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T he Minister for Family and Community

Services, Senator Jocelyn Newman,

announced in the 1999-2000 Budget that the

Commonwealth would work with the States and

Territories, community organisations and business,

to develop a national framework to strengthen and

support families.

The strategy will emphasise prevention and

early intervention and will be based on the best

available evidence concerning factors that

strengthen family capabilities and relationships.

It will also emphasise the provision of informa-

tion and support for families when it is most

needed, particularly at points of transition and

continuing stress. The strategy will seek to coor-

dinate efforts across government and to build on

existing services in partnership with all sectors of

the Australian community.

The strategy will focus on three major areas over

coming months:

• the needs of children in early childhood;

• positive pathways for youth; and

• marriage and relationships.

It will also pay special attention to workplace

and families, and the important role of childcare,

particularly for the under fives, in meeting the

developmental needs of children.

On 23 June 1999, the Prime Minister launched

the Government’s response to the House of Rep-

resentatives Standing Committee on Legal 

and Constitutional Affairs’ report To Have and To

Hold: Strategies to Strengthen Marriage and Rela-

tionships (June 1998). The report highlighted the

importance of pre-marriage education in develop-

ing relationship skills and strengthening families.

For the last four years, Ilene has been working on the Institute’s
Later Life Families Study. She has written a number of Working
Papers and articles on retirement and later life, focusing in 
particular on people’s expectations or retirement and 
relationships in later life.

Ilene’s earliest work included an examination of the causes
of relationship breakdown: it is fitting that her last work for the
Institute was on the same topic: her Working Paper, Towards an
Understanding of the Reasons for Divorce in Australia, published
in July, attracted an enormous amount of media coverage 
(see our publications column on p. 100 for details).

Helen Glezer joined the Institute in August 1980. Her early
work included a number of important papers and articles on
marriage and cohabitation as part of the Institute’s Family Forma-
tion Project and its Evaluation of Marriage Counselling Services.

Helen’s work on the Maternity Leave in Australia Study,
which included large scale surveys of women and public and
private sector employers, is still cited as an authority on attitudes
towards maternity leave, and is used as a benchmark from
which to measure progress in the area.

Helen formed a successful research partnership with her
colleague Ilene Wolcott,and the two established the Institute as
a leading authority on work and family life. Helen is recognised
as one of Australia’s experts in this area, especially in relation to
women’s work preferences and women’s roles as carers.

Since the early 1990s,Helen has been the Research Consultant
on all major research projects involving the Institute’s Computer
Assisted Telephone Interviews (CATI) system. For the past four
years, she was Project Manager of the Life Course Study,
designing the survey instruments and overseeing the data 
collection and analysis.

I am pleased to take this opportunity to thank Ilene Wolcott
and Helen Glezer for their valuable contribution to the Institute,
and on behalf of their Institute colleagues wish them both a
long, fulfilling and happy retirement.

Senior appointments 

With the adoption of the 1999–2001 Research Plan, the Institute
recently undertook the recruitment of senior staff to head the
three key research areas and our newly created Research Support
Unit. At the time of writing, I am happy to be able to confirm
two of those appointments.

Dr Ian Winter has been promoted to the position of Principal
Research Fellow in the Families and Society Program.

Dr Belinda Fehlberg, from the Law School at the University of
Melbourne, has been appointed Principal Research Fellow in the
Family and Marriage Program. Dr Fehlberg has been working with
us on the Australian Divorce Transitions Project, and (with Bruce
Smyth) has an article on pre-marital agreements in this issue.

Interviews have been conducted for the Principal Research
Fellows to head the Children and Parenting Program and the
Research Support Unit.With a full complement of senior research
staff on board,the Institute looks forward to the commencement
of a number of new projects in the coming months.
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R ecognising that strong families are the 

cornerstone of a strong and vibrant civil

society, the new National Families Strategy

has committed the Commonwealth Government

to working closely with the State and Territory

governments, as well as with the voluntary sector,

to develop a national framework to support and

strengthen family life in Australia.

The main emphasis of the new strategy will be on

preventing family breakdown by developing effective

early interventions. Such interventions include

things like relationship education and parenting

training, both of which will be extended, as well as

various programs aimed at preventing child abuse,

domestic violence, youth homelessness and crime. 

The Government says that it will further support

and strengthen family life in Australia by reforming

the tax and benefits systems, by enhancing access

to child care, and by providing more help for rural

and regional families.

The basic philosophy underlying the National

Families Strategy is clearly set out in Senator 

Newman’s recent budget paper, Strengthening and

Supporting Australian Families. This states (p.1-3):

‘The Government believes strong families are crucial

to maintaining a cohesive and compassionate 

society. Families are at the very heart of Australian

life. They provide the basis for our earliest lessons

and social interactions. And they give us the strength

and support to carry us through difficult times and

to contribute to community and social life. Stronger

families and strong family life mean a stronger and

better Australia.’ 

Although they disagree on the specific policies

which might best support family life, this basic

belief in the importance of strong families is shared

across the political parties in Australia. For example,

in his recent paper, Making Families Stronger

(May 1999), the Shadow Minister for Family and

Community Services, Wayne Swan, MP, effectively

echoes Senator Newman’s sentiments when he says:

‘It is the family that is responsible for shaping the

values of individuals. In this way, families determine

the quality of our society’ (p.2).

Much the same philosophy also underpins the

work of the Australian Institute of Family Studies.
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The Australian  In response, the Prime Minister announced, as a

first step in the development of the National

Families Strategy, the establishment of a new

Marriage and Family Council. The Council will

provide advice to government on improving the

effectiveness of relationship education. 

The Prime Minister also announced a pilot 

program offering vouchers for marriage education

and information kits to people preparing to get

married. Currently, only one in five couples take

advantage of pre-marriage education services. The

new initiative will allow couples intending a 

life together to have access to the important infor-

mation and skills available through pre-marriage

education. 

Over the next few months, the Minister for

Family and Community Services will be consulting

with the community sector, business and all levels

of government on the key focus areas of the strategy.

In June 1998 the House of Representatives Standing

Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs’

report ‘To Have and To Hold’ was tabled after a two

year inquiry into government-funded family 

relationship services.

The report clearly shows the high price of marriage

and relationship breakdown in Australia on many

levels but particularly the emotional and financial.

The costs are borne by children, adults, families,

communities and businesses over a long period.

Recognising the increasing stresses on families and

the changing social trends in relation to marriage,

separation and divorce, the report suggests that it is

timely to renew the focus on preventive action to

promote strong and healthy marital relationships.

This will have long-term benefits for children and

young people as they mature.

New National Families Strategy 
continued from page 3

and the 

The Prime Minister has asked
the Family and Community
Services Minister, Jocelyn
Newman, to lead the devel-
opment  of  the  Nat ional
Families Strategy.


