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This book is testament to the scale of changes that families have experienced over the last 
century and over the last 25 years in particular. There is hardly any aspect of family life 
that has not changed in one way or another. Relationship patterns, fertility, gender roles, 
relationship breakdown, the work and family interface, and the growth of particular family
types are but a few of the major changes to families that we have seen in recent decades.

In the face of so much change it is easy for myths to develop and for misunderstandings to
emerge. It is easy to dwell on the dramatic and eye-catching changes – the changes that might
suggest crisis – and to ignore the ongoing strengths of families. Statistics are frequently quoted
about families and family change. As we know, statistics can easily be misinterpreted and used
to mislead. 

Thus, as author David de Vaus points out, one of the main purposes of Diversity and Change in
Australian Families is to provide statistical information about Australian families and family
change from reliable sources, and to place these statistics within a context that makes them
easier to interpret accurately. 

The extent to which families are changing and the “mainstreaming” of family forms that were
once regarded as marginal has led to concerns in some quarters about the decline of the 
family. There is certainly reason for concern about some of the changes and the difficulties
that family members can face. There can be no doubt that even in these relatively prosperous
times families face enormous pressures. Some families manage these pressures but other 
families struggle, and do so against the odds.

Frequently, at least in the public discourse, the failings in families are attributed to the moral
failings of the individuals involved. But families and individual family members do not 
live in a vacuum. Family change is, in part, a function of changes in the wider society. As a 
fundamental institution in society, the family cannot escape the impact of these broader social
changes. Where families struggle it is important to attend to the structural factors that 
contribute to these difficulties and not simply blame the individuals.

While it is easy to dwell on troubles in families, there are a number of areas where families are
doing well, and where family lives are, on average, improving. David de Vaus has been at pains
not to attend only to the negatives, but also to document the strengths of families and the
improvements in family lives. 

Diversity and Change in Australian Families covers a very wide range of topics. Yet inevitably
there will be topics that have been left out. The book does not aim to be a microscope through
which to view the inner workings of families or the daily lives of individuals who live in 
families. Rather it aims to provide windows through which to catch glimpses of the landscape
of Australian families and family change. It is our hope that it will contribute to informed
debate about family diversity and change and will inform family policy development.

Alan Hayes
Director

Australian Institute of Family Studies
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Much of the information in this book relies on information made available in national surveys conducted by the Australian Bureau
of Statistics (ABS), various universities and by the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS). Access to the unit record files for
many of these surveys has enabled new analysis to be reported. Access to the unit record files of the ABS was made possible by
the Agreement between the ABS and the Australian Vice Chancellors Committee. (Organised by year of survey.  Multi year surveys
are listed last.)
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Further information http://lifecourse.anu.edu.au/

1997 Family Characteristics Survey
Conducted by Australian Bureau of Statistics

Year conducted 1997

Sample type Supplement to the Monthly Population Survey (MPS) which is based on a multi-stage area sample
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Conducted by Australian Institute of Family Studies
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of people in hospitals, nursing homes, hostels and the like.
A probability sample of households was selected. From the selected households 
interviews were conducted in households in which there was a person aged 60 or 
over or there was a person with a disability

Further information ABS (1999i)

Household Expenditure Survey, 1998-1999
Conducted by Australian Bureau of Statistics

Year conducted 1998-1999

Sample size 6093 households

Sample type National probability sample of Australian households

Further information ABS (2001k)
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Sample size A detailed questionnaire was administered to randomly selected sub-samples which yielded
completed interviews of sub-samples of 1,225 regular gamblers, 1,290 non-regular gamblers and
983 non gamblers

Sample type National telephone survey of the general adult population (18 years or older) covering all states and
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Further information http://www.pc.gov.au/inquiry/gambling/finalreport/appendixf.pdf
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Conducted by Australian Bureau of Statistics

Year conducted 1999-2000
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Further information ABS (2001l)
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Year conducted 2001
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Further information ABS (2002n)
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Transition from Education to Work survey
Conducted by Australian Bureau of Statistics

Year conducted 2001

Sample size Eligible households (containing a person aged 15-64) in the 30,000 households in the Labour
Force Survey

Sample type Supplement to monthly Labour Force Survey. The population survey is based on a multi-stage area
sample of private dwellings (currently about 30,000 houses, flats, etc.) and a list sample of non-
private dwellings (hotels, motels, etc.), and covers about 0.45 per cent of the population of Australia.

Further information ABS (2002f)

ABS (2003k)

Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
Conducted by Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research under contract from the Australian

Government Department of Family and  Community Services

Year conducted 2001 (Wave 1)
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Further information http://www.melbourneinstitute.com/hilda/
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Medical Research Council

Year conducted 2001-2002
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Sample type Telephone interviews were conducted with a disproportionate stratified two-phase sample of men
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Further information http://www.latrobe.edu.au/ashr

2002 General Social Survey
Conducted by Australian Bureau of Statistics

Year conducted 2002

Sample size 15,500 households
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was interviewed.
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Child Care Surveys
Conducted by Australian Bureau of Statistics

Year conducted Normally every 3 years

Sample size Varies but based on sample of 30,000 households

Sample type Supplement to the monthly Labour Force Surveys. Information is collected from private dwellings
with children under 12 years of age.

Further information ABS (2003k)

International Social Science Survey
Conducted by Jonathan Kelley and MDR Evans for the ISSP

Year conducted Annual

Sample size Varies by survey

Sample type National probability sample

Further information http://www.issp.org/surveys.htm
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Conducted by Australian Bureau of Statistics
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Further information ABS http://www.abs.gov.au
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Australian Temperament Project
Conducted by Currently conducted by the Australian Institute of Family Studies

Year conducted 13 waves of data have been collected since 1982

Sample size The initial sample comprised 2443 families from urban and rural areas of the state. Approximately
two-thirds of the families are still participating in the study after 21 years.

Sample type Longitudinal study of children born in Victoria, Australia September, 1982 and January 1983.

Further information http://www.aifs.gov.au/atp/home.html and Prior, Sanson, Smart and Oberklaid (2000)

World Values Survey (Australian component) (1981 and 1995)
Conducted by Consortium (1981 survey)

Alan Black (Principal Investigator) (1995 survey)

Year conducted 1981 and1995

Sample size 1,228 (1981 survey), 2,048 (1995 survey)

Sample type Repeated cross sectional surveys. National probability sample of individuals in private dwellings.

Further information Inglehart (2000)

http://assda.anu.edu.au/studies/D0422.html (1981 survey)

Longitudinal Study of Australian Youth
Conducted by Australian Council of Educational Research

Year conducted Annually

Sample size Approximately 13,000

Sample type Annual telephone interviews of a number of cohorts of Australian youth. Cohorts consist of
approximately 13,000-14,000 year 9 students who are then tracked until the age of 25.

Further information http://www.acer.edu.au/research/LSAY/overview.html

Labour Force Survey
Conducted by Australian Bureau of Statistics

Year conducted Monthly

Sample size 30,000 households

Sample type National probability sample

Further information ABS (2003j)
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Families are often talked about as if there was only one ideal template from which they are and
should be shaped. But even a fleeting familiarity with family history, family demography and
other family research makes it clear that families come in many shapes and sizes – they always
have and always will. Not only does the nature of families change over historical time, any
person’s family changes over their life course.

Families are embedded in the broader society. Inevitably, as social and economic structures
change, so too will families. Although some people might decry this, it is critical that families
do change. For were they to remain unresponsive to broad social influences then families
would end up playing an increasingly marginal role in people’s lives, and in helping them live
in an increasingly complex world.

Some of the new family forms work well while others are problematic. Family structures rarely
work equally well for everyone so the changes often mean that there are winners and losers.
Some family members benefit from new family forms while others struggle. The challenge for
family policy is to assist families as they seek to find ways of adapting to the complex demands
of the contemporary world. 

One of the features of contemporary society has been the process of what Beck and Beck-Gern-
sheim (2002) have called institutional individualisation. By this they mean that the
traditional social institutions (family, gender, class, religion, community, ethnicity) that once
provided the script for living and governed behaviour have lost much of their prescriptive
power. Without institutionalised guidance or prescriptions, individuals have to work out
their own life script. Baumann (2002) describes the historical process of individualisation as
“transforming human identity from a ‘given’ to a ‘task’”. While this means that people are
freed from many of the old constraints, they face an enormous range of choices and decisions.

This broad cultural process has enormous implications for the way people now create families.
Rather than simply following an agreed and well-established script for “doing family”, indi-
viduals increasingly have to work out how they will form and develop their own family
biography. 

We all have to make so many more choices than in the past. Will we partner? When? Will we
stay with the same person for life “for better or for worse”? Will the partner be the same sex
or opposite sex? Will we have children? How many? When? Which sex? By what means? Will
I have children without being married? Will I even have a partner when I have children? How
will my partner and I arrange our roles when we marry? Will we both work? Whose employ-
ment takes priority? Who does the cooking?  

The list of choices and decisions that must now be made as individuals build their families
could go on and on – an outcome of the nature of contemporary society. Inevitably, the range
of choice and the do-it-yourself character of family making mean that there will be an enor-
mous diversity of family forms. Although poor choices will be made by some people some of
the time, people are now freer to make better choices than the constraints of yesteryear may
have allowed. The challenge is to enable people to make good choices.

While some people will regard some contemporary family changes and diversity as evidence
of family decline, others will see these trends as evidence of the resilience of families as they
seek to adapt to a changing world. 

The purpose of this book is to provide solid information about both the extent and the ways
in which families have been changing, and to document something of the diversity of con-
temporary family forms. No particular argument is developed throughout the book. Rather it
is a collection of excursions covering a wide range of diverse issues. The only implicit argu-
ment is that which is captured in the title – that families are ever changing and diverse, and
there is little point in talking about the family.

The selection of chapters and topics within chapters is necessarily selective and is inevitably
somewhat idiosyncratic. A different author would have selected many different topics and

Preface



questions. Five main criteria have guided the choice of issues addressed in this book. These are:
the availability of good quantitative data; the types of questions that are frequently asked of
the author and other family researchers; common myths and misunderstandings evident both
in questions and arguments often heard in the popular media; information that is relevant for
the development of informed family policy; and information that bears on some of the ongo-
ing debates among sociologists of the family.

Every effort has been made to ensure the material in the book is widely accessible. While sta-
tistical information is not always easy to read, the goal has been to keep the analysis and
presentation simple. The challenge has been not to simplify to the extent of over-simplifying
and presenting a misleading picture. 

The book will be of value to a wide range of readers, and the material should be of use to stu-
dents and teachers in secondary schools and universities, to the reading public, to journalists
and commentators, family researchers, and to people who work in family policy and service
delivery to families. 

This book draws together in the one publication statistical information about families from a
wide and diverse range of sources. In Australia we are fortunate in having some very high qual-
ity data about families. Some of the material is available in one form or another in existing
publications such as the statistical catalogues of the Australian Bureau of Statistics. Other
material has been obtained by a new analysis of existing surveys and from the census, and has
not previously been available. I have been fortunate in having access to a wide range of sur-
veys made available from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the Australian Institute of Family
Studies, and the Australian Social Science Data Archive.

The value of this book depends on the quality of the data sources. Data reported in the book
are restricted to quantitative data from large scale national surveys and data collections, and
nearly always consist of complete data (for example, census or national data collections such
as divorce, fertility statistics etc) or data that can be generalised to the population with a high
degree of confidence. The data reported in this volume are from top quality sets of data and
publications where the figures are both reliable and able to be generalised.

One of the difficulties in using data from such a wide range of sources has been that it has not
been possible to impose uniformity on the way in which results are reported. Definitions and
measures vary between surveys and the time periods for which data are available vary for dif-
ferent types of information. This means that for some issues we can examine trends over a
very long period while for others we are restricted to just a few recent years. Methods of analy-
sis and groupings (such as age groupings) are not always ideal but have been determined by
the form in which the data are available.

David de Vaus
August 2004
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