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Introduction 

There are periods in history when the pace of social change escalates 
and the ordinary person struggles to keep up. The past 30 years 
have been such a period in regard to aspects of life affecting 
families. 

Women's lives have been redefined to the extent that the vast 
majority of mothers are in paid employment at some time after the 
birth of their children. More people are remaining single, marriage 
has been delayed to later and later ages, relationships alternative to 
marriage are more commonly observed, the rate of marriage 
breakdown has risen substantially, and young people are financially 
dependent upon their parents for a much longer period than was the 
case in the recent past. 

All of these changes have major implications for the ways in which 
individuals and families function in their everyday lives. 

A pressing question facing social planners today is: can the family 
survive this whirlwind of change? The question is a serious one 
because family relationships are crucial to the functioning of all 
spcieties including our own. 

Families are by far the largest source of emotional, practical and finan
cial support in our society and most of this support is provided free of 
charge, in money terms at least. The value of emotional support pro
vided by families is inestimable, but the financial value of time and 
effort provided by households to their members without cost has been 
calculated as being at least equal to the entire gross national product 
of the country. 
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Furthermore, the state has proven over and over again that it is a 
hopeless substitute for the well-fun<;:tioD-ing family. In Australia, there 
is no more striking example of the inadequacy of the state as parent 
than the destruction caused by the past 'policy of removing Aboriginal 
children from their parents. But even today, the state performs very 
poorly indeed in respect of the care of children for whom it has the 
responsibility. 

Crucial to our ability to maintain control over the pace of change is a 
sound knowledge of the changes that are occurring. There is a new 
realisation of the centrality of families in public policy, but too often 
policy is based upon unsubstantiated assertions and myths about the 
nature of society and its functioning. This is made all the more likely 
because of the strong and diverse ideological viewpoints about the 
family that co-exist in our society. 

This book examines the changes that have been occurring in family 
life in Australia over the past 30 years from a social and demographic 
perspective. Future directions for the family in Australia are also 
discussed. 
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Defining F arnilies 

The Australian Family Law Act 1975 describes the family as the natural 
and fundamental group unit in society, but despite the level of impor
tance it ascribes to the family, the Act does not tell us what the family 
is. The Act apparently presumes that what is meant by family is so 
well known that there is no need for a definition. 

A recent book, Images of Australian Families: Approaches and Perceptions, 
takes a different viewpoint. The editor of the book, Kathleen Funder, 
says that the family is neither a unitary concept nor an unchanging 
one - that is, Australians define their families in different ways, and 
their definitions change over time. 

Does uncertainty about the definition of what constitutes the family 
create problems, for example, for governments in setting public pol
icy? Surprisingly, the answer, in general, is 'no' because most public 
policy in Australia does not require a definition of the family. This is 
because public policy is not based on the family group unit so much 
as upon particular family relationships. What is important in public 
policy is whether two people are husband and wife or parent and 
child, and so on. Responsibilities and entitlements derive from the 
relationship rather than from membership of a group. However, 
difficulties can arise within particular cultural groups where responsi
bilities for support extend more broadly than the husband-wife 
or parent-child relationships. This is the case, for example, among 
Aboriginal Australians. 

For most Australians, however, definitions of family are more a 
private than a public matter. So how do people define families in 
Australian society? 
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Describing our own families 

One way to assess our understanding of what family means is to ask 
ourselves who are the members of our own families. If we think 
about everyone whom we consider to be in 'our family' or everyone 
who is 'family' to us, we will arrive at a range of different types of 
family groupings. 

This is because different people include different relationships 
covering a wide range: mother, father, stepmother, stepfather, brother, 
sister, stepbrother, stepsister, half-brother, half-sister, grandparents, 

uncles, aunts, cousins, grandchildren, nephews, nieces, wife, 
Australians define 

husband, live-in partner, substitute families, and, perhaps, close 
their families in 

different ways, 
personal friends or dogs, cats and canaries. 

and their Thus, families differ for different individuals. For example, chil
defintions change dren whose parents have divorced often describelheir families by 
over time. placing themselves between their mother and their father, with 

those people now living with their mother placed around the 
mother and those now living with the father placed around the father, 
as shown in Figure 1. This is a family which exists for this child, but 
only for this child. 

Intersecting families 

Families are not discrete units - they intersect. If we were to take the 
group of people whom we have defined as 'my family' and consider 
this group from the perspective of one of the other people in the group 
(for example, our mother or our cousin), would that person define 
their family as exactly the same group as we have described it? 

In the vast majority of cases, the answer to this question is, no: our 
mother or our cousin would each probably describe a different set of 

.............. Qi4(1 ...... 

Family of a child whose parents have divorced 

'--_F_a_th_er_---'I.-. LI __ C_h_i_ld_-----'I-.LI __ M_o_th_e_r_---' 

Father's wife Mother's husband 

Father's wife's daughter Mother's husband's son 

4 



Defining Families 

people as constituting their family, although there would be many 
overlapping individuals. 

Families change over time 

If we take another look at the family we have described for ourselves, 
are we likely to define our family in exactly the same way in ten year's 
time? Again, the answer to this question is almost always, no. During 
ten years it is likely that various family transitions will have occurred: 
births, deaths, marriages or divorces. Or we may simply have drifted 
away from some people who are members of our current family. 

The conclusion to be drawn is that there is no single, universal defini
tion of a family but that each of us defines our own family and, as we 
move through life~ we change our definition as different people take a 
more or less important role in our lives. 

Criteria fori defining families 

As indicated in the example of the child whose parents had divorced, 
family definitions are partly determined by personal circumstances. 
However, differences in family definition may also arise because people 
use different criteria to define their families. For example, their defin
itions may be based upon differing cultural norms: an Aboriginal Aus
tralian is very likely to describe a different family from that described 
by an Australian: of Anglo-Saxon origin or an Australian of Indian 
origin. Families i'n different cultures are discussed in the next chapter. 

Even within cultures, however, people will have differing family 
definitions. Wnen we describe our own families, we make 
decisions about whether or not to include or exclude particular 
people. In doing this, we find it very easy to include or exclude 
some individuals, but for other individuals we are more ambiva
lent. We hesitate because we are sorting out the criteria upon 
which our decisibn is to be based. Indeed, it can be argued that we 
define different families for different purposes. 

Aside from personal circumstances and cultural norms, three common 
criteria used for defining families are co-residence, relationship and affinity. 

The narrowest criterion for defining families is likely to be the co-resi
dence criterion - that is, the group of related people who live together 
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in the same household. Some people may be included simply because 
of the nature of the relationship. For example, irrespective of circum
stances, it would be rare in Australia for a person's mother to be left 
out of their definition of family if she was still living. We may also 
define our family accordirig to emotional affinity or closeness. For 
example, we may include a cousin with whom we have a close 
relationship but exclude a cousin that we rarely see. 

Another defining characteristic is the sense of obligation that we have 
with other people - that is, we may include in our family those whom 
we expect would provide financial, practical or emotional support to 
us if we needed it, or those who would expect support from us. 

Finally, we might use the broad criterion of the family that gathers 
together art ceremonial occasions such as religious festivals, weddings, 
funerals, and other occasions of this sort. 

Conclusion 

To summarise, the common criteria for defining families are personal 
circumstances, cultural norms, co-residence, nature of the relation
ship, closeness, sense of obligation, and ceremonial. 

In describing the membership of our own family, it is an interesting 
exercise to consider how much weight we give to each of these criteria 
and whether we would define our own family differently according to 
the different criteria. 

We conclude then that families are differently defined by different 
people and for different purposes. Furthermore, our personal defini
tions of family change over time. 

Further Reading 

Funder, K. (1991), Images of Australian Families: Approaches and Percep
tions, Longman-Cheshire, Melbourne. 
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Fa:rnilies In Different Cultures 

As described in the previous chapter, the culture in which we live is 
very important to the way in which we define our families. 

Family structures can be divided into two broad categories - nuclear 
and extended. The dictionary·.of sociology defines the nuclear family 
as a small group composed of husband, wife and immature children 
which constitutes a unit apart from the rest of the community. Extended 
families, of which there are many forms (as described later in the 
chapter), have the common feature that relatives other than parents and 
children cooperate in various forms of exchange. 

As a nation of many cultures, the diversity of family life is particularly 
evident in Australia. This is evidenced by a description of the tradi
tional family arrangements of..two major groups in Australian society, , 
Aboriginal Australians and people of English origin. 

Aboriginal families 

For Aboriginal Australians, their family is their identity. The anthro
pologist Diane Barwick summarised Aboriginal identity as 
follows: 'To be Aboriginal is to:be born to, to belong to, to be loyal to a 
family.' Today, a family to an Aboriginal person is usually a group of 
200-300 people, often widely-dispersed but deriving from a common 
locality of origin. To quote Chris Birdsall: 

Nyungar people (from the south-west of Western Australia) make 
three claims in identifying.themselves. They claim membership in an 
all one family, they claim special knowledge ofa set of towns 
recognised by other Nyungars as belonging to one of the communities 
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comprising that all one family, and one particular town in this claimed 
set is specially claimed as identifying the individual. Of foremost 
significance is the claim to family membership, because regional and 
town identity derive from family membership. Without membership 
in a family community, the individual cannot participate in Nyungar 
social life. 

Family responsibilities are generalised across the group rather than 
personalised. This means that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people do not define their own families as described for non-Aborigi
nal people in Australia in the previous chapter. Rather, other people 
acknowledge the individual's membership of their family group, and 
sometimes a great deal of energy is taken up by this process. This 
means that cousins and aunts are much closer than is the case in the 
non-Aboriginal population. The family usually extends across three 
generations, and nowadays knowledge of membership is held largely 
by women. There are obligations to visit and to share with other 
family members which are part of the continued maintenance of the 
family group. 

This extended family or kinship network traditionally managed virtu
ally all areas of social, economic and cultural life. Mick Dodson 
reports how the extended Aboriginal family regulated the distribu
tion of food and property, the use of and the rights and responsibili
ties to land, relationships between people (including marriage and the 
responsibility for children), the education of children and the trans-

...................... mission of knowledge at all stages of life, the transmission of culture 
'To be Aboriginal and language, all aspects of the law including criminal and family 
is to be born to, law, and relations with other kinship groups. In contemporary Aus
to belong to, to tralian society, many of these areas are regulated by the state; but 
be loyal to a rather than being mutually reinforcing, the state and indigenous 
family.' families have been in constant structural conflict. Direct intervention 

...................... by the state and the general influence of the social environment have 

combined to interfer severely with the ability of indigenous families 
to transmit their culture, and these pressures continue to threaten the 
viability of Aboriginal families and culture. 

While much of traditional Aboriginal kinship practice has been 
destroyed by European contact and, in particular, by the policies of 
successive governments to remove Aboriginal children from their 
parents, much also remains intact. The continuance of a distinctive 
Aboriginal family form in the midst of the dominance of the European 
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culture is an example of the resilience of family systems, a topic 
addressed in more detail later in the chapter. 

History of the family in England 

One hundred years ago social scientists in England formed the theory 
that the family, like human kind, had evolved from previous, more 
primitive forms. The sequence they described was as follows. 

At first, hunter-gatherers moved around in very large family groups 
as observed at that time and now in Sub-Saharan Africa. With the 
move to shifting cultivation, the family group became somewhat 
smaller but was still extended in form, and this was also the case 
when settled agriculture was taken up. This situation was evident at 
that time and now among peoples practising settled agriculture, for 
example, in northern India where a group of brothers, their wives and 
children live together in the same household with the parents of the 
group of brothers. 

The conventional theory was that wherever the family is the main 
unit of economic production, a large extended family is required in 
order to perform all the tasks that are required. However, with the 
advent of centralised economic systems and industrialisation, these 
large family units were considered to be no longer necessary and the 
family form shifted to the more flexible, nuclear type (father, mother 
and children only). 

This theory of family change prevailed relatively unchallenged until 
the late 1960s. The challenge to the theory came from social historians 
working in several places in north-west Europe, but particularly from 
a group working at Cambridge University. The Cambridge group 
used historical records such as baptisms and burials to 'reconstruct' 
the past populations of selected villages in England. What they 
found, and what subsequent research has found on a much wider scale, 
was that no matter how far back in history the population was recon
structed, the dominant household form in England was the nuclear 
family. Furthermore, most aged and widowed people lived alone. 

Thus, centuries before the industrial revolution in England, there was 
little evidence of the existence of extended family households. This 
was true not ~mly for England but also for most of north-western 
Europe. The latest theory is that the nuclear family in England was a 

..>' :.t' 
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product of the advent of Christianity in the 4th century. It was from 
about this time that the Church introduced restrictions upon marriage 
and inheritance which had the effect of weakening the broader 
extended family kinship system. It promoted a change in land tenure 
from 'folkland' or land held in customary tenure by a kin group to 
'bookland' or land held under a written title and subject to the written 
will of the landholder. 

Today, we often hear people refer somewhat nostalgically to the 
extended family households in which Australians of Anglo-Celtic ori
gin lived in the relatively recent past. Many societal ills are attributed 
to the passing of this family form. The reality is very different. With 
the exception of periods when poorer families have been forced by 
housing shortages to live in multi-generation families, Australians of 
Anglo-Celtic or Northern and Western European origin, have always 
lived in nuclear family households or units of smaller size (lone per
son, couple, or sole parent). 

Australians of Southern European, Asian and African origin, how
ever, have a much more recent history of extended family households, 
thus the next section provides a more general consideration of 
families in different cultural settings. 

Family systems in different parts 
of the world 

Over the past century or more, anthropologists have studied and clas
sified family (or kinship) systems in every culture around the world. 
Still perhaps the best summary of the varying types of families apply
ing in major cultures is William Goode's, World Revolution and Family 
Patterns. An extremely wide variety of family systems has emerged 
from this research. 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, families conventionally take the form of large, 
multi-generational units called lineages. The term 'lineage' refers to 
the line of descent through which the family is defined. In most cases 
in Africa the lineage traces descent through the male.line (patrilineal), 
but there are some societies, such as the Akan people in Ghana, where 
lineage is traced through its female members (matrilineal). 

In a lineage system, the social and economic status of individuals is 
determined by their place in their lineage, and ownership of property 
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is vested in the lineage. In traditional patrilineal societies in Africa, 
marriage is arranged by the elders, with the marriage partners coming 
from different lineages. This is called exogamy, or marriage outside 
the family grouping. The bride is exchanged for a payment, called 
bridewealth, which in East Africa usually takes the form of a number 
of cattle, and it is usual for a man to have more than one wife (polyg
yny). In this culture, everyone marries so that an unmarried person, 
particularly an unmarried woman still living in her original lineage, is 
an oddity. 

Patrilineal family organisation also predominates from North Africa 
through the Middle East to North India. It prevailed in the past in 
China, too, and still has some relevance there. 

In these societies, family organisation is related to the existence of cen
tralised power at a higher level than the lineage - that is, they have a 
history of dealing with monarchs and governments (the nation-state). 
The family thus becomes a unit in the system of government. The 
head of the family, the patriarch, is at once the source of authority 
within the family and the agent to the family of the nation-state. 

Family systems of this type serve to maintain the social status and 
economic resources of the family and to prevent social mobility. 
In the Middle East, this is done through marriage within the 
family (endogamy), where the preference is for the children of 
two brothers to marry. In north India, the brothers live together 
in a family compound and wives are obtained from outside 
the family, but from within the same social grouping (caste). The 
family of the wife must pay a dowry to the family of the husband - a 
system much aided by the parents' religious duty to ensure that 
their daughters marry. 

In southern India, Sri Lanka and throughout South East Asia, family 
systems are based on the unit of husband, wife and their children (the 
nuclear family). While most societies in this region are essentially 
patrilineal, affiliations with relatives of the female line (cognates) are 
not unusual and new couples may live near the wife's parents or the 
husband's parents. 

In South East Asia, there are several examples of matrilineal societies, 
such as the Minang people of West Sumatra in Indonesia. In 
traditional Minang society, husband and wife do not live together; 
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they each continue to live with their sisters, and the children are 
raised in the household of the wife. In another part of Indonesia, Bali, 
the family system has similarities to northern India with a group of 
brothers living together in the same family compound. Among the 
Javanese, the majority culture in Indonesia, families are essentially 
nuclear, while among the Batak people in north Sumatra, the family 
takes the form of large patrilineages. The rich cultural diversity of 
Indonesia is exemplified in this variety of family forms. 

What determines family systems? 

There is a great deal of debate about why it is that different family sys
tems operate in different cultures. There is no definitive answer. 
Some suggest that the family system is determined by types of eco
nomic production, and on the surface there is some support for this 
argument. For example, hunter-gatherer, pastoral or tree-cultivating 
societies tend to be patrilineal while most matrilineal societies are 
based on intensive agriculture. Linked to this, nomadic societies or 
shifting cultivators tend to be patrilineal while matrilineal societies 
are more likely to be stationary (sedentary). Similarly, it is suggested 
that the nuclear family system is better suited to 'advanced', industri
alised societies. Indeed, there is a theory referred to as convergence 
theory which argues that as societies industrialise, they will take on 
the form of the nuclear family. 

On the other hand, not all family systems are neatly linked to a partic
ular type of economic production. Furthermore, studies of change 
over time within the one society tend to show that family systems are 
fairly resistant to change despite major economic change. For exam-

ple, the family systems in new urban communities in 'developing' 
Because family is countries are much more closely linked to the cultures from which 
at the heart of the urban migrants came than they are to family systems in western 
all cultures, each cities. 
culture has an 

idealised family 

morality which 

is part of its 

Because family is at the heart of all cultures, each culture has an ide
alised family morality which is part of its cultural identity. This 
does not mean that family systems never change, just that they are 

cultural identity. very resistant to change. With this perspective, change in a family 
system takes the form of small modifications to or compromises 

with the existing system which are accepted so long as they do not 
threaten the cultural identity of the group. 

12 
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Thus, we cannot expect that the family systems in societies all over the 
world will adjust in the same way to a similar change in economic 
structure. On this basis, we can expect a continuation of a diversity of 
family types around the world. 

Further Rea<iing 

. Dodson, M. (1994), 'The rights of indigenous peoples in the Interna
tional Year of the Family', Family Matters, No.37, April. 

Goode, W.J. (1963), World Revolution and Family Patterns, The Free 
Press of Glencoe, New York. 

Laslett, P. and Wall, R. (eds) (1972), Household and Family in Past 
Time, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

Keen, 1. (ed) (1988), Being Black: Aboriginal Cultures in Settled 
Australia, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra. . 

Family Matters (1993), Issue No.35, September (special issue relating to 
Aboriginal fa~ilies), Australian Institute of Family Studies, 
Melbourne. 
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The Fam.ily Beyond the Household 

A great deal of discussion about families, including the discussion in 
the previous chapter, refers to the co-residential family or to families 
which are households or domestic groups - that is, people who live 
together and share the same kitchen. Censuses and reconstructions of 
past populations conventionally use the household as the basic unit. 
Australian censuses define the household as a group of people living 
and eating together as a domestic unit. Censuses allow for house
holds made up of more than one nuclear family and show that they 
are very uncommon in the Australian context; however censuses do 
not allow us to examine the significance of families which consist of 
more than one household. 

The concept of the family beyond the household is outside the scope of 
censuses. Hence the household becomes the dominant group unit in 
statistical and historical reports. As the domestic group or household 
is the major purchasing unit in the society, the image of family gener
ally conveyed through marketing is also that of the household family. 
Thus, based on what is easily observed and measured, there is a 
strong tendency to equate family with household and to ignore the 
family beyond the household. 

If we restrict ourselves to families as households, the nuclear form of 
the family has predominated in Australia throughout its European 
history. There may be variations of the nuclear family form when par
ents split up or someone dies or when all the children have left home, 
but certainly extended family households are almost unknown in the 
mainstream Australian culture. 

Emphasis upon the household or domestic group has its origins in the 
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birth of modern sociology in Western Europe in the latter half of the 
19th century. The early sociologists saw social change as being evolu
tionary. Extending the theories of physical evolution, scientists saw 
social systems (including domestic systems) evolving towards 
'higher' forms, with the strongest surviving the weakest. They saw 
Western Europe as the pinnacle of social development. They were 
surprised at the variety of social systems that existed in other cultures 
and concluded that the low level of economic development of these 
societies was related to their 'low level' of social development. It There is a strong 

seemed that the more 'primitive' the society, the more extended tendency to 

were its households; or the more 'developed' it was, the more the equate 'family' 

household followed the nuclear pattern. with 'household' 

and to ignore the 

Such arguments were refined by sociologists of the 1950s. These family beyond 

writers referred to the process of differentiation in modernising the household. 

societies - that is, as a society modernises, its basic units become 
increasingly more specialised. The modern, nuclear family household 
was portrayed as better structured to accommodate this process of 
differentiation. The household they were referring to consisted of 
father, mother and their children, with the mother not being in paid 
employment. Being smaller, this form was seen as better equipped 
than other household forms to operate in the modern economy which 
revolves around individual achievement and social and geographic 
mobility. Thus, up to the 1960s, progression from extended to nuclear 
family households via the Industrial Revolution was the prevailing 
perception of the history of western family types. 

However, as described in the previous chapter, careful reconstructions 
of past populations in England and other countries in western and 
northern Europe revealed the predominance of the nuclear family 
household well before the onset of the Industrial Revolution. Aus
tralian studies also tend to confirm that 19th century households were 
nuclear. Finally, the almost total absence of extended family house
holds among Australians born in Australia is confirmed in recent 
studies. 

Idealised family morality 

Rather than considering the composition of households as the crite
rion for determining the prevailing family type in the society, we 
could instead focus attention upon the family type which is pre-emi
nent in the 'idealised morality' of the society. With this leap, there 
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seems to be great support for the notion that the nuclear family has 
become pre-eminent in the idealised morality of western societies in 
the past 300-400 years. That is, in the world of ideas, the nuclear fam
ily is indeed a creation of the age of industrialisation, urbanisation 
and modernisation. 

But the creation probably emanates more from the changing history of 
ideas than from structural changes in the society. In the past 300-400 
years, there has been increasing emphasis on the autonomy of the 

individual, on romantic love, on the privacy of the couple, on 
Beyond demography affectionate relationships between parents and their children, on 
and ideology, the the protection by the state of the privacy of the individual or small 
family can be group, on legal changes which reduce the power of extended 
considered as the family over its members. 
central core of the. 

support networks The emergence to pre-eminence of the nuclear family as the 
of individuals. idealised family morality can be seEm as part of this general 

progression towards the small and the private. The idealising of 
the nuclear family in western societies probably reached its zenith in 
the 1950s when psychologists were prepared to label anyone who did 
not aspire to this ideal as deviant. 

Families, however, can be defined in ways other than households and 
idealised morality. When we examine these other dimensions, the 
predominance of the nuclear family becomes questionable. 

Extended family as a unit of cooperation 
and exchange 

Beyond demography and ideology, the family can be considered as 
the central core of the support networks of individuals. Using this 
definition of family, evidence continues to emerge that the extent of 
contact, cooperation and exchange between family members living in 
different households is very great indeed. The lack of recognition for 
these flows of exchange is the basis of the myth that the extended 
family is unimportant in the Australian context. 

Types of flows of exchange between family members living in 
different households which are commonly observed in Australia are: 

• financial (money) 
• material (food, clothing, housing, transport) 
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• physical (providing care or assistance) 
• emotional (love, understanding, counsel) 
• legal (guardianship) 
• spiritual (performing religious duties) 

Most exchanges of this type in the family sphere are determined by 
vaguely defined societal or personal expectations, notions of reciproc
ity, the history of the relationship between related individuals and the 
level of altruism of the provider. 

In a study of extended families in the United Kingdom, .the sociologist 
Janet Finch has investigated these dimensions of reciprocity, altruism 
and morality. She concludes: 

Membership of the kin group (extended family) into which you were 
born is automatic and irrevocable: you do not join and there is a sense 
in which you cannot leave. The lifelong nature of relationships with 
one's family of origin mark them as distinctive and different from all 
others . .. (however) ... Commitments to assist one's kin are not 
automatically there, ready-made for the fully-fledged adult to take on 
board. They develop and change over time; they get reaffirmed 
through reciprocalassistance. (The sense of obligation) derives from 
commitments built up between real people over many years, not from 
an abstract set of moral values. 

Most Australian research on the functioning of extended families 
focuses on actual behaviour rather than upon how people might be 
expected to behave. All of these studies indicate that the extended ..... 
family is the central core of the support networks of most 
Australians. Indeed, the importance of the extended family may 
well have increased in recent times because the need for support 
from outside the household has increased at· the same time as 
governments have been rolling back their support of families. 

Thus, an emphaSiS on support networks as a defining characteristic of 
families indicates that most of us have very close bonds with family 
members with whom we do not live, especially with our parents or 
children who live elsewhere. 

The research shows that for most Australians, the extended family is 
alive and well. Likewise, Finch has concluded after an assessment of 
extended family relationships in England over time: 'The idea of the 
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golden age in which (extended) family relationships were stronger 
than they are today is clearly a myth, without foundation in historical 
evidence.' 

Further Reading 

d'Abbs, P. (1991), Who Helps?: Support Networks and Social Policy in 
Australia, Monograph No.12, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 
Melbourne. 

Family Matters (1992), Issue No.32, August (special issue on extended 
families in Australia), Australian Institute of Family Studies, Mel
bourne. 

Finch, J. (1989), Family Obligations and Social Change, Polity Press, 
Cambridge. 

Kendig, H., ed. (1986), Ageing and Families: A Social Networks Perspec
tive, Allen and Unwin, Sydney. 
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Households In Australia 

While relationships between family members living in different 
households are of great significance in Australia, relationships 
between family members who . live in the same household are even 
more important. A household is defined by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics as comprising persons (or a person) in a house, medium 
density housing, flat/ unit, or caravan in a caravan park living and eat
ing together as a domestic unit. 

The Bureau goes on to divide households into three types: family 
households, where the household contains members with a family rela
tionship (with or without non-family members present); group house
holds of two or more unrelated persons; and lone-person households. 
In 1991, 73 per cent of households were family households,S per cent 
were group households and 22.0 per cent were lone-person households. 

Lone-person households 
The proportion of lone-person households has doubled in the past 30 
years from about 10 per cent in 1961. Several trends, including lower 
marriage rates and increased divorce rates, have contributed to the 
increase in the proportion of one-person households. At the 1986 
Census, 36 per cent of lone persons had never married and 22 per cent 
were divorced or separated. However, the most important determi
nant of the increase in one-person households is the ageing of the pop
ulation. In June 1992, 56 per cent of all people living alone were aged 55 
years and older. Reflecting the earlier death of men compared with 
women, 70 per cent of these older people living alone were women. 

Group households 
In contrast to lone-person households, group households are 
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dominated by young people. In June 1992, 76 per cent of all individu
als living in group households were aged less than 35 years. Further
more, at the 1986 Census, 76 per cent of those in group households 
had never married. As censuses prior to the 1996 Census have not 
recognised same-sex couples as couples, such households have been 
included in group households. Some 75 per cent of all group house
holds consist of only two people. 

Family households 
The breakdown of family households into types is shown in Figure 2. 
We can see that of the total of 4,298,710 families in 1991 in Australia: 
85.3 per cent of these were couple families, 12.8 per cent were one-par
ent families, and 1.9 per cent were other families. 

Couple families 

Figure 2 shows that 52 per cent of couple families had dependent chil
dren. A further 37 per cent of couple families consisted of the couple 
alone with no other people present. The remaining 11 per cent of 
couple families had non-dependent children only. The Australian 
Bureau of Statistics defines a dependent child as a family member 
under 15 years of age, or aged 15-19 attending school, or aged 15-24 
attending a tertiary educational institution full-time. In today's envi
ronment, other children aged 15-24 years and living with their par
ents, particularly those not in paid employment, may be equally if not 
more dependent on their parents than full-time students. Thus, it is 

......... WNk • 
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probably better to say that 63 per cent of couple families have children 
living with them. 

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, 37 per cent of all couple 
families consisted of the couple alone with no other persons present. 
These couple-only families made up 23 per cent of all Australian 
households in 1991 and are the principal reason behind the fact that 
the most common household size is two people. Many of these cou
ples are older couples whose children have all left home, the so-called 
'empty-nest' phase of life. For example, in 1986, for 69 per cent of cou
ple-only families, the woman was aged 35 years and over and had 
had children. This is a growing group in the community because of 
increased life expectancy and the earlier ages at which parents of this 
generation had their children. 

Married and de facto couples 

A de facto relationship is one where the couple live together but are 
not married. There has been greater social acceptance of de facto rela
tionships in recent times. One common category of de facto couples 
are those who live together prior to marrying. In 1975, 16 per cent of 
couples marrying had lived together beforehand; by 1991, this per
centage had risen to over 50 per cent. Consequently, de facto couples 
are more prominent at younger ages. In 1992, 69 per cent of persons 
in a de facto relationship were aged less than 35 years compared with 
38 per cent of married couples. However, most of these young de 
facto couples do not have children. Furthermore, 65 per cent of de 
facto couples have never been married. 

The percentage of all couples who are in a de facto relationship 
remains relatively low but is increasing. Among all couples at the time 
of the 1991 Census, 91.8 per cent were married and 8.2 per cent were de 
facto couples. This compares with 5.7 per cent being de facto in 1986. 

Among couples with dependent children, the proportion living in de 
facto relationships was lower (6.5 per cent in 1991). In all, 61 per cent 
of de facto couples do not have children living with them. 

One-parent families 

The proportion of one-parent families has been gradually rising over 
the past 20 years. Of all families with dependent children in 1991, 
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16.6 per cent were one-parent families: this compares with 14.6 per 
cent in 1986, 13.2 per cent in 1981, and 9.2 per cent in 1974. The main 
reasons for the rise in one-parent families are the increase in the rate of 

........................... marriage breakdown and, to a lesser extent, the increase in births to 

unmarried women,Eighty-eight per cent of one-parent families 
are headed by women and 61 per cent of sole parents are divorced 
or separated. 

However, it is worth keeping in mind that one-parent families were 
equally common 100 years ago. In Victoria, last century in 1891, 
16.7 per cent of all families with dependent children were one
sparent families. The proportion of one-parent families that were 

headed by men was higher in 1891 (38 per cent) than in 1991 (12 per 
cent), reflecting high levels of maternal mortality at the time. 

• One-parent families are much more likely than couple families 
with children to have low incomes; 63 per cent of one-parent 
families are in the lowest 20 per cent of family incomes 
compared with only 12 per cent of couple families with 
children. 

• One-parent families are much more likely than couple families to 
be renting their accommodation; 54 per cent of one-parent families 
. are renting compared with 20 per cent of couple families with 
children. 

• Fourteen per cent of one-parent families live with another family 
compared with only 3 per cent of couple families with children. 

• Sole-parent mothers are less likely to be employed than mothers in 
couple families. 

• Sole-mother families (79 per cent) are less likely than couple 
families (97.4 per cent) to have access to a car. 

Reflecting ethnic differences in divorce rates and rates of birth to 
unmarried women, the proportion of sole mothers with dependent 
children is much lower among mothers born in southern European 
countries than it is for those born in Australia. In 1986, 3.5 per cent of 
mothers born in Greece were sole parents compared with 5.5 per cent 
of those born in Italy, 12.8 per cent of those born in the United King
dom and 14 per cent of mothers born in Australia. 
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Natural parents and step-parents 

For the first time, at the 1986 Census, a household relationships ques
tion was used which allowed step-parents and stepchildren to be 
identified. In 1991, among couple families with dependent children, 
8.2 per cent contained stepchildren. Forty per cent of all de facto 
couples with dependent children had stepchildren compared with 6 
per cent of married couples with children. 

From the child's perspective, the chance of living with both natural 
parents declines as the child gets older. In 1986 in Western Australia, 
91 per cent of one-year-old children lived with both their natural 
parents, but as children became older this percentage fell to 85 per The movement 

cent at the age of six years, 80 per cent at age 12 and 77 per cent at towards smaller 

age 15. Thus, while some children experience a variety of family households, 

types, about three-quarters still continue to live most of their which has been 

childhood with both their natural parents. proceeding in 

Australia for over 

Transitions in family households a century, will 

continue into the 

It can be misleading to look at family types only at a point in time future as the 

(for example, at the time of the census). In fact, family households population ages. 

are continually changing as new members are added or as 
members die or move away. The main processes through which these 
transitions occur are by children leaving home, getting married or living 
in a de facto relationship, having children, ending relationships, ageing 
and dying. 

All of these processes have been subject to substantial changes over 
the past 30 years; in turn, these changes have led to the variations in 
household and family types already described. The following 
chapters review the main changes in these processes. 

The way ahead 

Between 1981 and 1991, the percentage of households consisting of 
one or two persons increased from 47.2 per cent to 52.9 per cent. This 
movement towards smaller households which has been proceeding 
in Australia for over a century will continue into the future as the 
population ages. In the immediate future, the children of the large 
baby-boom generation will leave home creating a surge in the number 
of couple only households. High divorce rates among the baby-boom 
generation will also provide some stimulus for growt~ of one-person 
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households, as will the increase in the proportion of persons at 
younger ages who remain unmarried. The delay of marriage and 
child-bearing is unlikely to be reversed so there will continue to be a 
large numbers of young couples with no children. 

A counter trend is the tendency for young people to remain at home 
longer and to return home after they have left (see Chapter 6). This 
trend will create a demand for larger houses with separate spaces for 
parents and young people. 

The rapidly increasing numbers of older, aged persons (aged 75 years 
and over) mean that we can expect a substantial demand for single 
unit accommodation for these people. If we are to meet the housing 
needs of people across the life cycle without expecting them to move 
away from their local or family networks, it is clear that we require a 
range of housing types in each locality. This is the present direction of 
both State and Federal Government housing policy. 

Further Reading 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (1993), Australia in Profile, Catalogue 
No.2821.0, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra. 

McDonald, P. (1993), Family Trends and Structure in Australia, Aus
tralian Family Briefings No.3, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 
Melbourne. 
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Leaving the Parents' Ho:rne 

In discussing family transitions, the best starting point is young people 
leaving the parental home. This is because leaving home usually precedes 
the formation of the young person's first co-residential relationship. 

Prior to the 1970s, leaving home was the principal marker of indepen
dence of the young person. Young people usually left home to get 
married and they were not expected to return. Independence has 
many dimensions: emotional, psychological, social and financial. As 
financial independence has always been regarded as a proper prereq
uisite for marriage, young people leaving home prior to the 1970s 
were generally financially independent. In addition, marriage was 
seen as social independence from parents, if not full emotional or 
psychological independence. 

Nowadays, leaving home is less tied up with these dimensions of 
independence. Today, it is common for young people to leave home 
and then to return again as their life circumstances change. It is also 
common for young people who have left home to continue to receive 
financial support from parents. And many young people still at 
home have incomes which at least allow a partial level of financial 
independence from their parents. 

Many young people still at home would regard themselves as socially 
independent even though they may remain financially dependent 
upon their parents. Financial dependency is not seen as necessarily 
removing or limiting young people's capacity to make important 
decisions about their own lives. Thus, there is no longer a clear a dis
tinction between dependence and independence as there was prior to 
the 1970s. 
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For at least the past 100 years, parents in western cultures have 
increasingly placed more value upon self-discipline and indepen
dence on the part of their children. Personal autonomy and self
esteem are seen as fundamental to a successful adult life and 

emphasis is placed upon the development of these characteristics 
The potential for among children, the development of child competence. 
tension between 

young people 

wishing 'to do 

their own thing' 

and parents 

seeing them

selves as paying 

the bill is 

obvious. 

Prior to the 1970s, it could be said that the capacity for financial 
independence of young people was developing in the society at a 
rate consistent with the development of social independence. 
However, increased emphasis on higher education levels has 
brought these trends into conflict. Financial independence now 
conventionally lags behind social independence. The potential 
for tension between young people wishing 'to do their own thing' 
and parents seeing themselves as paying the bill is obvious. It 
lies behind many cases of disintegration of the parent-young 

person relationship as evidenced by studies of young homeless 
people. This tension is one of the major challenges facing families 
today. 

Leaving home: changing patterns 

In the 1950s and 1960s, leaving the parental home was associated 
closely with other observable changes in people's lives such as mar
riage, employment or education. It was not customary to leave home 
'without good reason'. For example, among women born around 
1950, 49 per cent first left home to marry while 18 per cent left for 
work or study. Only a small percentage left home simply to be inde

'pendent (11 per cent). The age at which they left home, therefore, 
tended to correspond with the timing of these other transitions, in 
particular, marriage. So the shift to earlier marriages between 1940 
and 1970 meant that young people left home at earlier ages during 
this period. For those born around 1950, the average age at first 
departure from the parental home was 21.5 years for men and 20.2 
years for women. 

In the 1970s, the reasons for leaving home changed, but the age at 
which young people first left home remained about the same. The 
percentage leaving home to marry dropped by about 10 percentage 
points for both men and women, but this drop was almost exactly 
matched by the increase in those who left home to live together in a de 
facto relationship. 
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However, the 1970s saw a sharp rise in the proportion who said that 
they had left home in order to be independent. Indeed, for men, inde
pendence became more significant than marriage as a reason for 
leaving home, with 18 per cent of men born between 1947 and 1955 
leaving home to be independent compared with 29 per cent among 
men born from 1955 to 1963. The 1970s and 1980s were marked also 
by a trend for young people who had left home to return, usually for 
reasons of convenience to themselves. This indicates a continuance of 
dependency of young people on parents even after they have left home. 

Staying longer in education 

During the 1980s, the work and education environment changed 
dramatically for young people. Retention to Year 12 at secondary 
school rose from 34 per cent in 1980 to 77 per cent in 1992, and .there 
was a substantial increase in those who went on to tertiary education, 
particularly among young women. Along with these changes, people 
were marrying at increasingly older ages. 

The changes in the lives of young people in Australia in the past 
30 years are reflected in statistics relating to their involvement in 
full-time education. The proportion of 15-19-year-olds who were at 
school or were full-time students increased between 1961 and 1992 
from 28 per cent to 62 per cent for boys and from 24 per cent to 69 
per cent for girls. For the older 20-24 age group over the same 
period, an increased proportion in full-time education was also 
recorded - for males, 4 per cent in 1961 compared with 14 per cent 
in 1992, and for females, one per cent in 1961 compared with 16 per 
cent in 1992. We can expect the percentages remaining in education to 
continue to increase. 

Many of today's young people combine part-time work with full-time 
education. In August 1992, 47 per cent of full-time tertiary students 
aged less than 25 years and 31 per cent of school students aged 15-19 
years were in the labour force. 

As a consequence of the changes in the 1980s, young people aged less 
than 25 years are more likely to be at home than was the case in the 
past (Table 1). 

Even if they are not living with their parents, many young people 
aged 15-24 years may still be, to a greater or lesser degree, financially 
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....................... mw··· 
Percentage of 15-19 and 20-24 year olds living 

with parents, 1979, 1986, 1992 

15-19 years 
Males Females 

20-24 years 
Males Females 

Year % % % % 

1979 88.7 80.2 45.5 24.8 

1986 92.4 86.0 51.8 31.9 

1992 91.3 86.5 54.9 39.7 
Sources: ABS Labour Force Status and Other CharacterIStIcs ofFamlizes, 1979, 1986 and 1992 (6224.0). 
Note: These percentages exclude a small number of people aged 15-24 living with their parents who were 
husbands, WIves, sole parents or 'other' family heads. 

dependent on them, so the increase in the dependency of these young 
people is understated by the percentages shown in Table 1. 

The way ahead 

Over the past decade, the direction of policy has been to pass back to 
families the costs of young people which were previously met by gov
ernments or employers. Tertiary fees were introduced, youth wages 
were pegged at low levels, entitlements such as Austudy or Newstart 

Allowance were reduced or levels were made contingent upon the 
age of the young person, eligibility for the sole parent pension 
stopped when the youngest child reached age 16 years, family 
allowance (now basic family payment) was removed for dependent 
children aged 18 and over. Unemployment among young people 
has increased dramatically and there is no longer a market for 
teenagers who want to work full-time. 

economic presure There is no question that these political and economic directions 
upon families. have placed an even greater burden upon families already facing 

higher costs to support their young people. These trends have 
exacerbated the potential for tension between parents and young 
people because of their direct impact upon the central feature of that 
tension - the financial dependency of young people. 

The reduction in the age of eligibility for independent Austudy from 
25 years to 22 years is the first significant move in the opposite direc
tion, a recognition by government that young people who are 
autonomous enough to vote at age 18 should not have to wait a further 
seven years before they are regarded by government as independent 
adults. A breakdown of relationships between young people and 
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their parents is frequently associated with economic pressure upon 
families. The cost to society of this breakdown is very great in terms of 
the immediate costs of picking up the pieces and the long-term costs 
of lost opportunity for young people. 

Many parents of the baby-boom generation who themselves became 
financially independent at relatively young ages have some difficulty 
dealing with the extended financial dependency of their children and 
the fact that they are staying at home longer. For those with the 
means, there is a demand for larger, more flexible housing. 

Further Reading 

Young, C. (1987), Young People Leaving Home in Australia, 
Australian National University, Canberra. 

Hartley, R. and Wolcott, I. (1994), The Position of Young People in 
Relation to the Family, Report for the National Youth Affairs Research 
Scheme, National Clearinghouse for Youth Studies, Hobart. 

29 
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After leaving home, the next step in the sequence of family transitions 
is the formation of a new couple relationship. Although some people 
will never live in such a relationship, it is usualin Australia for young 
people to form couple relationships, reflecting the need for intimacy 
strongly felt by most people. Among young people in Australia 
today, about 80 per cent see themselves marrying at some time and 
this figure is consistent with current trends in behaviour. Some others 
will live in relationships, heterosexual or homosexual, without marry
ing. Others will have an intimate relationship with another person 
but live separately from that person. 

While the nature of relationships may be changing, the experience of 
the last 20 years has provided very strong affirmation that almost all 
of us seek a committed, intimate relationship with one other person. 
At the same time, we seek a degree of personal autonomy, the ability to 
have control over our own live~. Often, these two needs conflict and the 
seeking of a balance between the two lies behind much of the change 
that we have observed in couple relationships over the past 50 years. 

In the period from 1940 to 1970, Australians entered into marriage at 
unprecedentedly high rates and at very young ages by historical stan
dards. This pattern of behaviour was driven by a desire on the part of 
young people to be autonomous of their parents as soon as possible 
and by the desire to get into sexual relationships in a society where 
sex before marriage was illicit. Relatively favourable economic condi
tions facilitated the trend. 

This changed in the 1970s, when, facilitated by the widespread avail
ability of reliable contraception, some young couples opted to live 
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together in de facto relationships as an alternative to early marriage. 
This group saw marriage as a restriction upon their autonomy, but 
they still wanted the intimacy of a living-together relationship. It had 
become evident, as well, that early marriage was associated with very 
high rates of marriage breakdown. In this sense, like the pattern of 
early marriage which preceded it; living together on the part of young 
couples from the 1970s can be seen as a means of reconciling the 
individual's needs for autonomy and intimacy. 

More recently, as described in the previous chapter, young people 
have not been able to set up on their own at such an early age and are 
staying at home longer with their parents. However, many still seek 
the intimacy that their parents enjoyed at the same age. As a conse
quence, many young couples have an intimate, sexual partner but 
each continues to live with his or her parents. Sexual relations take 
place in the parents' homes, although parental consent to an ongoing 
arrangement generally only applies when the relationship is defined 
as committed. This pattern has led to a reduction in living-together 
relationships at young ages. 

It is important to point out that, while early marriage in the 1940-1970 
period was a near-to-universal phenomenon, about 50 per cent of· 
young people in the 1970s and 1980s did not opt to live together 
before marrying and, at present, a substantial proportion, also proba
bly around 50 per cent, do not have sexual relationships in their 
parents' homes. Religious practice and ethnicity are highly associated 
with retention of more traditional behaviour. 

The meaning of relationships has also changed because the social· 
pressure to remain in unsatisfactory relationships has been lifted. The 
commonly held view is that a relationship which is destructive of the 
personalities involved is better ended than continued for reasons of 
social approval. This viewpoint is confirmed in surveys of social. 
attitudes and is reflected in laws which make divorce relatively easy 
to obtain. 

Marriage still carries the personal meaning of a lifetime commitment 
to another person, but it has lost much of its social structural meaning. 
In particular, women are no longer solely defined through economic 
dependency as the wife of a particular man. Partners to a marriage 
are together because of their free commitment to each other, not 
because society has defined them as each other's property. Intimacy 
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freely given is the strength of today's relationships, but at the same 
time it also makes today's relationships more vulnerable. 

The three main forms of couple relationships now prominent in 
Australia are marriage, heterosexual de facto (or 'living together') 
relationships, and same-sex relationships. There are no reliable statis
tics available on the incidence of same-sex couples because no Aus
tralian survey has addressed this question directly. However, surveys 
providing indirect estimates would suggest that this group represents 
less than one per cent of all couples. 

De facto relationships 

Excluding same-sex relationships, de facto relationships account for 
about 8 per cent of all couples and are common among people aged less 
than 30 years or those whose marriages have recently ended. Many of 
the young relationships are preliminary to marriage, and, in a sense, are 
trial marriages. In the 1990s, about 50 per cent of people marrying had 
lived together before their marriage. Thus, while other forms of rela
tionship are becoming more common and are more socially acceptable, 
couple relationships in Australia are still dominated by marriage. 

Proportion who never marry 

Figure 3 shows that the percentage of Australian women who never 
marry during their lifetime has been swinging over a long period -

While other forms 
from high (14-17 per cent) for generations born in the latter half of 

of relationship are 
the last century, dropping to low levels (4-6 per cent) for those born 

becoming more 

common and are 
between 1920 and 1950, but again returning to the formerly high 
levels of the past for those born since 1950. 

more socially 

acceptable, couple 
A recent prediction suggests that the proportion of Australian 

relationships in 
Australia are still women not married by the time they reach age 35 will exceed 20 

dominated by 

marriage. 

per cent by the year 2000, a level higher than at any other time in 
Australian history. Proportions of men who never marry follow 
similar trends, although in general the proportion of men never 

marrying has been higher than that for women. 

Marriage ages 

The ages at which Australians marry have been subject to the same 
long-term swing as the proportions who never marry. A useful 
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indicator of age at marriage is, for women, the proportion aged 20-24 
who have married, and, for men, the proportion aged 25-29 who have 
married. These proportions are shown in Table 2. 

Up to the 1930s, about 30 per cent of women aged 20-24 had married. 
Beginning with the Second World War and continuing through the 
post-war period to 1971, age at first marriage fell substantially in Aus
tralia, so that by 1971 the percentage of 20-24-year-old women who 
had married had risen to 64 per cent. A similar trend to a much earlier 
age at marriage is also evident for men in the same period - just over 
40 per cent of men aged 25-29 had married before the war, but the 
percentage had reached 74 per cent by 1971. 

However, since the early 1970s, the trend to early marriage has very 
rapidly reversed so that by 1991 the percentage of women married at 
young ages was lower than it has ever been. 

The remarkable turn-around in age at first marriage is further 
evidenced by the decline of teenage marriages. Fully 33 per cent of 
women turning 20 in 1972 had married in their teen years; by 1991, 
this percentage had fallen to less than 5 per cent. Early marriage in 
the 1950s and 1960s was often associated with pre-marital pregnancy. 
At its peak, in the mid-1960s, about a quarter of all new brides were 
pregnant at marriage. In the intervening 30 years, the so-called 
shot-gun marriage has all but disappeared. 
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........... mw· .. 
Percentage ever married: women aged 20-24 years 

and men aged 25-29 years, 1891-1991 

Year 

1891 

1901 

·1911 

1921 

1933 

1947 

1954 

1961 

1971 

1981 

1991 

Women aged 20-24 
% 

34.9 

28.0 

28.5 

33.6 

31.2 

48.6 

59.0 

60.5 

64.3 

45.5 

19.6 
Sources: Colomal and Auslralzan Censuses, 1891-1981; ABS 1992. 

Men aged 25-29 
% 

39.7 

35.8 

41.0 

47.8 

43.9 

62.1 

63.5 

66.8 

.74.3 

65.2 

45.2 

Delayed marriage and living together 

Age at marriage in a large proportion of cases does not indicate the 
age at which the couple first begin to live together. As already men
tioned, almost half the couples marrying for the first time have lived 
together beforehand and, indeed, social attitudes now favour this 
approach. About half the respondents in the 1988-89 National Social 
Science Survey indicated that they would recommend young people 
live together with a steady partner and then marry. Very few recom
mended that couples live together without ever marrying. 

At present, then, the approach of young Australians is to marry, but 
to delay marriage to much older ages than the ages at which their 
parents married. In the meantime, many will live in de facto relation
ships. The vast majority of young people following this pattern do 
not have children until they have married. 

The way ahead 

The past 50 years has witnessed a considerable degree of social exper
imentation in the way in which we form relationships. We have 
swung, for example, from a pattern of very early marriage to a pattern 
of very late marriage, both of which are extreme by long-term histori
cal standards. We have seen homosexual relationships receive greater 
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approval. There is also greater approval of de facto relationships, to 
the extent that it is the majority view that couples sho~ld live together 
before marrying. At the same time, a considerable proportion of the 
population have retained essentially traditional ways of forming 
relationships. Whatever the form of the relationship, they are 
expected by the participants to be exclusive. This feature of The approach of 

intimate relationships has not changed. young Australians 

is to marry, but to 

It has been suggested that we now have a pattern of 'individually- delay marriage to 

designed' relationships where couples have a wide choice in the much older ages 

nature of their relationships .. This wide choice means that couples than the ages 

can choose their own particular mix of separateness and intimacy at which their 

and the mix can be varied as the relationship grows. The problem parents married. 

with this approach is that there is a greater potential for each 
partner to see the arrangement somewhat differently and, as a 
consequence, the relationship may be more unstable. This level of 
instability and the growing autonomy of women related to their 
increased attachment to paid employment (discussed in the next 
chapter) mean that we can expect more change, more experimenta-
tion, in the future. 

Further Reading 

McDonald, P. (1974), Marriage in Australia: Age at Marriage and Propor
tions Marrying, 1860-1971, Australian National University, Canberra. 

Carmichael, G. (1988), With This Ring: First Marriage Patterns, Trends 
and Prospects in Australia, Australian National University, Canberra. 

McDonald, P. (1988), 'Families in the future: the pursuit of personal 
autonomy', Family Matters, No.22, December, Australian Institute of 
Family Studies, Melbourne. 
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The family that sociologists of the 1950s saw as being ideally suited to 
modern society, with its increasing levels of specialisation, consisted 
of a father, mother and children, with the mother not in paid employ
ment. This family type, with the husband specialising in paid 
employment and the wife in home-making, was seen as being able to 
adapt easily to changing circumstances. 

Families, and more precisely, wives, apparently thought otherwise. 
Already by 1961 in Australia, around 20 per cent of married women 
were in paid employment and, boosted by the women's movement 
which had a great stimulus in the 1960s, the proportion of married 
women in paid employment has been increasing rapidly ever since. 
Increasing education levels of women and reliable contraception have 
facilitated the trend. Up to the 1970s, the needs of workers with family 
responsibilities were taken to mean the income required by the family 
breadwinner to support his family. Since that time, with the greater 
involvement of mothers in paid employment, the needs of workers 
with family responsibilities continue to include income but also 
include parental leave, child care, flexible. working hours, and many 
other elements that make workplaces 'family-friendly'. 

The entry of women into the labour force has been not only a matter of 
supply (women making themselves available for work) but also of 
demand (employers wanting to employ women). In particular, in the 
1980s structural changes in the Australian economy have shifted the 
balance of available jobs towards the tertiary or services sector, jobs 
more often performed by women. 

Attitudinal surveys have shown that, like men, women now define 
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their lives in terms of both family and paid employment. Access to 
paid employment provides women with greater personal autonomy, a 
reduction in their level of economic dependency upon men. At the 
same time, it provides the woman and the family with an additional 
source of income. Thus, in effect, men have traded off economic 
power in the relationship against access to additional family income. 
Again, attitudinal surveys confirm that most men are happy to make 
this trade-off. 

Today's relationships, therefore, are not only 'individually-designed' 
in their basic form, but also in the degree to which each partner is 
involved in paid employment and unpaid family work. Rather than 
roles in the relationship being determined by convention, roles are 
increasingly the subject of negotiation between the couple. Women, 
particularly those working full-time, often see themselves as not 
doing well in this negotiation. This introduces a further element of 
tension into relationships. 

Married women in the labour force 

Table 3 shows a gradual increase in the involvement of married 
women in the paid labour force, with the sharpest rise occurring 
between 1961 and 1971 when restrictions on the employment of mar
ried women in the public sector were lifted. By 1991, two-thirds of 
married women in the peak labour force ages of 25-54 years were in 
the labour force. Studies of working lifetimes indicate that most of the 
remaining one-third of married women work at some time after their 
marriage. This is a dramatic change when we recall that as late as 

.m« ••.. 
Labour force participation rates of married women 

by age group: 1933-1991, Australia 

Age 1933 1947 1961 1971 1981 1991 

15-19 3.2 11.4 19.9 36.4 45.7 53.8 

20 24 - 44 116 245 441 574 641 

25-34 4.7 8.0 17.3 33.0 49.0 61.3 

35-44 5.3 8.8 21.2 41.3 58.4 71.3 

45-54 6.0 8.6 19.9 36.1 50.5 63.3 

55-59 5.7 6.6 12.6 23.2 31.3 34.1 

60-64 3.7 4.1 6.5 12.0 15.0 16.3 
Sources: ABS, Australian Censuses, 1933-81; ABS, The Labour Force, June 1991 (6203.0). 

37 



Families in Australia 

1966, women in the Commonwealth Public Service were required to 
resign from the Service when they married. 

Thus, where marriage once spelt an end to the working careers of 
most women, married women today define their lives not only 
in terms of home and children but also in terms of paid 
employment. 

Full-time and part-time work 

Among all women in the peak labour force ages of 25-54 years, par
ticipation in the labour force increased from 37 per cent in 1966 to 
67 per cent in 1992. However, over the same period, among those 
employed, the percentage working full-time dropped from 70 per 

Whereas marriage 

once spelt an end 

to the working cent to 57 per cent. 
careers of most 

women, married 

women today 

define their lives 

not only in terms 

of home and 

Thus, the growth of the female labour force has been associated 
with the trend towards part-time jobs. The overall proportion of 
people working part-time rose from 9 per cent in 1966 to 23 per 
cent in 1992. 

children but also Nevertheless, a majority (57 per cent) of employed women aged 
in terms of paid 25-54 were working full-time in 1992. For women with dependent 
employment. children, however, the percentage working full-time among those 

employed was lower - 41.7 per cent for women in couple families 
and 53.9 per cent in one-parent families. 

Women with dependent children 

For women with dependent children, the degree of attachment to the 
labour force is related to the age of the youngest child. In couple fam
ilies, the labour force participation rate of women with a child aged 
less than five years is still below 50 per cent. Once the child reaches 
school age, however, participation rates for these women jump to 
about 70 per cent. The percentage working full-time also rises slowly 
as the youngest child gets older. 

Participation rates for sole parents are lower than those for women in 
married couple families when the youngest child is aged less than 15 
years. However, if a sole parent is employed, she is more likely to be 
working full-time than mothers in couple families irrespective of the 
age of the youngest child. As can be seen in Table 4, sole parents 
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whose youngest dependent child is aged 15-24 years have by far the 
greatest attachment to the labour force of all mothers. 

It can be speculated that the involvement of sole mothers in the labour 
force is influenced by the social security system. Loss of social 
security benefits and costs of child care make it more difficult for sole 
parents to work part-time, so they are more likely than women with 
children in couple families to work full-time or not to work at all. 
However, once their youngest child turns 16 years they are no longer 
eligible for the sole parent pension, so their labour force attachment is 
much greater. 

Couples with dependent children 

In June 1992, there were almost two million couples with dependent 
children in Australia. The percentage where both parents were in the 
labour force was 59.1 per cent, but the percentage with both parents 
employed was 53.3 per cent. Where both the husband and the wife 
were employed, they were both working full-time in 39.3 per cent of 
cases. 

Just over 400,000 dependent children, representing 10 per cent of all 
dependent children in couple families, had neither parent employed . 

..... i:@lj?JbA;j·· 
Women with dependent children: labour 

force participation rates and percentage employed 
full-time according to the age of youngest child 

and family type, June 1992, Australia 

Couple families with 
youngest child aged 

0-4 

5-9 

10-14 

15-24 
.. , .. .. 

One-parent families 
with youngest child aged 

0-4 

5-9 

10-14 

15-24 

-

Labour force 
participation rate 

% 

48.4 

68.2 

71.9 

71.3 

% 

34.4 

52.4 

60.8 

78.4 

Per cent 
employed full-time 

, % 

32.6 

40.1 

48.0 

52.4 - - .. .. .-

% 

40.2 

47.9 

57.3 

68.5 
Source: ABS, Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Families, June 1992 (6224,0), 
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On the other hand, 52 per cent of children in couple families had both 
parents employed and 19 per cent had both parents employed full
time. New employment patterns, therefore, lead to a variety of 
income and work situations for the parents of young children. 

One-parent families 

Also in June 1992, there were 412,100 one-parent families. The parent 
was in the labour force in 54.7 per cent of these families and employed 
in 45.7 per cent. So among sole parents in the labour force, the parent 
was unemployed in 16 per cent of cases. Where the sole parent was 
employed, 60.0 per cent were employed full-time. 

About 379,000 dependent children, representing 56 per cent of chil
dren living in one-parent families, did not have an employed parent. 

The individual perspective 

Among the 4.668 million dependent children aged less than 25 years 
in June 1992, 16.4 per cent had two parents employed full-time, 60.3 
per cent had one parent employed full-time, 6.7 per cent had an 
employed parent but no parent employed full-time, and 16.7 per 
cent had no employed parent. 

In June 1992, the family status of employed men and women was 
almost exactly the same: 42 per cent had a dependent child, 25 per 
cent had a spouse but no dependent child, and 33 per cent had neither 
a spouse nor a dependent child. These statistics indicate the diversity 

of employment circumstances of individuals in the community. 

The way ahead 

Like almost all areas of family life, the combinations of work and fam
ily life have become more diverse and complex. At one extreme, we 
have the difficulties faced by families where neither parent has a job; 
at the other extreme, we have the difficulties faced by those where 
both parents have a full-time job. For one, there is a shortage of 
money; for the other, there is a shortage of time. 

The entry of women into paid employment is irreversible, at least in 
the forseeable future. Each successive generation of women over the 
past 60 years has had a higher level of attachment to the paid labour 
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force than previous generations. While the participation of women in 
the labour force has increased, the participation of men has decreased. 
In the not too distant future, women who do not have very young 
children will have similar if not higher participation rates than men. 
Women also will often be able to command higher wages than their 
husbands. This situation will fundamentally change the ways in 
which families operate. 

Further Reading 

Mumford, K. (1989), Women Working: Economics and Reality, Allen and 
Unwin, Sydney. 

VandenHeuvel, A. (1993), When Roles Overlap: Workers with Family 
Responsibilities, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne. 

Australian Institute of Family Studies (1991), Work and Family: An 
Important Business, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne. 
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Control over human fertility has become a reality only in the past 150 
years. Prior to that, natural rates of child bearing prevailed and many 
women had very large numbers of births. It was common in Aus
tralia 120 years ago for women to die in childbirth and for children to 
die before reaching the age of five years. In the latter part of the nine
teenth century, this changed with the widespread practice of methods 
of controlling the number of births that women had. Set against the 
backdrop of human history, the movement from natural to controlled 
fertility occurred in a very short time span: by the 1930s, birth rates in 
western countries had dropped below the level required for replace
ment of the population. 

Recent generations want to be able to determine precisely the number 
of children that they have and when they have them. If they are 
unable to have children in the conventional way, they want to be able 
to call upon modern technology to solve the problem for them. Tech
nologies such as sterilisation, various forms of contraception, abortion 
and in vitro fertilisation have been demanded and supplied in order 
to meet the precision required for having children in the latter part of 
this century. 

Rather than being a woman's life, having children now is a part of a 
woman's life, albeit a very important one. Although in reality, child
bearing patterns vary considerably, it has become conventional to 
have two children, preferably a boy and a girl spaced two to three 
years apart when the woman is in her late twenties or early thirties. 
This convention enables a woman to establish herself in a job before 
she has her children and then to have a short period out of the labour 
force while she has the children. She then returns to her work, usually 
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initially on a part-time basis, increasing the hours of work as her 
children get older. 

Increased attachment of mothers to the paid labour force has had the 
effect of drawing fathers closer to the rearing of their children because 
of the support that is required from them. This pattern has led to the 
demand for and supply of parental leave conditions of employment 
and to public subsidisation of child care. 

Nevertheless, despite the pressures to conform, there is still a consid
erable degree of variation in the ages at which women have their 
children and some variation in the numbers that they have. Further
more, an increasing proportion of people will not have children at all, 
many of them by choice. 

Being childless 

There has been a long-term swing in the proportion of Australian 
women who remain childless (Figure 4). For women born between 
1861 and 1913, 20 per cent or more did not have children. The peak 
level was around 25 per cent for women born last century in the 1870s. 
This pattern changed for the mothers of the baby-boom generation to 
the extent that women born in the 1930s and 1940s had a rate of child
lessness of 8-10 per cent, only marginally above the expected rate of 
childlessness due to physiologi<;:al reasons alone . 
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................................ 14"'.' .. 
Birth patterns of Australian women 

born 1861-1966 

Lifetime per cent childless 

Source: McDonald 1983. 
Note: Data for those born from 1951 to 1966 are projections based on experience up to 1991, 
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This trend, however, has been rapidly reversing for women born from 
1950 onwards, and it is predicted that 20 per cent of women born in 
the late 1960s will be childless - a return to the percentages of the end 
of last century. 

Numbers of children 

Figure 5 shows the long-run trend in the average number of children 
born in a lifetime to women who marry. The most significant feature 
of this trend is the decline in the average number of births per woman 
from 5.1 for women born in 1861-1866 to 2.6 for women born in 
1903-1908 - the era in which birth control became widely established. 

During the years of the baby boom, the family size for women who 
had married increased, reaching a peak of 3.2 children per woman for 
those born from 1928-1938. Since then, however, family sizes have 
declined again and it can be predicted that married women born in the 
first part of the 1960s will have an average of just above two children. 

Larger families 

The recent decline in average family size is accompanied by a decline 
in the percentage of women who are having more than the conven
tional two children. About 60 per cent of the generation of married 
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women who had peak fertility during the baby boom (those born in 
the late 1920s and the 1930s) had three or more children. For those 
born in the late 1940s, this percentage had fallen to 42 per cent. On the 
basis of birth rates applying in 1988, 32 per cent of all women (not just 
married women) will have three or more children, 24 per cent will 
have two, 24 per cent will have one and 20 per cent will have no Recent 

children. generations 

want to be able 

From the point of view of children, however, these statistics look to determine 

very different. Again on the basis of 1988 birth rates, 61 per cent of precisely the 

all children will have mothers who have three or more children, 26 number of 

per cent will have mothers who have two children and 13 per cent children that 

will be the only child of their mother. they have and 

when they have 

The fact that 61 per cent of Australian children will have mothers them. 

who have three or more children contrasts sharply with the fact that 
less than 10 per cent of Australian households consist of families with 
three or more children. Thus, if we were to take the statistics of Aus-
tralian households, we might conclude that families with three or 
more children were relatively unimportant, but from the perspective 
of statistics related to Australian children, families of three or more 
children are very significant. Evidently, conclusions we draw about 
the society can be heavily influenced by the statistical perspective we 
take. 

The total fertility rate 

The discussion so far has related to the number of children born to 
women over their lifetime. This measure is limited by the fact that it 
can only be obtained when women have reached about 40 years of age. 

Another approach to the measurement of birth rates uses the total fer
tility rate. This indicates the average number of babies that would be 
born over a lifetime to a hypothetical group of women if they were to 
experience the age specific birth rates applying in a given year. 

The trend in the total fertility rate from 1921 to 1991 is shown in Figure 
6. The bulge in the centre of the chart indicates the period referred to 
as the 'baby boom', a period of unusually high birth rates extending 
from 1946 to 1971 (total fertility rate greater than 2.8 births per 
woman). At its peak in 1961, the total fertility rate reached 3.6 births 
per woman. The boom collapsed in the early part of the 1970s with 
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the rate falling below 2.0 in 1978. Since 1979, it has fluctuated in a nar
row band between 1.84 and 1.92 births per woman. At this level, the 
total fertility rate is below a level consistent with long-term replace
ment of the population Gust over two births per woman). 

Ages of mothers 

Birth rates for younger women have declined sharply in the past 20 
years (Table 5). In 1971, births to women under the age of 25 years 
contributed 40.1 per cent of the total fertility rate compared with only 
26.1 per cent in 1991. The mean age of mothers at the birth of their 
children (that is, the average difference in age between mothers and 
their children) thus rose from 27.0 to 28.5 years. 

Also between 1971 and 1991, the percentage of first births occurring to 
married women aged 30 and over rose from 7.6 per cent to 31.1 per 
cent while the number of births to teenagers fell from 30,500 to 14,600. 

The drop in births to teenage women in the past 20 years has been due 
entirely to the drop in births to married teenagers - from 20,500 in 
1971 to 2,600 in 1991. This in turn has been due largely to the near dis
appearance of the 'shot-gun' wedding. In 1971, about 13,000 teenage 
brides were pregnant at marriage; in 1991, the figure had fallen to 
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only 1,100. Now about one in ten Australian women have a baby 
before their 20th birthday compared with about one in four in 1971. 

Births to unmarried women 

Besides the decline in fertility and the increasing age of mothers, the 
other significant change in fertility in the past 20 years has been the 
increase in ex-nuptial births - that is, births to women who are not 
married. 

In 1971, ex-nuptial births represented 9 per cent of all births, but this 
had risen to 24 per cent by 1992. This means that almost one in every 
four children born is now born to a woman who is not married. The 
change is not due to an increase in the rate at which women who are 
not married give birth, but to similar rates of birth occurring to the 
now much higher percentages of women who are not married com
pared with 1971. 

I 
I 

In 1991, paternity was acknowledged on the birth certificates of 
almost 80 per cent of children whose mothers were not married. So 
being born to a woman who is not married does not imply that chil
dren are cut off from their fathers. In many of these cases of ex-nup
tial birth, the child is born to parents who are living together but are 
not married. Reliable statistics are not available, but it seems that 
about 50 per cent of all ex-nuptial births occur to women who are in a 
de facto relationship . 

Age group 

15-19 

20-24 

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

40-44 

45-49 

Mean age 

......• mw*·· 
Age specific birth rates, 1961, 1971 

and 1991, Australia 

1961 

47.2 

227.1 

223.8 

132.1 

64.1 

19.2 

1.4 

27.5 

Births per 1000 women 

1971 

54.5 

179.3 

191.0 

101.5 

44.4 

11.2 

0.8 

27.0 
Sources: ABS, BIrths, 1961, 1971 and 1991 (3301.0) and author's calculatIOns. 

1991 

22.1 

74.3 

131.6 

99.8 

36.0 

5.5 

0.2 

28.5 
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............. 1QIIl8I"§I ..... 
Total fertility rates in 

selected countries, 
1985 and 1990 

Country 

Hong Kong 

Japan 
h Sout Korea 

Singapore 
China 

Thailand 

Sri Lanka 

Indonesia 
Malaysia 

Philippines 

India 
Pakistan 

Iraq 
Syria 

Yemen 

Australia 

New Zealand 
Canada 
United States 

United Kingdom 

France 

Germany (West 
Belgium 
Netherlands 
Austria 

Sweden 
Norway 

Denmark 
Finland 

Italy 
Spain 
Greece 

ex-USSR 

Poland 
Hungary 

Total fertility rate 
1985-1990 

1.3 

1.6 
1.7 

1.8 

2.4 

2.6 
2.7 

3.4 

4.0 
4.3 

4.3 
6.5 
6.3 

6.7 

7.9 

1985 1990 
1.89 1.91 

1.93 2.15 

1.67 1.80 

1.84 2.09 

1.80 1.84 

1.82 1.80 

1.28 1.48 

1.50 1.62 
1.51 1.62 

1.47 1.46 

1.73 2.13 

1.68 1.93 

1.45 1.67 

1.64 1.80 

1.41 1.27 

1.61 1.33 
1.68 1.45 

2.40 2.26 

2.33 2.05 

1.83 1.87 
Sources: Leete and Alam (1993); de Guibert
Lantoine and Monnier (1992). 
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International trends 

The total fertility rate has been 
higher in Australia in the 1980s 
than in almost all other western 
industrialised countries. Very 
recently, however, the total fertil
ity rate has risen in several coun
tries, such as the Scandinavian 
countries and the United States. 
Most demographers interpret this 
recent rise in the total fertility 
rate in industrialised countries 
as a temporary rise due to the 
occurrence of births which were 
delayed in the mid-1980s. They 
do not consider that another baby 
boom is on the way. 

In the Asian region in which we 
live, total fertility rates extend 
over a very wide range. In the 
industrialised nations such as 
Korea and Japan, birth rates are 
lower than in Australia and are 
among the lowest in the world. 
In some less-developed Asian 
countries, such as in Thailand, 
Indonesia and China, birth rates 
are declining sharply. In other 
countries, such as Malaysia, the 
Philippines and India, fertility is 
declining, but more slowly. As 
we move further to the west of 
Asia, however, birth rates remain 
very high, with the average 
number of births to women 
being in excess of six. (Table 6) 

The way ahead 

Most young people (about 80 per 
cent) say that they want to have 
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children at some time in the future and we can expect that this will be 
the percentage who do so. If this is the case, birth rates which have 
been constant for the past 15 years will continue to remain at a level 
slightly below that required for long-term replacement of the pop
ulation. Under these circumstances, changes in the annual number 
of births will be determined by changing numbers of women in the 
child-bearing ages rather than by the rates at which women give 
birth. The largest generations in Australia's history are now aged 
between 15 and 34 years, the main child-bearing ages so that we can 
expect the number of births to remain at a high level in the immediate 
future. 

The shift to later ages at the commencement of child-bearing will 
probably continue for a short time but must be expected to have run 
its course in the near future. The measures least amenable to predic
tion are the proportion of births that will occur to unmarried women. 
This will depend upon the future proportions of women who remain 
unmarried, a less predictable trend. 

Children will continue to be the feature to our society that they are 
now. We are not about to see the demise of childhood. Planners, 
therefore, will continue to have to plan for the one-child, two-child, or 
three-child family, and the family with children will continue to be the 
most significant group unit in society. 
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Ending Relationships 
and Repartnering 

The rise in divorce rates in the past 20 years has presented a significant 
challenge to family life in Australia, as in other western countries. As 
explained in Chapter 7, the increase in the divorce rate derives from 
the fact that today's marriages are dependent more upon the quality 
of the intimate relationship between the husband and the wife than 
upon social pressure to remain married, as was the case in the past. 
The Family Law Act 1975 permits either party to end the marriage 
without allocation of blame upon the irretrievable breakdown of the 
marriage. The only evidence of irretrievable breakdown that is 
required is that the parties have lived separately for at least 12 
months. While there are calls from some sectors of the community to 
make divorce legally more difficult to obtain, the prevailing view for 
the past 20 years has been that the existing law is appropriate to 
today's circumstances. 

The easing of restrictions upon divorce reflects the view that marriage 
is the union of two autonomous people who, through marriage, make 
a free commitment to each other. It negates the notion: that, through 
marriage, each partner becomes the property of the other. Thus, freer 
divorce can be seen as another social experiment in assisting individ
uals to find a better balance between their needs for intimacy and 
autonomy. 

While the above reasoning explains why we now have more liberal 
divorce laws and higher divorce rates, it does not lessen the fact that 
many people still regard their marriage partner as their property and 
that almost all people divorcing see the divorce as a personal failure. 
Marriages, while freely entered, are not easily left, and the ending of 
marriages usually involves great personal trauma. 



Ending Relationships and Repartnering 

Beyond the emotional impacts upon the parties themselves, divorce 
involves an end to the economic relationship that the couple has had. 
Our material natures are perhaps never more in evidence than when 
marital property is being split, a fact exacerbated by a high degree of 
uncertainty in the law about the principles upon which marital 
property should be split. 

The most difficult aspect of high divorce rates, however, is the effects 
upon children. After the emotional trauma of divorce has waned for 
the parties concerned and after they return to rebuilding their 
economic lives, the children are still there and will remain so. 

As a society, our history is of parenting by co-resident parents or 
guardians. For example, until recently, we hid the identity of natural 
parents from children who were given up for adoption. Prior to the 
1970s, when divorce rates were low, it was common for children 
whose parents had divorced to live with their mother and to have 
infrequent contact with their father if any contact at all. Social rules 
essentially precluded parenting by parents who did not live with the 
child. We have been moving away from this approach both in our 
attitudes to adoption and to parenting following divorce. Today, 
many parents living away from their children are able to maintain a 
close relationship with them. However, for far too many cases, this is 
not the situation. Both parents and children are the losers from our 
failure to recognise other forms of parenting than co-resident 
parenting. 

Repartnering of either parent following marriage breakdown intro
duces a new person, the step-parent, into the lives of the children. Of 
course, step-parenting is not new; step-parents were even more 
common 100 years ago than they are today. The difference is that 
step-parenting today takes place in the context of a natural parent still 
living elsewhere. One hundred years ago, in most cases of step-par
enting, the natural parent was dead. While many children have good 
relationships with their parents' new partners, this relationship 
is often marked by tension and uncertainty about rights and 
responsibilities. This is particularly the case for older children 
because they are able to form their own views about what the rela
tionship should be. 

While divorce rates are much higher today than in the past, the 
premature ending of marriages is not new to our experience. Indeed, 
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marriages today are more likely to be still intact after 30 years than 
was the case 100 years ago, but the reason for marriages ending early 
has changed. One hundred years ago, marriages not lasting 30 years 
were ended mainly by the death of either the husband or the wife. 
Nowadays, deaths are a minor factor, and marriage breakdown is the 
principle reason for marriages ending early. 

Widowhood and divorce: 100 years ago 
and today 

To illustrate how the ending of marriages has changed over a lOO-year 
period, a hypothetical example is used - a group of couples who 
marry when the wife is aged 25 and the husband is two and a half 
years older. This is not unlike the present average ages at first mar
riage. It is also not unlike the average ages at marriage which applied 
100 years ago. 

In this example, using 1891 death rates, 30 years after the marriage 
both partners would still be living in only 46 per cent of cases: using 
1991 death rates, both would still be living in 88 per cent of cases. 
Using 1891 death rates, in only 15 per cent of cases would both part
ners still be living 45 years after the marriage when the wife turns 70, 
but using 1991 death rates, this would apply to 56 per cent of cases. 
This example indicates the remarkable changes in expectation of 
life together of today'S couples compared with those 100 years 
ago. 

A century ago, formal divorce rates were very low, with only one per 
cent or so of marriages ending in divorce within 30 years of the mar
riage. Over the following 70 years, divorce rates rose slowly to a level 
of about 10 per cent of marriages ending in divorce by the mid-1960s. 
It has been argued that this rise over 70 years merely reflected 
an increasing trend towards formalisation by divorce of marriage 
breakdowns, rather than any real change in the rate of marriage 
breakdown. That is, separating couples over this period became more 
and more likely to formalise their separation through divorce. 

Thus, in the hypothetical case just set out, 100 years ago we could 
have expected that of those surviving 30 years after their marriage, 
about 10 per cent of couples would have separated. The percentage 
still together after 30 years (taking into account both widowhood and 
separation) would therefore be about 41 per cent. 
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Today, most marriage breakdowns are formalised by divorce. About 
37 per cent of marriages can be expected to end in divorce. Adding a 
small fraction for marriage breakdowns which are never formalised 
by divorce, we can estimate that about 40 per cent of marriages end in 
separation within 30 years of the marriage. Thus, again considering 
the hypothetical case described above, taking into account both wid
owhood and separation, the percentage of today's couples who can 
expect to be still together after 30 years is 53 per cent. 

Overall, then, today's married couples are more likely than couples 
100 years ago to be still living with their spouse after 30 years. How
ever, if the same calculations were made for 1961, the proportion of 
couples still together after 30 years would have been 71 per cent -
likely the highest point reached in the lOO-year period. 

The empty nest 

Overall, today's 

The example above provides another useful basis for discussion 
because in Australia in recent times the last child leaves home, on 
average, when the mother is aged 54 and the father is 57 years of age. 
So we can estimate that over 50 per cent of couples can expect 
their first marriage to survive to the point where all their children 
have left home - the so-called 'empty nest' phase. Others will 
go into this empty nest phase through repartnering after their 
marriages end. 

married couples 

are more likely 

than couples 100 

years ago to be 

Thus, a majority of Australians can expect to spend some time liv- still living with 

ing together with their partner with adult children living elsewhere. their spouse 

One hundred years ago, this family phase hardly existed at all after 30 years. 

because of high mortality, late child-bearing and the tendency of at 
least one unmarried child to remain at home. The empty nest phase is 
not short; the number of widowed women in Australia does not 
exceed the number of married women until age 73, while the number 
of widowed men never exceeds the number of married men before 
age 85 years. 

The modern rise in divorce 

The modern rise in divorce rates in Australia began in the late 1960s 
and accelerated during the 1970s. Having reached a level equivalent 
to between 35 and 40 per cent of marriages ending in divorce, the rate 
of divorce levelled off during the 1980s. 
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Figure 7 shows the upturn in the late 1960s leading to the very large 
number of divorces occurring in 1976 - the first full year of operation 
of the Family Law Act 1975. The 'no fault' provisions of the new Act 
were attractive to many people who had been separated for some time 
and they enabled many people to divorce sooner than they would 
have done under the previous law. 

These factors led to a heaping of divorces into one year - 1976. By the 
end of the 1970s, this temporary peak had passed. A secondary peak 
occurred around 1982-1983, perhaps reflecting the economic reces
sion of the early 1980s. To the extent that divorces are affected by 
recessions, we could expect the divorce rate to rise again in the early 
1990s, and there was evidence of such a rise in 1991 and 1992. 

Length of marriages ending in divorce 

The other major effect of the new law is that it brought divorces for
ward within a marriage. Whereas under the previous law, a couple 
had to have a five-year separation before 'no fault' provisions applied, 
with the new law this waiting period was reduced to just one year. 

Almost immediately the new law was introduced, the proportion of 
marriages ending in divorce within five years of the marriage rose 
from about one per cent to 8 per cent. Today, about 8 per cent of 
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marriages end within five years, 17 per cent within ten years, 28 per 
cent within 20 years and 37 per cent within 30 years. 

This. progression indicates that the rate of divorce is not greatly 
affected by the length of the marriage; with about one per cent being 
added to the percentage divorced for each additional year of mar
riage. It also indicates that there is no special time in a marriage when 
divorces are more likely to occur than any other time, except perhaps 
in the first few years of the marriage. 

Children's experience of divorce 

Almost half of all divorces today (46 per cent) do not involve children 
aged less than 18 years. With the extension of dependency upon 
parents, divorce also affects the lives of children aged 18 years and 
over, but information relating to children aged 18 years and over 
is not recorded by the Family Court. From the perspective of 
children, about one per cent can expect to experience the divorce 
of their parents for each year of life. That is, by age ten about 10 per 
cent of children have divorced parents; by age 20, the percentage 
has risen to 20 per cent. 

Second marriages and de facto relationships 

The divorce rate from second marriages is a little higher than that 
from first marriages - about 38 per cent compared with about 34 per 
cent in 1986. This can be seen as a comparatively high survival rate 
when it is remembered that most second marriages already have a 
history of divorce, at least for one of the spouses. 

Little is known about the breakdown of de facto relationships, but the 
rate is likely to be quite high, higher than the level for marriages. 
Measurement is also complicated by the fact that many de facto rela
tionships are preliminary to the marriage of the parties. In a sample of 
de facto couples who had a birth in 1984, 19 per cent were no longer 
together 18 months after the birth of the child, while 26 per cent had 
married. 

Research in several countries has shown that couples who lived 
together before their marriage have a higher rate of divorce than 
those who did not live together beforehand. We should not 
conclude from this research, however, that these couples would have 
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stayed together if they had not lived together before their marriage. 
Clearly, it is the same relationship and if it was going to break down, 
then it was going to break down. The higher rate of divorce among 
those who have lived together before the marriage is related to 
the fact that people who live together before marriage are clearly 
selective of persons who are seeking more personal autonomy in their 
relationship, a fact which makes them more vulnerable to divorce 
later on. 

Part of the reason that people have opted for de facto relationships is 
that these relationships were seen as not carrying the same social 
meaning as marriages (partners as property). Therefore, de facto 
relationships were seen as providing the individual with more 
autonomy within the relationship. Experience has shown, however, 
that those wishing to end long-term de facto relationships usually 

.............. m ..... 
Percentage of marriages 
ending in divorce within 
30 years of marriage(a): 

selected countries 

Country % 

United States* 54.8 

Denmark 49.0 

Finland 45.9 

Sweden 44.3 

England/Wales 41.7 

Canada 39.8 

Norway 38.5 

Germany 36.9 

Australia 35.4 

Belgium 31.0 

France 31.0 

Austria 30.6 

Hungary 30.1 

Netherlands 28.0 

Poland 17.0 

Greece 13.0 

Italy 8.0 
(a) Based on the duratIOn-specific rates applymg In 

1989, except for the United States' where the 1985 
rate was used. 
Source: de Guibert-Lantoine and Monnier 1992, 
and author's estimate for Australia. 
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face similar social, economic and 
emotional pressures as those 
ending marriages. 

While people themselves see 
marriages and de facto relation
ships as intrinsically different, 
legal and government systems 
have tended to frustrate this by 
defining them as the same thing 
before the law. 

International levels 
of divorce 

From an international perspec
tive, Australia's divorce rate is 
on the low end of those countries 
with high divorce rates. Its rate 
of divorce is much lower than 
that of the United States and the 
Scandinavian countries, and is also 
lower than that of England and 
Wales and Canada. On the other 
hand, Australia's divorce rate is 
far higher than the rates applying 
in Italy and Greece (Table 7). 
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Repartnering 

As previously illustrated, repartnering brings an element of complexity 
to family relationships. Prior to the major increase in divorce rates 
which occurred in the mid-1970s, remarriage rates for divorced peo
ple were relatively high, with almost a quarter of all divorced people 
aged between 25 and 40 years marrying in a given year. The divorce 
boom since the 1970s has been accompanied by very much lower rates 
of remarriage, and remarriage rates are still continuing to decline. In 
all years, remarriage rates were higher for men than for women. 

The decline in remarriage rates after divorce may reflect the increasing 
availability of other relationship options such as de facto relationships 
and relationships in which the partners do not live together. A study 
conducted by the Australian Institute of Family Studies in 1987 found 
that four to six years after divorce from their first marriage, the 
relationship patterns shown in Table 9 prevailed among a sample of 
people who had been married between five and 14 years and had 
two children from the marriage. Most had formed new relationships, 
especially the men, but the new relationship did not necessarily take 
the form of marriage. Women, who usually had the children of the 
marriage with them, were twice as likely as men to have a relationship 
with a person with whom they did not live . 

........................... mq.: •.. 
Annual remarriage rates for divorced persons 

aged 25-39, 1971, 1986 and 1991, Australia 

Sex Remarriage rate per 1000 divorced persons aged 25-39 

1971 1986 1991 

Males 246 160 120 

Females 215 124 101 
Source: Author's calculations from Australian Bureau of Statistics, Marriages Australia, 1971, 1986 and 
1991 (Catalogue No.3306.0), Canberra . ....... ,.. .. 
Type of relationship in 1987 of people divorcing(a) in 

1981 and 1983 

Type of relationship 

Married 

Living de facto 

Non-coresidential 

No relationship 

Men 
% 

58 

14 

9 

19 
(a) DIVorces from first marriage lasting 5-14 years and haVIng two chIldren. 
Source: Weston and Khoo 1993. 

Women 
% 

38 

14 

17 

31 

.57 
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Aside from new relationship types, there may also be an increasing 
preference for people to live on their own, especially following 
marriage breakdown. 

The way ahead 

During the past 20 years, the divorce rate has been constant at about 
40 per cent of marriages ending in divorce. As concluded in a recent 
book by the eminent sociologist, William Goode, the expectation can 
only be that high divorce rates will continue. The factors underlying 
divorce are not about to change dramatically. The next generation 
will place a high value upon both intimacy and autonomy and the 
inherent clashes between the two will continue. Better supports for 
families will be needed to prevent the divorce rate rising. Counselling 
during periods of crisis has been shown to be effective. Better 
economic conditions for families will also assist in reducing divorce 
particularly in periods of economic recession. 

When measured against the passage of history, we are still at a very 
early point in our experience of high divorce rates and, as a society 
still have a lot of adjustments to make to this situation. In a sense, we 
have liberalised the social rules applying to the relationship between 
husbands and wives while maintaining the social rules applying to 
parenting. 

Further Reading 
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Over the next 40 years, countries around the world are for the first 
time in their histories facing a rapid increase in the proportion of aged 
persons in their populations. This is an irreversible outcome of a sus
tained period of low birth rates combined with continued extension of 
the length of life. As migration, except at a massive level, can have 
only a very minor effect upon the ageing of the population, our future 
ageing can be predicted with a high degree of certainty. 

In Australia, between 1991 and 2011, the population of people aged 65 
years and over will grow at a rate almost double that of the total 
population. In the following 20-year period, 2011-2031, with the 
ageing of the baby-boom generation, the population aged 65 years 
and over will grow at more than three times the rate of the whole 
population. 

Australians aged 65 years and over will increase in number from 
under two million in 1991 to over 5 million in 2031. Growth of the 
population aged 80 years and over will be even more dramatic. By 
the middle of next century, people aged 80 years and over will 
increase in number from the present 370,000 to over two million, a 
six-fold increase. 

Implications of ageing 

The inevitability of the ageing of our population has profound social 
and economic implications. Although ageing will occur relatively 
gradually over the next 20 years, actions required to address the age
ing of the population need to start now because of the time that is 
needed for radically different social policies to become fully effective. 
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In practical policy terms, the largest implications are the provision of 
adequate retirement incomes, the preparedness of our systems of care 
especially health care, and the suitability of our housing stock to meet 
the needs of aged persons. In social terms, inevitably there will be a 
shift in the way in which society views its aged members. 

A very substantial proportion of aged people will be healthy and 
active and will want to continue to contribute to the wellbeing of the 
community. Mirroring the womens' revolution of the 1960s, aged 

....................... people will assert their rights to contribute in a variety of ways to 

the development of the society. Being 'put out to pasture' at 65 or 
even younger will no longer be acceptable. This trend is already 
evidenced in the abolition of compulsory retirement ages in many 
areas. Continued participation of aged people in the labour 
market will have the advantages of retaining their skills for the 
broader benefit and reducing the need for younger people to provide 
income support. Redesign of employment to allow older workers 

to step down to part-time employment without losing rights attached 
to full-time work is an essential direction for employment policy. 

Income and social support 

At present, 78 per cent of people of pensionable age receive the Age 
Pension in full or in part. Almost two-thirds of aged people fully own 
the home in which they live and because of this, the Age Pension 
provides them with sufficient income to live adequately if not com
fortably. About 12 per cent rent their housing - 5 per cent as public 
renters and 7 per cent as private renters. Pensioners in private rental 
housing are in difficult income circumstances. In future, with the 
development of superannuation schemes, the incomes of many more 
aged persons will be higher and will be more likely than at present to 
be self-financed. Aged people will therefore have economic power as 
consumers and opinion-makers. 

Despite the fact that we are living healthier longer, and aged people 
can expect to be net contributors to the wellbeing of others for most of 
their old age, a period of frailty and dependency is an inevitable out
come for most aged people. As the aged become more frail, they 
themselves will require health care and practical and emotional 
support. Because men conventionally have shorter life spans than 
women, at present most men receive the care and support of their 
spouse until they die. On present trends, three-quarters of wives can 
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expect to outlive their husbands, so that they will have to rely on 
others for the care and support that they will require in their period of 
frailty. 

Families and their aged members 

Aged people in Australia do not often live in the same house as their 
children. Because of this, we tend to underestimate the levels of prac
tical, emotional and financial support flowing between older people 
and their families. While aged people prefer to live separately from 
their families, 90 per cent say that living near family and friends is 
important to them. Thus, the preferred option for Australians is for 
adult children and their parents to live apart, but relatively close to 
each other so as to maintain intimacy and care from a distance. Between 1991 

Evidence from family support network studies shows that this and 2011, the 

preference is a practical reality for many people. As is presently the population of 

case, aged people will continue to provide practical and financial people aged 65 

assistance to their adult children and their grandchildren. years and over 

will grow at a 

When aged people become frail, they will require assistance with rate almost 

health care and with everyday practical tasks such as shopping, double that of 

maintenance of house and garden and cooking. The most frail the total 

require personal care such as assistance with washing, bathing, population. 

personal hygiene, dressing and feeding. All require companion-
ship. Most can expect to receive practical and emotional support from 
their children. While families can assist with health care, professional 
services are obviously important as well. Also, intensive personal 
care is likely to be too burdensome for most families to provide. 
We therefore need to look to a future where professionals, para-
professionals and family members will work together in an integrated 
way in the care of the frail aged. 

Housing for the aged 

The future aged population will be concentrated in the middle and 
outer suburbs of Australian cities where the provision of services is 
currently inadequate to their needs. Housing choices available to 
aged people are also inadequate because of our past concentration on 
building three and four bedroom detached houses. At the 1991 Cen
sus, 51 per cent of all private dwellings had one or two people living 
in them, yet only 29 per cent of the housing stock had less than three 
bedrooms. The maintenance of large houses on large blocks located at 
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a distance from public transport and other services is far from the 
ideal option for aged people as they become frail. As only 2 per cent 
of our housing stock changes each year, it is imperative that we begin 
now to provide housing suitable for aged people in all Australian 
communities. 

The provision of housing alternatives for older people needs to be 
considered in conjunction with improvement of the linkages of older 
people's housing to general urban services such as public transport 
and shopping and to specific support and care services needed by 
different groups of aged persons. 

The ideal community of the future will have a range of housing types 
that will enable a mix of people at different life cycle stages to live 
together in the one community. Aged people could then live near 
their adult children and children could live close to both parents 
should marriage breakdown occur. The community would still 
revolve around the dominant housing type required by families with 
children, the detached three or four bedroom house, but would 
provide appropriate medium density alternatives within the same 
community. Medium density housing would be linked into commu
nity services for the aged. 

Further Reading 
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Can the Family Survive? 

Family patterns have changed substantially from the 1950s and 1960s. 
People now marry at a much older age and a much higher percentage 
do not marry at all. Births occur at later ages and there are fewer of 
them. Divorce rates have risen considerably .. The percentages of 
sole-parent families, de facto relationships and ex-nuptial births have 
all risen rapidly. Similar trends are evident in most industrialised 
countries. 

These trends are often cited as evidence that the family is in a state of 
decline, and the question is posed: can the family survive? 

Family patterns change over time and sometimes the change is more 
rapid than at other times. However, while families today may be 
different in many ways from past families, this does not mean that the 
family as a social institution is likely to decline. Indeed, some of the 
recent changes in families (later marriage and a higher proportion 
who never marry) represent a return to the patterns which applied a 
century ago. Sole-parent families also were just as prominent a 
century ago as they are today. 

Thus we constantly redefine families and their place in our lives, but 
families remain important to almost all of us. 

The family will survive, but mere survival should not be the aim. The 
aim should be to enhance the wellbeing of all Australians, but there 
needs to be recognition that the individual's wellbeing is often best 
served by providing support through the family. The family is an inte
gral part of the social fabric. The distinction between the private 
world of the family and the public world of social life can only be 
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taken so far. Through the 1994 International Year of the Family, there 
is increasing recognition of the centrality of family relationships in 
people's lives, but also of the fact that families need support in their 
roles of caring and nurturing. For these reasons, the future wellbeing 
of individuals and families will be enhanced if the following 
principles underpin social policy: 

• Family and family relationships are the basic and fundamental 
means of support within the society. 

• A combined, mutually supportive system of families, governments, 
employers and community is the best and most efficient means of 
providing social support. 

• The maintenance of family values is not the problem. In general, 
families want to help their own members and they will do so with 
more real care and affection and at less cost than any other means 
- but they cannot do it alone. 

• Family policy should as far as possible be neutral in respect of 
family type. In particular, policy needs to consider the reality of 
the family beyond the household. 

• Family policy should also be neutral in respect of gender - that is, 
it should not favour one sex over the other. 

• Policy should make provision for basic support to all families 
particularly in respect of the costs of raising children, while at the 
same time recognising that some families need more support than 
others. 

• The emphasis should be upon policies which enhance the quality 
of family life and are preventative in nature. A purely curative 
approach, picking up the pieces after the crisis has occurred, is 
ineffective and inefficient. 

•. There should not be an automatic assumption that services should 
be delivered by the public or private sectors. However, whether 
public or private, every effort should be made through govern
ment systems to ensure that the service is affordable and accessible 
to all. 
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• A minority of people will be isolated from family support. These. 
people will require a greater level of public support. This is 

. especially likely when family breakdown occurs. 

As society changes, the lives of individuals and families will also 
change. The centrality of family relationships, however, will remain 
because the family will always be the place in which most people fii{d 
the care and intimacy that is part of their being. 
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