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Policy Background Papers 

The Institute of Family Studies is a Commonwealth Statutory Authority 
established under the Family Law Act 1975. The Institute began operations 
in February 1980 and by the beginning of 1981 all staff positions had been 
filled. It is, first and foremost, a research and information dissemination 
organisation charged with conducting, encouraging and coordinating research 
into the factors affecting marital and family stability in Australia. As a result, 
the Institute has made the impact of public policies on the well-being of 
families a major focus of its research program. 

: The Policy Background Paper series is aimed at raising the level of public 
debate about major policy areas affecting families in Australia. At times they 
will be commissioned papers written by leading experts in each field; at 
others, they will be papers developed within the Institute in our effort to 
identify areas in need of further research and action. 

The Institute hopes readers will respond in writing to the conclusions 
drawn and/or the policy proposals made. In this way we trust our Policy 
Background Paper series will contribute to a better understanding of the 
importance of a 'families perspective' in the development of policy. 
Titles in the Policy Background Paper series are: 
No. 1 Services to families: with many a slip 
No. 2 Towards a national child care policy 
No. 3 Marriage counselling services: priorities and policy 
No. 4 Children in stepfamilies: their legal and family status' 
No. 5 Should families be a focus for policies? 

Copies of the above papers are available from the Editor, Institute of Family 
Studies, 766 Elizabeth Street, Melbourne 3000 Victoria, Australia. 
Telephone (03) 342 9100. 



Foreword 

Family policy can mean almost anything and the Institute of Family Studies 
must, of necessity, try to clarify what it understands the term to mean. This 
policy background paper by Frank Maas is another attempt to outline the 
parameters of the family policy debate. As Sidney Johnson, former director of 
the Washington Family Impact Seminar put it, the perception created by 
using the phrase 'a comprehensive national family policy' is that 'government 
would seek to impose one single standard model of family life'. Such a 
perception, says his successor Theodora Ooms, 'would run counter to the 
diversity and pluralism of family life in America and violate widespread 
aversion to intrusion upon family privacy'. Those in Australia who wish to 
impose one model of 'the family' on everyone might do well to examine the 
logic of their parallel call for less public invasion of the sanctity of private 
family life. 

In all of the research and published work of the Institute of Family Studies 
we have been at pains to insist on a recognition of the factual existence of 
many different family forms. Policy decisions may choose to favour one 
family form over another, but the debate cannot ignore the changing nature 
of family life in Australia or the social consequences of ignoring the needs of 
the less favoured family forms. Further, we have tried to indicate how 
chameleon-like is the life of anyone family, shifting either slowly and inexo
rably through stages of the life cycle, or being suddenly thrust into separation, 
divorce, the poverty of lone-parenting, or the difficulties of remarriage and 
step-parenting. So rapid is this process that the Institute had to abandon its 
original plan of a longitudinal 'policy impact study' using panels of different 
family types. A one-parent family may not remain a one-parent family for 
very long. We have found our longitudinal Family Formation Study gives us 
on ongoing picture of change and the forces of change. This, together with 
specific policy-focused studies is providing an increasingly clear picture of 
where policy shifts affect families for better or worse. 

Frank Maas has worked extensively in government policy advice, first in 
education, then in youth affairs, and is now Fellow, in charge of the Institute's 
'Family Policy Area'. He outlines the dilemmas of family policy, the need for 
clearly defined target groups, the necessity to think about policy impacts that 



vary from family to family. Above all, he argues that a family perspective is 
useful and should exist in any discussion of new policy directions. It is 
essential precisely because the 'myth of family self-sufficiency' has been 
dispelled as people come to realise that 'most critical family functions - to 
shelter, nurture and educate the young; to care for the ill, disabled and 
elderly; to serve as the principal economic unit of production and consump
tion - are now shared on a day to day basis with other private and public 
sector institutions' (Ooms, 1983: 17-18). That interdependence involves not 
just government impact on families but the reciprocal influence of changes in 
families (such as the role of women) on government policy. 

Because the issues of family policy are so pressing, the Institute is hosting in 
August 1984 the XXth International Committee on Family Research Seminar 
on the topic Social Change and Family Policies. This paper by Maas will be a 
timely lead in to that conference of world experts and, we trust, contribute to 
an improved understanding of the intimate exchange between families and 
other more public institutions. 

Don Edgar, 
Director 
Institute of Family Studies. 
Reference 
Ooms, Theodora, 'The necessity of a family perspective', Family Impact Seminar, 
Catholic University, Washington DC, 1983. 



Family policy 

In recent years in all industrialised countries, including some in the East 
European socialist bloc, concern has been expressed about the well-being of 
families and a debate has developed about the ways in which government 
should interact with the family. Universally, this debate has been referred to 
as one about family policy, although there is nothing universal about what is 
meant by or what is to be the content or approach adopted under the general 
rubric of family policy. 

Concern has been expressed about both the changing nature of families 
and the changing social and economic environment in which they exist. In a 
recent address to an Australian Council of Churches conference on 'Families 
in Australia', Edgar (1982: 1) identified six issues that currently contribute to 
an uncertain future for families. He described these as: 

• the changing demographic structure of the family unit; 
• the 'marriage overload'; 
• the 'economic juggernaut'; 
• the 'never-empty nest'; 
• the 'crisis of parenting'; and 
• the 'community backdown'. 

In describing what each of these notions entailed, Edgar listed such demo
graphic changes as increased divorce rates, a slowing of the growth in the 
marriage rate, a ,stagnant birth rate, an increase in family forms such as 
single-parent families and step families, smaller families and completely child
less families. Members of families now have to cope with a great many 
changes in economic conditions and in value positions. Consequently, the 
tasks of parenting have changed, the role of adults in caring for other adults, 
either through age, illness or disability, has increased, and the ability and 
opportunity for young adults to establish independent security has become 
more difficult, creating intricate problems for both old and young alike. 

Economic ehange 

The 'economic juggernaut' spoken of by Edgar provides possibly the major 
determinant of how well families can cope with any of their functions at 
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present. In Australia there has been a spectacular reversal of economic 
well-being since the mid 1970s. The decade began with full employment, 
positive economic growth, increasing higher education, opportunity for 
alternative lifestyles, and concern about social issues of minority groups, 
discrimination, human rights and the environment. 

All this has changed. The 1980s sees the western world as a whole, 
including Australia, plagued by economic fluctuations which have produced 
a legacy of high unemployment and general uncertainty. The gap between 
rich and poor is increasing, and ever-increasing numbers of people are forced 
to rely on the State for their subsistence. 

Changing labour patterns 

Restructuring of the national and State economies is well underway. It is clear 
that the best interests of all citizens are not being served by those forces 
working to 'fundamentally change the access of workers to jobs. There have 
been a number of changes in the structure of the labour market in recent years 
which have disadvantaged numbers of current and future workers. 

Changes in the economy have reduced the labour force in the manufactur
ing, construction and agricultural sectors. In the ten years from 1971 to 1981 
the proportion of the Victorian workforce employed in these sectors fell by 20 
per cent (ABS, The labour force). Future lowering of tariff protection will 
further reduce the number of jobs in manufacturing. The growth areas in 
employment in recent years have been in the services sector particularly in 
transport and storage, recreation and personal services, community services, 
and finance and business. Consequently people with low levels of skills or 
education are increasingly disadvantaged in such a labour market. The new 
jobs in these areas are not available to those who have been displaced from 
the lower skilled, manufacturing sector. Young people who have left school 
early, older workers displaced by reduced activity in manufacturing, and in 
particular large numbers of overseas-born female workers, have been effec
tively locked out of work and no substantial effort has been made to provide 
retraining opportunities. 

Even though employment in the service sector has increased over the 
decade 1971-81, jobs in this sector are now becoming increasingly difficult to 
obtain. The impact of technology has spread to offices and banks so reducing 
the opportunities for young entrants and older re-entrants to the many fields 
of insurance, finance, health insurance, commerce and government. The 
growth in community service employment has been ended abruptly, largely 
by government policy. Most significantly many job opportunities for women, 
who made up two-thirds of the additional employees in this area in the 1970s, 
have been closed off. Those new jobs that do become available are increas
ingly characterised by little job security, few benefits such as long service 
leave and superannuation, and are frequently part-time only. Between 
August 1975 and August 1981 over two-thirds of the additional jobs for 
women provided less than a full-week's pay. 

These and other structural changes in the economy have had the effect of 
limiting full-time, secure employment to fewer and fewer people. Specifically 
those disadvantaged are any with low skills, especially the young, older 
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women and men, migrants and many who life in areas of deteriorating 
regional significance. Participation rates for these categories of worker haye 
fallen in recent years, adding to the invisible army of hidden unemployed. For 
example, the participation rate of males aged 55 to 64 has fallen from 8004 
per cent in August 1974 to 62 per cent in August 1983. 

The increased ability with which married women were able to find jobs 
between 1969 and 1975 is evidenced by a 6 per cent increase in their 
participation rate over that period. This pattern has been dramatically slowed 
to a mere 2 per cent for the seven year period between 1976 and 1983. 

Those who have been locked out of work must be added to the hundreds of 
thousands still hoping to find a job. In each year since 1978, over one million 
individual Australians have experienced unemployment at some stage rising 
to a figure of 1047 million for the year ended February 1983 (ABS, Labour 
Force Experience). While the average duration of unemployment increased 
from 6.5 weeks in 1974 to 41.5 weeks in August 1983, unemployed male 
workers aged 35-54 spend an average 50 weeks without a job (ABS, Unpub
lished data). It has also been shown that the teenage children of unemployed 
workers, especially the girls, are twice as likely as other youth to be unem
ployed themselves (Cass, 1982: 26-30), thereby concentrating the effects of 
unemployment within certain families. 

Increased interest rates and costs of living 

Other changes in the economy have brought increased pressure on families 
trying to obtain and maintain homes and on people with low incomes. Shifts 
in investment priorities, deregulation of financial markets and variations in 
international trade relations have brought about fluctuating levels of infla
tion, and interest rates. Families are therefore less able to plan for the future 
with any confidence, and low income households are particularly vulnerable 
as prices outpace periodic increases in pensions and benefits. 

Government responses 

Edgar also spoke of the 'community backdown' affecting families. He says, 
'there is little doubt that individualism in our culture takes precedence over 
community spirit' (Edgar, 1982: 11). 

Among other instances demonstrating this point, he lists 'the mean public 
and governmental approach to welfare spending', 'the callous acceptance of 
rising unemployment until inflation is under control', and 'the pathetic blind 
eye being turned by "traditionalists" to ... societal changes ... and the 
social, not individual, factors that have led them to come about'. There have 
been many developments in public policy that lend staJ;"k support to Edgar's 
contentions. 

At the Commonwealth level a taxation and social security system has 
developed which has increasingly transferred wealth from low and middle 
income earners to high income groups. Since 1975, company and property 
taxes have declined as a proportion of total taxation revenue while personal 
taxes have increased accordingly (Saunders, 1982:4). 
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Within the personal tax area, the burden has increased upon low and 
middle income earners while for those on high incomes, average tax rates 
have declined. This has in part been the result of proliferating growth of tax 
~voidance practices only available to those non-PAYE taxpayers on high 
Income. 

A further burden for those families who do pay tax is the penalty they 
attract if they are raising children. Between 1976 and the 1982 Budget, 
families with children became progressively worse off while families with no 
dependent children and a non-working spouse were increasingly rewarded. 
Saunders concluded: 

Whether by design or not, it is apparent that tax policies for families in Australia 
since the mid-seventies have emphasised spouse dependency rather than the pres
ence of children as the major criterion for the granting of tax relief ... (Saunders, 
1982:59) 

The position of all those on pensions and benefits has become critical in 
recent years. Not only have the numbers in all categories increased dramati
cally, but the level of assistance has become increasingly inadequate. The 
Victorian Government Income Security Task Force (1982: 1) noted that more 
than 750000 Victorians depend on pensions and benefits paid by the Com
monwealth Department of Social Security, a group which represents almost 
20 per cent of Victoria's population. 

Severe cuts in Commonwealth government spending have reduced also, the 
availability of services to families in the areas of health, education, housing 
and transport. The community, as embodied in government, has 'backed 
down' in no uncertain way. 

It is against this background of extensive social and economic upheaval 
that interest in family policy has developed. Edgar, when calling for an 
Australian family policy in 1980, cited the impact of the forces described 
above as 'the social causes of private disruption' (Edgar, 1980:5). He goes on 
to argue that families will remain as the fundamental domain for 'forming 
attitudes, creating a sense of self-esteem, laying the foundation for adult 
competence'. He then challenges that 'anyone serious about preserving the 
famil y unit and about ensuring a bearable minimum living standard for every 
citizen, must face up to the fact that current policies are failing to guarantee 
those minimum standards. for many Australian families'. Edgar concludes 
that: A focus on national family policy may be one way of guaranteeing that 
... the family is not buffeted beyond endurance by social forces that we can in 
fact control (Edgar, 1980: 16). 

Definitions of family policy 

What is meant by the concept of a family policy is not by any means clear. 
Definitions range from the inclusion of only those policies that relate to the 
rearing of children (Dumon and Aldous, 1979), to the view of Kamerman and 
Kahn (1978) which includes just about everything government does to or for 
the family. 

Family policy is concerned both with the effects on the family of all types of activities 
and with the efforts to use 'family well-being', as an objective or as a source of goals 
and standards in developing public policy. (Kamerman and Kahn, 1978:3-4) 
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Kamerman and Kahn further typify family policy as having been used in 
three ways: . 

• as a field 
• as an instrument or rationale 
• as a perspective or criterion. 

Family policy as a 'field' describes those things that government chooses to 
put into a package and label them family policy program. Such policies as 
child or family allowances, the laws of marriage, divorce, abortion, etc., those 
social services associated with child welfare or health. Many European 
countries adopt this approach. Kamerman and Kahn regard it as restricted in 
that many other areas of policy affect families, yet are not recognised as doing 
so with this approach. 

The second use of family policy has been as an 'instrument' or 'rationale' 
for policies not necessarily aimed directly at the well-being of families. 
Accordingly, societies have identified goals which need not have direct rel
evance;: to the family, but require some sort of behaviour on the part of the 
family or family members for goal attainment. Family policy then becomes 
the rubric covering these policies. Family policy in this context may be seen as 
a form of social control. Kamerman and Kahn see labour market policy as 
being the most important, long-standing and familiar illustration in this 
context. ' 

The third typification of family policy by Kamerman and Kahn is its use as 
'perspective' or 'criterion' for social policy choice. For example, proposals for 
changes in shopping hours or in leave provisions for employees could be 
accompanied by an assessment of their impact on families. Such an approach 
could apply to all policy areas and suggests the use of family well-being as an 
outcome for assessing the consequences of policies generally. 

Family policy in historical perspective 

The identification of families as a focus for policy has not been confined to 
this past decade alone. Kahn explains that the current concern represents a 
'third wave of interest in family policy as an organising principle for con
scious societal action'. 

The first [wave 1 began during the early 1930s, and carried to the period immediately 
after World War H. The second had its roots in the 1960s, but did not reach full 
international consciousness until the 1970s. The third was identifiable in the 1970s 
and continues. In each case population and/or labour force concerns provided the 
initial impetus, and income redistribution to favour families with children was the 
major instrument. Indeed, until recently, the terms 'population policy' and 'family 
policy' were often interchanged and confused. (Kahn, 1980:2) 

Cass has traced the threads of family policy in Australia back to the 
beginning of the century (Cass, 1982: 10-19). Here, as in Europe and 
America, pronatalism has always been a prominent, if not the dominant 
theme. According to Cass, in the period 1900 to 1941 pronatalist policies 
took the form of attempts to limit the control of fertility by restricting the 
availability of contraception and making abortion illegal, encouraging immi
gration, and the supplementing of wages by the introduction of family 
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endowments in the 1930s. There was also some concern to reduce income 
inequalities between families. 

The years betWeen 1942 and i948 saw families identified as the deserving 
recipients of the rewards of the reconstruction period. Income Il).aintenance 
measures were introduced and activity greatly expanded to provide social 
services in the fields of health, housing and education. Again, pronatalism 
was a dominant motivation and child endowment measures were increased to 
ensure horizontal redistribution of incomes from families without children to 
those with. . 

The years 1970 to early 1983 were characterized by two almost completely 
contradictory periods. The first, up to 1975, saw a rebirth of Keynesian 
expansionist policies featuring an increased emphasis on the social wage. 
Services in education, health insurance, housing and child care were extended 
to unprecedented levels. There was also a commitment to reduce inequalities 
in wealth: Cass (1982) says that since 1975 all of these policies have been 
reversed and family policy has featured increased pressures to move women . 
out of the labour force, reduced social services forcing greater reliance on the 
private resources of families, the reduction of wage income and the deteriora
tion of income security provision except for some age and veterans pensions. 
While it is too early at the time of writing to assess the impact of the Hawke 
Labor Government, it came to office with policies advocating the reduction 
of income inequalities, increased employment opportunities for women and 
the reduction of sex discrimination. 

Family policy: ends and means 

Kamerman and Kahn (1978:476-88) ~uggest that different countries have set 
out to achieve the following list of goals via family policies (obviously !lot all 
goals have necessarily been sought in each country, and some contradictory 
objectives have been aimed for in individual countries at differ~pt times in 
their histories): 
• to buttress the family economically. and otherwise in· its' child-rearing 

responsibilities; 
• to encourage child birth and larger familes; 
• to facilitate an 'at home' role for mothers and to dIscourage labour force 

participation while their children are young; 
• to support the equality of women both in the society and in the family; 
• to enrich the quality of family life internally, by efforts to develop marriage 

enrichment programs, and family support programs; and 
• to help the family cope with crises, problems, transitions, etc. 

They describe the following as the instruments used to achieve these 
objectives: . 

• redistribution of wealth, favouring families with children, via tax policy, 
allowances, social insurance, housing allowances, etc; 

• child care; 
• laws of marriage, divorce, inheritance, adoption, foster care, separation 

and abuse; 
• family planning and abortion laws and policy and related educational and 

serVice programs; 
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• p.ersonal social services; 
• housing programs; 
• legislation, policy and programs affecting the status of women; 
• employer and governmental policies affecting work-day and work-week 

flexibility, part-time work and the inter-relationships of work and family 
life generally. 

Traditionalist objectives 
Given the multiplicity of both purposes and approaches, it is not surprising 
that there have also been numerous conceptualisations proposed to link ends 
and means. At one extreme advocates of a traditional view of families in 
society have sought to promote the development of a package of policies 
which would benefit one family form, that is, adult couples, legally married, 
with dependent children. Their policies would make divorce difficult, dis
courage fertility control, make family breakdown extremely costly by severe
ly reducing income security, and reward full-time home-making by women 
through tax concessions and cash transfers. This package would be regarded 
as a comprehensive, national policy. Understandably this notion has been 
attacked as it denies the legitimacy of numerous other forms of families in the 
community. It denies the very plurality that characterises modern society. 

One American critic sees such policies as infringing on civil liberties. 
Barbaro warns that: 

Since the powerless are often the targets of public policies, ... policy makers will 
inevitably enact measures that will discriminate against deviant family forms ... 
(Barbaro, 1977:59) 

Sharing between fa.:nily and State 
Another approach has'be~noutlined by Moroney (1976) who addressed the 
conflicting' contentions that the welfare State has adversely affected the 
family'S willingness to provide social care, and as such a growing welfare 
State has weakened the family. The expanding welfare State is a necessary 
societal respo,nse to an already weakened family which is seen as being less 
ca'pable of functioning as a social institution. Families find themselves in a 
diffiCult position and over the long run the State will be forced to take over the 
caring function. " 

Moroney (1976) came to the following conclusions: 

• the State steps in when an individual no longer meets his own needs or 
where individuals and families are unable to cope; 

• the State is reluctant to interfere with the family'S rights and responsibil
ities and has a traditional concern for their privacy and self determination; 

• social welfare services that attempt to support the family create more 
programming difficulties and have received lower priority than those 
which, in essence substitute for the family; 

• the analysis of utilisation data suggests that families are implicitly expected 
to provide care for their dependent members. Beyond income maintenance 
programs they are receiving relatively little in the way of services that 
might support them to carry out this function; 
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• although social welfare expenditure has increased considerably over the 
past 20 years, most of this expansion benefits individuals in need, rather 
than the family as a social unit requiring support; 

• community social services tend to be provided to individuals who either 
have no family or whose family has reached a decision to discontinue the 
caring function; 

• there is no factual basis to support the charge that the welfare State has 
encouraged a discernible shift in traditional family patterns of care; 

• the analysis presented does counter growing belief that the welfare State 
has brought about changes in the family's ability to function; 

• there is no evidence to support the belief that the family is giving up its 
caring function; and 

• since the State is benefiting from the family's caring function, families 
which are caring should be supported by a caring society and its social 
welfare systems. 

Moroney proposed that the caring function necessarily carried out for 
certain categories of person - the young, old, sick, unemployed and disabled 
- should be shared by families and the State. He suggested that a wide range 
of supports including domiciliary services and institutionalisation be pro
vided so that choices could be made between alternatives and combinations 
of alternatives. 

Family as mediating structure 

The notion of the family as a 'mediating structure', standing between individ
uals and the monolithic structures of the broader society, is one that has been 
developed by Berger and Neuhaus (1977). The concept has been embraced by 
both conservative and progressive advocates. 

Chipman (1981) has suggested that as the family is a mediating structure, it 
can once again take primary responsibility for welfare and socialisation in the 
face of concern about 'the size of government, the omni-presence of welfare, 
the levels of taxation and the alienation of the individual in the mass city'. 
Such a situation would see a 'consequent reduction in the size and power of 
government, and a parallel return of resources from governments to families 
to enable them once again to tend to those whom they know and love' 
(Chipman, 1981:20). 

On the other hand, the Community Child Care Organisation, a coordinat
ing body for community-based child care centres in Victoria and an advocate 
in favour of adequate policies in income security, social services and equal 
opportunity, argues that individuals and families need mediating structures, 
of 'neighbourhood, community and kinship, as a defence against the threat of 
meaninglessness and the loss of identity'. They propose that the 'fragility and 
precariousness of the family, means that "home" can cease to be a refuge or a 
source of identity and meaning' (Community Child Care, 1980: 14). 

Family impact assessment 

One idea that seems to find widespread acceptance among otherwise quite 
divergent views, is that of the desirability of 'family impact' assessment. 
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Nearly all the writers reviewed so far have advocated the implementation of 
Family Impact Statements (FIS). Chipman (1981:17) has proposed that, as a 
matter of course, a properly researched statement should be sought as to the 
probable implications for family life of proposed legislation. Kamerman 
(1976) has proposed a mechanism for providing the research. President 
Carter pledged his administration to providing a Family Impact Statement for 
every piece of proposed legislation, while in Australia, the South Australian 
Government requires new legislation to be accompanied by one. Rimmer 
(1980) has suggested three types of family impact analysis: 
• Content analysis of policy. This involves the clearer specifications of policy 

proposals, both in terms of the potential and actual target populations, and 
of the interactions of one aspect of a policy with other aspects of that policy 
or other contingent policies. . 

• The specifications of anticipated effects on families of various policies. 
One of the major problems in constructing this sort of statement is how 
widely to evaluate the impacts, and over what projected time period. 

• Ex post evaluation of policies as they affect a particular target group. 
There is no necessity to wait for a clearly developed methodology to 
emerge in order to be able to undertake valuable work in this field, 
particularly in the domain of the financial impact of policies on families. It 
is important to recognise that in some spheres, the specifications of such 
policy impacts would depend on the development of sophisticated social 
indicators. 

In America, a seminar of scholars has been working since 1977 to develop 
methodologies for examining family impacts. The Family Impact Seminar is 
based in Washington and states its purpose as: 

to review, carefully and in depth, the substantive, administrative and political 
feasibility of developing a process for assessing the impact of public policies on 
families. (Family Impact Seminar, 1978) 

Perhaps in recognition of the potential for conflict inherent in the idea of an 
integrated set of policies designed to assist certain specific types of families, 
the Family Impact Seminar has developed an approach that aims for a 
'heightened awareness' of the impact of policies and the needs of all types of 
family forms. It stresses that such analysis involves value judgements and 
assessments and states its belief that as many as possible of the underlying 
assumptions and agendas associated with such research should be detailed 
explicitly. The Family Impact Seminar (1978) lists the following as the values 
on which its work is based: 

• interest in the well-being of families and their ability t~ care for members; 
• public policies affecting families should seek to support and supplement 

families in the exercise of basic functions; 
• where institutions such as schools share functions, parents should be able 

to influence decisions; 
• government policies should broaden options and choices; 
• diversity and phinilism of families should be recognised and respected. 

Policies should not discriminate against or penalise family structures or 
roles which differ from perceived norms, for example, sole parents or 
two-earner families; 
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• policies designed to support families should give priority to families and 
family members with least access to the needed resources of society. 

Despite the stated preference of the Family Impact Seminar that value 
assumptions should be explicit, it is not clear that those listed as underlying 
their own approach are as candid as they would undoubtedly claim. On the 
one hand they state that policies should not discriminate against or penalise 
family forms which might not fit some normative pattern. On the other hand 
they are committed to giving priority to both families and family members 
'with least access to the needed resources of society'. In most countries, and 
especially at times of severe fiscal restraint, to redress imbalances in real 
disposable income or access to services, for example, some family forms must 
be advantaged at the expense of others. It is precisely the sort of conflict that 
arises out of the decisions as to which group is to gain and which is to lose that 
jeopardises the hopes for consensus that the Family Impact Seminar obvi
ously holds. It is also the underlying reality that bedevils attempts to develop 
family policies that address the needs of any specific type of group. 

Policies which adopt a broadbrush approach usually leave existing in
equalities unaffected and in many cases, exacerbate them. The family impact 
statement approach, attractive to so many with conflicting views, almost 
certainly will not provide the basis for consensual policies to emerge. Never
theless the methodology may, if developed, enable issues and the impact of 
approaches to these, to be more clearly identified and assessed. 

Comparative family policy 

Kamerman and Kahn (1978) have developed the distinction between explicit 
and implicit policies and have used this to examine the approaches to family 
policy of different countries. They have identified three types of approach: 
first, countries with an explicit, comprehensive family policy including 
France, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Norway and Sweden; secondly, countries 
with explicit but more narrowly focused family policies such as Austria, the 
Federal Republic of Germany, Poland, Finland and Denmark; and thirdly, 
countries without any explicit family policy and where the notion is rejected 
such as the United Kingdom, Canada, Israel, and the United States. 

It is instructive to focus on the context area of the debate about family 
policy in different countries, and on the underlying concerns which dictate 
the nature of the substantive approaches adopted. In Hungary, the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) and France, it is suggested that their policies are 
motivated primarily by pronatalist concerns (Kamerman, 1980:3). Schemes 
to encourage higher birth rates, often by extensive income supplements, have 
been the major feature of this approach. Also in Hungary and the GDR, 
labour market objectives have played a significant role in encouraging 
women to either enter or leave paid employment. In Sweden, labour market 
concerns emanate from deliberate policies aimed at promoting sexual equal
ity. Demographic concerns are also behind some of the current concern about 
the cost of services to the aged in the United Kingdom. 

In the United States a range of issues has been assembled under the 
umbrella of debate on family policy. Steiner (1981:49ff) has analysed three 
groups of such issues. First, there are what he calls 'matters of faith and 
morals'. Americans have long agonised over matters of abortion, contracep-
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tion and, what has been described as teenage 'sexual precocity' (Kamerman 
and Kahn, 1978:467). Secondly, issues of care and support of children 
(Steiner 1981:89ff) which includes income support policies for single parent 
families, the collection of support from non-custodial parents and the pro
vision of child care. Thirdly, matters of neglect and abuse (Steiner 
1981: 129ff) which focus mainly on arrangements for foster care and dealing 
with domestic violence. Steiner's typification of these three concerns is mainly 
to do with the control of people's domestic lives and of the regulation of their 
call on State resources. The approach is in stark contrast to the equality of 
opportunity concerns of Sweden and even to the implied regimen of issues 
developed by Kamerman and Kahn which emphasises the reform of social 
structures which produce inequalities in wealth, particularly across gene
rations. 

In Australia the issues that have been most discussed in the family policy 
debate are as follows: 

• income transfers, focusing on the taxation and social security system; 
• the provision of social services, especially child care, but also other support 

services and general services such as housing, health and education; 
• labour market concerns, particularly the extent and nature of married 

women's participation, and presently the impact of unemployment; and 
• the incidence of divorce, especially related to the growth in the numbers of 

single parent families. 

Conflict of values 

While it is not difficult to compile a list such as the above, to find any degree of 
unanimity regarding the most appropriate emphases within each or the most 
effective strategies, assuming some consensus on objectives, is virtually 
impossible. 

It is this ambiguity and confusion of interests that is characteristic of 
discussion on family policy. At base, the conflict is derived from the very' 
divergent roles families perform according to socio-economic status, gender, 
age, marital status and ethnic background. Clearly, families which have 
access to wealth, education, secure employment, adequate housing and so on, 
can build on these assets and transmit them from generation to generation. 
For those with limited access to these things the reverse is equally true. Within 
families, unequal shares of resources are common with women and children 
most likely to be dependent upon the income derived through male earnings 
(Edwards, 1981). Without intervention these inequalities between and within 
families will persist and become more pronounced. Nor is government inter
vention a guarantee that more equitable outcomes will result. Families with 
sufficient income to purchase housing have long been favoured by govern
ment policy, whereas those forced to rent in either the public or private 
markets do not receive such benefits as tax-free capital gains, reduced tax for 
interest repayments, deposit grants and security of tenure (Commonwealth 
Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, 1976). Families with males receiving 
high incomes and dependent wives and children have long enjoyed taxation 
benefits not available to two-earner low income and single parent families 
(Saunders, 1982). . 
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Nevertheless proponents of views that have a vested interest in either 
preserving or changing the outcomes of social structures such as the family 
have converged on the importance of considering it as a focus of public 
policy. This may be because some see it as the Iynchpin of the 'natural' order 
of things, while others see it as resilient and enduring and at very least, in need 
of restructuring. 

Three competing perspectives may be identified as dominating the politics 
of the family: 

• traditionalist 
• feminist 
• redistributionist/reformist. 

I Th~aditionalist perspective 

The traditionalist or conservative perspective has been typified as being based 
on three main tenets (Craven and others, 1982: 18-19): 

• the family as a bulwark of freedom against the power of the State; 
• the family as the seat of authority, particularly paternal authority, to 

ensure stability and appropriate socialisation; 
• the family as a community, with the emphasis on duties and obligations to 

care and protect its members (the debate about day-care for the young for 
example, and about community care for the elderly is essentially set in the 
context of whether the duties, which are inherent in the institution of the 
family, should take precedence over the rights of individual members, 
especially the right of women to work). 

Advocates drawing on this mainspring of beliefs are contesting many issues 
in Australia currently. They are active in opposing the liberalisation of 
abortion law and the laws pertaining to marriage and divorce, are pressing 
for more censorious control on the curriculum taught in government schools, 
advocate greater censorship of film and literature, are most active in the tax 
and social security debates pushing for policies that advantage families with 
dependent spouses, are generally anti-expansionist regarding social services, 
especially child care, yet advocate income transfers to families so that women 
can act as carers of the young, old, sick, unemployed and disabled. The most 
recent enunciation of the necessary ingredients for a family policy embodying 
these values (Chipman, 1981:17-19) called for: 

• family impact statements to be provided for all new legislation; 
• the shifting of the basic unit of taxation from the individual to the house

hold, thus allowing income splitting; 
• preparation for family life to be made part of the ordinary school 

curriculum; 
• the introduction of vouchers to allow parents to opt out of the State school 

system; 
• legally enforceable contracts to be entered into on marriage. 

Concerns that the development of such a package, along with reduced 
access to services such as child care, which has at its heart the penalisation of 
family forms other than those sanctioned by the comprehensive family policy, 
are not alleviated by the following resolution from the conference at which 
the above excerpts were delivered as part of the keynote speech: 
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That we accept the concept of the optimal family and accept the existence of the 
deficit family and that positive policies should aim to establish and consolidate 
support and sustain the optimal family and that appropriate measures be taken to 
assist families with deficits. (Australian Family Association, 1981: 154) 

The concept of the 'optimal' family is elaborated upon by one of the 
commentators on the resolutions: 

It is very simple - a husband and a wife who have children - that is a family ... 
Even the Bureau of Statistics of the Commonwealth knows that and calls it a 
'primary family'. The primary family cannot but be a married man, a married 
woman, a husband and wife and their children, a primary family, a married couple 
having children ... Why should we try to talk about one-parent families? 
There is no such thing as 'a one-parent family'. There is no such thing as a 
'homosexual family' or a 'lesbian family' ... 
We may have a household that consists of one adult and a child, a biological child or 
an adopted child, or a child who wanders in from the street ... you may have all 
sorts of things, but to say that these people should be supported by a family 
allowance is again mixing up things and confusing the issue, because family allow
ances should be given to families. (Australian Family Association, 1981: 132-133) 

11 The feminist perspective 

Feminism as a philosophy provides a critique of women's position in society 
that is all-embracing, affecting the entire organisation of society and not just 
parts of it. At base feminism seeks to reorder the nature of relationships both 
between parts of society and within each sector. 

Consequently all the institutions that make up the social structure and the 
interrelationships between them are examined in order to determine the ways 
in which they contribute to the subjugation of women. The family is then a 
key target for advocates of the feminist viewpoint, at least the family model 
that has become the archetypal form, the most preferred pattern of living 
arrangements in modern society. That model is, of course, the patriarchal 
nuclear family based on marriage and supported by male wage labour and 
female domestic labour. 

Adherence to this ideal of the family has led to an oppressive socialisation 
of women. The roles culturally assigned to women within the family are 
typically those of mother, wife, home-maker and domestic labourer. Women 
are dependent upon the wages of men for their economic well-being, and, 
where they are represented in the paid labour market, the unequal power and 
status relationships that exist within the domestic sphere are replicated in the 
outside world. 

Where there is cooking, cleaning, nursing the sick, minding and teaching small 
children, sewing, servicing men and being charming to be done - there will women 
be found. (Barrett and McIntosh, 1982:29) 

In the feminist perspective the relationship between this division of labour 
and the needs of advanced capitalist societies is seen to be strong. This 
approach sees that both domestic labour, typified as caring and nurturing, 
and the predominantly female structures of community care provide for the 
reproduction of future labour power through the care and teaching of chil
dren and reduce demands on capital to provide for the old, the sick, the 
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disabled, the unemployed and the poor. Further, it sees that women serve as a 
reserve pool of labour to be called on when economic conditions favour 
expansion and are discarded when times are tough. 

The family has been judged as anti-social. It is asserted that all the worth
while objectives of human interaction - personal autonomy, interdepen
dence, caring, nurturance, intimacy, commitment - have been claimed for 
the family alone. All other forms of organising the personal and social 
arrangements are consequently inferior to familial forms. 

Just as the family has been socially constructed, so society has been familialised. 
(Barrett and Mclntosh, 1982:31) 

Other institutions in society are expected to conform to familial concepts, 
even the national budget 'like any good family budget' should not live beyond 
its means. And this is asserted despite the evidence that the family is clearly 
not the ideal generator and protector of positive human values. The family 
reproduces class and racial inequality, it condones violence and isolation, it 
reduces sexuality to patterns of right and obligation and encourages self
interest and individualism against social responsiblity and interdependence. 

Feminist advocates in Australia have pursued such policies as universally 
available child care, the adoption of the individual as the unit for social 
security payments, increased family allowances and abolition of the depen
dent spouse rebate, equal opportunities in the labour market, breaking down 
of sex role stereotyping in schools, families and the work place, the eradica
tion of sexual harassment, liberalisation of contraception and abortion facil
ities, and clarification of property settlements upon divorce. 

Some feminist writers have explicitly made the link between low socio
economic status and discrimination based on sex (Cass, 1982). The role of the 
family in generating and perpetuating disadvantage due to social class and 
gender then becomes critical to any reversal of these phenomena. The interac
tion of the State and the family is of prime concern to any strategies to redress 
imbalances in power. Analysis of the use of family policy as a means of 
obscuring class and gender inequalities is described more thoroughly later in 
this paper. 

A logical extension of the position inherent in much feminist writing is to 
abandon consideration of the family altogether. It is argued that the continu
ation of the ideology of the family enables the existing maldistributio~ of 
resources and life chances to persist, by diverting attention away from the 
needs and situations of most of the 'members of families, that is, women and 
children. Much of the conflict embraced by notions of family policy is 
characterised by the contest between traditional and feminist values. This 
tension is exemplified in the following passage by Cass as she comments on 
policy developments at the end of the 1970s: 

The countervailing conservative response has been to emphasise 'family policies' 
which counter married women's incursions into the paid workforce. In many ways, 
the emphasis on 'family policies' in the latter half of the 1970s can be understood as 
an attempt to 'domesticate' the demands made by organised women's groups in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s: demands for equality in the labour-market and the 
workplace; for the right to control fertility and to share domestic labour with men .. 
(Cass, 1982: 19) 
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m The redistributionist perspective 

The alleviation of poverty has been the concern most basic to those ~ho may 
be described as redistributionist and reformist. The extent of poverty and its 
impact on society has been the subject of widespread debate in the post-war 
period since the mid 1960s. Public debate began with John Stubbs' book, The 
hidden people (1966) and the survey to determine the extent of poverty in 
Melbourne by the Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research (both in 
1966). The extensive research u'ndertaken by the Henderson Commission of 
Inquiry into Poverty in the early 1970s has been followed by a relentless 
stream of publications with three major reports appearing in the eighteen 
months to November 1982 - 'Passing the Buck' by the Victorian Council of 
Social Service (VCOSS), 'Living on the Edge' by Phillipa Smith of the Austral
ian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) and 'Income Security for Victorians', 
main report of the Victorian Government Income Security Task Force. 

While it would be inaccurate to assert that this entire debate was about 
alleviating poverty as it affected families, much of it has been focused on the 
needs of children and of particular family types, particularly single parent 
families. The Income Security Task Force has observed that: 

Income security payments and family allowances are now received by approxi
mately 50 per cent of all income units, account for around 10.7 per cent of 
household income and substantially reduce the incidence of poverty. However, 
income security programs appear to be significantly more effective in lifting certain 
groups out of poverty than others. For example, the income security system is more 
effective in reducing poverty among the aged and invalid than other groups of 
pensioners and beneficiaries. At the other extreme, households headed by women 
appear to be worse off than any other group and they appear to have the highest 
incidence of poverty. As a variety of factors seem likely to lead to further increases in 
the proportion of all households headed by women, poverty is likely to increase 
further in Australia unless there are major changes in the earnings of women or in 
the income security programs that reach them. (Victorian Government Income 
Securiry Task Force, 1982:48) 

The focus of policy proposals has mainly been on the tax transfer system, 
although the provision of human services and broader economic policies 
relating to employment have also featured in the debate. The elements of the 
tax transfer debate are complex and varied and each has been subjected to 
detailed analy'sis by advocates of many viewpoints. 

The strands of the debate have been made more difficult to identify because 
many policy demands have used anti-poverty arguments (the needs of poor 
families and poor women) to support calls for transfers to all families and all 
women. There has thus been some conflict between ACOSS - which has 
sought to maximise vertical redistribution - and VCOSS - which advocates 
policies like family allowances - which do help poor families a little, but 
which primarily redistribu~e horizontally from tax paying people without 
children to all families with children. 

Thus, proposals for the reduction of poverty a~ong families with children 
have called for increasing both family allowances (universal) and children's 
allowances (means-tested). There has also been emphasis on the need to 
remove administrative restrictions on eligibility, extend the coverage of free 
or low cost services such as child care, health care and travel concessions, and 
to ease restrictions on the earning of extra income. 
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A maze of programs constructed gradually, mostly since World War 11, has 
come under closest scrutiny and modification in the last decade. Proposals for 
changes of a far reaching character were made in the mid 1970s involving 
calls for a Guaranteed Minimum Income Scheme. These proposals sought to 
greatly simplify the transfer system by replacing all, or nearly all, the separate 
categories of entitlement to income support within an integrated system of 
taxes and payments. Criticism was also made at the time of the regressive 
nature of existing transfer arrangements to families with dependent children. 
These arrangements .comprised child endowment (a demogrant or payment 
to all regardless of circumstances) plus tax deductions for children. As tax 
deductions favour higher income groups, the redistributive effects were in 
fact in reverse. In 1976 tax deductions for children were abolished and 
subsequently replaced with the current family allowance universal payment, 
a move which greatly improved the redistribution of income by bringing into 
the system 30000 families with 80000 children which otherwise did not 
benefit due to their low level of taxable income. However, failure to index 
these flat rate payments for the years 1976 to 1981 meant that their real value 
fell by 29.3 per cent (Saunders, 1982:29). This fall in value was not totally 
made up by the increases in subsequent budgets. 

The net effect of all tax changes in recent years has been to reduce the real 
value of concessions for families with more than one child, the extent of the 
reduction being greater the larger the size of the family. 

This has been noted with concern by many of those involved with the 
helping services, and has caused renewed interest in proposals for employ
ment generation and reform of the taxation and pensions systems. 

Whatever the technicalities of the schemes proposed, most involve a redis
tribution of wealth within the cornmunity. It is quite clearly the aim of some 
advocates of family policy to achieve this objective. One commentator, for 
example, is drawn to conclude: 

Upon closer examination, family policy turns the attention of policy matters from 
simply dealing with families ... to the social contexts. By that process it is soon 
realised that the family not only reflects social inequalities, but is also one of the 
major sources of social inequality. This has important implications for family 
policy, especially where that policy is designed to be interventionist- attempting to 
redress a distributional imbalance of goods and services. (Hay, 1979:27-28) 

Equality the issue 

Of the three perspectives described, the differences really narrow to consid
eration of one issue only. Both feminists and redistributionists are agreed that 
basic inequalities in society, manifested and indeed reproduced by and within 
the family, should be eradicated or at least, ameliorated. On this question 
traditionalists are basically opposed, opting for the maintenance of tradi
tional relationships both between families and within them. Kamerman and 
Kahn have approached this issue of equality from a number of perspectives. 
They suggest, after canvassing several options, that the least that can be 
hoped for is the minimisation of the 'transmission of "unnecessary inequal
ity" through the family' (Kamerman and Kahn, 1978:498). Better still, 
recognising the resilience of the family and the high value placed on it, they 
state that: 
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... the challenge of family policy includes the task of inventing means whereby the 
familymay increasingly participate in the effort to assure 'take off' bfnew genera
tions on a reasonably equal basis. The questions raised are: How may the family 
become an ally? How may the families of the disadvantaged be mobilized? (p. 498) 

It is clear then, that family policy is a battlefield for a few quite basically 
opposed sets of values and a plethora of minor positions within the broader 
sets. It is even the case that contrary objectives may be sought using similar 
instruments. 

For example, traditionalists might favour high family allowances to keep 
women from working or to obviate the need for services such as child care, 
while feminists advocate high family allowances to help break female depen
dency upon male wages and redistributionists advocate the same instrument -
to alleviate poverty. 

The family has become the focus of policy proposals to bring about quite 
fundamental changes in Australian society as it has underpinned the rationale 
of proposals attempting to prevent and reverse the direction. of powerful 
social changes already under way. The usefulness of using the family as a 
focus for policy might then be seen to be limited as no unequivocal set of 
proposals can be identified as associated with it. The following section of the 
paper examines some of the more developed critical responses to family 
policy. 



Critiques of family policy 

Given then, that the notion of family policy is bedevilled with problems of 
definition and of conflict over both objectives and strategies, the question 
must arise - is it of any use as an approach to policy development? The two 
critiques of family policy presented herein both deny its usefulness, and in the 
case of the feminist perspective, is regarded as inimical to the best interests of 
women in families. The first critique attacks the family policy concept mainly 
from the perspective of effectiveness and efficiency. It simply argues that the 
objectives sought by bmily policy advocates would be more effectively 
achieved in other ways. The second critical analysis of family policy regards it 
as an instrument of oppressive social values designed to disadvantage low 
income groups and women. 

The 'futility of family policy' 

In his book The futility of family policy Steiner first identifies what he regards 
as the legitimate interests of family policy. His is essentially a residualist view 
in that he regards government action as necessary or desirable only when the 
functioning of families breaks down. He says: 

Family policy has to do with mechanisms for identifying family dysfunction, and 
with the organization of responsibility in public support systems: decisions about 
when the public programs will take up the slack and the conditions under which 
they will do so. (Steiner, 1981 :9) 

Preventive policies are problematic according to Steiner, because of two 
difficulties: first, that the privacy of the family should not be breached except 
where necessary; and, secondly, the diversity of family forms makes a general 
prescription for well-being unworkable. Expanding upon his view that family 
policy is only about dysfunctional families, Steiner states that: 

... a good deal of what is discussed as family policy actually refers to ways of 
precluding dependency and to ways of making dependent families more like non
dependent families. (p. 89) 

If there were no indigent families, or at least no indigent families dependent on 
public assistance, a large part of the interests in family policy would disappear. ... 
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the appellation family policy is a convenient handle for attending to two expensive 
public problems: families dependent on public assistance and families that invite 
public intervention by such indicators of dysfunction ... as abusive behaviour, 
adolescent pregnancy, and child neglect. In urging the development of a body of 
family policy for the United States, proponents inevitably depend for their rationale 
on one or both of these issues of inadequate income and dysfunctional behaviour. 
(p.90) 

Given that Steiner extends his recognition of areas that family policy may 
embrace to include income security, it also becomes clear that his list may be 
expanded further. He recognises that in some way or another policy makers 
were deciding as to: 

. .. whether the national government provides or withholds education and 
materials for family planning, prohibits or pays for abortions, furnishes or rurns 
aside demands for child care facilities and services, sustains poor families adequately 
or niggardly, discriminates for tax purposes in favour of or against marriage, 
enforces or shrugs off child support obligations, ignores or treats abused and 
abusive spouses and parents, accepts or rejects unconventional patterns of family 
composition, encourages or remains indifferent to permanent placement of foster 
children. (p. 20) 

Steiner then traces the history of policy contests in each of the areas of 
abortion, adolescent pregnancy, child care, income support, child maltreat
ment, foster care and domestic violence. The experience of each area is 
characterised by conflict over values or strategies or both. In some instances 
there was no drive to resolution because of the lack of activist groups. In other 
cases, clashes between opposed yet powerful interest groups had prevented 
resolute approaches to solutions. It seems that despair, more than any other 
motivation, has disenchanted Steiner with the usefulness of family policy as 
an approach. Its lack of specificity frustrates him, driving him to the surer, 
more familiar ground of a functional approach. 

I am impatient with the entrepreneurs of family policy, finding it a concept without a 
clear content; suspicious of politicians, bureaucrats, or scholars who participate in 
the movement without pinpointing its objectives; and doubtful whether family 
policy, no matter if described as comprehensive or partial, implicit or explicit, is a 
useful or practical theme. Its sloganeers might more profitably concentrate on 
health, education, and welfare programs to serve children in need or older Ameri
cans. In those programs the tools available to government are better suited to the job 
to be done. (Steiner, 1981: 194) 

Steiner appears to favour a" redistributive approach but along residual lines. 
His stance is implicitly liberal reformist, advocating adjustments to social 
arrangements to reduce inequalities only where market forces and private 
agencies have failed. 

Irresistible in the abstract: impossible in the particular 

Steiner makes several telling points in his critique of family policy. His 
fundamental criticism is that family policy can only generate consensus when 
it is proposed in the abstract. He says that 'it is irresistible in the abstract and 
impossible in the particular, at once unifying and divisive' (Steiner, 
1981 :200). He states that 'only the components of family policy are suscep
tible to legislative action or administrative order' (p. 199). It is at this point 
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that he is pessimistic for he regards the conflict that arises around any specific 
proposal as an impediment to achieving a policy objective aimed at assisting 
certain types of families. Nevertheless he appears to hedge a little because he 
also notes that 'family begins to bite' only when groups can be mobilised on 
'behalf of a particular approach to some component that is reducible to 
government action'. The worth of Steiner's observation here is not that the 
concept is a useless one, but that it only becomes cogent when it is specific 
about which families it aims to assist and about which governmental pro
grams are the target for its proposals. Family policy proposals that are general 
can only avoid conflict by avoiding specificity. As Steiner says, 'What starts as 

-comprehensive family policy inevitably becomes selective policy after all' 
(Steiner, 1981: 196). 

This 'selective policy' is of course what reformist aand more radical 
observers have feared all along when comprehensive family policy has been 
proposed. However, advocates of reformist policies may utilise the rhetoric 
of family 120licy as readily as their more conservative opponents. Hence, the 
equitable distribution of wealth and the provision of adequate human ser
vices are no less achievable as objectives of family policy than conservative 
programs which would see the costs ,of family dysfunction borne more by 
families themselves. . 

Steiner's condemnation of bland, non7specifk family policy proposals is 
therefore accurate. His solution is however; deficient. To retreat to residual 
policies that isolate families in difficulty and subject them to specific 'treat
ment' has not worked adequately in the past. Steiner himself, perhaps inad
vertently, points to the potential of the family 'biting' when the symbolic 
power of 'family' is applied to a specific interest group and/or an explicit 
approach to identifiable policy areas. In instances such as these, f;tmily policy 
will provide the backdrop for an often bitter contest of interests, as all 
important areas of policy must do. The results will be determined by political 
and social processes which will reflect these clashes of interest and the relative 
power of each position. Steiner is wistfully hopeful if he believes that the 
outcome of competition over such fundamentals as income distribution, 
employment, housing and child care policies will be determined in any other, 
less messy, way. 

Inappropriately interventionist 

Steiner has dubbed family policy an 'interventionist cause in a noninterven
tionist era' (Steiner, 1981:203). His criticism here is that family policy has 
been developed at an entirely inappropriate intersection of social, economic 
and political developments. He says: , 

... the timing is wrong. Family policy implies intervention, regulation, public 
assistance, manipulation of individual choice - all difficult under any circum
stances, ... Yet family policy has been offered when, in nearly all respects, the 
national swing is to nonintervention, deregulation, fiscal restraint, reliance on 
market forces. (p. 205) 

Steiner is of course correct in both his assertions here. Any interventionist 
strategy is always opposed by a number of forces, and certainly in Australia, 
as well as the United States, neo-conservative economic and social doctrines 
have enjoyed remarkable success over the past half-decade or so. As this first 
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observation is always true however, it matters little what the political climate 
is. Policies that transfer wealth or threaten powerful interests will always be 
opposed. 

Steiner's second conclusion is more apposite: that contractionist policies 
have been implemented in recent times and proposals that suggest alternative 
directions will have a hard time gaining acceptance. Of course, some critics of 
family policy, such as Cass, would argue that such policies were an integral 
part of neo-conservative objectives, and that there is no conflict between 
family policy and the retraction of government services. However, when 
Steiner refers to family policies he generally means reformist proposals. 

Family can 'bite' 

Two points may be made in response to the pessimism of Steiner's position. 
First, the policies of non-intervention, and fiscal restraint are contributing to 
the disadvantage already experienced by the families reformist advocates 
would seek to assist. Such policies must then be strenuously opposed by 
reformists rather than merely acceded to as some sort of predetermined will 
of the majority. Writers such as Kamerman and Kahn (1978),have advocated 
family policy as one way to increase the assistance families receive from 
governments. 

The second point to be made then is that as the policies advocated by 
Steiner have proved to be both unsuccessful- poverty and racial inequality 
have continued unabated - and unpopular by Steiner's own analysis, some 
way of increasing public acceptance of redistributive policies must be found. 
Some family policy advocates have proposed the focus on families as one 
viable way. That the rhetoric of family is both powerful and pervasive not 
even Steiner denies. That such rhetoric may be used to further disadvantage 
some families is also not denied. It is consequently not unreasonable to 
attempt to neutralise the potential for family policy to reinforce existing 
disadvantage by using the same rhetoric to advocate contra-directions in 
policy. The universality of the symbolism of the.family enables it to be applied 
to such an approach. For liberal reformists to abandon the power of the 
family symbol to neo-conserv~tiveswould be cl strategic, error. i\t worst the 
confusion generated by two opposing views claiming to. ~(::pro-family' 
would help to neutralise a potent ideological tool; at best the 'family' might 
be seen as some sort of Trojart horse allowing entry into al) oth(:J;Wise closed 
debate about the role of government in distributing resources and providing 
opportunities in society. Kamerman and Kahn do not propose family policy 
as the only or even the best way to proceed. They advocate: 

Not only, yet also, family policy, and significantly so, because whereas many goals 
are individual many people live and develop in family units; and whereas concern 
for such units may enhance socialization and enrich daily living, to ignore the 
families may be to miss major opportunities and to create disastrous contradictions. 
(emphasis in original) (Kamerman and Kahn, 1978:499) 

Family does matter 

This last observation provides a further insight into the fallacy of Steiner's 
critique. To ignore the family as a context for social behaviour is to adopt a 
myopic approach to social policy. Steiner's alternative is to concentrate on 
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functional areas alone, such as housing and education, and not to consider 
the family itself as a focus for analysis and policy proposals. The alternative 
units to which such functional approaches should be applied are only touched 
on in passing by Steiner. Ethnic groups, children, the poor - these are the 
collectives Steiner refers to by implication. 

While there is no denying that consideration of these collectives, and 
others, has its place and provides unique perspectives, an approach which 
relied entirely on an analysis of children's needs alone, or Aborigines' needs 
alone, would be as deficient as one which based itself only on the considera
tion of families' needs. The family acts as an economic unit in influencing 
production, it affects the transfer of wealth or disadvantage from generation 
to generation, it is an agent of socialisation and it is the primary context for 
development of interpersonal relationships, a context that can be savagely 
brutal and destructive as well as enabling and supportive. 

To target policies on individuals may be appropriate. in some functional 
fields such as income distribution but only against the background of a 
knowledge of the distributional arrangements within and between families. 
In some functional areas such as housing, knowledge of patterns of collective 
living, including differing family forms, is essential. In considering the aged, 
ethnic groups, and women, policies are always affected by the impact of 
family as well as socio-economic status, gender and so on. Family must be 
taken into account as it always impinges. 

Conversely policy always impinges on family. For example, discussion 
about income security proposals revolves around the impact various arrange
ments will have on the primary objectives of vertical or horizontal redistribu
tion of wealth, but also on the likelihood of the side effects. The labour force 
participation of married women, the incentives for families to break down, 
for more single parent familes to be created, are all topics exhaustively 
debated. As Kahn (1980:36) has plainly pointed out: 'Whether one approves 
or not family policy is inevitable: if not explicit, then implicit - probably 
both.' 

Steiner certainly has similar objectives to family policy advocates such as 
Kamerman and· Kahn. He rejects family as a policy focus because of its 
imprecision and its inappropriate timing. His arguments support a strictly 
functional approach concentrating on 'needy' minorities as targets for inter
vention. The contribution Steiner makes to the debate on family policy is the 
exposure of the sham of a consensus approach to policy development. He 
points out that in the end choices have to be made and family policy becomes 
selective. Advocates of reformist policies favouring the same poor families 
Steiner would seek to aid differ from him on strategy rather than objective. 

Family policy as anti-women, anti-poor 

\X1hereas Steiner regards family policy as an inappropriate means to assist 
families in need, Cass provides a far more damning critique. She has devel
oped an historical and theoretical analysis that regards the focus on families 
in policy development as a means whereby fundamental inequalities have 
been masked and consequently allowed to continue. Her analysis is based on 
the premise that both class inequalities and inequalities based on discrimina
tion against women underlie social policy in Australia and have done all this 
century. Drawing on Townsend and others she states that: 
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The nub of the argument is that State policies reinforce the domestic division of 
labour and serve, either by design or as consequence, to maintain the unpaid labour 
of women as a cheap system of private welfare services to the young, the old, the ill, 
the disabled and to able-bodied men; and to maintain the family as a haven which 
revitalises and reproduces labour power. (Cass, 1982:3) 

Cass regards family policies as having been designed to favour specific 
family forms, that is, formal marriage and nuptial children, and to encourage 
women to remain outside the paid workforce. In identifying explicit family 
policies in Australia, Cass suggests that only those which 'could be defined as 
cash transfers in respect of dependent children, or services for children or for 
individuals caring for children, should be brought together under the generic 
term family policy' (Cass, 1982:9). 

In the period since 1976, she suggests that both explicit and implicit family 
policies have operated in three major areas: 

• The relationship between the treatment of families in the tax transfer and 
the taxation system: Examining the development of family allowances and 
dependent spouse rebates she concludes that there has been a 'significant 
retreat from a policy of redistribution to women caring for dependent 
children in favour of fiscal support for men with a dependent wife ... Such 
priorities signify support for the traditional dependency of women and for 
de jure husbands who maintain their own work incentives' (Cass, 
1982:31). 

• The treatment of unemployment beneficiaries in the income maintenance 
system: This system is based on the twin assumptions that only one adult 
income need be replaced by the welfare system and that families should 
supplement the benefits of unemployed youth, 'such assumptions take no 
account of the class and family concentration of unemployment' (Cass, 
1982:32). 

• The reduction in government expenditure for social purposes: 'Cuts in 
public expenditure for social purposes ... represent a significant retreat 
from the collective funding of social services which benefited lower income 
groups' (Cass, 1982:33). . . 

Family policy in expansionist times 

A more detailed assessment of two period~ of Australian history, 1942-1948 
and 1970-1982, provides further insight into the real purposes Cass sees for 
family policy. In the first period and the early part of the second; 1972-1975, 
Cass identifies economic and social policies that were expansionist and 
redistributive. For this latter period she says: ' 

The content, scope and value of the 'social wage' was increaselin this period by 
vigorous expansion of public expenditure in the area of State education, universal 
health insurance, direct Commonwealth government involvement in child care 
services, and in housing and regional development. (Cass, 1982: 18) 

Of the 1940s she says: 

In this period of broadly Keynesian economic policies and social democratic poli
tics, the 'family' was constituted as the legitimate recipient of the rewards of the 
post-war reconstruction State. (Ca ss, 1982: 13) 



24 IFS Policy Background Paper 

Low birth rates were at the base of a concern to compensate for the 
inadequacy of the wage structure to support larger families and to provide 
better housing and health services, according to Cass. Even at this time of 
expansion of government services and the development of cash transfers to 
assist families with children, Cass sees the underlying motivation of the 
identification of the family as the target of redistributive policies as obscuring 
'class-based inequalities between families and gender-based inequalities'. She 
contends that the very basis of 'full-employment, population and welfare 
policies' was women's unpaid domestic labour. The use of the family, that is, 
the presence of children, as the appropriate recipient of redistributed re
sources prevented low income earners and dependent women being regarded 
as disadvantaged as a result of. market forces and consequently in need of 
compensation. 

Family policy in contractionist times 

In the period since 1977, Ca ss identifies the use of family policy to respond to 
pressures to improve the provision of child care services and to generally 
improve women's access to paid employment. She suggests that family poli
cies were used as a way of 'domesticating' demands from organised women's 
groups for equality both in the market place and on the domestic front 
sharing equally with men at home and at work. 

This period is characterised by economic recession and high unemploy
ment to which the conservative government response has been to severely 
reduce public expenditure especially in the areas of social services. 

Cass contrasts the use of family policies during this contractionist period to 
their role in earlier. expansionist times. She points out that 'in the earlier 
period ... the family. is constituted as the recipient of a range of collective 
provisions, and in the currenfperiod, the family is constituted as the provider 
of a range of servic~s'. This reversal of policy orientation involves the privati
sation of service. provision. Instead of the collective of the State providing 
services such as education, health, housing and even transport, private 
agencies have been encouraged or simply left to make provision for people's 
needs. Articulation of the rhetoric supporting such privatisation has in
creased in recent years. Cass quotes a keynote speaker at the 1981 Conference 
of the Australian Family Association as follows: 

Instead of rem~vingsuch dependents [children, the ill and aged] from family care 
and attention, we should be making it easier for them to receive it, by removing the 
disincentives to provide home care ... It is not just that it is cheaper for such support 
to be given, wherever practicable, in the home (at lower capital costs) from relatives 
(lower labour costs); far more important is that the underlying principle governing 
care and attention is mutual affection, and not that of paid employment. (cited in 
Cass, 1982:22) 

Similar sentiments have been publicly expressed at the highest political 
levels. In mid 1982 the Minister for Social Security, Senator Chaney, made 
the following comment when opening a national conference on 'Social 
Policy'. 

While rueing what he called the 'trend ... towards an increasing depen
dence on the State to provide services and welfare payments and a decline in 
personal responsibility', he concluded: 
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To say that my personal preference would be to see a higher level of personal 
independence and family interdependence is perhaps to express a hopeful view. 
There will be those in the community who will maintain this kind of pattern, with 
young people living at home and receiving support from their families, with hus
bands and wives recognising their obligations of mutual support, with families 
committing themselves to the care of their aged members and parents accepting their 
primary responsibility for the care of their own children. (Chaney, 1983:45) 

Ca ss contends that what is needed to break through 'the opacity' in this 
concept of the family is to ask: 'Who is doing the caring and supporting and 
taking up their legitimate responsibilities?' She answers that: 

There is an invisible 'welfare system' being activated: the unpaid domestic labour of 
women, who are called upon to provide not only the material and physical care but 
also the emotional support of dependent family members. (Cass, 1982:23) 

She notes that the corollary of this dependence is the necessity for men to 
remain as 'wage-workers', so cementing the rigidly differentiated roles of 
men and women and of family and work-place. For Cass 'national family 
policies' have been used to establish an ideological position whereby the 
reduction in public expenditure for social purposes may be compensated for 
by the establishment of the family as the provider of services for the State. 

Her analysis then leads her to the view that regardless of the economic and 
social tenor of the times, be they expansionist and redistributive, or contrac
tionist and neo-conservative, the use of family as a focus for policies has had 
the effect of either obscuring more worthy targets for redistribution or of 
concentrating the costs of care on those whose burdens are greatest. In 
expansionist times she implies that, instead of families with children receiving 
greater shares of resources, individuals of low socio-economic status and 
dependent women generally, should have been the targets of policies designed 
to eradicate the structural inequalities these groups suffered under. Family 
policy then was used to divert efforts in this direction. In contractionist times, 
families with needs for resources to care for dependents have been burdened 
with the cost of providing that care, thus relieving the broader community 
from sharing those costs. Family policy again has been used to justify this 
privatisation of service provision and to maintain and reinforce gender-based 
divisions of responsibility, further disadvantaging women, the providers of 
these unpaid services. 

Ca ss has provided a far more powerful critique of family policy than 
Steiner. In identifying the use of family as a policy focus, Cass has been more 
condemnatory than Steiner, in that while he saw it merely as an imprecise and 
unusable tool, she has clearly demonstrated its potential power to bring 
about quite specific outcomes, the maintenance and furthering of basic social 
inequalities. While Steiner shares the objective of assisting 'dysfunctional' 
families with family policy advocates and has strong doubts about the effi
cacy of the strategy, Ca ss altogether rejects such targets as the prime objective 
of social policy in the fundamental areas of income redistribution, employ-
ment policy and the provision of social services. _ 

While Steiner appears to regard the timing of the family policy as merely 
unfortunate emerging at a time of non-interventionist spirit, Cass has shQwn 
how family policy has become one of the basic tenets of constrictionist 
policies; being used to further load social costs on to those least able to 
shoulder them. 



Finally, Cass does not overlook the consequences of deleting a family 
perspective from social policy analysis in the way Steiner appears to. On the 
contrary, the very basis of her critique depends upon an understanding of the 
inequalities that are perpetuated both between and within families. Cass is 
very much aware of the role of families in generating disadvantage and of the 
impact invocation of the family as a symbol can have in institutionalising 
such disadvantage within the structures of the State and the economy. 

Are families responsible for any care? 

Two points may be made in relation to Cass' rejection of the usefulness of the 
family as a focus for policy proposals. The first point relates to the extent to 
which the State should or is able to either provide all those services that are 
normally provided by private agencies or remunerate private service pro
viders at a market rate for their labour. The criticism Cass aims at conserva
tive forces which advocate the privatisation of social services is well founded 
as it is certainly the case that the more private individuals and other agencies 
provide such care, the more likely it is that the cost will fall on those who can 
least afford it. Nevertheless, the logical outcome of Cass' discussion of 
privatisation is either that such care, if provided by the private sector, ought 
to be paid for by the community, or that such services should all be provided 
by the State and funded through general taxation provisions. 

In the first instance even if it were possible to cost out all of the direct and 
in-kind services provided to others by individuals, be they women in unpaid 
domestic settings, employed women and men in their non-paid time, rela
tives, neighbours, community organisations, clubs or whatever, it would be 
inefficient and costly, even if it proved to be possible, to develop a system of 
collection and payment. 

Further, if the State were called on to provide all such services, immense 
problems would be generated in matching need to provision, containing costs 
and, most importantly, in limiting the power of the State to increase its social 
control function. Rather, Moroney's (1976) suggestions, that the State and 
family share responsibility as necessary is a more pragmatic alternative to 
both privatisation and the outcomes implicit in Cass' discussion. A focus on 
family in the area of the provision of human services, would enable the role 
families may be able and want to play to be assessed alongside that of both the 
professional care-givers and the broader system of community-based care. 
An understanding of the potential for concentration of cost on certain types 
of families and the exploitation of individuals within families, principally 
women but also unemployed youth of both sexes and older males, will also be 
possible. This will be so because of the warnings sounded by critiques such as 
that of Cass and also because of a critical knowledge of the nature of families 
in contemporary social settings. 

Should family policy be completely abandoned? 

The second point as to whether or not family policy is a worthwhile approach 
to social issues is essentially the reiteration of that made in relation to 
Steiner's critique, that for feminists and reformists to abandon the symbolism 
of the family to neo-conservative advocates is to jettison powerful ideological 
Imagery. 
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Unlike some issues and some symbols, the family has application to the 
interests of both the left and the right. Certainly the right has begun to exploit 
its potential more vigorously in recent years and, if Cass is correct, has used it 
to advantage even in periods when social democratic policies were ascendant. 
Nevertheless, there is nothing pre-ordained to prevent many reformist poli
cies from gaining acceptance because of their relevance to families. Conse
quently adequate income security, employment opportunities, social services 
and other objectives of those advocating both feminist and egalitarian poli
cies may be pursued, at least in part, from a family policy perspective. As 
Steiner pointed out, once family policy becomes specific it begins to 'bite'. 
Cass alludes to the possibility of family policy cutting two ways. She suggests 
that there are both 'progressive' and 'socially-controlling' aspects of family 
policies (Cass, 1982:9). 



The family policy debate summarised 

The famil y policy debate at base contends that policies affect the well-being of 
families whether such impact is recognised or not. Consequently it is argued 
that such effect should be made known and that policies should explicitly set 
out to improve rather than be detrimental to family well-being. There has 
been concern about the changing nature of families, especially the increase in 
the number of family forms that are increasingly in need of public assistance 
such as single parent families. Even more concern is mounting at the social 
and economic problems confronting most families, but especially those with 
low incomes. Another source of concern about families is their inherent 
tendency to reproduce sexual divisions of labour to the disadvantage of 
women. Government policies in recent times have been characterised by 
divisiveness whereby through the operation of economic and employment 
policies, taxation and social security provisions and the reduction in social 
services, some sectors of the community have retained their relative advan
tage while many families have become worse off. 

Family policy has been described as field, instrument or perspective by 
Kamerman and Kahn. They advocate family policy as perspective whereby 
the impact of all policy on families should be identified. They and others 
would see family policy achieving progressive, reformist outcomes creating 
greater economic equity, adequate employment opportunities, equality of 
opportunity for women in the labour market, adequate support services such 
as child care, equitable income security arrangements and so on. Other, more 
conservative forces are attempting to bring about quite the reverse of the 
above outcomes and consequently the area of family policy is a controversial 
often bitterly contested one. 

The family policy approach has been criticised on a number of counts. 
Steiner has rejected it because of its lack of specificity and its consequent 
tendency to generate conflict when more precise approaches are adopted. He 
also regards the timing as inappropriate and instead argues for an approach 
that concentrates on functional areas such as housing and education, and 
focuses only on groups in demonstrable need. Cass has been more critical of 
the use of family as a policy focus arguing that it has obscured more funda
mental social inequalities based on class and gender. She has also forcefully 
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pointed out that current government policies have sought to justify the 
withdrawal of social services and the loading of extra burdens on families by 
appealing to traditional values which have seen women, in particular, provid
ing unpaid domestic labour. 

Perhaps the most important problem underlying the use of family as a focus 
for policy analysis and development is the use of an idealised notion of the 
family in a normative way by advocates of conservative policies. This ideal
ised family characterised as a nuclear family comprising a married man and 
woman with dependent children, the man in the paid labour force and the 
woman providing unpaid domestic labour, has'been typified as the 'optimal' 
family. The purpose of defining such an 'optimal'<family is quite c1ear- that 
policies of government and other social arrangements be so organised as to 
favour that optimum form and to force all other forms of family, or any other 
basis of social grouping for that matter, in its direction. The consequence of 
not conforming to this normative mode is to be relegated to secondary status 
or worse. Thus to be single, separated, divorced, widowed, childless or in a de 
facto relationship is to be regarded as deviant and treated as such. 

If the idealised normative family then is seen to be the natural one, then it is 
also seen as the natural setting for caring rather than the socially constructed 
context it is. The creation of a closed, private context for caring is based on 
the maintenance of a sex-based division oflabour, with women providing the 
labour for caring. Social policies that derive from this model emphasis the 
reduction of State provided services, and the maintenance of women, the 
young and the old as dependent upon the wage labour of males. 

Underpinning the debate on family policy are two fundamental issues: 
• what basic objectives should social policy seek to pursue; and 
• ho~ should family be treated as a policy perspective? 

Regarding the first issue, policy makers, those who seek to influence the 
policy process and others who are often faced with the decision of which set 
of policies to support should press through the surface level of specific details 
of programs and policies to assess the ultimate outcomes of the strategies 
proposed. Which families will benefit and which will not? Are there members 
of families who are disadvantaged relative to other family members? Will the 
broader community be better or worse off? While answers to these questions 
will ultimately come back again to the particular sets of values held by 
decision makers, it is important that as much objective information be 
available as possible to allow for reasonable assessments of the above issues 
to be made. Too often the rhetoric of the family has been invoked to avoid 
more rational debate. 

As to whether family is a valid or an important or a useful focus for policy 
considerations, it is recognised that there are numerous difficulties with its 
use. It is imprecise when dealing with specific policy issues, it is not a 
perspective that enables a clear constituency to be organised on its behalf and 
it has been used to divert attention from other social needs. Nevertheless 
family impinges on policy as policies profoundly affect families. Families, as a 
basic form of social organisation, are enduring and pervasive even if even
tually changing in character, composition and function. It is unrealistic to 
ignore family as a focus for policy, not the only focus nor possibly the most 
important, but certainly as one way of assessing social outcomes and ap
proaching social issues. 
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In conclusion this paper offers, at base, two propositions as to the useful
ness of adopting a focus on families in the process of developing social and 
economic policies. 

The first proposition is that the changing nature of families - their 
composition, size and relations with other social structures - demand recog
nition in policy development. These changes affect the nature of many 
institutions - production and consumption markets, the workplace, legal 
structures - and cannot be ignored if appropriate procedures are to be 
developed for the successful operation of much of society. A corollary of 
taking the varied structure of families into account is that the impact of 
policies on families should always be monitored. If certain family forms or 
families with specific socio-economic or cultural characteristics are to be 
disadvantaged by policy developments, the nature and extent of such effects 
should be known. A more fundamental analytic process should probe the 
implicit assumptions about relations within families upon which many poli
cies are built. For example, if the necessary precondition of developing more 
community-based care for the aged is that unpaid women should provide the 
labour, other options should be explored. 

The first proposition then is that families are an important focus in policy 
processes because policies influence their well-being and nature, because their 
changing characteristics influence the parameters within which policies are 
framed, and because many of these parameters are set according to value 
judgements and assumptions which are often hidden and which disadvantage 
particular families and particular members of families. 

The second proposition is that a focus on families can be an important 
ideological strand in the development of progressive social polici~s. It is quite 
legitimate to advocate specific policies, aimed at specific needs, to assist 
members of families in specific situations or specific family members. Such an 
approach should elicit support from a broad cross-section of the community. 
A focus on families and their needs should not be the only emphasis in policy 
development, nor perhaps the main one, but it is realistic and necessary for it 
to be an important part of the process. 
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The Institute of Family Studies, established under the provisions of the Family 
Law Act 1975, commenced operation in February 1980. The Institute func
tions as a statutory authority of the Australian Government, from which it 
derives its financial support. The founding Director is Or Don Edgar. The 
Institute has a Board of Management of seven appointed members and a 
permanent staff of professional and support personnel. In addition, specialist 
assistants and consultants in appropriate fields are engaged to assist the 
Institute in its work when necessary. 

Functions of the Institute 

The functions of the Institute as defined by the Family Law Act 1975, are: 
• to promote, by the conduct, encouragement and co-ordination of research 

and other appropriate means, the identification of, and development of 
understanding of, the factors affecting marital and family stability in 
Australia, with the object of promoting the protection of the family as the 
natural and fundamental group unit in society; and 

• to advise and assist the Attorney-General in relation to the making of 
grants, out of moneys available under appropriations made by the Parlia
ment, for purposes related to the functions of the Institute and the super
vising of the employment of grants so made. 

The Institute's activities centre around meeting the following needs: 

• research on social and economic factors affecting the well-being of families 
of different types in Australian society; 

• development of an objective understanding of what is happening to the 
family in Australia, including identificatiol1 of the strengths, as well as 
problems, of Australian families; 

• dissemination of information about families and family structures to all 
those whose work directly affects the lives of families; 

• monitoring and reporting on the impact of government policies and ad
ministrative practices on families of various types in Australia; and 

• evaluation of the effects of marriage counselling, pre-marital education 
and other services, including those areas of the law aimed at assisting 
families. 

Thus the objects of the Institute are essentially practical ones, concerned 
primarily with learning about real situations through research on Australian 
families. 




