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I checked this research – by
Robert Whelan, published by
the Family Education Trust, 322
Woodstock Road, Oxford OX2
7NS, 1994 – and found it to be
valid.

Similar Australian research is not
possible because AIHW child
abuse reports do not record the
marital status of parents in the
family type category. I thought
that this may be because the
Australian Bureau of Statistics
does not ask a marital status
question in the census any more,
but was assured by the Minister
(Peter Costello) that the question
is still asked and the answers are
available for those who want
them.

Australian social scientists
apparently do not want to know
about the difference marriage
makes to families. I am writing
in the hope that the Australian
Institute of Family Studies may
take up the challenge!

Mrs Roslyn Phillips, B.Sc, Dip Ed
Research Officer, Festival of Light,

South Australia.

■ Idea of  ‘selfish generations’
challenged

In the last issue of Family Matters
(no. 52, pp. 12-18), Professor David
Thomson argued that Australia
and other OECD nations have
been experiencing a shift in family
policy priorities from the younger
to the older generation and, in
particular, that the age cohort
born between 1920 and 1950
has benefited by this shift com-
pared to all subsequent cohorts.

Professor Thomson’s argument
is familiar and deeply misleading.
Errors and misinterpretations
include the following.

• Thomson argues that there has
been a decline in public spend-
ing on the young and an increase
in spending on the old.The OECD
Social Expenditure data set
(SOCX) shows that between 1980
and 1992, Australian spending on
family cash benefits and family
services increased from 1.02 per
cent of GDP to 2.05 per cent. In
the same period, expenditure on
pensions, survivors benefits and
services to the old went from
3.96 per cent of GDP to 4.07 per
cent. So in a period when the
youthful proportion of the pop-
ulation was declining and the
aged population was increasing,
expenditure on the young dou-
bled, while expenditure on the
old remained almost stationary.

• Thomson concentrates on 
the relative wage losses and
employment experience of
young males. He does not 

discuss the countervailing
improvement in the economic
independence of young women
through enhanced female labour
force participation (which the
latest OECD figures show to be
higher in Australia in the age
group 15–24 than in any other
OECD country). He does not
mention the vastly increased
investment in human capital in
young adults through higher
secondary and tertiary educa-
tion enrolments. Nor does he
notice the obvious implication
that declining wage rates for
those in the most youthful
cohorts are substantially a 
function of the fact that 
today’s young workers have 
relatively lower skill levels than
comparable workers of earlier
generations.

• Extraordinarily, for an histo-
rian, Thomson does not point
out that the traditional award
wages system in both Australia
and New Zealand privileged
young male workers to a very
unusual degree compared with
most other nations. It may be
no bad thing if that bias is now
somewhat diminished.

• Neither in his article here, nor
in his earlier work on what he
calls ‘selfish generations’, does
Thomson deal sensibly with
issues of intergenerational trans-
fers. Ultimately, if the old acquire
assets in housing and invest-
ments, these tend to be passed
on to the next generation. The
absurdity of Thomson’s position is
shown in his view that the abo-
lition of inheritance taxes benefits
only the old. In reality, the main
beneficiaries are the young and
middle aged who receive more
from their parents’ estates than
they otherwise would.

• Finally, Thomson forgets that
today’s youthful cohorts become
tomorrow’s older ones. Even if
there has been a once-off shift
in advantage from youthful to
older age groups, the young will
eventually become older and
benefit at a later stage in the life-
cycle. Indeed, since each post-
war generation has lived longer
than the previous one, we must
assume that the generations
following those born between
1920 and 1950 will ultimately do
better than their predecessors.

It is most important to correct
the misleading implications 
of those who argue in a way
which is likely to engender
wholly unwarranted animosity
between the generations.

Francis G. Castles
Professor of Political Science

Australian National University.
Fellow of the Academy of 

the Social Sciences.

Families in the news
Everybody is interested in families.When the Australian Institute of Family
Studies publishes research on some aspect of family life, the media tend
to pay attention, for family news has a high ‘public interest’ factor.What,
then, has caught the eye of Australia’s newspaper editors and television
and radio producers over the last few months?

■ REASONS FOR DIVORCE
Without doubt, the research that attracted most comment in recent
months was the Working Paper Towards Understanding the Reasons for
Divorce. The findings were reported in newspaper articles in every capital
city and received an enormous amount of radio coverage in the form of
author interviews and talkback.

The prevalence of communication problems as the cause of marriage
breakdown elicited headlines like ”Lack of talk a divorce risk” (Herald Sun
5/7/99) and “The final breaking points” (Adelaide Advertiser (5/7/99).

“Most divorcees content with life after break-up” (SMH 5/7/99) took up the
findings about the wellbeing of people after divorce.

Women were the instigators in most of the separations reported in the
Institute study and this fact was widely reported – “Women take the
divorce initiative” (Northern Territory News 5/7/99), and “Easier for women
to make the break” (The Australian 5/7/99).

The publication of the Institute’s divorce data coincided with the release of
new research on the effectiveness of marriage education and counselling
by Relationships Australia. A number of feature articles drew on both
reports in a detailed analysis of divorce and relationship breakdown, and
the Government’s recently announced initiatives in relation to marriage
education.

■ SUPERANNUATION AND DIVORCE
The Institute’s April Briefing Paper, Superannuation and Divorce in
Australia, was reported in most of the metropolitan daily newspapers.
Journalists were interested in people’s lack of understanding of their
partner’s superannuation entitlements, and the ramifications that this
has in property settlements.

■ WORK AND FAMILY 
The retirement from the front bench of the Deputy Prime Minister Tim
Fischer, to spend more time with his young family, generated renewed
media interest in the balance between work and family.

Discussion of the effects of work on family life ranged across the possible
links between work and family stresses including marriage breakdown;
declining fertility; access to reproductive technology for women delaying
childbirth to establish careers; the pros and cons of older parents; quality
time versus quantity time; and the costs of child care.

Attention focused on how fathers juggle their work and family responsi-
bilities and how business has accommodated the changing role of fathers.
Some commentators questioned the extent to which the work/family
discussion is relevant to the majority of the working population, or whether
flexible work arrangements are primarily available to professionals.

Institute research on the work preferences of women with children was
cited in a number of articles, as was the article on reciprocal effects of
work and family, published in the Autumn 1999 edition of Family Matters.
The Institute also provided the media with much of the background
material which informed the discussion.

■ FAMILY MATTERS
As usual, the media picked up on articles published in the Autumn 
edition of Family Matters. Institute research on the policy implications of
declining home ownership, and the debate between Richard Eckersley
and Institute Research Manager Peter Saunders about defining and 
measuring ‘progress’, each generated opinion pieces in daily newspapers.

A number of columnists also referred to the recently completed Institute
Research Plan in feature and opinion articles about social policy and
research in Australia.

– Catherine Rosenbrock
AIFS Marketing Manager


