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Introduction and scope of the review 

Young people fonn a bridge between one generation and the next. 
They cany values, attitudes and beliefs derived from their parents and 
from the society and culture in which they are raised. At the same 
time, each generation faces a set of social and cultural circumstances 
different in varying degrees from that of their parents. In the light of 
these changing conditions, and their social environment and personal 
experiences, young people accept some parental values as relevant and 
they challenge, modify or resist others. Thus, they help to shape, by 
their decisions and actions, their own world and that of the following 
generation; they are the source of both continuity and change. 

In order to understand young people's values and beliefs concerning 
marriage and family, we must therefore place them in a broad social 
and cultural setting, and take account of the recent past, as well as 
focus on current trends and future intentions. A context for the 
studies reviewed is provided by first, an overview of young people in 
Australia, including factors which affect ·their pathways to adulthood 
and impinge on values and attitudes towards marriage and family, and 
second, a brief description of recent marriage and family trends in 
Australia. 

With this background, the paper then reviews studies of young people's 
attitudes towards marriage and family, cohabitation, and children, with 
an emphasis on attitudes towards marriage. Studies carried out from 
the early 1980s onwards are reviewed. Included are analyses of trends 
from national census and other Australian Bureau of Statistics data, 
fmdings from large-scale research projects using representative samples, 
and studies based on intensive interviews with small numbers of young 
people. The final section of the paper draws conclUSions regarding 
young people's present attitudes to marriage and family, suggests 
possible future trends, and details directions for future research. 

Young people in Australia 

In the literature on young people, there is some confusion about the 
age-range included: further, there are almost certainly differences 
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between bureaucratic defmitions and general community usage. 
Various government policies and programs relevant to young people 
include 15-24-year-olds, under 21-year-olds, 12-24-year-olds, and 
16-25-year-oIds (Cahill and Ewen 1992). National age cohort statistics 
are generally collected in two age groups, 15-19-year-oIds and 20-24-
year-oIds. An average person would probably accept 15 or 16 years 
as the lower end of the range but be somewhat more hesitant to refer 
to 24-year-olds as youth: young adult' would be seen as more 
appropriate. Nevertheless, the age range for this review is in general 
those who are aged between 15 and 24 years, in line with United 
Nations conventions. 

Demography 

It is estimated that at June 1991, there were almost 2.8 million 15-24-
year-olds in Australia, 16 per cent of the total population of 17.3 
million (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1991a). Following the post
second-world-war 'baby boom', the percentage of young people 
compared to other age groups reached a peak during the mid-1970s to 
early 1980s and has been slowly declining since then. The proportion 
of 15-24-year-olds is projected to decline to between 13 and 14 per 
cent of the total population by the turn of the century (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics 1985). 

While generalisations about the age group are useful and necessary in 
some respects, and it is possible to discern overall trends in their 
behaviour and attitudes, it needs to be emphasised that young people 
in Australia are not an homogeneous group. Behind any general 
trends lies considerable diversity. The age range itself includes those 
at very different life stages: some are married and have children of their 
own whfle others are dependent children themselves. They differ 
according to gender, social class, ethnic background, overall value 
orientation, personal experiences and whether they live in urban or 
rural areas. Each of these factors has been shown to influence 
attitudes towards marriage and famlly, and their effects will be outlined 
in the review of research. Here, we briefly refer to the cultural diversity 
of young people in Australia. 
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Australia's population of young people was predominantly Anglo-Celtic 
from the time of white settlement in 1788 until the massive post-war 
immigration from Southern and Northern Europe in the 1950s and 
1960s. Since then, settlement of significant numbers of people from 
Asia (India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and Hong 
Kong) the Middle east (Lebanon and 1\rrkey) and South America 
(Argentlna, Uruguay and Chile) has led to conSiderable cultural 
diversity. The 1986 national census indicated that more than 20 per 
cent of the total population was born outside of Australia, with 70 per 
cent of those from non-British backgrounds. The largest non-English
speaking background groups are Greek and Italian. 

The majority of Australian young people with a non-Anglo background 
are of second- and third-generation. The age composition of migrant 
populations varies across cultural groups and has changed over time. 
In 1986, the highest proportion of 15-24-year-olds (23.6 per cent) was 
found amongst those reporting Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
ancestry. Other ·ancestry groups' with proportions of the age group 
significantly above that for Australia as a whole were Greek, Chinese, 
South American and New Zealander. In contrast, 15-24-year!"'0Ids 
comprised a smaller proportion of those reporting British or Irish, 
Dutch, German, Polish and Scandanavtan ancestry (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics 1991b). While such differences mayor may not be 
significant in young people's attitudes towards marriage and family, 
gender imbalance within relatively young communities is likely to be an 
important factor, particularly in the early years of migration. For 
example, there was a Significant excess of young single males in the 
Vietnamese community for some years after the first wave of migration. 

Young people and families 

A number of studies indIcate that in general, adolescents place a high 
value on ·family'. Despite conflicts which may arise within families and 
between parents and adolescents, parents are generally respected, 
looked to for advice on work, career and personal matters and are seen 
as people to turn to for help and emotional support (AGE/Saulwick 
Poll, 1989). In a recent study, over 2,000 year 9 and year 11 students 
(14 and 16-year-olds) across a range of different types of schools were 
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asked what they thought were the most important values to hold onto 
throughout their adult life. Rated highly by the largest number of 
students was eto care and provide for a family' (Dwyer 1991). Most 
younger adolescents see their future in terms of marriage and family 
(Finlayson, Reynolds, Rob, and Mu1r 1987). 

Nevertheless, young people also express some concerns about families, 
and a minority have damaging personal experiences in their family. 
Based on periodic swveys of youth attitudes conducted under the 
auspice of the Australian government, we can say that in recent years, 
perhaps 50 per cent of 15-24-year-olds were worned about family 
relationships (ANOP 1990). Hbwever. the sUlVeys did not ask about the 
nature of the concerns, and the large age range covered is likely to 
include some very diverse worries. The inability of a small minority of 
families to provide a safe and supportive environment for their children 
is a major contIibuting factor to the relatively new phenomenon of 
homeless young people in Australia, estimated to be some one per cent 
of the 15-24-year-old population (Mackenzie and Chamberlain, 1991). 

Education and work 

In the past. attaining adult status in Australia was closely linked to 
leaving school and entering the workforce. Now, the markers are not 
so clear. A majority of young people stay to the fmal year of secondary 
school (generally age 18). The option of full-time employment for 
15-19-year-olds has virtually disappeared due to structural changes in 

the labour market. The increase in school retention has been 
dramatic. In the mid-1960s, nearly 60 per cent of 15-19-year-olds had 
a full-time job: less than one-third were full-time students. By August 
1990, the figures were almost directly reversed: less than 33 per cent 
had a full-time job and close to 60 per cent were full-time students 
(Sweet 1991). Youth unemployment has soared. In the mid-1960s 
only 2 per cent of 15-19-year-olds were unemployed; in March 1992, 
32 per cent of teenagers looking for full-time work were unable to find 
it. 
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Leaving home 

Leaving home in order to establish a household independent of parents 
and family was in the past an important aspect of assuming adult 
status. Expectations about the timing and sequence of the tranSition 
were relatively clear, although they were different according to gender, 
social class and ethnicity. Now, for Anglo-Australian young people, 
leaving home has a less well-defined place in the pattern of young 
people's lives and is much less closely tied to marriage and the 
formation of new family units (Young 1987). Compared with thirty 
years ago, young people are now much less likely to leave home at the 
time of marriage. A period of independent living before' marriage, in a 
group, cohabiting, or alone is the common experience. This is not the 
case. however, for non-Anglo Australian young people. They are much 
more likely to remain living with parents until marriage (McDonald 
1991a). It also appears that prolonged education, unemployment and 
lack of affordable housing are contributing to a trend for increasing 
numbers of 20--24 year-olds to live with their parents, often having 
returned home after a period away from· home (Hartley 1990). 

Recent marriage and famJJy trends: the background to young 
people's attitudes: 

The family as an institution in Australia h3$ gone through many 
transformations, from the early years of European colOnisation some 
two hundred years ago when men significantly outnumbered women 
and there was widespread informal cohabitation. through the pre
eminence of the nuclear family ideal in the latter half of the nineteenth, 
and the early twentieth century, to the various forms of family which 
are now part of Australian society (Browne 1988). The complex 
marriage laws and kinship relationships of the aboriginal population 
have changed also, having been severely affected by the imposition of 
white settlement, but exerting little influence on Anglo-Celtic family 
forms. 

The overwhelming majority of Australians many and a recent national 
sUIVey indicated that marriage remains the most important source of 
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life satisfaction (Kelley and Evans 1990). However, trends in Australia 
over the past 20 or so years have mirrored those of many other 
Western countries, that is, later age at first marriage and first birth, a 
greater proportion of the population not marrying, more people choosing 
to live together without marrying, with or without children, and 
relatively high rates of separation, divorce and remarrtage. Here, we 
briefly outline marriage and famUy trends. They are discussed in more 
detail later, in the context of young people's attitudes. 

The shifts towards later age at first marriage, and away from almost 
universal marriage, began in the early 1970s. From a peak in 1972, 
when 33 per cent of Australian women had married before their 20th 
birthday and 83 per cent by the time they were 25, the proportion of 
women marrying early has declined over the years. By 1991, only 5 
per cent had married before they were 20, and the percentage married 
by the age of 25 had dropped to 47 (McDonald 1991b). 

While these figures show a significant movement towards marrying at 
later ages, decline in total first marriage. rates also indicate that more 
people are not marrying at all. The extent to which marriage is being 
rejected, as opposed to being delayed, is difficult to estimate. 
Cannichael. writing in 1988, suggested that it was highly likely that 
one-fifth to one-quarter of Australians then in their early 20s would 
never many (Carmichael 1988). McDonald, in 1991, suggested that the 
percentage of women not married by age 35 would gradually rise 
during the 1990s to at least 22 per cent by the end of the decade 
(McDonald 1991b). 

Explanations for later marriages and less widespread marriage lie in the 
coming together of a set of social, cultural, ideological and economic 
factors. These include widespread use of the contraceptive pill leading 
to the avoidance of early pregnancies and early marriages (or any 
pregnancy at all), the influence of the women's movement which 
questioned female and male power relations, and general cultural shifts 
towards the assertion of individual rights, the rejection of hierarchies 
and questions about the compatibility of marriage with the desire for 
personal autonomy. Economic factors also play a part (Bracher 1990), 
but as the trends mirror those in other Western countries, the case for 
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social and cultural factors being of greater importance is convincing 
(McDonald 1991b). Economic factors play a significant part. however, 
in decisions to have no more children (Caldwell. Caldwell, Bracher and 
Santow 1988). 

Part of the decline in the popularity of marriage is also explained by an 
increase in unmarried cohabitation. More men and women are 
choosing to live together before they many, and smaller proportions are 
choosing unmarried cohabitation as an alternative to marriage or 
instead of remarriage after divorce. The 1986 Census, the fIrst to 
solicit directly information about informal unions, indicated that in the 
total population, approximately 6 per cent of couples were cohabiting, 
but it is likely that this was an under-estimation. One estimate 
suggests that 7-8 per cent would be more accurate (Cannichael 1990). 
(Results for the national Census conducted in 1991 are unfortunately 
not yet available.) Indicatlons of the extent of cohabitation among 
young people will be discussed later. There is now conSiderable 
community acceptance of cohabitation preparatory to marriage (Glezer 
1991). 

Divorce rates in Australia rose to a high point in the early 1980s; since 
then they have remained relatively stable, fluctuating around a figure 
consistent with about 35 to 38 per cent of marriages ending in divorce 
(McDonald 1990). Separations and divorces result from high demands 
on marriages to satlsfy emotional and companionship needs, tensions 
created by the desire for personal autonomy as well as intimacy and 
closeness in relationships, women's greater economic independence 
through attachment to the workforce, and greater social acceptance of 
divorce. 

The other significant change affecting families in Australia has been the 
rise in the proportion of married women (particularly married women 
with dependent children) who are in the workforce. The percentage has 
risen from 17 per cent in 1954 to 53 per cent in 1990 (W olcoti. 1991). 
Expectatlons about women's roles as wives and mothers, low female 
wages and legal restrictions against the employment of married women 
in some areas, kept many women out of the workforce during the 
1950s and 1960s. This was despite their high labour force 
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participation during the second-world-war. Reasons for the rise in the 
number of women in the paid workforce are many, and include 
women's demand for greater autonomy and self-fulfIlment, and 
economic necessity in both two-parent and single-parent families. 
Women's participation in the workforce has contributed to very gradual 
changes in men's and women's roles in families, and also in their 
attitudes towards the sharing of household tasks and child care. 

Young people's values and attitudes concerning marriage 

It has been argued that Australia is going through the 'second 
demographic transition' whereby 'partnering and reproductive behaviour 
slip out of society's control and into the hands of individuals' and 
marriage becomes a matter of personal choice, rather than a tranSition 
which is virtually universal (Bums 1991). Bums concludes that it is 
possible to 'detect a historical trend whereby marriage moves from 
being a universal goal (if not always achievable) to a status self
selected by the stable majority, perhaps after some youthful 
cohabitation, and then to a speCialist kind of status chosen by those 
with strong commitments to continuity' (p29). What does the recent 
Australian research literature say about the attitudes of young people 
which supports or contradicts this argument? 

Studies over the past decade show majority support for getting married 
(ranging from apprOximately 70 per cent to just over 80 per cent), but 
indicate that young people are approaching marriage with more caution 
than in previous generations, with some deciding definitely not to 
marry. In addition, while marriage may be the 'single most important 
source of life satisfaction', It is not seen in totally positive terms. 

The first wave of the Australian Family Formation (AFF) Study, 
conducted by the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) in 1981, 
surveyed the attitudes of a representative sample of over 2000 18-34-
year-olds. In 1991, three-quarters of the sample were re-contacted for 
the second wave of the study. Throughout this paper, the studies are 
referred to as the wave one and wave two AFF studies. Although the 
1981 survey included persons older than the age group with which we 
are concerned, the fmdings provide a comprehensive base from which 
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to assess more recent trends. The two studies also show change in 

values among young people from the 1980s to the present. 

In 1981, the most widely accepted proposition concerning marriage was 
that it ·provides love, wannth and happiness' (agreed to by 86 per cent 
of males and 85 per cent of females). Relatively low percentages of 
people thought that it interfered with one's personal freedom and 
independence (34 per cent of males and 29 per cent of females); and 
approximately three-quarters of males and females believed that 
marriage was for life. However, marriage was not necessartly equated 
with happiness: only 48 per cent of males and 35 per cent of females 
agreed that 'married people are happier than people who go through life 
without getting married', with even fewer single respondents agreeing 
(41 per cent of males and 30 per cent of females) (Cann1chael 1988). 

More recently, in 1989, the National Social SCience Survey (NSSS) 
collected information about a range of attitudes from a random sample 
of 4511 adult Australians. VandenHeuvel (1992) has analysed findings 
from the subset of 616 18-25-year-olds~ 54 per cent of whom were 
female. She concluded that Australian youth see marriage as the 
preferred life style, with 70 per cent of them recommending marriage. 
either with or without premarital cohabitation, as the preferred way of 
life. However, she also noted a ·lack of glorification' of marriage as an 
institution. 'No marriage' was very clearly seen as better than a bad 
marriage; marriage was not seen as necessarily leading to happiness or 
to financial stability; nor was it valued simply as a means to the end 
of having children. 

While marriage is the preferred state for these young people, just over 
half thought that living together with a partner before marrying was 
deSirable. Respondents were asked: 'If you were advising a young 
women, which of the following ways of life would you recommend?' 
The question was also asked in regard to young men. The advice to 
young women and young men Is very similar. Just over half the 
respondents thought it was best to live with a steady partner for a 
while and then many. The traditional pattern of marrying without first 
cohabiting is preferred by almost one in five young people, and the 
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non-traditional alternative of living with a steady partner without 
marrying was preferred by approximately one in ten. 

Part of the explanation offered for young people delaying marriage or 
not marrying at all is a desire for greater autonomy. both in and out 
of relationships (McDonald 1988). Responses to propositions 
concerning personal freedom and independence. and such desires in 
relation to marriage. are therefore of particular interest. Participants 
in two relevant studies (18-25-year-olds in the NSSS and 23-year-olds 
in the Australian Institute of Family Studies· Becoming Adult study) 
were asked to respond to the statement that &personal freedom is more 
important than the companionship of marriage'. Only 15 per cent of 
the NSSS respondents agreed and 54 per cent disagreed (VandenHeuvel 
1992). Similar results were found for 23-year-olds with 12 per cent 
agreeing and 51 per cent disagreeing (Hartley 1992). 

It seems then, that only a minority would choose personal freedom over 
marriage, although both studles showed that a little more than one
third of the respondents were either undeCided or neutral about the 
statement. A sense of independence in any intimate relationship does 
however seem to be important. In the 1991 AFF project. two-thirds of 
men and 80 per cent of women aged 27-30 agreed with this 
proposition. 

We turn now to discuss attitudes in more detail and examine factors 
which have been identified in the research as affecting attitudes 
towards marriage. 

It is sometimes difficult to separate age effects from particular cohort 
effects. However. it appears that age has some bearing on attitudes 
towards marriage. A number of studies indicate that the overwhelming 
majority of those at the younger end of the 15-24-year-old age range 
see their future in terms of marriage and family. At the older end. 
there is greater diversity of opinion. Poole found that nearly all of 400 
14-18-year-olds from a representative sample frame of schools 
mentioned maniage and family as being ,part of their lives ten years 



into the future. She concluded that overall. students viewed marriage 
fairly realistically as a serious commitment entailing responsibilities 
which in some ways would be limiting (Poole 1982). A more recent 
survey found that 95 per cent of 1270 high school students from a 
range of school types in the Sydney metropolitan area said they wanted 
to many and have children (Flnlayson, Reynolds, Rob, and Muir 1987). 
Dwing the 1980s, the comment was made that adolescents were 
generally optimistic about their personal futures in terms of marriage 
and family while often quite pessimistic in their broader social view of 
the future (Poole 1990). 

It appears, however, that some young people may now be less 
optimistic about marnage and family than the above findings suggest. 
In one study 528 respondents were asked to imagine a typical 
Australian family with two primary school age children and estimate 
the likelihood of such a family having certain charactertstics (Noller and 
Callan 1991). In general, ·negative' aspects were over-emphasised and 
·positive' aspects under-emphasised. For example, the likelihood of 
there being only one parent present was over-estimated, and the 
likelihood of the parents being married and the children becoming 
relatively happy teenagers was under-estimated (compared with 
available statistics and research information). 

Three age groups were included, under 18-year-olds, 18-30-year-olds 
and 50-60-year-olds. In general, those under 18 had a more negative 
view of the family than young adults, who in turn were more 
pessimistic than the 50-60 year olds. The under-18s were more likely 
than older people to predict negative aspects, for example, that the 
parents would divorce within five years, that the wife had been 
physically abused, that the child had been physically or sexually 
abused. (All were quite Significant over-estimations of the actual 
incidence of these factors in families.) Noller and Callan suggest these 
findings and the differences between the age groups almost certainly 
reflect the insecurities created for young people by changes in the 
family over the last twenty years or so. 
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Gender 

In 1972 Bemard presented a convincing argument that there were in 
fact two maniages - women's and men's (Bernard 1972). In many 
respects this is still true, although there are some signs of a gradual 
shift towards a shared partnership model of marriage, at least for some 
couples. In general, changes in the structures and processes of family 
life have been more dramatic for Australian women than for men 
(Edgar and Glezer 1992), perhaps partly because it is women who have 
initiated many of the changes. Edgar and Glezer suggest that men are 
finding it harder to adjust. They have more to lose and less incentive 
to take on domestic work and child rearing responsibilities because 
these are still undervalued areas of activity. 

The broad issues of women's and men's roles, in society generally and 
in marriage specifically, cannot fail to affect attitudes towards marriage. 
Young people's attitudes towards women's employment after marriage 
and after having children are part of changed expectations. Most 
young women expect to work after they are married and many expect 
to work and indeed want to be in the paid workforce, at least part
time, after they have children, either when the children go to school or 
when they are able to be more independent (Hartley 1991). 

At a more general level, young people's attitudes towards the 
employment of mothers are liberal overall but sometimes ambivalent. 
There are indications that the majority do not think that working 
mothers affect chlldren and family negatively. Most don't agree with a 
household division of labour based on gender. Nevertheless, there are 
some clear signs of traditional views, with young men being more in 

favour than young women of mothers staying at home when their 
children are young (VandenHeuvel 1992). 

The two waves of the AFF study in 1981 and 1991 enable a 
comparison of female and male attitudes towards a variety of aspects 
of marriage and family, and a look at change over time. Fewer 27-30-
year-oIds are now agreeing with the proposition that husbands should 
be the only partners to make important family deCisions (a decrease 
from 15 per cent in 1981 to 8 per cent in 1991, with fewer women 
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than men agreeing each time). There has been a halving of support for 
the proposition that the most important role for women is motherhood 
(from 44 per cent agreement in 1981 to 22 per cent in 1991) with very 
little difference between men and women. A significant change has 
been the proportlon of young people agreeing with the statement that 
'people should consider the needs of their spouse and chUdren as more 
important than their own'. In 1981, 83 per cent of men and 64 per 
cent of women aged 27-30-years agreed with this statement, compared 
with 44 per cent of men and 27 per cent of women in 1991 (Glezer 
1992). 

In the second wave of the stUdy in 1991, there was strong agreement 
between men and women about equal parenting responsibilities. It also 
appeared that when women work full-time, some sharing of household 
tasks is fairly common. However, other studies of male and female 
involvement in household tasks suggest that women still perform the 
overwhelming majority (Bittman 1990). 

A tendency for more young men than young women to agree with the 
statement that 'married people are generally happier than unmarried 
people' has been noted in two recent studies. This was the case in the 
NSSS, although overall, approximately only one-quarter of the 18-25-
year-oIds agreed (VandenHeuvel 1992). The same statement was 
included in the AIFS Becoming Adult study of 23-year-olds. The 
difference between men and women was confirmed, although again, 
only a minority of the 138 respondents (a little over ten per cent) were 
prepared to agree that married people are generally happier than 
unmanied people (Hartley 1992). The NSSS study findings that young 
women were more likely than· young men to disagree that marriage 
gives finanCial security, and that the main purpose of marriage these 
days is to have children, are consistent with the wider options which 
women now have for roles outside the famUy. 

Burns and Scott (1989) identified a theme of 'entitlement with 
organisation' from in-depth lnteIViews with a group of 20 tertlcuy 
educated women in their early twenties. The phrase refers to the 
young women's strong belief that they were entitled to the best of both 
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the family and work worlds. in the same way as their male 
counterparts have expected to be in the past. 

Undoubtedly, there have been shifts over time in how both men and 
women view marriage. The Becoming Adult study of 23-year-olds 
indicated that young people, particularly young women, have high 
expectations of marriage, but they are also fairly realistic about it. The 
decision to many is not taken lightly especially when alternatives such 
as cohabitation exist for many. Respondents were asked what marriage 
meant to them. Most of the 138 young adults had something positive 
to say about marriage, with women tending to make more comments 
than men. The most freque"nt response, regardless of sex, was that 
marriage is a 6lifetime commitment' or that it means a 6permanent 
relationship'. While this may appear to be at odds with the reality of 
divorce statistics, it no doubt reflects the fact that most people go into 
marriage expecting it to last. Women more often than men mentioned 
caring, shartng, support, honesty, trust and love as aspects of 
marriage. They also spoke more often than men of stability and 
security as part of marriage. As expected with this age group, more 
women than men were married and a comparison of marrieds and 
unmarrieds reflected some of the differences between women and men 
mentioned above. 

The study also revealed some differences between the characteristics 
which women and men sought in a partner. Men valued 6100ks', 
compatibility with a partner, 6personality', intelligence and someone who 
was happy and/or had a good sense of humour. The primacy of 
physical appearance and compatibility is consistent with other research 
which indicates that physical attractiveness and similarity of values and 
behaviour are important early attractions (Callan and Noller, 1987). 
However, it should be noted that 6Iooks', the most frequently mentioned 
attribute, was referred to by only 16 per cent of men, and quite a 
broad range of characteristics was included overall. 

For women, an ability to communicate (mentioned by 16 per cent of 
respondents) topped the list, followed by someone who is happy 
and/has a sense of humour. a good friend, honesty and 6100ks'. It is 
interesting that several of these characteristics (communication and 
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close friendship) mentioned more often by women than by men relate 
to later, rather than early, stages of choosing a partner (Callan and 
Noller, 1987). 

Education 

We might expect that increased levels of education have an effect on 
women's marriage Intentions and attitudes towards marrtage, because 
their life options apart from marriage and motherhood are broadened. 
This is not a new phenomenon. Graduate women have always enjoyed 
more alternatives to marriage than other women, and they are more 
likely than other women not to many (Burns and Scott 1989), partly 
because of the difficulties of combining famlly and career aspirations. 
In the past, there were real barriers to paid work for married women, 
as well as considerable practical difficulties. Marriage precluded women 
from the public service and it was socially unacceptable for married 
women to pursue careers. Their roles as wife and mother 
predominated. Overall rates of marriage for graduate women have 
always been lower than those of the general population, although they 
have fluctuated with it, and the extent of variation from the population 
as a whole has changed over time. 

The relationship between ed~cation and attitudes which in turn affect 
marriage trends has been noted by Khoo, Krishnamoorthy and Trlin 
(1984). The study was carried out slightly earlier (1977) than our time 
period, however, it gives a clear indication of trends which followed. 
The authors concluded that education is by far the most important 
factor affecting both male and female gender roles and orientation to 
children. Those who matrtculated from secondary school had a more 
favourable attitude to egalitarian gender roles and placed less 
importance on having children. Overall, women were less traditional 
than men In their attitude to gender roles (a finding already noted 
above) and more child-oriented than men. Education thus has a strong 
'modernising' effect, influencing work force participation of married 
women and deSired famlly size. 

In the AFF wave one study (1981), 86 per cent of all women aged 
18-34 years had ever been married, compared with 73 per cent of 
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graduates (McDonald 1984). However, Carmichael (1986) found that 
educational level was not related to whether or not there was an 
intention to many. He was comparing the background factors of 
respondents from the AFF wave one study who said that they would 
not many, and those who were married or intended to many. 
Nevertheless, intention to many was related to the occupational level 
of fathers, with non-marrters more likely to have grown up with 
unskilled or semi-skilled fathers than fathers from other occupational 
groups. 

In the study by Burns and Scott described above, women graduates 
stressed the importance of establishing their identity and their career 
before having children (and for some, before marriage and the intensity 
of a committed relationship). On balance however, they believed 
marriage was a good choice, with those who were already married more 
positive than those not marrted. Marriage was seen as providing 
personal and emotional benefits, but having costs as well, such as loss 
of freedom and range of choice. 

The AlFS study of 23-year-olds did not reveal clear relationships 
between educational level and attitude towards marriage. However, 
there was a relationship with marital status, as 35 per cent of the 
'early school leavers' (those leaVing before the final two years of 
secondary school) were married compared with 18 per cent of those 
who had completed either Year 11 or Year 12, the final years of 
secondary school (Hartley 1992). We will see In the next section how 
young women from various migrant backgrounds In Australia are aware 
that further education is a legitimate and socially acceptable way of 
delaying marriage. 

Cultural background 

Cultural background has direct implications for young people's attitudes 
towards marriage and family through the influence of different parent
child relationships, parenting styles and cultural norms and 
expectations. There is conSiderable diversity across the various cultural 
groups which make up Australia's non-Anglo background population, 
and within those groups, social class, gender, length of time in 
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Australia and the degree of interaction outside one's cultural group, all 
influence marriage patterns and attitudes towards marriage and family. 

The main issues of interest here are broad differences between the 
marriage and family patterns of migrant and Anglo-Australian cultures 
(recognising that generalisations obscure very real diversity) and 
whether and how attitudes change after migration. It will not of course 
be possible to explore these issues in detail. An Important 
methodological concern Is the indicator or indicators used to determine 
membership of a cultural group, particularly after the first (foreign 
born) generation. Country of birth, country of parents birth, and 
language spoken at home are the most common indicators, but there 
have been calls for the collection of ancestry data using a measure 
based on self-identification (IngUs, Elley and Manderson 1992). This 
would provide a more useful indicator for many purposes, including 
research concerned with attitudes. (An Ancestry question was included 
for the first time in the 1986 Census but there are some queries about 
the quality of the data it produced.) 

An analysis of data from the 1981 Census showed that Greek, Italian, 
Maltese, Yugoslavian and Lebanese 15-29-year-olds were much more 
Ukely to be living as a member of a family than Australian-born and 
Western European-born young people (McDonald 1991a). Age of 
marriage varied across cultures. but was earlier for Southern European 
women than for Australian-born women. The 1986 Census showed 
that people born in the Middle east were most likely to many young; 
almost one quarter of 15-19-year-old, and 70 per cent of 2Q-24-year
old females born in Lebanon, Turkey or Syria had ever been married. 
Men born in Turkey and Cyprus also married much earlier than other 
birthplace groups (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1991b). 

The first wave of the AFF study included 22 per cent of respondents 
born outside Australia. which is consistent with national figures at the 
time. and the responses of the Australian- and overseas-born have been 
compared (Khoo 1985). Ethnicity was determined by birthplace only. 
which excluded all but first generation migrants, and because actual 
numbers in separate ethnic groups were often quite small, respondents 
were grouped for analysis by region. 
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Khoo found that nuclear families (a manied couple and children) were 
more common in the overseas-born than the Australian-born and there 
were lower rates of separation and divorce for the overseas-born. 
Reasons for leaving home were markedly different in the Australlan
and overseas-born populatlons. So also was the proportion who had 
left home by the age of 18, consistent with Census data. Maniage was 
the main reason for leaving home for most men and women from 
Southern Europe and the Middle East. Two-thirds of the women and 
43 per cent of the men left home when they married. As we have seen, 
this is quite different from the Anglo-Australian pattern of young people 
leaving home before marriage" to live independently. 

These patterns are not, however, static, with leaving home behaviour 
and age of marriage beginning to change gradually towards Anglo
Australian norms (McDonald 1991a). In some communities, change is 
seen as threatening core cultural values. Many parents from cultures 
which are strongly collectivtst and famlly oriented are concerned that 
their children may behave in ways which threaten these values, and 
that they will ultimately adopt the more individualistic values of Anglo
Australian young people. 

Recent research supports a complex. multi-dimensional model of 
acculturation. It appears that core cultural values are likely to be 
maintained fairly strongly, although there may be conSiderable shift in 

behavioural norms. A group of researchers found that Greek
Australians tended to retain the collectivIst values of their matched 
counterparts in Greece, although they had shifted some way towards 
the behavioural norms of their Anglo-Australian counterparts, as far as 
their roles as parents and adolescents were concerned (Rosenthal, Bell, 
Demetriou and Efklides (1989). (The researchers also found little 
evidence of a large cultural gap between immigrant parents and their 
Australian-born adolescents.) Nevertheless,. shifts do occur in core 
values. Rosenthal and Feldman examined acculturation of Chinese 
Australians and concluded that, while certain traditional aspects of 
Chinese famlly life were maintained, there was evidence of acculturation 
to individualistic norms over time (Rosenthal and Feldman 1989). 
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A recent study of young second generation Turkish-Australians 
illustrates differences from Anglo-Australian patterns. and some of the 
processes through which change occurs (Inglis. Elley and Manderson 
1992). Most llirkish migrants arrived in Australia in the decade of the 
1970s and it is they, and their adolescent and young adult children 
who have grown up in Australia, who are the respondents in the study. 

The importance of a happy marriage was rated extremely highly by 
both male and female secondary school students. Marriage was seen as 
inevitable for both males and females and the issue is when, and to 
whom, rather than if. This is particularly the case for women. Single 
Turkish women with careers are rare in Australia, but young llirkish 
Australians are marrying later than their parents. Often this Is related 
to education. When a young woman is planning to continue further 
study, marriage is delayed and many noted that this was a personal 
strategy for delaying pressures to many from their family and the wider 
community. The acceptability of education as a reason for delaying 
marriage, and indeed' the status conferred on families through their 
daughter's tertiary education, has been noted in other communities, for 
example in the Italian community (Hampel 1984). 

For Turkish young people, community pressure is heavily in favour of 
future spouses being Muslim, if not necessarily Turkish. Most young 
people feel confident that they will be able to exercise a fair degree of 
chOice in this matter, as they do in others. They believe that while 
parents will not expect to choose their future partner, they will expect 
to be consulted and to approve, and such involvement is not 
necessarily resented nor seen as unreasonably restricting. Pressure on 
women is particularly strong as it is assumed women will take the 
religion of the husband and if he is not a Muslim, there is fear of 
breaking up family units. It is widely acknowledged that marriage 
confers a certain freedom and change in status, so that one is no 
longer treated as child. 

A study of 200 second generation Italians aged 16-24 indicates that in 
this community too, the institution of the family remains highly valued 
(Gucciardo 1988). 'Peace and harmony within the family' and 'to show 
respect for one's parents' were ranked amongst the four most important 
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values by both male and female respondents. Young people both 
recognise that they bend to the wishes of their families and appreciate 
guidance from parents. However, at the same time, the majority said 
they would prefer more freedom. As with Turkish families, it is both 
difficult and frowned upon, for young women to live independently. 

The centrality of family was also evident in a study which compared 
attitudes to marriage and to sex roles of 88 Greek-Australians and 89 
Anglo-Australians. All of the Greek-Australians were born in Australia 
but had at least one parent born in Greece and the average age of both 
groups was approximately 20 years. The two groups were descnbed as 
middle class and church-oriented. When asked their cnterta for a 
successful marriage, Greek Australians, both males and females, put 
much more emphasis on family networks than Anglo-Australians. They 
also rated getting on with in-laws and living close to parents as more 
important than did Anglo-Australians (Callan and Gallois 1985). 

To summarise, we quote from a report of consultations with young 
people from various non-English-speaking backgrounds in Australia. 'In 
terms of the transmission of cultural and religious values about 
marriage, fidelity In marriage, de facto relationships and overall fam1ly
centredness, the parents are largely successful, especially in those 
ethnic groups less close to the mainstream group in terms of values 
systems' (Cah1ll and Ewen 1987. p31). 

The authors also comment on the strong 'double standard' in relation 
to male and female behaviOur, to which we have already referred. 
Because of a high prtonty placed on family centredness, marriage 
fidelity and marriage stability, chOice of marriage partner is a crttical 
issue in many immigrant families. So too Is the emphasis on 
protecting the female. 'It was conSistently reported (that) female young 
people were far more restrtcted than their brothers, and while the 
reason was almost never openly specified by parents, all knew it was 
linked to the protection of female virginity, an all important 
conSideration in the future marriage stakes' (Cah1ll and Ewen 1987). 
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Parental separation and divorce 

The effects of parental separation and divorce on young people's 
attitudes towards marriage and children are not clear-cut. There are 
few studies in Australia which have focussed on the upper end of the 
age group 15-24-years, and marriage and family intentions are not 
usually the main concern of research which focuses on young 
adolescents. However. several studies are relevant. 

The 1981 wave of the AFF study revealed some relatively clear 
relatlonships. Non-marriers, that is those who said that they wouldn't 
many, were less likely to have grown up with two natural parents at 
all times, and more likely to have had one or more step-siblings 
(Cannichael 1986). It will be remembered that this study included 
18-34-year-olds. It is likely that some of these respondents' parents 
divorced or separated in the 1950s and 1960s, and the less ready 
acceptance of marriage dissolutlon at that time may have led to 
partlctUarly negatlve experiences and hence more negatlve attitudes 
towards marriage. 

Dunlop and Burns interviewed children from divorced familles. initially 
soon after the divorce when they were aged between 13 and 16, and 
then three years later. The 40 odd adolescents were matched with 40 
young people from tintact' (two-parent) familles. Of relevance to this 
review is the finding of no significant difference between the tdivorced' 
and tintact' groups concerning marriage expectations or the age of 
marrying. Neither did the group differ in their responses to the positive 
and negatlves of marriage (Dunlop and Burns 1986). 

Consistent with other findings, both groups expressed some wanness 
about marriage. The authors note that adolescents from both intact 
and divorced familles are growing up in a period of conSiderable social 
change and that those who are aware of this (and many from intact 
families were aware of friends' experience of parental separation and 
divorce) may be expected to respond in an active and problem-solving 
way. The caution and realism of young people already noted was 
evident. Dunlop and Burns conclude that adolescents regard marriage 
as a seIious commitment: they want to choose their partner carefully. 
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test out the relationship before marriage and avoid the mistakes of the 
cohort which has gone before. 

The 23-year-olds in the Becoming Adult study were purposely selected 
to include young people who had grown up in sole-parent and 
stepfamilies as well as in two-parent families. In general. there were 
no marked differences between the 35 per cent whose parents had 
divorced or permanently separated and the rest of the group as far as 
attitudes towards. and expectations regarding marriage are concerned. 
The same proportlon (20 per cent) were mamed; simUar proportions 
Oust over 80 per cent) who were not mamed. expected to in the future 
(Hartley 1992). 

Religion 

Religiosity conSistently shows up as a factor which influences marriage 
behaviour and attitudes towards marriage. Beliefs associated with a 
particular faith may influence lifestyle. attitudes towards sexual 
behaviOur, the timing of marriage. divorce and fidelity within marriage. 
For example, in Australia, Census figures show that Muslims of both 
sexes were more likely than any other religious group except male 
Jehovah's Witnesses to have married by ages 20-24 years: conversely 
those of Hebrew and Buddhist faith were least likely to have married 
at this age. With Christian groups, strength of religious conviction has 
been shown to be an important determinant of attitudes. As 

information about religion from the Census does not include a measure 
of conviction or importance. and many identifying themselves as 
Christians are likely to be nominal Christians only, the Census 
information has limited usefulness for our purpose (Carmichael 1988). 

In the first wave of the AFF study, frequency of church attendance 
provided a measure of strength of religious beliefs. Those who never 
or very rarely attend church were more likely to many at younger ages, 
but at later ages marriage activity among the strongly religious 
intensifies, so overall, male and female churchgoers are less likely to 
remain unmarried. Non-churchgoers were more likely to volunteer 
pregnancy as the reason they married; they are more likely to agree 
with the idea of a 'trial' period of living together before marriage. 

22 



Drawing conclusions from the AFF study and Census data, Carmichael 
suggests that it is 'the avowedly non-religious who are inclined to see 
living together as an ongoing lifestyle. Nominal Christians may see it 
as an acceptable forerunner to marriage, but often still value marriage 
as a mark of final commitment' (Cannichael 1988, pll0). 

VandenHeuvel (1992) found that church attendance affected attitudes 
expressed by young people. Churchgoers were more likely than non
churchgoers to think that married people are happier than non
marrieds, and that it is better for young people to many without living 
together first. Churchgoing women were more likely than other women 
to disagree that personal 'freedom is more important than the 
companionship of marriage (VandenHeuvel 1992). 

Metropolitan and non-metropolitan upbringing 

There are some indications that both men and women, but particularly 
women, who are raised in non-metropolitan areas many earlier than 
those raised in cities (Carm1chael 1988) .. Carmlchael attributes this to 
the existence of broader options for young people in cities as far as 
travel, education and careers are concerned, and that these in 

themselves may delay marriage. In addition, traditional values tend to 
be more predominant in non-metropolitan areas. In the Becoming 
Adult study, those who grew up in non-metropolitan areas, particularly 
young women, were significantly over-represented in the group whose 
first relationship at an early age resulted in marriage. Again, It was 
suggested that this may be the result of more traditional values in non
metropolitan areas and fewer real options apart from marriage, 
particularly for young women (Hartley 1992). 

Summarising attitudes towards marriage, it appears that the majority 
of young people support the notion of marriage. The overwhelming 
majority expect to many, but at the same time they approach marrlage 
with some caution, and relatively realistically, not expecting it to bring 
finanCial security or lead to unbridled happiness. In addition, there is 
widespread support for living with a partner before marriage. 
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Young people's values and attitudes concerning cohabitation 

Cohabitation, informal marriage, de facto relationship, living together, 
'shacking up' (Glezer 1991), common law marriage - these are some 
of the tenns used for the phenomenon of living together without being 
married. Cohabitation has a long history in Australia, but 
contemporary patterns are not seen as continuous with the earlier 
tradition, when de facto relationships were largely confined to the poor, 
the avant garde and those unable to divorce. More recently, it has 
become much more common for young people in Australia to live 
together before marriage, and for a small minority, as an alternative to 
marriage. The upsurge in yoUng, never married people living together 
began in the late 1960s and early 1970s, just at the time when the 
wisdom of youthful marriages and the attitudes towards premarital sex 
which often led to them, began to be seriously questioned (Carmichael 
1990). Glezer suggests that levels of cohabitation amongst the young 
may well have reached a plateau in the early 1990s, partly because of 
the trends in unemployment and education retention rates mentioned 
at the beginning of this review (Glezer 1991). 

As indicated earlier, there is now widespread acceptance of couples 
living together before they many. Very few areas of law distinguish 
between de facto relatlonships and marriage in Australia, however 
couples who are not married are not covered by the provisions of the 
Family Law Act as far as disputes regarding property are concerned 
(Harrison 1991). The NSSS found that amongst young people 
themselves, 54 per cent would advise a young woman, and 53 per cent 
a young man, to live with a steady partner for a while and then many 
(VandenHeuvel 1992).· 

It was reported earlier than the 1986 Census showed that 6.1 per cent 
of couples were in de facto relationships. The percentages of young 
couples cohabiting were much higher. In the 15-19-year-old group, 75 
per cent of males and 59 per cent of females living in couples were in 

infonnal unions and in the 20-24 year-old group, 31 per cent of males 
and 21 per cent of females in couples were cohabiting (Carmichael 
1990). Carmichael has estimated that by the mid-1980s, around 8-9 
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per cent of Australian males aged 20-24 years and 12 per cent of those 
aged 25-29 years were in consensual unions (Cannichael 1990). 

One indication of the proportion. of young people who have ever lived 
together in a couple is derived from the Becoming Adult study of 23-
year-aIds. Forty-four per cent had, at some stage, lived with a partner 
and not been married to that person. One third of those who were 
marrted had cohabited before marriage, in most cases with the person 
they eventually married (Hartley 1992). This may be a slight over
estimation of the incidence of cohabitation because there was an over
representation of young people in the study who had experienced the 
divorce or separation of their parents, and as we will see some studies 
have found a relationship between parental divorce and cohabitation. 
However, the rates are consistent with percentages of people at slightly 
older ages who have ever cohabited (Glezer 1991). 

A major research topic has been the relationship between cohabitation 
and marriage. Carmichael asked "to what extent does cohabitation 
represent a substitute for marriage?' His answer, supported by other 
research, is that people cohabit for different reasons. For some, it is 
a prelude to marriage,· for others it is an alternative. Some 
relationships may be seen as new forms of experimental dating, others 
as motivated at least partly by economic .considerations (Carmichael 
1990). The second wave of the AFF study, conducted in 1991, provides 
a summary of answers to the question, \Vhy live together (rather than 
many)?' and some of the responses are particularly relevant to young 
people. Some thought they were too young or immature or not ready 
for marriage; others felt they were not committed enough; yet others 

. realised the relationship was not stable enough to contemplate marriage 
(Glezer 1991). 

The decision to cohabit doesn't necessarily mean rejection of marriage 
altogether. Khoo found that there was no Significant difference in the 
proportion of never-married and ever-married cohabiters in the AFF 
wave one study who expected to many. However, female cohabiters 
were significantly more likely than male cohabiters to say that they 
expected to many. Eighty-sex per cent of under-25-year-old females 
in the AFF study expected to many (Khao 1987a). 
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Just as marriages differ in many respects, so too do cohabiting 
relationships, perhaps even more so because there are less well defmed 
social frameworks or guidelines for cohabitation. The Becoming Adult 
study found that cohabiters were less clear about what to expect from 
living together than were marrieds. There was a sense of greater 
experimentation and despite strong commitment in some relationships, 
there was also a suggestion that the investment in such relationships 
as long-lasting was not so great as with maniage (Hartley 1992). The 
AFF wave two study provides data on the attitudes of respondents just 
outside this review's focus age group. It was found that 59 per cent 
of men and 47 per cent of woinen aged 27-30 years believed that living 
together involved less commitment than marriage (Glezer 1992). Looked 
at the other way, it appears that just under half of the age group (but 
more women than men) think that cohabiting relationships involve no 
less of a commitment than marriage. In fact. 60 per cent of the age 
group (men and women equally) agreed with the statement that living 
together was trial maniage. ·Commitment' carries with it a strong 
expectatlon of sexual fidelity (Hartley 19~2). 

Gender 

Consistent with earlier marriage for. women as compared with men, 
young women are likely to cohabit at an earlier age than men (Glezer 
1991). Cohabiting appears to have a different meaning for men and for 
women, men being more likely to believe that cohabiting allows them 
to keep their independence and that living together involves less 
commitment than maniage. Glezer suggests that this indIcates that 
women are eIther more romantlc, or more emotlonally dependent than 
men in cohabiting relatlonships. It may be that there are two 
cohabiting relatlonships just as Bernard suggested there are two 
marriages (Glezer 1991). 

In the NSSS, young men and young women gave different advice 
regarding the ideal marital status, although overall, advice given to 
young men and young women was very similar. One of the ways in 
which they differed was in relation to cohabitation. Young men were 
more likely than young women to think that permanently cohabiting 
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would be ideal; they were less likely than young women to favour going 
straight into marriage without frrst cohabiting (VandenHeuvel 1992). 

Cultural background 

Census data and ethnographic studies indicate that young Australians 
from non-Anglo backgrounds do not cohabit to the same extent as 
Anglo-Australians. Those born overseas are less likely to approve of 
living together without planning marriage (Khoo 1985), and it is clear 
that some groups, for example, young Turkish people, do not favour 
cohabitation. 

However, several studies suggest that in older established cultural 
groups significant changes are occurring in attitudes, even if these are 
not being translated into actual behaviour. A study comparing the 
attitudes of Greek-Australian and Anglo-Australian twenty-year-olds 
found that almost two-thirds of the Greek-Australian males said they 
would consider cohabitation prior to marriage. compared with 20 per 
cent of Greek-Australian females. 25 per cent of Anglo-Australian males 
and 20 per cent of Anglo-Australian females. This is a somewhat 
surprising result considering that the sainple was recruited through 
church groups (Callan and Gallois 1985). SimUarly, it was reported in 

a study of 200 second-generation Italian-Australians aged 16-24-years, 
that 6most were either in agreement or remain undecided' about the 
statement that 6unmarried people should have the chance to enjoy 
complete sexual freedom without restrictions'. More males than females 
agreed with the statement (Gucciardo 1988). 

Family background 

The Becoming Adult study of 23-year-olds found that young adults in 

a stepfamily at age 16 were more likely than those living with two 
parents or a sole parent at age 16 to have ever cohabited. 1\venty
three-year-olds whose parents had separated or divorced tended to 
cohabit at an earlier age than those from two-parents families (Hartley 
1992). Dunlop and Bums (1986) found that adolescents from divorced 
families tend to be more approving of de facto relationships than those 
from two-parent families (66 per cent compared with 43 per cent). 
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However, fmdings from the 1991 AFF project suggest that parents' 
values are of more importance than their marital history in determining 
whether or not female offsprtng cohabit before maniage. In a multiple 
regression analysis, parents' marital history did not make a significant 
contribution to determining whether respondents had ever or never 
coh~bited, but liberal parental values were independently associated 
with cohabitation prior to first marriage. Respondents who came from 
a home where parents tolerated pre-marital sexual relations and 
encouraged moves out of the parental home were more likely to have 
cohabited; so too were those who grew up in a family feeling unhappy 
and not accepted (Glezer, Edgar and Prolisko 1992). Although AFF 
respondents in 1991 were no longer in the age group category of youth, 
it is significant for this review that in the total group, cohabitation was 
associated with being younger. 

Religion 

As might be expected, strong religious convictions are related to 
disapproval of cohabitation and less of a tendency to cohabit. Those 
living together are less likely than marrieds to have a religious 
affiliation (Khoo 1987 a). Churchgoers are more likely than their 
churchgoing counterparts to think that it is better for young people to 
marry without living together first (VandenHeuvel 1992). In the AFF 
project, those who had cohabited prior to fIrst marriage were less likely 
to have any religious affiliation than those who had not cohabited prior 
to fIrst marriage (Glezer, Edgar and Prolisko 1992). 

We conclude this outline of cohabiting relationships with an emphasis 
on their variety, as summarised by Glezer, Edgar and Prolisko (1992). 
Motivations for cohabitation vary between and within couples: reasons 
for embarking on them are emotional, economic and pragmatic and 
may change over time. Levels of commitment vary, as does the 
intention to formalise the relationship. They appear to be distinct from 
both maniages and non-cohabiting relationships. Their variety 
indicates clearly 'the extent to which the conflicting ideals of intimacy 
and autonomy have produced do it yourself relationships - individually 
designed by the couple to suit their own particular needs' (p 20). 
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ChUdren and family size intentions 

Within the context of a relatively stable overall fertility rate in Australia 
over the past decade, there are some important fertility trends. The 
age at which women have their first child steadily increased during 
the 1980s. In 1988, the median age at which mothers had their first 
child was 25.8 years, compared with 24.9 years in 1983. There has 
also been a signIficant drop in births to teenage women (McDonald 
1990). At the same time, there has been an increase in the number of 
children born out-of-wedlock, as more couples cohabit. However, the 
pattern of cohabiting couples going on to many after the birth of a 
child is quite common. In one study, 26 per cent married within 18 
months of the birth of the child (Khoo and McDonald 1988). The later 
timing of first births appears to have sociological and historical 
explanations, but family size is more dependent on economic factors 
(Caldwell, Caldwell, Bracher and Santow 1988). 

Although it is increasingly common for Australian couples to have only 
one child or no children, young people still seem to place considerable 
value on having children. The NSSS revealed that 'only one per cent 
of 18-25-year-olds thought that one or no children was the ideal size 
for a family. A family of two children was most commonly favoured (44 
per cent of the sample): almost a third thought three children was the 
ideal and 23 per cent conSidered four or more children to be the ideal. 
Young women were more likely than young men to prefer a larger size 
family (VandenHeuvel 1992). 

Young people in the NSSS survey were much more ready to agree that 
there were advantages rather than disadvantages in having children. 
Having children was overwhelmingly viewed as enriching the lives of 
parents (80 per cent agreement) and more than two-thirds (69 per cent) 
thought that experiencing the joys and sorrows of parenthood was an 
important part of life. In contrast, only five per cent thought that 
children were more trouble than they were worth: 11 per cent that 
children interfered too much with parents' freedom and 3 per cent that 
it is better not to have children because of the finanCial burden 
imposed (VandenHeuvel 1992). 
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These fmdings are generally consistent with those for the younger 
respondents to the AFF study in 1991. There was widespread 
agreement with positive. and disagreement with negative aspects of 
having children (Glezer 1992). However, only a minority of young 
people in both studies (30 per cent of 27-30-year-olds in the AFF study 
and 35 per cent of 18-25-year-olds in the NSSS survey) agreed that 
children were necessary to 'complete' a maniage. In both studies, 
young men were more likely than young women to agree. 

There are some indications of different attitudes towards having 
children on the part of Anglo-Australians and non-Anglo Australians. 
A study in 1980 showed that Southern Europeans were more likely 
than Anglo-Australians to mention the benefits of children in 
completing the marriage and in establishing the family unit, although 
Australian. Greek and Italian couples reported similar costs of children 
- economic. concerns about the care of children, and restrictions for 
parents (Callan 1980). 

The 1986 Census revealed variations in average family size for women 
with different overseas birthplaces. Of interest in this review, are 
trends towards s~aller family size following mlgratIon in some groups. 
For example. Australian-born women of Lebanese and Chinese 
ancestry tend to have smaller families than their overseas-born 
counterparts (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1991b). The figures refer 
to older women but are likely to reflect to some extent the Intentions 
of younger women also. Of Interest also is the low percentage of 
women from Southern Europe (compared with all women) who have 
never had children. 

Delaying first births does not necessarily mean there is not an 
intention to have children later. Using data from the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics national Family Formation Survey. Kilmartln found that 
although four in ten women in their late twenties had not yet had a 
child. most expected to in the future (Kilmartln 1989). 

In a comparison of de facto and married couple,S in the AFF wave one 
study. it was found that among couples with no children at the time 
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of the survey, a larger proportion of married partners than de facto 
partners said they would not have any children at all, even when 
adjustments were made for differences in age and level of education 
between the two groups (Khoo 1987b). De facto and married partners 
placed equal value on children. 

There is a close relationship between young people's family size 
intentions and prevailing norms. A survey of over 300 high school 
children found that both males and females intended to have less than 
three chUdren (Callan and Wilks 1982). However, family size intention 
of adolescents is obviously related to other factors too. Examples of 
such factors are the number ·of chUdren in one's own family. being of 
Catholic religion, beliefs and social pressures about having children and 
sex-role ideology (Hong. Hall and McDonald 1985). 

There are indications of some differences between de facto and married 
couples in regard to family size intentions. In the AFF wave one study, 
there was no Significant difference in the average size of families 
expected by de facto couples and married couples with children. 
However. the de facto couples group included those with ex-nuptial 
chlldren and step-children. and not surprisingly (since they already had 
chlldren from previous marriages), couples with step-children expected 
sUghtly larger families than couples with ex-nuptial children (Khoo 
1987b). 

A small percentage of couples choose to be chUd-free. The reasons for 
such decisions are often complex, most deCisions are not made lightly 
and the costs of disapproval from family and friends may be Significant 
(Lewis 1986, Rowland 1982). 

Conclusions, future trends and directions for further research 

In the past decade. several major national surveys in Australia have 
provided information about how young people view a variety of aspects 
of marriage and family. Qualitative studies have contributed to a 
deeper understanding of the values and attitudes revealed by the 
surveys. The conclusions already foreshadowed in this review and 
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summarised in these concluding statements are drawn from a strong 
research basis, despite some gaps. Predicting future trends is, as 
a1~ays, less ce~. 

Support for marriage remains relatively strong among young people in 
Australia and tfamily' is generally highly valued. The overwhelming 
majority of young people have intentions to many. For Anglo
Australian young people, marriage may follo~ a period of unmarried 
cohabitation; this is much less likely for non-Anglo-Australian young 
people. 

There are ho~everf clear signs that marriage is no longer the tuniversal 
goal' it ~as in the post-second-~orld-~ar period. Nor is it tglorified' 
(VandenHeuvel 1992) or vie~ed in totally positive terms. It seems that 
young people are becoming more cautious about marrying, and more 
realistic about marriage. Their vie~s may be seen as an active and 
rational response to uncertainties inherent in a period of rapid social 
change, and in some cases as a response to their personal experiences. 
Desire for shared intimacy remains important and notions of romantic 
love in marriage have certainly not been discarded. Nevertheless, there 
are clear indications that many young people do not expect marriage 
to fill in their lives the place it filled in their parents' and grandparents' 
lives. 

The changes have been particularly dramatic for young ~omen. While 
demographic trends and structural reforms in recent decades have 
affected both sexes, the changes for young women's lives have been 
profound. They have a new consciousness of their capabilities and 
rights as well as wider options for behaviour (Glezer~ Edgar and 
Prolisko 1992). They are less willing to accept traditional views of 
marriage based on inequalities between men and women, and more 
concerned to consider their own needs as important. Young people are 
therefore forging new types of relationships within the parameters of 
marriage, and some are choosing to do this in cohabiting relationships 
outside of marriage. To this extent, partnering is in the thands of 
individuals' rather than being under society's control. but it can be 
argued that there is a limit to the tindividualisation' of marriage. 
Attitudes and values about marriage may be changing but there are 
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some core values about commitment, the sharing of lives and the 
importance of marriage relationships for bringing up children, which are 
widely and consistently held. 

It will be important to observe closely how young people respond during 
the 1990s, given the pervasive effects of unemployment in the age 
group. Even before the full impact of the recession, it was suggested 
that whereas social and cultural influences were paramount in the 
1970s and 1980s, economic factors may play a more important role in 
affecting family patterns in the 1990s (McDonald 1990). Unemployment 
and general economic uncertainty may affect young people's attitudes 
towards maniage and their marriage intentions directly. because of 
practical finanCial difficulties in establishing independence, and less 
directly, because of general unc~rtainty about the future. 

The effects of two other trends will need to be monitored carefully. 
Australia, in common with many other Western countIies, has 
witnessed the 'prolonging of dependence' for young people and we have 
yet to clearly identify many of the effects on marriage and famUy 
patterns. In addition, if present trends continue, there is likely to be 
increasing polarisation between young people who have access to 
employment and to famUy support, and young people who do not. 
Lack of access to, such resources has a Significant effect on the shift 
to independence, and in turn affects marriage and family patterns. 

There are omissions from this review. Some research is not mentioned 
because it focuses on issues which, though important, are somewhat 
peripheral to the main purpose of the review. This is the case with 
research on ethnic inter-marriage~ a topic of particular interest in a 
country which has adopted a policy of multlculturalism. A number of 
studies have focused on patterns in the whole population (Price 1982, 
1988) and on intermarriage in a particular group (for example Cahill 
1990). Other omissions are because. there is little or no research in a 
particular area. There is little readily available information on changing 
AbOriginal marriage patterns. and young Aboriginal people's views of 
marriage. Aboriginal marriage and famUy structures have been severely 
disrupted over many years but communities and individuals are now 
reasserting their identity as Aboriginal. A further area in which more 
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research is needed is the relationship between marriage, family, and 
personal identity for second-generation migrant young people. 

The significant changes to marriage and family patterns which occurred 
in Australia durtng the 1960s and 1970s were consolidated in the 
1980s. As in the past, young people are the key to what will happen 
in the future. The decIsions which they make, in the light of 
circumstances created largely by older generations, will detennine 
patterns in the 1990s. The indications are that marriage will continue 
to be the choice of the majority, but alternatives to marriage will gain 
ground and marriage itself will see further changes, related particularly 
to women's and men's roles. 
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