 4182 3891 
52% 48% 51% 49% 24% 76% 52% 48% 

(a) By assessment outcome, type of abuse and neglect, and sex of child; (b) Includes 10 cases where the type of abuse or neglect is 
not known. 
Note: Figures by sex exclude cases where the sex of child is not known. 
Source: Angus, G. Se Hall, G. (1996), Child Abuse and Neglect Australia 1994-95, Child Welfare Series No. 16, AIHW, Canberra. 
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Rates(') of substantiated abuse and neglect, children aged 0-16 years, 1994-95 

Type of abuse and neglect 
Physical Emotional Sexual Neglect Total 

Indigenous 4.9 4.3 2.3 7.7 19.1 

Non-indigenous 1.7 1.6 1.0 1.3 5.6 
All children 1.8 1.7 1.0 1.5 6.1 

(a) Per 1000 children. 
Source: Angus, G. &: Hall, G. (1996), Child Abuse and Neglect Australia 7994-95, Child Welfare Series No. 16, Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare, Canberra. 

ficant overrepresentation given that they account for 
only 3 per cent of the population. 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were 
particularly overrepresented in neglect cases (42 
per cent) compared with other children (25 per 
cent). 

• In contrast, only 11 per cent of indigenous cases 
were reported to involve sexual abuse, compared 
with 17 per cent for other children. 

• The rate of substantiated abuse for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children was 19.1 per 1000 
children aged 0 to 16 years, compared with a rate 
of 5.6 per 1000 for other children. 

Table 11.1 provides a representation of the rates of 
different types of child maltreatment for the national 
and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations. 

Lone-parent and two-parent families containing a 
non-biological parent (such as stepfamilies) are sig
nificantly overrepresented in substantiated cases of 
child maltreatment. Of 13,518 substantiated cases from 
Victoria, Queensland, Western Australia, the Australian 
Capital Territory and the Northern Territory: 

• 39 per cent involved children from lone-mother 
families. 

• 30 per cent involved families with two biological 
parents. 

Orders per 1000 children 
aged 0-17 years, 30 June 1995 

N Orders 
(per 1000) 

Indigenous children 

Guardianship order 1352 9.7 

Non-guardianship order 696 5.0 

Total 2048 14.7 

Other children 

Guardianship order 7639 1.7 

Non-guardianship order 3381 0.8 

Total 11,020 2.5 
Source: Adapted from Angus, G., Dunn, C. &: Moyle, H. (1996), 
Children Under Care and Protection Orders Australia 7994-95, 
Child Welfare Series No. 15, Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare, Canberra. 
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• 21 per cent involved other two-parent families, 
such as stepfamilies. 

In 57 per cent of substantiated cases no maltreater 
was able to be identified from the State and Territory 
case records, seriously affecting the national data. 

• The majority of known maltreaters were the victim's 
natural parents (72 per cent), while other caregivers 
(de facto parent, foster parent, stepparent) 
accounted for an additional 12 per cent. 

Since 1991, the Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare has also produced reports on the national 
statistics of children under care and protection orders 
(Angus, Dunn & Moyle 1996). 

Table 11.2 shows that 13,068 children aged 0 to 17 
years across Australia were under care and protection 
orders in 1994-95. 

• 69 per cent of these were under guardianship 
orders. 

• 31 per cent of these were under non-guardianship 
orders (that is, a supervision order or an accommo
dation order), representing a rate of 2.8 per 1000 
children aged from 0 to 17 years. 

• The rate of care and protection orders increased by 
3 per cent in the four-year period 1991 to 1995. 

• The overall number of care and protection orders 
for indigenous children was 14.7 per 1000 children 
aged 0 to 17 years. 

• The rates for indigenous children both for 
guardianship and non-guardianship orders were 
approximately six times higher than the rates for 
all other children in the national population. 

Of those children under care and protection orders, 
the majority were placed in foster care (53 per cent) 
or were living with parents or relatives (27 per cent). 

• The majority of those under guardianship orders 
resided in foster care (63 per cent). 

• Most children under non-guardianship orders 
lived with parents or other relatives (56 per cent). 

Child maltreatment, at its most severe, may result in 
the death of a child. Between July 1989 and 
December 1993, there were 126 homicides involving 
children under the age of 15 years (Strang 1996). 



• At least 72 per cent of children under 15 years of 
age (89 of 123 cases) were killed by other family 
members. 

Of the 126 homicides, 25 per cent (32 cases) were 
assessed as being fatalities due to child abuse. That is, 
'the assault upon the child was sudden and impulsive, 
the offender was the caregiver at the time of the 
incident and the offender appeared to be expressing 
his or her rage or frustration through the imposition 
of "punishment" or "discipline" upon the child' 
(Strang 1996, p. 4). 

• 30 of 32 victims were aged under 4 years; 16 of the 
32 victims were aged less than six months. 

• 36 per cent of offenders were non-biological fathers, 
which was a significant overrepresentation. Non
biological fathers were particularly overrepresented 
in the deaths of very young children. 

• The typical offender was a young male living in a 
de facto relationship with the victim's mother. 

• The majority of the victims' families were charac
terised by instability, with the mothers often in 
unstable relationships with the child's natural 
father or another partner, and the majority of 
caregivers unemployed. 

Despite social and cultural differences, the Australian 
data can be usefully compared with those of other 
western societies that face similar problems and have 
made similar attempts to remedy child maltreatment 
- in particular, the United States and the United 
Kingdom, to which Australia often looks for 
innovative child protection strategies. 

United States 
In 1993, the various state child protection services in 
the United States received an estimated 2 million 
reports of child abuse and neglect involving approxi
mately 2.9 million children. The allegations were 
substantiated in approximately 39 per cent of cases. 
Overall, the rate of substantiated child maltreatment 
cases was approximately 11 per 1000 children. 

• Among substantiated cases of child maltreatment, 
approximately 51 per cent were classified as neglect, 
24 per cent as physical abuse, 14 per cent as sexual 
abuse, 5 per cent as emotional maltreatment, and 
15 per cent as other forms of maltreatment. 
(Because some states report more than one type of 
abuse, the total does not add up to 100 per cent.) 

• Approximately 17 per cent of substantiated cases 
were referred for some form of court action. 

It is estimated that, in the United States, more than 
three children die each day as a result of child abuse 
or neglect (US Department of Health and Human 
Services 1995b). The rate of child fatalities in 1993 
was 1.62 per 1000 children aged 0 to 17 years. More 
recently, it has been conservatively estimated that 

Family Violence 

five children die each day as a result of fatal child 
abuse (US Department of Health and Human Services 
1995a). 

• Children in the United States aged from birth to 
two years are estimated to be 70 to 100 times more 
likely to die at the hands of a stepfather than a 
biological parent (Daly & Wilson 1994). 

United Kingdom 
Studies have indicated that the British national child 
protection register seriously underreports the incidence 
of child abuse and neglect cases. Little (1995) estimated 
that: 

• Approximately 160,000 of 11 million children are 
reported to child protection services in England 
and Wales each year. 

In 1992: 

• 24,500 children were added to the child protection 
register as substantiated cases. 

• An additional 3000 children were voluntarily 
placed away from the family and 1,500 care appli
cations were taken out to protect the children. 

• Overall, approximately 18 per cent of reported 
cases were eventually substantiated and registered. 

• Nearly 1 per cent of all reports and 5 per cent of 
substantiated cases resulted in a care order being 
obtained to protect the child. 

The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Children estimated that 136 child deaths per year in 
England and Wales involve maltreatment by parents 
or caregivers (Creighton & Gallagher 1988). 

• From 1988 to 1990, 13 children in the United 
Kingdom were assessed as fatalities resulting from 
abusive or neglectful actions (Creighton 1992). 

Domestic violence 
Domestic violence can be defined as a ' ... pattern of 
violent behaviors which has occurred or is occurring 
betWeen adult partners or ex-partners ... ' (Nechvoglod 
1995, p. 4), and may take the form of physical, 
sexual, emotional or social abuse in iS9lation, or in 
combination. 

The issue of domestic violence affects a significant 
proportion of the community. Why an individual 
becomes violent within an intimate relationship or 
remains in a violent relationship is not easily answered. 
However, it does appear that many perpetrators and 
victims of domestic violence have experienced some 
form of family violence in the past, indicating that 
the presence of violence in families subsequently 
impacts on family members (Nechvoglod 1995). 

It is difficult to establish an accurate figure of the 
extent of domestic violence, mainly because of an 
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historic lack of community and official attention to 
the problem and a general reluctance of victims to 
report such incidents, in particular, to authorities 
(Chappell & James 1993). Many estimates are based 
on unrepresentative samples or apply only to limited 
geographical areas. 

However, the 1996 ABS Women's Safety Survey (ABS 
1996) provides good national estimates about women 
who experience violence from their current or previ
ous partner. The survey does not report on domestic 
violence towards men. According to this survey: 

• 8 per cent of partnered women experience violence 
from their current partner at some time in their 
relationship. 

• 2.6 per cent of partnered women experienced an 
incident of domestic violence in the 12 months 
prior to survey. 

• Of those reporting violence from their current 
partner, half said it had happened more than once; 
26 per cent said it occurred only rarely; and 7.4 per 
cent said it occurred often. 

• 7.6 per cent of married women reported experienc
ing physical violence and 1 per cent sexual violence 
in their current relationship. 

• 42 per cent of women who had been in a previous 
relationship reported an incident of physical 
violence, and 10 per cent an incident of sexual 
violence, by a previous partner. 

• 3.3 per cent of women had experienced violence 
from a previous partner in the prior 12 months. 

Other studies which often are not based on represen
tative or national samples have identified varying 
levels of violence. 

• Women's self-report data produced by the West 
Australian Domestic Taskforce (1986) from a 
phone-in survey showed that 26.4 per cent of 
respondents reported being subject to daily violent 
attack, while 49.9 per cent reported being subject 
to violent attack on a weekly basis. 

• The results of three Australian phone-in surveys 
indicated that men were responsible for attacks in 
between 94 and 98 per cent of cases of spousal 
violence (Victory 1993). 

• The Crime Research Centre (1995) found that 
female partners or ex-partners were victims in 
89.5 per cent of reported cases of spousal violence 
in Western Australia, with spousal violence repre
senting 13.6 per cent of reported attacks against 
women, and 1.3 per cent of attacks against men. 

• In 47 per cent of cases reported to the Queensland 
Domestic Violence Taskforce (1988), alcohol was 
reported to have been an important contributing 
factor to violent assaults. 

• Up to 4.4 per cent of all injury presentations for 
women at hospital emergency departments in 
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Reported rates per year of 
domestic violence towards 
women (South Australia)(a) 

Data Source Rates per 1000 women 
Family and Community Services 2.0 
Police 1.8 
Hospitals (ISIS data) 0.2 
Community & Women's 
Health Centres 1.5 

(a) Incidents per 1000 women aged 15 and over from each of 
the agency's data sources. 
Source: Nechvoglod, R. (1995), Domestic violence in South 
Australia: a preface to planning, Domestic Violence Resource 
Unit, Adelaide (draft). 

Victoria may be due to domestic violence, with 
women comprising 75 per cent of domestic 
violence victims requiring hospitalisation 
(Sherrard et a1. 1994). 

The most recent Australian Bureau of Statistics survey 
on crime and safety in Australia (ABS 1994a) reported 
the number of people in the Australian population 
who were victims of personal assault in the 12 months 
prior to April 1993. Though data were not collected 
specifically on domestic violence, it was found that: 

• 0.2 per cent of male respondents and 0.6 per cent 
of female respondents had been physically 
assaulted within their own home. 

• The offender was known to 90 per cent of female 
victims in this latter group, and 38 per cent of 
these women had been subject to assault on three 
or more occasions in the prior 12 months. 

The South Australian Domestic Violence Resource 
Unit recently attempted to establish a 'baseline' for the 
level of unreported and reported domestic violence 
in South Australia (Nechvoglod 1995). The Unit 
concluded that the unreported rate of domestic vio
lence (threats or physical assaults) was 7.1 incidents 
per year per 1000 women aged 15 and above. 

Table 11.3 provides estimates of the reported rates of 
domestic violence in South Australia (per year per 
1000 women aged 15 and over), based on data from 
the Family and Community Services Department, 
police, hospital intake records, and community 
health centres. It should be noted that the hospital 
intake data only provide an indication of extreme 
domestic violence where the injuries to the victim 
required hospitalisation. 

Estimates from an Australia-wide census indicate 
that, on average, 10,000 people are accommodated 
under the Supported Accommodation Assistance 
Program per night (this figures excludes Victoria). 
Over half of these residents are women alone or with 
children, the great majority of whom are attempting 
to escape domestic violence (National Committee on 
Violence Against Women 1992). 



• In 1991, a New South Wales study reported that 
domestic violence cost the community $1.5 billion 
per year (Distaff Associates 1991). 

• Nechvoglod (1995) estimated the cost of domestic 
violence to South Australia to be between $56 and 
$ 77 million per year. 

Research examining battered women populations has 
indicated that domestic violence and child physical 
abuse are strongly associated. 

• A recent review of Victoria's domestic violence 
legislation revealed that children under five years 
were present in 65 per cent of domestic disputes 
involving the threat or use of a gun; in 79 per cent 
of disputes involving a weapon (usually a knife); 
and in almost two-thirds of disputes where 
property was damaged (Wearing 1992). 

• Using data from a Victorian hospital-based child 
abuse case tracking study, Goddard and Hiller 
(1993) reported that 40 per cent of identified 
sexual abuse cases and 55 per cent of identified 
physical abuse cases were occurring in families 
where domestic violence was also evident. 

• In a large-scale tracking of suspected child abuse 
and neglect cases in Victoria, 16 per cent of cases 
identified as sexual abuse and 28 per cent of 
physical abuse cases were reported to be occurring 
in families where domestic violence was also 
evident (Tomison 1995). 

A link between domestic violence and the killing of 
intimate partners has also been identified. 

• In 20 per cent of homicides in Australia in 1991-92, 
it was determined that a spousal relationship 
(present and former, married and de facto) existed 
between the victim and offender, compared with 
26 per cent in 1990-91 (Strang 1993). 

• In all homicides, male offenders outnumbered 
females by a ratio of 9 to 1. Overall, 33 per cent of 
all female victims and 7 per cent of all male 
victims were killed by their spouses (Strang 1993). 

• For all spousal homicide cases, three-quarters of 
the victims were women. 

• Of women who committed homicide, 42 per cent 
(14 cases) killed their spouses, compared with only 
15 per cent of men (42 cases) who committed 
homicide (Strang 1993). 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are signif
icantly overrepresented in studies of domestic violence. 

• Domestic violence is estimated to occur in up to 
70 per cent of families in some Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities (Sam 1992). 

• In one community in Queensland, more 
Aboriginal women have died as a result of violent 
assault than all black deaths in custody in that 
State (Sam 1992). 

Family Violence 

Domestic violence, like child maltreatment, is a 
significant problem in most western societies and has 
lead to the adoption of similar preventative strategies. 
Unfortunately, there are few reliable international 
estimates of the incidence of domestic violence. 

However, data collected in the United States over a 
ten-year period (1975-85) in the National Surveys of 
Family Violence and associated research (Straus & 
Gelles 1990) provide some evidence of the prevalence 
of domestic violence. 

Using the Conflict Tactics Scale developed for the 
surveys, Straus and Gelles, in the 1985 survey, found 
that: 

• 16.1 per cent of couples reported at least one 
physical assault by a partner in the previous 12 
months, with 11.6 per cent of husbands and 12.4 
per cent of wives committing at least one physical 
assault during this time. These findings were not 
significantly different from those of 1975. 

• 3.4 per cent of husbands and 4.8 per cent of wives 
committed at least one act of severe violence on a 
partner in the previous 12 months; these assaults 
included punching, kicking, biting, choking or the 
use of a weapon. 

• 28 per cent of couples in the 1975 survey and 
30 per cent of couples in the 1985 survey had 
experienced at least one violent incident in the 
course of the marriage; 39 per cent of these 
incidents involved 'severe' assaults. 

The survey results also indicated that women were 
initiating domestic violence at a rate equal to that of 
men. Female-initiated violence, however, did not 
lead to major injury for males but often resulted in 
injury to the women. In contrast, male-initiated 
violence frequently resulted in female, but rarely 
male, injury. It should be noted that much of the 
violence towards spouses committed by women was 
in retaliation or self-defence (Saunders 1986, as cited 
in Straus & Gelles 1990). 

One of the largest surveys of violence directed 
towards women was undertaken by Statistics Canada 
in 1993. Telephone interviews were conducted with 
12,300 randomly selected Canadian women aged 
18 years and over (Rodgers 1994). Respondents were 
asked to report incidents of physical and sexual 
assault experienced since the age of 16 years. The 
survey found that: 

• 3 per cent of women married or in a de facto 
relationships at the time of interview reported 
being subject to physical or sexual assault in the 
12 months prior to interview. 

• 29 per cent of women currently or previously 
married (or in a de facto relationship) reported 
being at some time physically or sexually assaulted 
by a partner. 
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• 33 per cent of women who had been assaulted by a 
partner feared for their lives at some point in the 
relationship. 

• 21 per cent of women who reported partner 
violence had been assaulted during pregnancy. 

• 45 per cent of partner assaults resulted in injury, 
with medical attention sought in approximately 
40 per cent of cases. 

While little data is available on the extent of domestic 
violence in the United Kingdom, it is reported that 
severe, repeated and systematic violence occurs in at 
least 5 per cent of British marriages, with 40 to 45 per 
cent of murdered women being killed by their male 
partners (Hague & Malos 1993). 

• It has been estimated that one in four women in 
the United Kingdom may experience violence in 
their relationships with men (Women's Aid 
Federation, England 1989). 

Elder abuse 
The majority of older Australians retain positive family 
and community connections throughout their lives. 
For some older people, however, advancing age brings 
dependence on others to meet some of their needs. 
Unfortunately, the situation of being dependent can 
make older people more vulnerable to abuse and 
neglect. 

The ABS Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers (ABS 
1994b), for example, found that of the 1.9 million 
people aged 65 and over living in households, 53 per 
cent of these had a disability and 45 per cent also had 
a handicap. Over three-quarters of those aged 75 and 
over needed some form of assistance, such as home 
help or maintenance, meal preparation, transport or 
assistance with personal affairs. 

Although most older people are considered valued 
contributors to family life, caregiving can generate 
conflict and stresses that have been associated with 
some forms of neglect and abuse of older family 
members. 

Elder abuse has been defined as 'any pattern of 
behavior by a person that results in physical or 
psychological harm to an older person' (McCallum, 
Matiasz & Graycar 1990). Components of abuse may 
be physical, psychological, economic or active and 
passive caregiver neglect. 

It is difficult to provide accurate estimates of the inci
dence of elder abuse but available studies give some 
indication. 
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• International studies estimate that around 3 per 
cent of people aged 65 and over have suffered some 
type of abuse (McCallum, Matiasz & Graycar 1990). 

• Over a 12-month period, almost 5 per cent of clients 
of a northern Sydney geriatric and rehabilitation 
service aged more than 65 years were identified as 
victims of abuse. Nearly half of the abusers suffered 
from psychiatric or alcohol/drug abuse problems; 
in one-third of cases there was a previous history 
of domestic violence (Sadler 1994). 

• A Canadian survey of people aged more than 65 
years who lived in private dwellings found that 
4 per cent reported some type of financial, verbal 
or physical abuse. Family members, both distant 
and close, were the perpetrators of abuse in many 
cases (The Vanier Institute of the Family 1994). 

Situations that may contribute to elder abuse 
(McCallum, Matiasz & Graycar 1990) include: 

• The carer having a psychological, alcohol or drug 
abuse problem. 

• Existing family patterns of violence. 

• Increased stress on the carer as dependency needs 
of the elderly person increase. 

Addressing elder abuse 
Families who are caring for aged parents and other 
relatives with a sense of love, obligation and willing
ness, may still need some support. Appropriate 
community resources can contribute to the ability of 
the older person to maintain as much independence 
as possible Games 1994), and help ensure that the 
caring relationship does not become unnecessarily 
stressful either for those providing or receiving the 
care. 

The sorts of services considered helpful for families 
caring for their older members include: 

• Home help, respite care, adult care centres, home 
nursing and visitors, material aid, paramedical 
services and counselling. 

Likewise, carers of the elderly in nursing homes, 
hostels, day care and other facilities, in addition to 
medical and paramedical professionals, require 
adequate supports and training to help monitor and 
manage stresses that may be experienced in interac
tions with older people that, if left untreated, could 
lead to situations of abuse. 
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Family Wellbeing 

Ruth Weston 

When studying families there is a danger of focusing 
exclusively on the things that go wrong, or on the 
difficulties family members have in balancing the 
various demands and pressures they confront. It is 
easy to forget that, despite these things, people 
typically value and gain a great deal of satisfaction 
and meaning from family life. This chapter looks at 
characteristics of family wellbeing leadingto satisfac
tion with family relationships and life, and examines 
how satisfaction derived from these areas compares 
with that derived from other domains of life. 
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Characteristics of family 
wellbeing 

Family wellbeing is a broad concept covering the 
facets of family life that influence the wellbeing of 
individual members. Included are characteristics that 
help or hinder the family's ability to care for its 
members. Such characteristics can include financial 
circumstances and internal family dynamics; for 
example, levels of cohesiveness and conflict, styles of 
conflict resolution and relationships with other 
people. While family wellbeing influences that of its 
individual members, aspects of individual wellbeing, 
including health, morale and satisfaction with work 
or family life, in turn, contribute to the wellbeing of 
the family unit. 

Indicators of family or personal dysfunction or 
'ill-being', such as high divorce rates and cases of 
bitter marriage breakdowns, family violence, delin
quency, mental ill ness and drug addiction attract 

Family Wellbeing 

much more media and social research attention than 
indicators of positive family or personal wellbeing. 
Explanations of problems observed in individuals 
often entail reference to dysfunctiona l fami ly life 
and, in particular, poor parenting practices. Large 
scale, non-clinical studies of families help to place in 
perspective the difficulties highlighted in research 
and in the media . 

This section focuses on parents' ratings of satisfaction 
with fam ily relationships and children's wellbeing, and 
compares these ratings with those derived for other 
domains of life. The results are based on information 
provided by parents (more than 3,600 fathers and 
4,300 mothers) who participated in the Australian 
Living Standards Study (ALSS). 

The majority of fathers (98 per cent) and mothers 
(87 per cent) lived with partners ('couple parents'), 
with all children having been born of the current 
relationship. Only 10 per cent of couple families 
and 2 per cent of lone-parent families included 
stepchildren. 

Parents' satisfaction(') with various life domains (mean ratings) 

Partner's relationship with children 
Personal relationship wit h children 

Relationship with spouse/ partne r 
Children 's wellbeing 

Relationship between children in h/ hold 
Independence/ freedom 

Life as a whole 
Respect/recognition 

Transport situat ion 
Personal/ emotional life 

Relationship with stepchildren 
Housing 

Being the person I'd like to be 
Personal health 

Overall living standard 
Number of close friends 

What accomplishing 
Personal employment situation 

Education/qualificat ion 
Leisure/ recreational opps. 

Amount of pressure I am under 
Time to do what I want 

Family income 
Personal income 

Money personally available 
Council / shire act ivit ies 
Federal govt activities 

State govt activities 

3 

•• 
• • I 

3.5 4 

• 
• • 

•• 
•• 

4.5 5 5.5 
Mixed feelings 

•• 
•• 

6 

•• 

• • 
• • 

• 

• 
• • 
• 

6.5 7 

• • 
• • 

•• 
• 

• Mothers 

• Fathers 

7.5 8 8.5 
High satisfaction 

Ca) 'Satisfaction' rated on a scale from 1 'Extremely dissatisfied' to 9 'Extremely satisfied' . Mid-point 5.0 labelled 'Mixed feelings ' . 
Source: Australian Living Standards Study Cl 991 -92), unpublished data. 
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Parents rated their level of satisfaction with 28 
domains of life using a rating scale ranging from 
1 'Extremely dissatisfied' to 9 'Extremely satisfied'. 
The mid-point S.O was labelled 'Mixed feelings' (see 
Figure 12.1). In the following discussion, ratings of 
7.0 or higher will be taken to represent 'high satisfac
tion', while those of 3.0 or lower will be taken to 
represent 'high dissatisfaction'. 

Consistent with other research into subjective wellbe
ing, most aspects of life were viewed positively (see 
Headey & Wearing 1981). For example: 

• Fathers and mothers were highly satisfied with 
their life as a whole (7.1). 

• Fathers and mothers were satisfied with their hous
ing (6.8) and their overall living standard (6.7). 

Children's wellbeing and marital/family relationships 
appeared to be the most satisfactory aspects of life 
for parents. 

• Mothers (7.8) and fathers (7.6) reported high 
satisfaction with their children's wellbeing. 

• Mothers and fathers were highly satisfied (7.8) 
with their relationship with their spouse/partner. 

Satisfaction with relationships with stepchildren was 
lower and more varied. 

• Of those who commented on their relationship with 
stepchildren, S4 per cent of fathers and only 16 per 
cent of mothers were living with these children. 

• Compared with mothers, fathers expressed signifi
cantly higher satisfaction with their relationships 

Fathers' views of mother-child and father-child relationships by age of 
youngest child<o) (mean ratings) 

8.4 --------------------------------------------------------------------

~8.2~ 
~8.0················· ........................ ~ 

~7.8 ~-
~ Relationship ...................................................................................... . 

7.6 -
~ -- Mother-child 
~ 7.4 - ......•...... Father-child 

7.2 ~I----------------------~I ----------------------~I ----------------------~I---
0-4 5-11 12-15 16-19 

Age of youngest child (years) 
(a) Children born of these couples. 
Source: Australian Living Standards Study (1991-92), unpublished data. 

1 

~ ...... U.~ .• ·&ffiJ .. ··.· .. '. 1:.:.·.·.·.1 Mothers' vie.ws of mother-c.hild and father-child relationships by age of 
..f' ·:.c. youngest chlld<o) (mean ratings) 

~ ::: ~-----------------------------
~ 8

7 
•• 8° .............................. .... 

~ •..... ... 
o 
!i: 7.6- Relationship ................• 

-- Mother-child 
.......................................................... 

7.4 - ............. Father-child 

7.2 ~I --------------------~I --------------------~I ----------~--------_rl----

0-4 5-11 12-15 16-19 
Age of youngest child (years) 

(a) Children born of these couples. 
Source: Australian Living Standards Study (1991-92), unpublished data. 
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I::~;;~~ ... dk~;;~i Parents' satisfaction with aspects of family life by sex and marital status 
Aspect of family life Couple parent lone parent 

Male Female Male Female 
Children's wellbeing 7.6 7.8 7.3 7.4 
Own relationship with children 8.0 8.2 7.8 7.9 
Relationship between children 7.4 7.5 7.6 6.9 
N 3572 3768 74 578 

Note: 'Satisfaction' rated on a scale of 1-9 with high scores indicating high levels of satisfaction. 
Source: Australian Living Standards Study (1991-92), unpublished data. 

with stepchildren, a trend which applied for 
those with stepchildren living with them and for 
those with stepchildren living elsewhere. 

• 64 per cent of stepfathers and 54 per cent of 
stepmothers were highly satisfied with their 
relationships with stepchildren. 

Stages of parenting 
Different stages in the family life course are associated 
with particular rewards and stressors. Although a 
normal part of family life, parent-child conflict is 
particularly likely when children reach adolescence. 
During this period, children's dependency gives way 
to autonomy, and the issue of 'freedom' is negotiated 
between children and their parents. 

Figures 12.2a & b show the views of parents in couple 
families at different stages of the life course towards 
their own and their partner's relationship with their 
children. . 

• On average, all parents seemed highly satisfied 
with their own and their partner's relationship 
with the children. 

• However, satisfaction with parent-child relation
ships tends to be highest where children are 
preschoolers, and lowest where the youngest child 
is aged 12 to 15 years. 

• For all age levels, mother-child relationships tend 
to be viewed more favourably than father-child 
relationships, a trend more marked in the mothers' 
responses. 

Couple and lone-parent 
families 
Children of lone-parent families are often viewed as 
emotionally disturbed, prone to delinquency, and 
failing at school (Amato 1987). However, such stereo
types have been challenged by Australian research 
based on 'non-clinical' samples (for example, Amato 
1987; Dunlop & Burns 1988; Weston 1993). Research 

by Dunlop and Burns (1988) suggested that adolescent 
adjustment was related to quality of parent-child 
relationships, family happiness and conflict, rather 
than to family structure (divorced or intact). 

Table 12.1 shows the mean satisfaction ratings for 
three aspects of family life relevant both to lone parents 
and couple parents: children's wellbeing; personal 
relationships with the children; and relationships 
between children in the household. 

• All groups tended to express high satisfaction with 
family relationships. 

• Overall, the evaluations of couple mothers were 
the most positive, or among the most positive, of 
all groups. 

• Lone parents seemed less content than couple 
parents with their children's wellbeing. 

• Lone mothers indicated significantly lower satis
faction than all other groups with relationships 
between children in the household. 

• For all parents except lone fathers, relationships 
between children appeared to be the least satisfac
tory of the three issues. 

These patterns could not be explained by differences 
between groups in terms of household income, family 
life course stage and the presence of stepchildren. 

The favourable picture of family life suggested by 
these patterns is consistent with previous large-scale 
research both in Australia and in various overseas 
countries including the United States (for example, 
Campbelll981; Diener et a1. 1995; Headey & 
Wearing 1981, 1992; Kau & Wang 1995; 
Leelakulthanit & Day 1992). The findings are also 
consistent with those concerning adolescents' views 
of their relationships with other family members, as 
described in Chapter 6, and would seem to indicate 
that family life is one of the most satisfactory 
domains of life for parents and young people alike. 
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Glossary 
The majority of these definitions are consistent 
with those used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) in their various collections. The following 
ABS publications were consulted in compiling these 
definitions: Catalogue nos 3301.0,3310.0,3222.0, 
4102.0,4113.0,4128.0,4418.0,4420.0,4421.0, 
4422.0, 4423.0, 4424.0. For terms and definitions 
relating to employment and benefits, see Department 
of Social Security (1996), Information Handbook: A 
Guide to Payments and Services, AGPS, Canberra. 

Aged dependency ratio The ratio of the number of 
people aged 65 and over in the community to the 
number of people of working age (15 to 64 years). 

Aged or older person In a disability context, refers 
to a person aged 60 or over. 

Age-specific divorce rate The number of divorces 
per 1000 to the married population of a specific 
age group by age at decree made absolute at 30 
June. Those classified as permanently separated 
are included in the married population; males 
and females under 15 years are excluded. 

Age-specific fertility rate The number of births 
per 1000 women of a specific age group in the 
population. 

Age-specific first marriage rate The number of 
marriages per 1000 estimated resident population 
of a specific age group who have never married. 

Age-specific marriage rate The number of marriages 
to the not currently married population per 1000 
of a specific age group at 30 June. Males and females 
under 15 years are excluded from the population. 

Age-specific remarriage rate The number of 
marriages per 1000 estimated resident population 
of a specific age group who are divorced or widowed. 

Blended family A couple family containing two or 
more children, of whom at least one is the natural, 
adopted or foster child of both members of the 
couple, and at least one is the stepchild of at least 
one member of the couple. 

Child abuse and neglect Also known as child 
maltreatment, child abuse and neglect occurs 
when a person inflicts or allows to be inflicted on 
a child a physical injury or deprivation which 
creates substantial risk of death or disfigurement, 
or the impairment of either physical or emotional 
health and development, by other than accidental 
means. The four forms of child abuse and neglect 
are: neglect; emotional abuse; sexual abuse; 
physical abuse. 

Child dependency ratio The ratio of the number of 
people in the community aged less than 15 years 
to the number of people of working age (15 to 64 
years). 

Glossary 

Cohabitation Where two people live together as a 
couple without being legally married. This is also 
referred to as de facto marriage. 

Couple family A family consisting of a usually 
resident male and female who are registered as 
married or in a de facto relationship. It may 
include one or more dependent children and/or 
other family members. Prior to 1994, ABS did not 
classify a homosexual couple as a couple. 

Crude divorce rate The number of decrees absolute 
granted per 1000 of estimated population at 30 
June. Prior to 1994, the crude divorce rate was 
based on the mean estimated resident population 
for the calendar year. 

Crude marriage rate Tl:le number of marriages 
registered per 1000 of estimated population at 30 
June. Prior to 1994, the crude marriage rate was 
based on the mean estimated resident population 
for the calendar year. 

De facto couple Two people who live together 
(cohabit) as a couple or identify themselves as a 
de facto couple in a relationship question. 

Dependency ratio The ratio of the number people 
aged under 15 or 65 and over, to the number of 
people of current standard working age (15 to 64 
years). 

Dependent child A usually resident young person 
aged less than 15 years, or aged 15 to 24 years with 
neither spouse nor children and studying full time, 
related to at least one non-dependent member of 
the household by blood, marriage, adoption or 
fostering. 

Disability Any restriction or lack of ability resulting 
from an impairment to perform an activity in the 
manner or within the range considered 'normal' 
for a human being. (In ABS publications a person 
is defined as having a disability in the presence of 
one or more of a selected group of limitations, 
restrictions or impairments which had lasted, or 
were likely to last, for a period of six months or 
more.) 

Divorce rate See Crude divorce rate. 

Domestic violence A pattern of violent behaviours 
between adult partners or ex-partners. Domestic 
violence may take the form of physical, sexual, 
emotional or social abuse in isolation, or in 
combination. 

Emotional abuse Manipulation, isolation or 
intimidation by a partner, parent or caregiver. 

Ex-nuptial birth A birth where the father was not 
married to the mother at the time of birth. 

Extended family Relatives beyond the immediate 
nuclear household family of parents and children. 
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Family violence A pattern of violent behaviours 
between adult partners or ex-partners, their children 
or other family members which may take the form 
of physical, sexual, emotional or social abuse, in 
isolation or in combination. 

Fertility Relates to the number of child(ren) a 
woman has given birth to and does not include 
stepchildren. 

Fertility rate The fertility rate is the number of 
children a group of women of a particular age 
group could expect to have borne, given the fertility 
patterns prevailing in the group at the time. 

First marriage rate The number of men and women 
marrying for the first time per 1000 (mid-year) 
population of never married men and women of 
the same age group. 

First nuptial birth First birth to the current marriage. 

Formal care or help Formal assistance provided 
on a regular and generally remunerated basis by 
family, friends and others external to the house
hold of a person with an illness or disability, or to 
a person aged 60 or over. 

Formal child care Regulated care away from the 
child's home. Includes: Before and After Hours 
School Care; preschool and kindergarten; Long 
Day Care; Family Day Care; Occasional Care. 

Formal marriage status Relates to registered marital 
status, which refers to formally registered marriages 
for which the partners hold a marriage certificate. 

Full-time employee Defined as an employed person 
who usually works 35 hours or more per week in 
all jobs. 

Group household A non-family household com
prising two or more unrelated persons. 

Handicap A limitation in performing certain tasks 
associated with daily living. The limitation must 
be due to a disability and in relation to one or 
more of: self-care; mobility; verbal communication; 
schooling; employment. 

Household A group of people who usually reside 
and eat together. A household may consist of: one 
person; one family; one family and unrelated indi
Viduals; related families with or without unrelated 
individual(s); unrelated families with or without 
unrelated individual(s); unrelated individuals. 

Household family Where two or more persons 
related to each other by blood, marriage (including 
de facto marriage), fostering or adoption live 
together in the same household. The ABS definition 
of a family is of a household-based family. 

Indigenous family Defined as a family where the 
first or second reference person on the census form 
is an Aborigine or a Torres Strait Islander. 
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Informal care or help Help provided to a person 
with a disability, or to a person aged 60 and over, 
by family, friends or others. Generally, this help 
is unpaid. 

Informal child care Non-regulated care provided 
either in the child's home or in an external setting. 
Care may be charged for or provided free of charge 
by the carer. 

Intermarriage Intermarriage is defined here as mar
riage between individuals born and reared within 
the culture of countries other than Australia, and 
people born and raised in an Australian milieu. 

Institutional care In the context of care for aged 
or disabled people, refers to homes for the aged, 
nursing homes, general hospitals, psychiatric 
hospitals, hostels for the disabled and other non
private dwellings. 

Labour force Comprises persons aged 15 years and 
over who are either employed or unemployed and 
actively seeking paid work. (See also Unemployed.) 

Labour force participation rate The number of 
persons who are employed or looking for paid 
work, expressed as a percentage of all persons in 
that group. 

Lone ancestor A usually resident parent or grand
parent with neither spouse, partner nor child (nor 
child's partner or offspring) usually resident in the 
household. . 

Lone-parent family A person aged 15 years or over 
who does not have a usually resident spouse (Le. 
married or de facto partner) but has at least one 
usually resident child (natural, step, adopted, 
fostered or otherwise related) with no spouse or 
child of his/her own. 

Lone-person household A household containing 
one person only. 

Main English-speaking countries Countries from 
which Australia receives significant numbers of 
overseas settlers who are likely to speak English. 
These are Canada, England, Scotland, Wales, 
Northern Ireland, Eire, United States q.nd South 
Africa. 

Married Refers here to a registered marriage where 
the person and their spouse are both usual residents 
of a given household. (Where the category 'married' 
includes de facto marriages, this has been specified.) 

Multi-family household - Horizontally-related 
. Consists of at least two families. One family will be 

the family of the brother/sister (or brother/sister
in-law) of the primary reference person of the 
other family. Aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews and 
cousin families are also classified in this way. 

Multi-family household - Lone ancestor Contains 
a single family and a parent or grandparent. 



Multi-family household - Unrelated Contains two 
or more families in which no person in one family 
is related to any person in the other family. 

Multi-family household - Vertically-related, other 
Similar to the above type except that one family 
will contain relatives such as grandparents or 
grandparents-in-Iaw of the primary reference 
person of the other family. 

Multi-family household - Vertically-related, 
parent-child Consists of at least two families. 
Each family comprises at least a couple or a parent 
and their child. One family will contain a parent 
or parent-in-law of the primary reference person 
of the other family. 

Never married Those who have never been in a 
registered marriage. 

Non-English-speaking background Persons of 
family households in which English is not spoken 
as a first language. 

Nuptial birth A live birth to a married couple where 
the registered father is married to the mother at 
the time of the birth, or has died during his 
spouse's pregnancy. 

Partner Defined as either spouse in a de facto or 
registered marriage between people of the opposite 
sex usually resident in the same household. 
(Under ABS policy at the time of the 1992 Survey 
of Families in Australia, relationships between 
people of the same sex were excluded from this 
definition.) 

Part-time employee Defined as an employed 
person who usually works less than 35 hours per 
week in all jobs. ' 

Personal care or home help Assistance received 
by an individual for reasons associated with long
term illness, disability or ageing. 

Physical violence Any incident of attempted or 
threatened physical assault including pushing, 
grabbing, shoving, slapping, hitting with an object, 
choking, beating, stabbing, shooting, burning, 
dragging etc. 

Principal carer A person aged 15 years or over 
who provides the principal informal care for the 
activities of self-care, mobility or verbal communi
cation to a person aged five years or over with a 
severe or profound level of handicap. 

Glossary 

Private renter A household where the primary 
reference person rents their dwelling from a 
landlord who is a real estate agent or a person 
not in the same household. 

Public renter A household where the primary 
reference person rents their dwelling from a State 
or Territory housing authority. 

Recipient of care A person with a disability or a 
person aged 60 and over who receives care or help 
with any of the activities of self-care, mobility or 
verbal communication. 

Registered marriage A legally constituted marriage 
performed by a marriage celebrant, priest, church 
minister, etc. 

Remarriage rate See Age-specific remarriage rate. 

Separate dwelling A dwelling separated from other 
structures by a space that allows access on all sides 
(at least half a metre). Includes houses with an 
attached flat (the latter would be in the 'flat' 
category of dwelling). 

Sexual assault Any act of a sexual nature carried 
out against the person's will through the use of 
physical force, intimidation or coercion. 

Stepfamily A couple family containing one or more 
children where no child is the natural, adopted or 
foster child of both members of the couple, and at 
least one child is the stepchild of one member of 
the couple. " ' 

'Substantiated' case The recorded outcome for a 
case where there is reasonable cause to believe that 
a child has been or is being abused or neglected. 
Substantiation will not necessarily lead to prosecu
tion, treatment or case management. 

Suicide rate The number of suicide deaths per 
100,000 population. 

Total fertility rate The number of babies a woman 
would expect to have in her lifetime given the 
fertility patterns prevailing at the time. 

Unemployed For Department of Social Security 
purposes, describes an individual who is not 
currently employed in any job, business or farm, 
who has looked for paid work during the last four 
weeks, and who would be available to start work 
within the next week. 

Australian Institute of Family Studies 1 37 



Australian Family Profiles 

Index 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families 

births to teenage mothers 52 
child abuse and neglect 121-22 
domestic violence 125 
ex-nuptial births 54 
fertility rates 47 
lone-parent 4 
marriage 18-19 
multi-family households 4, 42-43 
young people 62 

Age Pension 93,99-100 
see also income support 

age profile of population see dependency ratios; 
population ageing 

aged care see elder care 
aged dependency ratio 7-8 
aged persons see older people 
ageing 

implications for care 6, 73 
trends 6 
see also older people; population ageing 

blended families 33 
dwelling type 103 

care provision 
and employment 117 
availability of carers 6 
care by families 114-15, 116 
demands on women 6 
elder care 115-17 

institutional care 117 
impact on families 114-15 
for people with a disability 114-15 
see also ageing 

Carer Pension 98-99 
child abuse and neglect 121-23 

and domestic violence 125 
children under care and protection orders 122 
de facto or stepparents 122 
indigenous children 121-22 
international comparisons 123 
lone-parent families 122 
reported cases 121-22 
types of 121 
see also elder abuse; domestic violence 

child care 109-114 
affordability and demand 110, 112-13 
factors influencing choice 112-13 
formal and informal care 109-10 
government funding 109 
patterns of usage 110 
quality of 109 
rural families and 111-12 
types of child care 109-10, 111-12 
urban families Ill, 112 
work-related 110-11 
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child dependency ratio 7, 8 
Child Disability Allowance 98 
child maltreatment see child abuse and neglect 
Child Support Scheme 97-98 
childbearing 

births to teenagers 51-52 
decline in 3,47,55 
factors influencing 55-56 
Maternity Allowance 96 
paternity 52, 53, 54 
see also fertility; sterilisation 

children 
abuse and neglect of 121-23 
and disability 98 
and divorce 32, 33 
dependants and non-dependants 3,4 
in couple families 3-4 
under care and protection orders 122 
see also blended families; income support; 
stepfamilies; young people 

cohabitation 
acceptance of 18 
and divorce 30-31 
frequency 14 
prior to marriage 16, 17-18, 19,30 
research interpretations 18 
see also de facto marriage; marriage 

couple families 
couple-only families 3-4 
marital status 3 
wellbeing 133 
with dependent children 3-4, 84 
workforce participation 84, 85, 93 
see also cohabitation; de facto marriage; income 
support; marriage 

de facto marriage 13, 14, 17 
attitudes towards 18 
country of birth 19 
dependent children 4 
frequency 17 
generational differences 17 
indigenous Australians 18-19 

dependency ratios 7-9 
aged dependency ratio 7-8 
child dependency ratio 7,8 
international comparisons 8-9 
projections 8 

disability see people with a disability 
divorce 

and children 32, 33 
attitudes and values towards 34, 35 
Child Support Scheme 97-98 
cohabitation prior to 30-31 
country of origin 27 
duration of marriage 29-30,31 
economic consequences of 21,94-95 



in re marriages 31-32 
income support following 97-98 
international comparisons 28,31 
no fault divorce 27 
rates and trends 27-28 

age-specific 30 
crude divorce rates 27,28 

domestic violence 123-26 
and children 125 
and homicide 125 
cost to community 125 
definition of 123 
frequency 124 
international comparisons 125-26 
perpetrators 124 
see also child abuse and neglect; elder abuse 

education 62-63 
participation in 63 

elder abuse 126 
incidence 126 
strategies for prevention 126 

elder care 
Aged Care Reform Strategy 116 
attitudes to 78-79 
care by families 115-17 
Home and Community Care program 116, 117 
impact on paid work 117 
income support 98-100 
institutional care 

expenditure and use 117 
living arrangements 76, 77 
see also elder abuse; older people 

employment see unemployment; workforce 
participation 

ex-nuptial births 52-54 
acknowledgement of paternity 52, 53, 54 
and teenagers 51-52 
attitudes towards 16 
indigenous Australians 54 
international comparisons 53-54 
rates and trends 52-54 

extended family 
categories of kin 39 
indigenous Australian families 4, 42-43 
networks and support 40-41 
proximity and contact 39-40 
see also multi-family households; non-English
speaking background 

family incomes 93 
after divorce 94-95 
components of 93 
household incomes 94 

Family Law Act 1975 27 
Family Payment 93, 95-96 
family size see fertility 

family types 3-5 
family violence 

child abuse and neglect 121-23 
domestic violence 123-26 

family wellbeing 131-33 
and stepfamilies 132-33 
characteristics of 131-32 
lone parents and 133 
parent-child relationships 132-33 

fertility 
age of mothers at first birth 50-51 
and country of origin 52 
births to unmarried women 52-54 
childlessness 55 
decline in 3,47,48,55 
factors influencing 55-56 
family size 47-48, 49-50 
indigenous Australians 47 
international comparisons 48, 49 
rates and trends 47-48 

age-specific rates 48 
sterilisation 54-55 

gender differences 
divorce 35,94 
marriage values 16 
remarriage 19-20 
workforce participation 84-87 

parents of dependent children 84-86 
youth suicide 67 

group households see household forms 

Home and Community Care program 116,117 
home ownership 102-103 

dual incomes and 103 
impact of ageing 103 
international trends 103 

homelessness 
young people 64-65 

homosexual couples 16, 65 
attitudes towards 16 

household forms 3,4-5 
family households 4 
group households 4, 5, 64 
lone-person households 4 
multi-family households 4 
non-family households 4 

household income 94 
household size 5 

decline in 5 
housing 102-105 

and family wellbeing 103-105 
dwelling type 103 
family type and 103 
home ownership 102-103 
locational disadvantage 103 
satisfaction with 103-105 
tenure 102-103 

Index 
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income see family incomes; income support 
income support 93,95-102 

Age Pension 93,99-100 
Carer Pension 98-99 
Child Disability Allowance 98 
Child Support Scheme 97-98 
families with children 93,95-98 
Family Payment 95-96 
following divorce 97-98 
Job Search Allowance 101 
Jobs, Education and Training Scheme GET) 97 
Maternity Allowance 96 
Mature Age Allowance 100 
Newstart Allowance 101 
Parenting Allowance 96, 101-102 
Partner Allowance 101 
people with a disabilitY 98-99 
Sole Parent Pension 93, 96-97 
unemployment and 100-102 
Widow Allowance 102 
Widow Pension 97 
Wife Pension 99 

indigenous families see Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander families 

intermarriage 21-23 
rates and trends 19,21-23 

Job Search Allowance 101 
Jobs, Education and Training Scheme GET) 97 

labour force see workforce participation 
living arrangements see housing; older people; 

young people 
lone-parent families 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families 4 
dwelling type 103 
family wellbeing 133 
financial disadvantage 32,94-95 
Sole Parent Pension 93 
with dependent children 4, 84, 85 
workforce participation 84, 85, 93 
see also child abuse and neglect; Child Support 
Scheme; divorce; income support 

lone-person households 4 

marital status 13, 17-18, 73-75 
and employment 63 
see also divorce; marriage 

marriage 
after cohabitation 19 
after divorce 19,21 
age at first 14 
attitudes and values 15-17,34 
celebrants 15 
de facto 3,13,14,17-18,19 
duration 29-30 
gender differences 16 

140 Australian Institute of Family Studies 

generational differences 17 
formal marital status 13 
indigenous Australians 18-19 
older people and 73-75, 79 
rates and trends 13-15 

age-specific 14-15 
crude marriage rates 13-15 

registered 3 
teenage 14, 15 
young people 17-18 
see also intermarriage; remarriage 

marriage breakdown see divorce 
Maternity Allowance 96 
Mature Age Allowance 100 
multi-family households 4,41-43 

country of origin 41-42 
indigenous Australians 4, 42-43 
types of 41 

never married people see marital status 
Newstart Allowance 101 
non-English-speaking background 

and extended kin 39,40 
marriage 19,21-23 
multi-family households 41-42 
young people 62 

older people 
aged care 115-17 
income support 98-100 
institutional care 117 
living arrangements 76, 77, 117 
marital status 73-75 

divorced 73 
never married 75 
widowed 73-74, 79 

provision of care 73, 115-17 
attitudes to 78-79 

workforce participation 76-78 
see also elder abuse; elder care 

Parenting Allowance 96, 101-102 
Partner Allowance 101 
paternity 52, 53, 54 
pensions and benefits see income support 
people with a disability 

care and support of 114-15 
income support 98-99 

impact on families 114-15 
population ageing 4, 7-8 

aged dependency ratio 7-8 
cost to governments 8 
income support 98-100 
projections 6-9 

remarriage 20-21 
age and gender 20-21 
and divorce 19,21,31-32 
rates and trends 20-21 



same sex couples see homosexual couples 
sexual attitudes 

and young people 65 
sexuality 

and young people 65 
homosexuality 16,65 

Sole Parent Pension 93, 96-97 
sole parents see lone-parent families 
standard of living 

after divorce 94-95 
see also family wellbeing; housing; income 
support 

stepfamilies 
and divorce 33 
children in 33 
dwelling type 103 
relationship with children 132-33 
see also child abuse and neglect 

sterilisation see fertility 
suicide 66, 67-69 

rates by age and sex 66 
see also youth suicide 

teenage see childbearing; ex-nuptial births; young 
people 

unemployment 100-102 
income support 101-102 
see also workforce participation 

Widow Allowance 102 
Widow Pension 97 
widowhood 73-74,79 

see also income support; marital status; older 
people 

Wife Pension 99 
women 

ageing 73-75 
as 'kinkeepers' 40 
births to unmarried women 52-54 
care demands 6 
economic consequences of divorce 21,94-95 
with dependent children 83-84,93 
'women in the middle' 6 
workforce participation of 83-84 

and family life 84-88 
marital status and 63 
preferred work status 85-86 

see also divorce; income support; fertility; 
marriage; widowhood 

workforce participation 
ageing population and 76-78 
and family life 86-89 
entitlements 89 

gender differences 84-87 
parents of dependent children 84-86 
self-employment 90 
women 83-84 

and family life 84-88 
marital status and 63 
preferred work status 85-86 

work/family responsibilities 83-90 
child care 87, 110-11 

work preferences 85-86, 88 
working from home 89-90 
see also unemployment 

young people 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders 

births to teenage mothers 52 
definition of 61 
dependence and independence 61-62,64 

cultural background 62 
indigenous Australians 62 

education 62-63 
participation in 63 

employment 63-64 
students in 63 
women's marital status 63 

leaving home 62 
living situation 64 

homelessness 64-65 
Morris Report 65 

marriage 14, IS, 17-18 
paying board 62 
satisfaction with family life 66-67 
sexuality and sexual attitudes 65 
teenage 

births to teenagers 51-52 
ex-nuptial births 51-52 
marriage 14, 15 
workforce participation 63 

see also youth suicide 
youth suicide 66, 67-69 

and unemployment 67,68 
gender differences 67 
international comparisons 68-69 
locational differences 67-68 
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