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Foreword

The New Zealand Business Roundtable takes an interest in social
policy because it is important for the well-being of all New Zealanders.
In 1996 it published From Welfare State to Civil Society: Towards
Welfare that Works in New Zealand by David Green who was at that
time director of the Health and Welfare Unit at the Institute of
Economic Affairs in London.’

Among other matters, David Green’s book examined the rise in
family breakdown, out-of-wedlock births and sole parenthood in New
Zealand. It found that trends in New Zealand were similar to those of
comparable countries and noted some of their origins and conse-
quences:

Because our eyes have been fixed on ‘the economy’ we have not been alert to

mistaken doctrines which have caused family breakdowns and turned voluntary

associations—once sources of that strength of character which insulates nations
from tyranny—directly or indirectly into instruments of the state.”

This follow-up study, Family Matters: Family Breakdown and its
Consequences, was commissioned to investigate family issues in
greater depth and to contribute to public debate on policies affecting
the family in New Zealand., The decision by the government to
establish a Families Commission reflects community concern about the
state of the family and signals a heightened interest in family policy.
On the other hand, the government’s Working for Families package in
the 2004 Budget, which was announced after this study was completed,
was more focused on income levels than on the state of the family.

The author of the study, Patricia Morgan, is a Senior Research
Fellow at Civitas: The Institute for the Study of Civil Society in
London. She is a sociologist who has written extensively on family
policy.

There is a substantial international literature on family breakdown
and its social consequences which is drawn on to assess the state of the
family in New Zealand. The findings of this investigation are worrying.
Patricia Morgan reports that:

Using all of the standard indicators, the family is now in a worse state in New

Zealand than almost anywhere else. The situation of Maori is a particular cause

for concern. It is comparable to that of American blacks, amongst whom, in large
areas, the family based on marriage has virtually disappeared (p. 3).

Some people have celebrated the decline of the traditional family and
view marriage as an oppressive institution or an aberration. However,
Patricia Morgan writes:

... the married couple and their dependent children living together in their own

home ... has been the normative child-rearing institution in Western society, in
terms of both prevalence and ideal (pp. 4-5).

Vil



viii FAMILY MATTERS

She cites a large body of research that finds that the traditional family
is generally best for children, parents and society.

This view was recently challenged by the Hon. Steve Maharey,
minister of social development and employment, who was reported as
stating: ‘I know of no social science that says a nuclear family is more
successful than other kinds’.* No one who reads Family Matters will be
able to make such a claim in future.

The point is not that children brought up in niuclear families always
do better than, say, children brought up by sole parents. Many sole
parents do a fine job. Rather, the point is that, on average, two-parent
families fare better, and this is what matters for social policy. As a
Nobel laureate in economics, George Stigler, pointed out: “‘We must
base public policy not upon signal triumphs or scandalous failures but
upon the regular, average performance of the policy’.* Not all smokers
die of lung cancer, but most health policy practitioners now agree that
smoking is typically bad for health. Similarly, in matters of family
policy the evidence in favour of two-parent families suggests it is
unwise to bet against the odds. This finding is not a criticism of sole
parents.

Some may still contest the conclusions of researchers like Patricia
Morgan on family outcomes. The 1992 comment by David Popenoe,
Professor of Sociology at Rutgers University in the United States, in
Coniroversial Truth: Two Parents Are Better, is relevant in evaluating
any such criticisms:

Social science research is almost never conclusive. There are always methodoclog-
ical difficulties and stones left unturned. Yet in three decades of work as a social
scientist, I know of few other bodies of data in which the weight of evidence is
so decisively on one side of the issue: on the whole, for children, two-parent
families are preferable ... If our prevailing views on family structure hinge solely
on scholarly evidence, the current debate would never have arisen in the first
place.®

More recently, Popenoe has written that, internationally, the tide has
turned in response to the weight of evidence:
In the last decade, even once-hostile academics and media people have reached

a consensus about the importance of strengthening married two-parent families;
but the change didn’t come easily.®

The rise in family breakdown in many countries, including New
Zealand, since the 1960s didn’t happen by accident. Pcople’s behaviour
is influenced by incentives. Patricia Morgan attributes the New
Zealand trends in large pari to changed incentives arising from
changes in such areas as welfare policies (especially the Domestic
Purposes Benefit), taxation and family law, as well as to changes in
social attitudes, particularly those influenced by some versions of
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feminism. The good news, however, is that incentives can be reshaped
by better policies and ideas. This is the challenge to social policy
makers trying to go forward.

Family Matters; Family Breakdown and its Conseguences documents
family policy changes and their impact on the institution of the family
in New Zealand, and calls for greater support for public policies which
signal that family stability is important for children and society as a
whole. While not necessarily endorsing all of its findings, the Business
Roundtable believes the book is a thorough and thought-provoking
study and is pleased to publish it as a contribution to debate on a vital
topic.

Roger Kerr
Executive Director, New Zealand Business Roundtable
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The Fission in the Nucleus of the Family

Summary: All Western nations have witnessed a decline in the
institution of the family bused on marriage. Indicators of this decline
are falling marriage rates and rising divorce rates, linked with falling
overall fertility, accompanied by rising numbers of out-of-wedlock
births. In New Zealand these trends have been remarkable in their
intensity. In the period following the second world war, the family was
particularly strong and popular. Using all of the standard indicators,
the family is now in a worse state in New Zealand than almost
anywhere else. The situation of Maori is a particular eause for concern.
It is comparable to that of American blacks, amongst whom, in large
areas, the family based on marriage has virtually disappeared. The
‘fission in the nucleus of the family’ which is occurring is of a different
order to previous cultural shifts, like the move away from extended
families or towards smaller families.

In the short span of time since organised European settlement began
in the mid-nineteenth century, New Zealand has shown the most
extreme manifestations of family trends which, while observable in
other—particularty English speaking—societies, have occurred at a
pace and on a scale that are unrivalled elsewhere.

In the post-war world, dominant opinion was emphatic that the
family was not declining:

[A] higher proportion of the adult population than ever before is married; an

increasing number of young men and women marry before their majority; the

shortening of time between marriage and the first child 15 a measured fact; more
people than ever before are married for a longer period of their life span’

The rise in fertility was sharper in New Zealand than anywhere else,
and it lasted much longer; with the peak not coming until the mid-
1960s. The women born around 1940 had an average of 3.5 children
each, while their mothers had had 2.5.2 All of this applied as much or
more to ethnie minorities as it did to the European population:
Reckoned by age groups, the proportion of Maori adults who are married is

consistently higher than that of non-Maeri, the proportion of the never-married
population lower. In 1961, of those aged between 16 and 21, eight per cent of the
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males and 22 per cent of the females were married, compared with 2.1 per cent
and 13 per cent for non-Maori males and females respectively. Maori marriages
are broken by death earlier and more often than those of non-Maori ... On the
other hand, fewer Maori are legally separated or divorced, ®

By the 1970s these trends were all in reverse. The key features of
family decline and fragmentation, which this book will explore, are a
decrease in two-parent households and an increase in sole parents, a
big rise in the number of children born ex-nuptially, a decline in
marriage and an overall fall in births.

Figure 1:1
Percentage of dependent children in sole-parent households

30 -

25 -

1976 1986

Source; Statistics New Zealand

This now begs a question, which hardly arose in the past, of how to
define or characterise a family, or the family. Minimally, when we
speak of family we are referring to a group of people connected by
blood, marriage or legal adoption. In this sense, all or most of us have,
or have had, family relationships or family ties, and we may live with
family members in a two- or even three-generational unit. Marriage
brings what are initially non-kin relationships—but ones vital to the
creation and maintenance of further kin relationships—into their orbit,
although a childless couple have, by themselves, rarely been construed
as ‘a family’, but as a married couple. Through marital relationships,
as the core of the family system, children are affiliated to adult males
as well as females. The married couple and their dependent children
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living together in their own home, providing support and care for each
other, has been the normative child-rearing institution in Western
society, in terms of both prevalence and ideal. With the latter, the
“family’ is precisely a morally loaded concept embodying an ideal image
or model of relationships, to be striven for independently of the
numbers approximating to it.

The ‘problem of definition’ emerged when the family became the
focus of attention as something problematic, optional and disposable.
It then became one among many, even an ‘infinite diversity of families’,
often as the least among equals, and certainly the one destined to die
out. With derogatory intent, it is described as the ‘bourgeois’ {i.e.
oppressive) family, the ‘nuclear’ (residual and suffocating) family, the
‘traditional’ (reactionary) family or the ‘patriarchal’ (enslaving) family.

By 2001, an estimated 27 per cent of New Zealand children under 16
lived in households headed by a sole parent—nearly three times the
proportion in 1976 (see Figure 1:1). Forty-four per cent of Maori
children were with sole parents, as were 31 per cent of Pacific Island
children and 20 per cent of European children.? Thirty-one per cent of
New Zealand families with dependent children were headed by a sole
parent. Sole-parent families trebled as a proportion of all families with
dependent children between 1976 and 2001 (see Figure 1:2).

Figure 1:2
Families headed by sole parents as a percentage of all families
with dependent children, New Zealand, 1976 - 2001

30 1
25 1

20 A

1976 I98 19921 1996

Source: Statisties New Zealand
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The rate of increase has been most rapid for Pacific Island people,
amongst whom sole mothers increased from 21 per cent to 30 per cent
of all mothers in the decade 1986-1996. Amongst Maori, they increased
from 31 per cent to 43 per cent.’

A study of the dynamics of family formation and dissolution in New
Zealand suggested in 1987 that possibly 40 per cent of ail children who
start life in two-parent families may end up with a sole parent by 16
years of age.® When those born to sole parents were included, the
number of children who would spend time with a sole parent increased
to a half. While the prospects of a child who experienced family
breakdown re-entering a two-parent family were relatively high
{nearly three-quarters, or 71 per cent in five years), these unions are
particularly unstable.” Thus:

... the hope that entry into a two-parent family will resolve the preblems of

single parent families proves to be vain. ... many children are likely to encounter

multiple family situations arising [rom successive family formation and
breakdown, For this cohort, by the age of nine years in the region of 27 per cent
had experienced at least two family situations and 18 per cent had encountered

three or more family situations; the maximum family changes recorded was 25

during a nine year period.®

Where Sole Parents Come From:
Broken Marriages to No Marriages

The proportion of children with widowed parents has dropped
significantly, so that the growth of lone parenthood partly reflects the
sharp rise in divorce in recent decades, with a higher-than-average
rate of marriage breakdown among Maori. Until 1961, the level of
divorce in New Zealand was around three divorces per thousand
married women. This increased to just over seven in 1976. After the
Family Proceedings Act 1980, which came into effect in 1981, rates
shot up, and then settled to between 12 or 13 per thousand in the
1990s (see Figure 1:3, p. 7). Divorce rates for New Zealand and
Australia are now virtually identical and somewhat below those for
England and Wales, which have one of the highest rates in the Western
world ? All of these countries show a very similar pattern, with divorces
in cliff-face ascent after legislative reform then levelling off at far
higher rates than before,’” Marriages are ending earlier the more
recently they are contracted, and each age-group divorces faster than
the one before. The proportion of marriages dissolving within ten years
has increased from 11 per cent for those married in 1971 to 15 per cent
for those married in 1981 (one-quarter of those married in 1971 had
divorced by 1991).

The proportion of divorces involving children and young people
under 18 declined from 78 per cent in 1971 to just under a half in
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1996—much the same as in Australia but below the UK level of 55 per
cent for under-16s, which has pertained since the mid-1980s.!! Apart
from the big drop in family size, another reason may be that, under
current legislation, there is no legal advantage in obtaining a formal
dissolution unless one or other of the parties wishes to remarry.
Marital property agreements can be sought at any time and decisions
over custody, access and maintenance decided irrespective of current
marital status or behaviour."

Figure 1:3
Divorce rate per 1,000 married women, New Zealand, 1961 - 2001

Source: Statistics New Zealand

The rise in sole parents also coincides with the massive rise in the
proportion of ex-nuptial births—from eight per cent in 1962 to 44 per
cent in 2001 (see Figure 1:4, p. 8). This is higher than England (40 per
cent}, the USA (33 per cent) and Australia (30 per cent) (see Figure 1:5,
p. 9). The result has been that never-married sole parents increased by
more than 40 per cent between 1991 and 2001 alone, to become over a
third of all sole parents.
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Figure 1.4
Ex-nuptial births as a percentage of all births
New Zealand, 1962 - 2001

45 -
40 -
35 -
30 -

15 -~

Source: Statistics New Zealand

High rates of out-of-wedlock births are accompanied by women’s
generally low or falling family size, and the total fertility rate has
halved since the 1960s {(see Table 1:1, p. 10). By the late 1990s, the
average number of births per woman, of about 1.9, had fallen below the
level required to replace the population, but it has now risen again to
something approaching replacement level, partly owing to the higher
fertility rates of Maori women. Nevertheless, Maori have experienced
one of the most rapid fertility declines of the century.'
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Figure 1:5
Ex-nuptial births as a percentage of all births, selected countries,
2001 (or latest year available)
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Sourees: Eurostat (2002); Australian Bureau of Statistics (2002); Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, US Department of Health & Human Services
(2002); Federal Statistical Office, Germany (January 2003); Statistics New Zealand

(2002); Office for National Statistics (2002).

Figures for Ireland and the Netherlands are provisional.
Figures for France and Italy are for 2000.

Figures for Greece and Spain are Eurostat estimates for 2000.
Figure {or Japan is for 1999,
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The decrease in the overall birthrate since the mid-1970s overwhelm-
ingly represents the decline in births to married women."* The surge
in the proportion of ex-nuptial births partly represents a big increase
in their actual numbers between 1976 and 2001 from 9,597 to 22,320,
but it also represents a fall in marital births. The marital birthrate in
the 1980s was almost static, then went into sharp decline in the 1990s.
In the year from 1994 to 1995, when there was a slight rise in the
overall birthrate after four years of decline, births to married couples
still fell 2.7 per cent, as those to single mothers rose by 5.9 per cent.*®
As fewer married women are having second or subsequent children and
more are having no children at all, the rise in sole parents is comple-
mented by increasing numbers of couples without children—now
almost a half of all couples. These are not simply ‘empty nesters’ whose
children have flown, but represent the increasing postponement and
rejection of parenthood.'®

Table 1:1
Average number of children born to women in New Zealand,
1962 - 2001

Fertility rate, women 15+

1962 19656 1971 1975 1981 1985 1991 1096 2000 2001
4.18 3.54 318 237 201 1.93 2.1 196 201 201

Fertility rate, Maori women 15+

1962 1965 1971 1975 1981 1885 1990 1996 2000 2001

6.18 5.71 505 328 247 2.2 2.19 2.6 2.53 2.5

Source: Demographic Trends, Table 2.8

While the age of married mothers has moved steadily upwards, unwed
child-bearing is mostly and increasingly to young mothers. New
Zealand has the third highest rate of teenage births amongst OECD
countries {behind the US and the UK) and the third highest teenage
abortion rate (after the US and Hungary) {see Figure 1.6, p. 11)."" The
UNICETF report, from which these figures are taken, draws attention
to the way in which New Zealand’s position in the ranking is affected
by the high teenage birth rate among Maori (74 per 1,000 compared
with 30 per 1,000 for non-Maori). Without the Maori component, New
Zealand would fall significantly in the ranking of teenage births.'®
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Figure 1:6
Births and abortions per 1,000 females aged 15-19,
selected couniries, 1996
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Source: UNICEF, A League Table of Teenage Births in Rich Nations, 2001, p. 20.
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At the same time, a greater proportion of women of child-bearing age
are single and therefore ‘at risk’ of having births outside of marriage.
Of women aged 20-24, 60 per cent were married at the 1971 census. By
1981, this was 41 per cent (the 1940s level}, By 1986, it had fallen to the
nineteenth century level, of 30 per cent. By 2001, it was 9 per cent.™
Age at marriage in New Zealand is higher than at any time since the
1920s.% With marriage rates falling (see Figure 1:7), births to single
women, which were rising anyway in absolute numbers, were bound to
represent an increasing proportion of total births. The number of births
to women aged 15-49 who were not legally married increased from
arcund 37 per 1,000 in the mid-1970s to 47 per 1,000 in 2001. This is
despite the rise in abortions to a record high, of 16,410 in 2001, a 100
per cent increase since 1986. More than a fifth of all pregnancies are
terminated by abortion. Sixty per cent of them are carried out on
unmarried women (nearly 70 per cent of whom are under 25).

Figure 1,7
Marriage rate per 1,000 women aged 16 and over,
New Zealand, 1961 - 2001
45 |
40 -
35 -
30 -
25 -

20 4

Sowurce: Statistics New Zealand
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On census day 1961, half of all men aged 25-34, and two-thirds of those
aged 35-44, were married and raising two or more children. Even larger
numbers would pass through this phase during their lifetimes. The
percentage of males never martied in the 20-24 age group increased
from 63 to 93.3 per cent between 1961 and 1997: for the 25-29 age group
it rose from 29.7 per cent to 66.3, with a similar rise for those aged 30-
34 from 16.9 per cent to 37.8 per cent.” Remarriages have fallen as well
as first marriages, even if these have increased as a proportion of all
marriages throughout the 1970s and 1980s. The rising number of sole
parents is not the only result of a falling marriage rate: one-person
households have doubled since the 1970s and became 22.9 per cent of
the total in 2001.%

Falling marriage rates are not fully accounted for by the rise of
cohabitation. Thirty per cent of women aged 15 to 44 years in all
‘partnerships’ were unmarried in 2001. Divorcees are becoming
increasingly likely to cohabit rather than remarry (representing over
a quarter of cohabitees), and the relative proportions marrying directly
or cohabiting first have been reversed for younger women. However,
two-thirds of all women under 30 were unmarried and not cohabiting
in 2001, compared with 53 per cent in 19812 The overall Maori
cohabitation rate was already relatively high in 1986 at over 11.6 per
cent for people aged 15 and over, and had risen to 17.3 per cent in 2001,
but this has not made up for the fall in the proportion not living with a
spouse.”

One reason cohabitation is not replacing marriage is that it tends to
be short-lived. This is why there are so few cohabitations in the
population at any one time, even if many people embark upon it.*® In
the UK the median duration of a childless cohabitation is 19 months,
before it leads to a birth, marriage or terminates.” By three years,
three-quarters of women have had a birth, got married or dissolved the
union. After ten years, only about five per cent are still cohabiting (and
8.7 per cent of those who have their first child in cohabitation). This is
similar for America, where about 45 per cent of the cohabitations of
those in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth ended either in
marriage or dissolution by the first year, 70 per cent by the second year
and 90 per cent by five years.”” The Australian Family Formation
Project also found that around a half of cohabitations end after two
years in either dissclution or marriage, and three-quarters by four
years.”® Cohabitations are less likely to lead to marriage than in the
past. In contrast, dissolving the union or having a child have become far
more commeon for younger people, Although a greater proportion of US
cohabitations end in marriage, similar trends are recorded in that
country.?® The nature and meaning of cohabitation may change over
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time, so that this may move from being (usually) a prelude, or alterna-
tive to marriage, to become a ‘live-in’ liaison, which younger people are
increasingly likely to end by separation.

As such, cohabitation delays—and, it seems, impedes and probably
prevents—marriage, in New Zealand as elsewhere. This is because
cohabitation has become the dominant mode of first partnership: in
2001 more women under 25 were cohabiting than were married (76 per
cent), reversing the position in 1986. But, since cohabitations break up
at a higher and faster rate than marriages, this leaves more people
‘unpartnered’ in the longer term. After a first cohabiting partnership
has dissolved, the median duration to the next partnership is five years
in the UK, leaving marriage surrounded by longer periods of partnered
or unpartnered singlehood over the lifetime. After the first or subse-
quent ‘partnership’ breaks down, many people may not. try again.

The historical exception to present trends is usually given as the
much parodied and ‘untypical’ 1950s and 1960s, when early and nearly
universal marriage became the norm. Present times are then cast as a
return to previous patterns. For example, between 1901 and 1911 more
than 80 per cent of people aged 20-24 had not married. The 1996 figure
may be higher, at around 90 per cent, but claims are that this falls
when consideration is taken of cohabitations or ‘de factos’ (making
nearly 30 per cent ‘partnered’).?* However, present de factos may have
nothing like the survival rate of the later marriages made in the early
twentieth century.

Cohabitation is also a speedy route into sole parenthood, since the
processes by which families are formed act as important determinants
of family survival, By 1996, nearly a third of Maori children with two
parents were with unmarried couples compared with 14 per cent in
1981.* (The general proportion of children with cohabiting couples rose
to 13.5 per cent.)® The proportion of ex-nuptial births with paternal
information on the registration form increased to over three-quarters
by 1996 and the proportion jointly registered at the same address rose
to nearly 43 per cent by 1996, suggesting cohabitation.

The use of the term de facfo and even ‘de-fucto marriage’ for
cohabitation, suggesting that this is marriage, in reality, minus the
documents, and that, whether married or not, the participants are all
equally ‘partners’, obscures many important distinctions and under-
standings that bear upon outcomes. While it may be the official belief
that ‘... many children today are born to and raised by couples who may
never marry each other’,” the ‘raised’ is often doubtful. Neither the
objective evidence on the outcomes of cohabiting unions nor the
expectations of those involved indicate that cohabitation is a stable
alternative to marriage.** Estimates for the UK, where nearly three-
fifths of first births outside marriage are born in first cohabitational
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unions, are that about 40 per cent of these dissolve to produce a never-
married lone mother within five years and a half in ten years.* While
cohabitations with children have a slightly lower dissolution rate than
those without children, ultimately more of these dissolve compared with
cohabitations of childless women, because children actually reduce the
chances of marrying. Thus: ‘child-bearing within cohabiting unions does
not signal longer-term commitments’ even if it does ‘signal longer
cohabitations’.*

Worldwide evidence is that existing cohabitations with children tend
to break up at four- to five-fold the rate of marriages.”” In the Christ-
church Child Development Study, cohabitation is a foremost risk factor
for breakdown of the child’s family in its first five years. As many as
43.9 per cent of de facto couples separated, compared with 10.9 per cent
of married couples.”® Even teenage mothers who have a child within
marriage are more likely to still be with their first ‘partner’ in their 30s
than those who began parenthood as cohabitees: one in two compared
with one in three in the UK data. Australian data on parents 18 months
after the birth of a child show that 19 per cent of cohabiting couples had
already separated, compared with only two per cent of married
couples—a difference of nearly ten-fold. Where parents wed after the
birth of a child, about 15 per cent of these marriages break up within
five years, compared with 38 per cent of the relationships of continuing
cohabitees.™

When a fertile cohabiting union is converted to marriage, the parents
are less likely to split up than if they continued as cohabitees, but the
children are still more likely to see their parents eventually separate
than those born in marriage, something which applies worldwide.® In
Britain, 75 per cent of couples who wed after the birth of a child were
still together five years after the birth, compared with 92 per cent of the
married and 48 per cent of the cohabitees. Less successful cohabitees
have more unstable relationships compared with those who enjoy better
socig-economic conditions in the British data, just as the less materially
successful among the married are particularly vulnerable to divorce, If
economic circumstances worsen from one year to the other, both have
50 per cent more chance of breaking up, and conversely, 50 per cent
more chance of surviving if conditions improve.*! However, with
economic and other factors like age and duration controlled for, the
odds of dissolution are still at least twice as high for cohabiting couples
compared with married ones.

The substitution of cohabitation for direct marriage is also implicated
in the postponement of—and possible relinquishment of—motherhood,
especially given that the fall in the birthrate is accounted for by
declining marital births. This might particularly help account for the
large fall in fertility for women aged 20-29. While there has been a big
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increase in children born to the unmarried, and while this may be
linked to more widespread cohabitation, cohabiting women have lower
fertility than comparable married women., Larger numbers and
preportions of non-marital births may reflect increased exposure to
risk, which is nonetheless accompanied by a higher rejection of
parenthood than within marriage. In New Zealand, 40 per cent of
cohabiting couples have children, compared with 57 per cent of married
couples. Almost half (46 per cent) have only one child, compared with
a third of married couples, who are also more likely to have three or
more children. (Married women averaged 2.6 children, and women who
cohabit recorded 1.2 in the 1996 census.) This cannot be explained by
the younger age profile of cohabiting couples, although this may be an
important reason why more are likely to have a child under five than
married couples. ¥

Marriage Can Disappear

As fewer adults enter into marriage, more leave it in divorce and
separation, and more and mere avoid it with single parenthood or
cohabitation, marriage can disappear.”” This has already largely
happened amongst American blacks, for whom it ‘ has become just a
temporary stage of life ... preceded by a lengthening period of single-
hood and followed by a long period of living without a spouse ... a long
stable marriage is the exception, rather than the rule’** In 1940, blacks
in the USA in every age group were more likely to marry than whites.
In 1960, three-quarters of African American children were born to
married couples, and over two-thirds of black children lived in two-
parent homes. By the 1990s, most black children (54 per cent) lived
with a mother only, another three per cent with a father only and seven
per cent with neither parent. Some 58 per cent of black sole-parent
mothers have never married. Only about one third of divorced or
separated black women remarried within ten years of marriage
breakdown, compared with almost three-quarters of non-Hispanic
whites. Only 27 per cent of African American children aged 12 to 18
years old lived in their parents’ first, intact marriage—something which
has occurred within a very short historical time period.*®

This is ‘not a racial anomaly or localised pathology’, but something
that can happen to other groups, other societies, It will soon be the
Maori reality. In 1996, just under 35 per cent of Maori aged 16 and over
were married, compared with almost double, or nearly 63 per cent, 20
years before. The proportion who had never married increased from
29 4 per cent to just over 50 per cent.* And, if what has happened to the
black American family is not much different from what is happening to
the American family as a whole, the same applies to the generality of
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New Zealand families. Maori are moving inte the same position as
American blacks and we might expect to find that New Zealand
Furopean families will increasingly resemble present-day Maori
families.

The Fission in the Nucleus of the Family

The downward trend in fertility has been swifter in New Zealand than
elsewhere, given a relatively higher birthrate in the 60s and 70s than
in other developed countries. However, the population still grows by 1.1
per cent a year compared with 0.4 per cent for England and Wales, or
by 6.6 per cent between 1991 and 1996 (double the previous inter-
census period). Net immigration accounted for 39 per cent of this
growth, mainly from China, Taiwan, Korea, and Hong Kong as well as
from the UK, Japan and India. {In the previous period 1986-91,
departures exceeded arrivals.)’ While migrants initially increase the
working-age group, they subsequently swell the numbers in older
groups. In turn, their birthrates rapidly fall te the level of the host
population. The number of elderly is expected to grow from 12 per cent
in 1996 to 17 per cent in 2021, and to 26 per cent by 2051. They will
outnumber children two-to-one, Assuming medium levels of fertility,
mortality and an annual long-term net migration gain of 5,000, New
Zealand can expect its youth population (aged 12-25) to drop from 21
per cent of the total population in 1996 to 18 per cent in 2021 and to 15
per cent in 2051. In 1966, for every 100 working-age persons aged 15-
59, there were 21.7 people aged 60 or over. In 1991, this was 25.1; by
2031, this will be 45.5, The number of people in the labour force for
every superannuitant will be halved—from 4:1 to 2:1.%

It is as trite as it is profound to note that the survival of any society
depends upon its ability to reproduce itself physically, socially and
culturally, and its fortunes upon the qualities of the next generation:

[TIhe adult heterosexual relationship is inherently, if not inevitably, generative.
We must assume that societies which have survived could not have allewed this
generative, and regenerative, centre to remain ‘unsocialised—to be without
rules, to be disordered and uncertain and to put reproduction at risk. The young
must not only be brought into the world, there must be reguler and predictable
arrangements for their care; they must be socially ‘placed’ or legitimated’ lest
they become unmanageable and dangerous aliens. This cannot be, without great
risk, a haphazard and brief process.*®

Human beings depend upon a lengthy educative process to equip each
generation with the skills, knowledge and possessions essential for the
survival and success of individuals and society. To this end.

... kinship units .., provide continuous, long-term care, individual legal identity,
rights and obligalions in relation to persons, property rights and claims of
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descent and inheritance, which serve ... distant interests of social renewal,
continuity and culture.®

No society could have survived without making sure its children were
raised by parents who took responsibility for them and, until some
{abandoned) experiments of the twentieth century, no one thought that
any other individuals or institutions could take over this responsibility.
By producing, caring for, and educating children, families create and
contribute to the good of the wider society. In looking after dependents,
the family is also the primary welfare institution, just as it is basic to
social order and solidarity.

The fission in the nucleus of the family is of a different and more
threatening order than other historical changes that, for example,
involved a move away from extended families, or towards small
families, or from polygamy to monogamy.
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Dancing on the Grave of the Family

Summary: The decline of the family has been celebrated, rather than
mourned, in some quarters. The traditional family based on marriage
is described as oppressive, with ‘new family forms’ of fering the opportu-
nity for free expression, In fact, none of these family forms is new: there
have always been broken and incomplete families. What ts new is the
scale of their occurrence, Critics of the traditional family represent if as
a minority household type, but this invelves the use of artificially
restrictive definitions, There is also a rewriting of history which involves
the denial that the family based on monogamous marriage was ever the
norm in Western society. This is coupled with unrealistic expectations of
what the loss of traditional family ties will mean for people in the future,
since extended families depend upon nuclear families. Those hostile to
traditional families have used Maori to argue thai monogamous
marriage was an artificial restriction imposed on people who were living
happily in informal unions. In fact this misrepresents the history of
Maori. Claims that illegitimacy was of no consequence in Maori culture,
and that there were no special ties between parents and their biological
children, are simply untrue.

Even more remarkable than the speed and scale of family fragmenta-
tion in New Zealand has been the insistence that nothing unusual is
happening. Just as the nuclear family based on marriage was idolised
in the 1950s, so its disintegration is applauded today. While the same
can be said about the reception given to similar developments in the
rest of the English speaking world, that in New Zealand has been often
little short of euphoric. In 2000 Steve Maharey, the Minister of Social
Services and Employment, urged everyone to accept that the days of the
European-style family unit were long gone. Over two-thirds of children
still lived in one, but it was being replaced by new sole-parent,
reconstituted and extended families. These deserved support, he
claimed, rather than the old family structure. So long as these were
‘able to provide love, discipline and sound nurturing, things are going
to be OK.!

19
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Support for Marriage Abandoned

Nowhere else has the family been so emphatically rejected, and the
‘polymorphous perversity of the counter-culture so explicitly endorsed,
with its demands for ‘a practical project for the acceptance of diverse
sexualities and for the democratisation of the sexual sphere’.? Oblig-
ingly, the state will service the ‘widest possible range of interests and
needs’ with ‘sexuality being an emblem of the diverse society New
Zealanders wish to nurture ... Nowhere has the programme of leftist
feminism been so thoroughly pursued, as a ‘task ... to provide both the
institutional and ideological support for different family forms, and to
eliminate women’s economic dependence on men and factors which
encourage domestic violence’.* It might illustrate how trends arrive
late, swiftly, and in exaggerated form, making New Zealand ‘prey to
capture by imported intellectual viruses that—like so many introduced
pests and diseases—take hold with unnatural virulence’.’

The twenty-first century has been entered with marriage more or less
abandoned as a public institution. Its demotion has been speedy, as is
the elevation to equal status of homosexual relationships which were
illegal two decades ago.

The Property {Relationships) Amendment Act 2001 now requires
anybody breaking up from a live-in relationship to share property on
the same basis, whether same or opposite sex, if the relationship is
three years old (or, in some circumstances, even if it is not—as when
there is a child}. De facto or same-sex partners can now claim widow or
survivor partner pensions, or maintenance from a previous partner.
They can challenge willg, or ask to be provided for in the absence of a
will in the same way as spouses.

The only quibbles are over ‘remaining elements of marriage unac-
ceptable to cohabitants (essentially state control over the duration and
the prohibition of concurrent relationships), where it might seem
‘excessively Euro-centric to insist that for a relationship to be in the
nature of marriage it must be monogamous’.® Thus, the law is still
accused of discriminating against de factos by not removing the one
man, one woman qualification for formal marriage, which would make
for one seamless system. While the Property (Relationships) Amend-
ment Act 2001 draws upon assumptions that marriage and cohabitation
are really indistinguishable, it does not define cohabitation using the
definition of a relationship in the nature of marriage ( or ‘common law’
marriage)—which would make marriage a reference point. Instead,
there is just a checklist of factors to take into account when deciding
whether various live-in situations meet the criteria for property
division. This will be a considerable source of contention, since
cohabitation is difficult to define, and often a transitory and precarious
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state. (When people are already married, or have serial cohabitations,
it seems that chronology comes into play for settlements. Where a
marriage follows a de facto relationship, the partner would normally get
half the ‘relationship’ property, which would then be split with the
spouse and so on.)’

Obviously, law and public policy, which previously supported
marriage, must now intervene to prevent or eradicate such ‘discrimina-
tion’. Marriage is no longer a public good, but just another personal
‘lifestyle’, about which we must remain neutral in comparison to other
‘lifestyles’. Otherwise, there will be ‘unfair distinctions’. As marriage is
no longer considered vital or eentral to the family unit, so it is no more
consequential than any other relationship: no way of living is more
socially relevant than any other, or can be designated as a family
compared with any other.? Even a non-sexual flatmate-type arrange-
ment fulfils most of the criteria and may be deemed a de facto relation-
ship, equal to marriage as a ‘lifestyle choice’.

At the same time as marriage has been seriously weakened, the law
endorses fragile unions, which represent a poor bargain and threat for
women and children. There is little indication that policy makers and
commentators have any grasp of what marriage is and of its social
functions, not least when it comes to raising children. The Law
Commission claimed that ‘a general policy of preferring marriage (as
distinct from other relationships) ... cannot be a legitimate aim as these
are very arbitrary distinctions’.® Antipathy to the institutions of civil
order, which stand for the unity, continuity and creative wisdom of the
community, has now turned into incomprehension. The drive against
diserimination on the grounds of marital status and sexual orientation
and equal treatment for all ‘lifestyles’ has trumped considerations of
what is best for society. Recognition of unmarried and ‘gay’ cohabitation
or ‘gay marriage’ as ‘equal lifestyle choices’ marks the end of concerns
for social stability and continuity in favour of individual rights and
personal satisfaction. Indeed, the extension of recognition and rights to
different types of households and relationships has been done precisely
to undermine marriage, and empty it of significance and worth.

Ironically, marital consequences arc imposed on people who wish to
live in uncommitted relationships, rather than leaving them free to
choose with minimal interference. Giving cohabitation the same status
as marriage not only debases marriage, but subjects cohabitees to
conditions they are trying to avoid. (This is to be distinguished from the
right to make ‘living together contracts’—in contrast to participating in
a legal status—so that property entanglements are avoided when the
relationship breaks down.) Cohabitation is expressly chosen because it
is unregulated, and promises the individual freedom from the responsi-
bilities and restrictions of marriage. The reasons for living together are
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reducible to convenience, whether legal, economic, social, personal, or
sexual. While marriage has been social and recognised by others, a
relationship or cohabitation is private, and often geared to having a
companion and/or resident sex partner, for the time being, not a spouse.
In contrast, marriage implies a legally defined institution, where the
law and not the parties establish the rules of entry and membership.
Like a corporation, or private property, this has to be publicly sup-
ported by law and culture in order to exist. It is:

... one example of the way in which the institutions of society give us access to
experiences impossible—even unimaginable—without them. They show us how
our untutored moral sense and natural impulses may be given shape, direction
and consummation through associations and traditions that are necessarily
social and which predate us. ... The instinct to mate may be transformed from
simple coupling and procreation into the many-sided moral-legal-kinship crder
of marriage and family formation, threugh the tutelage of social rules and
ceremony beyond the wit or power of discrete individuals to formulate or
implement; but which, when we exploit what they offer, can greatly enlarge what
unaided instinct can accomplish.™

Marriage offers an alternative way of life to cohabitation, based on the
expressed intention that the relationship will be permanent. This
provides scaffolding for investment in an enterprise, where personal
objectives are replaced by joint goals. We assume that what:
... falls within the compass of the law must also fall within the compass of
justice; so the laws governing marriage and divorce should pass the test of justice
and procedural equity [which include] conceptions of right and wrong conduct,
no less in marriage than in any other sphere of life that engages the attention of
the law."

However, marriages terminable at will and the removal of fault (or
breach) as a consideration in settlements imply no penalty for miscon-
duct or opportunistic behaviour and no compensation for marriage-
specific investments. Given ‘no-fault’ and non-consensual or unilateral
divorce, the party seeking to preserve the marriage also lacks power or
any bargaining tool,

Eradicating failure to meet marital obligations deletes the obliga-
tions and duties themselves, which are inferred from legal remedies in
divorce.'?> With transgression ‘impossible in the eyes of the law, notions
of responsibility are mocked’."® There is no duty to refrain from sex with
persons other than the spouse, since adultery is not a consideration in
dissolution proceedings, and neither is eruelty or desertion. A spouse
can leave, live apart for two years, and dissolve the martiage without
the consent of the other partner and be treated the same in regard to
the property, children and maintenance, however they have behaved.
There is no requirement. or reference to expectations that the marriage
be lifelong; the length being up to onte or both parties to decide.
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As law withdraws from enforcing marital stability, marriage is no
longer special or especially worthy or worthwhile to support compared
with any other association. Indeed, no other contract can be broken so
lightly. This destroys the rights of the majority to have meaningful
marriage, and reduces the options available in life, where ‘the bitter
irony is that this loss is portrayed as a liberation’.!* With the rights of
marriage given to those who do not accept the responsibilities, so,
stripped of distinction, status and incentives, marriage becomes
irrelevant. The ‘piece of paper’ has become just one way of proving the

existence of a ‘live-in relationship’.”®

Stretching the Definition Unitil It Tears

Accounts of family trends typically insist that ‘the family’ does not
exist, it never did (and, if it did, it was a bad thing), and there has heen
no real change.'® The élite repudiation of that ideal of a married couple
and their children, caring for each other in their own home, which
served as a model for people’s actions and aspirations, now frees every-
gne to substitute their own idiosyncratic and self-constructed meanings
for the traditional ones. ‘The family ceases to be an objective given
and... instead, it becomes a project of individuals, thus always suscepti-
ble of redefinition, reconstruction—and obviously, termination. Being
part of a family is replaced by participation in a personal lifestyle” " —to
which instability and unpredictability are intrinsic. Even alternatives
to conventional family life are seen as moral equivalents or substitutes,
so that lifestyles without the care of children, enjoyed before parent-
hood for most people, or instead of this for some, become an alternative
form of family life. With the definition of family stretched to cover any
living situation, and where any transitional state is equally a ‘family’,
there is only movement between ever transmuting ‘family forms’. This
leaves nothing to decline or dissolve, concern ourselves with or do
anything about—except to endorse the judgement of history and
facilitate current developments. Thus, officially: the °... factors that
determine family composition {marriage, divorce, fertility) have
changed’ and broken ‘the link between marriage and child-bearing and
created varied and more complex family forms’. Among such ‘varied and
complex family forms’ are ‘couple-only families’, and ‘same-sex couple
families’.® Moreover, as well as ‘[bllended families’ (which include
children from previous unions), and homosexual unions, there are
apparently entirely new ‘culturally non-normative families’ involving
‘child-free couples, those who are single by choice, and those who
“leave” the supposedly normative sequence (e.g. due to marital break-
down)'."” There are also ‘dual-career households where both adults are
in paid employment, and the wife/mother is also responsible for the
bulk of the housework and childcare’, as well as ‘three-generational
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families, laterally extended families, and non-family households—a
mystery category this, since even single people are now ‘new family
forms’.*

If there are new developments for New Zealand since the 1960s, what
might qualify are drastically declining fertility, reducing the repro-
ductive role of the family (see Table 1:1, p. 10}, and a marked increase
in life expectancy, with the prospect of children being outnumbered by
the elderly for the first time in human history. In the 1970s, when some
people began scouting around for ‘alternatives’, they envisaged
‘communal living and sexual swinging’,”' to which might be added
‘intimate friendships/networks, innovation in marriage and multilateral
marriage.” David Swain might well say that ‘multilateral, or group,
marriage is virtually unknown as an ideal’, since no society anywhere
has had marriage invelving more than one individual of each sex. In
fact, none of the alternative families eagerly predicted in the 1960s and
1970s has materialised. Communes turned out to be a short-lived
phenomenon, whose internal contradictions made them incapable of
functioning as any ‘family form’, The organisation is loose, or virtually
non-existent, the members are typically young and tend to be supported
from outside {for example through the welfare system), and each
commune does not last very long.?

It is the numbers rather than the structures which have changed in
recent times, given that ‘even the most superficial knowledge of
European social history tells us that all the much proclaimed “new”
developments have precedents of one sort or another’, Childless couples,
single people living alone or together, marital breakdowns, putative
fathers and ex-nuptial births have occurred whatever sort of family is
regarded as the norm in a society. We have always had families without
children living at home (since children grow up and leave}, and families
where mother is the breadwinner and father stays at home to look after
the children.? The only essential difference is that ‘disruptive human
relationships existent since the beginning of social life, but always
discouraged or restrained ... have been elevated to family status by a
simple semantic change’?* If the commonplace existence of couples
without children, single people, occasional homosexual liaisons, the
step-parent. acquired after widowhood or divorce, can be described in
terms of ‘totally new structures’,® or a ‘multitude of complex living
arrangements’ whose ‘range is enormous and continually evolving and
growing’,”® then someone needs to get out more.

Across Cultures and Within Cultures

Because family systems vary from culture to culture, it is often
assumed that such systems can be random within one culture.
Moreover, because family systems are cultural constructs, and
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therefore artificial, they must be ‘unnatural’, wrong and to be relin-
quished. It is claimed that ‘[e]ven the definition of family is question-
able because the nature of the family changes constantly’.?” Such
notions parallel others from the 1960s, when the socialisation and
education of children were denounced in terms of an abnormal and
repressive process, since this involved the ‘imposition’ of a culture on
one generation by another, We are meant to be surprised, even shocked,
that while:

Sexual intercourse, childbirth and breastieeding, and even the nurture of the

voung, may be ‘natural’, ... their context, regulation and practice are socially and
culturally shaped. Indeed, much of cur family life has been invented.®

So what? Human beings create the conditions for their own existence,
given their unique capacity to make and observe rules. It can be argued
that it was with the transformation of procreation from biological
processes into morally and legally validated institutions of kinship and
marriage that social organisation emerged in our evolutionary history.
Institutionalised fatherhood is purely the creation of society, exemplify-
ing the rule-making and rule-following without which no culture, and
no human association, is possible.”® This also tells us that, while
kinship practices vary from society to society, the functions they serve
do not.

Within a society there tends to be a single standard guiding mating,
reproduction and child-rearing, elaborately structured by morality, law,
convention and economy, which is not replaceable with ‘a pluralistic
conception of domestic lifestyles’.?® The characteristic of many of the
living arrangements which are now elevated to the status of ‘family
forms’ is precisely their lack of permanence and structure. Some lack
any capacity for reproduction. No society has been, or could, be
perpetuated by ‘single-person households’, or ‘same-sex couples’—not,
that is, until cloning and other reproductive technologies become widely
available.

Pointing out that families ‘made up of two parents ... account for
merely 40 per cent of all household types’ (which one would have
thought was quite a lot), a sneering commentator lines up against them
the 24 per cent without children, the 10 per cent of lone parents, the 19
per cent of one-person households and the six per cent of households
with two or more unrelated persons.® He has omitted to notice that
people get older, and—unless spouses die together—they are going to
be widowed, and that children grow up and cannot avoid being single
adults while they are unmarried and childless couples before they
procreate, or if they cannot. With smaller families and longer lives, the
period spent as a couple-and-children unit gets shorter. Even if
everybody got married, stayed married and had children, we would still
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have many people alive after their children had grown up and left
home, many single people yet to marry or never to marry, and many
couples existing prior to having children.

Another way in which dominant opinion has been running ahead of
the statistics in its eagerness to announce the demise of the family, is
by employing ludicrously restricted definitions of a ‘nuclear’ or ‘¢radi-
tional’ family. Thus, to qualify as a nuclear family, there must be:

.. a male breadwinner, a ferale caretaker, and (ideally) two children {one of
each sex, the boy being firstborn). This kind of farmily often seems to be regarded
as ‘nermal’. It is not normal—eross-culturally, histerically, or even statisti-
cally—in our pluralistic society but it suits & variety of political and religious
commentators to assume or argue that it is.”

Parents with three children, parents with all girls, and parents with an
older girl, do not qualify as a nuclear family, and nor does a family with
a mother working in the baker’s shop from nine to noon. Moreover,
anyone who appears to attribute validity to this ‘cornflake’ model
stands accused of condemning other ‘family forms’.* Thus, the
indictment runs, if we have ‘a common belief that the nuclear family
—a man, woman and their children—is the normal or natural family’,
then, by implication, we see the ‘single-parent/sole family; adoptive
family; child-free/childless family; dual-career family; the reconstituted
family; homosexual relationships; the lesbian family; the low-income
family; the problem family; the Maori family’ ... as ‘unnatural, abnor-
mal, deviant’**

In preference to the traditional, nuclear family, the empirical fact of
different living arrangements is now elevated into a new morality of
‘diverse family forms’* The nuclear family unit then becomes ‘a middle
age myth™, even ‘a short sighted and simplistic one’, deserving the
label of ‘the idiocy of the normative nuclear family fallacy’* As formal
marriages and cohabitations have become officially treated as equiva-
lent arrangements this is described as a ‘value judgement which
reflected the changing social reality’, when it 1s nearer the truth to say
that social reality has been ordered to fit a value judgement.® Even if
a majority of children still grow up in one,* it is continually maintained
that only an unrepresentative rump now live in the conjugal, nuclear
family. As ‘out of mode’,*® this supposedly exists only in the imagina-
tions of those set upon projecting a nostalgic ideal onto the real world.
At the same time, the ‘gay family’ is seen as a popular, spontaneously
emergent ‘family form’, before anybody knew how many, if any, actually
existed. But then the aim has been to ‘challenge’ definitions of family
that involve adults of both sexes (or even children).*”” With ‘gay families’
endowed with such enormous importance, Minister for Social Develop-
ment, Steve Maharey proudly announces how ‘households with two
same sex parents had risen from 0.1 to 0.2 per cent between 1981 and
2001.*
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Projections of current trends not only have the family swept off the
map in the near or far future, but even negate its existence in the past:
‘the relative security and long term nature of marriage in the 1930s and
19508 may in fact have been an aberration—caused by a transient
combination of low mortality, late age at marriage and low divorce
rates——rather than a norm’.*® Apparently:

... there is, and has long been, a diversity of household types in Aotearoa/New

Zealand, and ‘the family’ does not exist. Notwithstanding its non-existence, until

quite recently, a variety of social policies and services have been designed on the
assumption that the nuclear family is the predominant family form. It iz not.*

Such claims for New Zealand draw upoen wider assumptions that the:

... West has always been characterised by diversity of family forms, by diversity
of family functions and by diversity in attitudes to family relationships not only
over time but at any one point in time. There is, except at the most trivial level,
no Western family type.*

Or if there was, Marxist/feminist dogma dismisses the Western family
as a product and prop of capitalism and a comparatively late develop-
ment. Since something so disgusting can hardly be the ‘basic and
fundamental social unit’, the ‘community and neighbourhood’ serves as
well, not forgetting hapu and iwi.*®

However, families are different from ‘household types’ and communi-
ties and neighbourhoods do not produce and rear children. If their own
continuity and persistence is dependent upon families, then so are their
cohesion and solidarity dependent upon sentiments of responsibility,
commitment and belonging that have their origins in family relations.
Marriage has always been used to build ‘society’s infrastructure, its
bridges of social connectedness’.” In Maori society, inter-group
marriages were seen to ‘... increase group solidarity by re-uniting lines
of descent [from a common ancestor|’. Tending to tie communities
together ‘... they are sometimes called Taure (ropes), and were
condoned or even sponsored. Peace negotiations ... often included
marriages between the partics to the truce, in an effort to ensure the

permanency ..."*

The Persistence of the Independent Conjugal Household in
Western Culture

Far from there never having been a Western family type, the monoto-
nously familiar basic unit for the bearing and rearing of children has
been the independent conjugal household, where the husband and wife
head up a separate residence—from the thirteenth century or before.*
There has not been a system on the classic Chinese model, where a
numbher of brothers and their wives occupy a compound ruled over by
the eldest male. Neither has there been polygamy, where different
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wives and children occupy a harem or separate huts in an enclosure,
nor a marriage system where a woman marries several brothers.
Severe economic circumstances, as in the 1930s, are typically associ-
ated with delays and declines in marriages and births, or more single
and childless people, while times favourable to family formation, as in
the couple of decades after the Second World War, see rises,

The 1950s and 19605 may have been historically unusual given the
very high and very early rates of marriages and births,* but a pattern
of near universal marriage was present in the mid-nineteenth century.
Pioneer women also had very high birth rates, as seen in Australia,
Canada and the United States, as well as New Zealand, having more
babies by the age of 25 than any cohort since, even those of the 1950s
and 1960s. By the end of the nineteenth century, there was some
contraction as the average age at first marriage rose, then began to fall
again in the early 1900s, with a temporary reversal in the 1930s. Early
settlements in New Zealand contained a predominance of men,
although this can be exaggerated since there were 90 women per 100
males by 1896 and women made up about 43 per cent of the population
overall in the latter half of the nineteenth century.® Indeed, a particu-
lar pioneer form of nuclearity developed, given that the wider kinship
group was frequently missing. Not only did the family have to turn to
itself for assistance and support, but the relatively late arrival of
industrial production put a premium on self-sufficient and cohesive
family life,

In spite of this, there is the continued recycling of notions of a
natural, eternally fixed rate of marital breakdown, which divorce
simply ‘brings ... out in the open, shattering the myth of the idealised
family’.** We are continually reminded that divorce is merely a legal
event in the process of marital breakdown and that while ‘more people
are seeking divorce, this does not necessarily indicate that more
marriages are unstable or that more are breaking down’.” We “forget
that, in the past, marriages were not long-term/permanent arrange-
ments either: the difference was that death rather than divorce was the
major terminator of relationships’** If there is a problem, given that the
‘major difference between death and diverce as the terminator of
relationships is that ... the divorced parents are both still living ..’, this
can be overcome by envisaging the two-parent family stretching ‘from
within one household to acress two households’.®® Unfortunately,
notions that death used to quickly come along and do the job divorce
has to do today are hardly endorsed by the fact that divorce becomes
less likely the longer the marriage lasts, and the fact that there is an
increase from one cohort to the next in the proportion divorced in each
age-group.’® Half of the marriages dissolved in 1997 lasted less than
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12.6 years, while the lowest risk of divorce, at seven per cent, was for
marriages which had lasted over 30 years.”

A similar assertion is that ‘fm]arriage has not gone out of fashion,
merely been repositioned and taken a different form’.®® Apparently, it
is ‘not at all clear that formal marriage was always the norm, at least
outside bourgeois and élite groups’. So now, long-term ¢ohabitation has
returned to perform ‘the same general familial roles of emotional
commitment and a base for reproduction as marriage did, at least
during the babyboom ...."* However, a minimum of demographic
knowledge makes it crystal clear that formal marriage was the
historical norm, considering that the illegitimacy rate in England and
Wales hovered between three and six per cent for centuries until the
1960s.®° That marriage has ceased to be regarded as central to the
family and society in present times, has no bearing on its status as the
ideal and the reality in the past.

Now it seems that the presence of exceptions no longer proves, but
obviates, the rule. The need for fathers is denied, given that there were
widows, forsaken wives ‘seeking support from charity’, or ‘fathers
absent overseas in the Second World War'. Such ‘anecdotes underline
the fact that fathers have not always been central to family processes
... throughout history and across cultures many children have grown up
to be well-rounded adults without this influence’.®! However, anecdotes
can always be found that are compatible with any theory. Wars are
emergencies, and widows, or deserted wives, have been objects of
sympathy and charity, precisely beeause of the precariousness of young
life in the absence of a father’s support. Marriage is an age-old and
universal framework for the ordering and understanding of family
organisation, parental perspectives and behaviour, which creates
obligations between the adult parties, their kin, and the couple and
their children. For women, biological and social parenthood invariably
coincide. For men, there is a gap which is closed by marriage, where the
‘necessity of imposing the bond of marriage’ is ‘practically and theoreti-
cally due to the fact that a father has to be made to look after his
children’.% Therefore: ‘In all known human societies, extant or
historical, men and women have entered into formal reproductive
alliances between individuals of opposite sex. In other words, they have
‘married’, where ‘couples forge a powerful commoenality of interest’
analogous to that existing between blood relatives.®®

Cohabitation not only differs from marriage in terms of relative
stability, length, satisfaction, health outcomes, and acceptance of
parental responsibility, but present-day cohabitees, especially male
cohabitees, have economic, health, social and sexual behaviour patterns
that are more like those of single than married people—and often
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attitudes to match. This makes it more realistic to see de facto unions
as an alternative to being single, rather than marriage substitutes.
Well over 90 per cent of married men and women are monogamous over
a five-year span, compared with around 43 per cent of cohabiting men
and 60 per cent of cohabiting women in the UK.* While there might
have been a general increase in children born to the unmarried, and
while this may be linked to more widespread cohabitation, eohabiting
women everywhere have lower fertility than married women.*® Since
cohabiting men often want the freedom of single men, they may not
relish the arrival of children. In Sotiries Sarantakos’ Australian study,
38 per cent of cohabitees had children living with them, but only 29 per
cent. of these were born into their unions: most belonged to previous
martriages or relationships. None of those who had children had
planned to do s0.% Similarly, abortions are nearly four times more
frequent with pregnancies involving cohabiting rather than married
women in the UK. New Zealand has both high abortion and cohabita-
tion rates. Nearly 60 per cent of women who had an abortion in 1997
were ‘never married’, and over 47 per cent of women who had an
abortion had never borne a child.’

Myths about Maori

A complement to claims that ‘the family’ was a 1950s aberration is the
insistance that New Zealand’s original inhabitants managed to do
without marriage, families, and even particular parents, and that the
high rates of unwed births, solo parents and de facfo unions among
Maori are a return to traditional practices—which perhaps they have
never really relinquished. If the 146 per cent increase in Maori sole
parents within 15 years is not being blamed on ‘the lack of sex
education and knowledge, and access to contraceptives ... because of the
legal and social constraints imposed on single females’, then the ‘ex-
nuptial birth classification is based purely on a culturally specific view
of marriage. The status of these children in Maori society is different
from that of their counterparts in other cultures.’® Apparently:
‘[illlegitimacy is virtually of no impertance, for one is a child of the
lineage, not of any particular set of parents. Adoption is widespread and
it is an open and public act of generosity in sharing children.® This
extends into claims that lone parents generally have exchanged the
enclosed, suffocating nuclear family for extended families into which
the children are warmly absorbed: whether ‘Pakeha, or if she is Maori
or a Pacific Islander of whatever age, then she will most commonly be
a sole parent who lives not as a total isolate, but in a wider household
with other adults, frequently her own parents’.™ But, among Maori: ‘the
child has many parenting resources, many more than are implied by
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the term “extended family”, which connotes extension from the nuclear
basis of the househeold to include a few grandparents and the odd aunt
and uncle and possibly their offspring’. The ‘many, many parents’ are
‘all persons older than one’s own generatien’, including ‘all female
relatives of the age of one’s biological mother’ and ‘ males on both sides
of the lineage, mother’s and father’s, [who] are functionally equivalent
in terminology and parenting role’.”

Such assertions have parallels with similar claims in the UK and US,
where the high ex-nuptial birthrate of present-day blacks is attributed
to the high regard African Caribbeans supposedly have for lone-parent
families and consensual unions. They are part of a pattern of ‘multiple
mothering’, or ‘shared child-rearing’ in extended matrifocal families,
and, as such, a sign of strong family life rather than an undesirable
modification’.”® Such statements illustrate how black sole parenting
became ‘a precious cultural contribution which cemented ... a valuable
political alliance with progressive elements in the white population’,
who conseripted Afro-Caribbeans as their champions, rather than ‘just
a pragmatic accommodation to a harsh environment’. Indeed:

African Caribbean women who lived as single mothers found themselves
increasingly celebrated by white liberals as superwomen, whe demoenstrated that
it was possible to manage without men. Ideas rooting this family form not only
in responses to slavery, but also more positively and fundamentally in the
heritage of African ancestors, were utilised to construct new theories in which
African Caribbean populations became lionised as the nurturers of matriarchal
institutions which the post-imperial, libertarian-socialist world order required.™

Maori are similar ‘exotic models for ... developing sexual radicalism’ for
New Zealand. As already noted a quarter of a century ago: ‘There is a
widespread tendency to praise certain meritorious attributes ... in the
ancient Maori and to ignore or even deny those attributes which are
distasteful and unpleasant to our culture. The effect is to make the
Maori more acceptable to our culture than he was in fact.”™

The present tendency to fantasise aspects of the Maori past reflects
the hippy dream of the counter-culture. Love, otherwise ‘locked up in
the family’, is drizzled over all children, who are the responsibility of
the ‘community’, not the property of the selfish, narrow nuclear family.
This is feminist primeval bliss where, before the invention of patriar-
chy, no man had an interest or investment in any particular child, but
nonetheless contributed to a common pot which supplied all children—
by whoever sired. In contrast:

... in predominantly Anglo-Saxon countries, such as New Zealand, there is an

underlying ethos of individual responsibility such that the man who is

supporting his children asks why he should alse, through his tazes, support

another man’s children. It is unlikely that this applied in traditional Maori
society where the whanau rather than the father accepted responsibility for its
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children. Problems of financial support for Maori sole parents and their children
are more likely to result from the general low income level of Maori or the
breakdown of the whanau system following urbanisation.™

Maori certainly applied terms for parents, children and siblings to
many relationships. For example, the term for father was used for
father’s brothers and cousins, since kinship terminology was classifica-
tory, The individual accepted as kin anyone who descended from a
common ancestor and, in the parental generation, all males—or
brothers and male cousing of both parents—were ‘father’ or mantua and
all females were ‘mother’ or whaea. However, the ‘real’ mother or father
was distinguished in practice and linguistically by adding ‘other’.
Moreover, the Maori terminology did not identify kin according to
genealogical distance nor distinguish father’s kin from mother’s, but
grouped them on the basis of sex and generational level and, in the case
of peers, according to seniority of descent.™

Marriage was highly valued, because of the economic interdepen-
dence and other advantages for the individuals concerned, and because
it produced legitimate heirs to perpetuate and strengthen descent lines
and groups. Pre-marital sex had to be discreetly managed and not
contravene incest regulations and barriers of rank (not easy in small-
scale societies). However, children ‘born on the Takaepau whara-nui, the
wide-wefted sleeping mat of lawful marriage, were clearly distinguished
from those born out of wedlock’ and a ‘definite stigma did attach to the
illegitimate child, suggesting that pregnancy would determine mar-
riage”.” Marriages were usually made by the kin groups on each side,
the ‘alliance and exchange’ aspect of marriage being as, or more,
important than producing legitimate offspring and enlarging the
kinship group.” A man could make a public proposal on the marae
{community assembly ground), bringing a wide range of kin into the
discussion, or the couple could deliberately arrange to be discovered
sleeping together. This forced the family that considered itself most
injured (usually the girl's) into forming a faua muru {(plunder party),
which raided the other group and carried off goods in compensation
(perhaps for the loss of her services as well as the irregularities of the
marriage). This assuaged wounded feelings and, by publicising the
marriage, validated it, since ‘the essential elements in the marriage
contract were firstly that ... the whole community should know that the
young couple were setting up in permanent sexual partnership’™
Separation was a matter for the wife and husband’s families, not
individuals. If a woman returned to her kin, they would decide who to
give her to next.*

This illustrates a basic difference between marriage and cohabita-
tion. Whatever the feelings the couple have for one another, cohabita-
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tion is essentially a personal and ultimately provisional agreement
between two individuals which does not acknowledge any wider
responsibility or long-term commitment.™

The nuclear family may not have existed as an independent unit
among Maori, but it was a distinct sub-group within the framework of
the whanau. This common household was an extended one, with an
older male, his unmarried children and married sons and their families.
The multi-generational aspect is often exaggerated, considering that
few people survived beyond 40. But the relationship of husband, wife
and children had certain features which were not shared with other
members of the whanau. Sexual rights were exclusive, and ‘after
marriage there was no toleration of liaisons, at least as far as women
were concerned. This was essential because of the importance .of
pedigree in the bilateral system of descent which required that
parentage be well established.”®

For human beings, it has usually been vital to have a complete set of
kin relations, or affiliations that span both sexes, and go across and
down generations. These ties told you whe you were, gave you your
place or reference points in the world, and were the basis of your
inheritance from it:

Legitimacy is nothing more nor less than the orderly transfer of social meaning

across the generations. Remember that children are the ultimate illegal aliens.

They are undocumented immigrants to our world, who must be socialised and

invested with identity, a culture and an estate. By conforring legitimacy

marriage kecps this process from becoming chaos.®

Parents bore responsibility for their children’s education and the blame
if they turned out badly, even though other kin, especially the grand-
parents, played a considerable part in the children’s upbringing. Ties
of affection were expected to be stronger between parents and children
than with other members of the household. They occupied a defined
part of the sleeping house, or had a separate one of their own. Personal
possessions and craft tools, ornaments, hunting gear ete., were made for
individuals and their children, not for other members of the extended
family. Before a person died, they divided up their land and personal
possessions amongst their own children. It was usual for someone
standing in the right classificatory position to marry the widowed
spouse or adopt the orphan—an important form of social security where
able-bodied adults frequently died in war or childbirth. Since ‘all
members of the village are of one lineage’ they were ‘in that sense of one
family’

By the 1940s, it was being reported® that young Maori ignored the
attempts of elders to arrange matches, but lifeleng menogamy was the
ideal, most married in church and there were no cases of divorce in the
community being studied. The usual way of handling marital failure
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was non-legal separation, followed by the establishment of an informal
union. About 30 per cent of households were three-generational and 58
per cent consisted of parents and children only. Like Europeans, people
tended to be indifferent to relations more than two generations back or
more distant than first or second cousins.

Moving on to a study of a Maori community in the mid-1950s,% no
people in Kotare were divorced, although 14 per cent of couples
recognised as married lived together, because someone was married to
another person. While 15 per cent of children lived with someone other
than their biological parents, all knew’ their real parents. Most foster
parents were elderly; parents often reclaimed their children, and foster
children often suffered from behaviour problems, as they do elsewhere.
Of 98 households, only six were three-generational, and housed 12 per
cent of the population. A further report in 1958-59,% involving a sample
of Auckland Maori, included a fifth of households where a person lived
alone, Only 14 per cent were part of a three-generational household,
However, there were only two divorcees and only eight per cent of
couples lived together without marriage.

Such accounts are reminiscent of those from British working-class
communities in the first half or more of the twentieth century. People
lived in fairly close proximity to kin, but did not wish to live with them
unless it was abseclutely necessary: “The Maori people in Rakau did not
consider such an arrangement desirable, though of course no one would
refuse to offer their parents accommodation should the old people need
it.® On marriage, usually following a not unwelcome pregnancy,
women expected to manage their own household. The husband spent
time away from home working and with his age-mates, while the wife
devoted herself to household duties. When, in the early 1960s, married
Maori women from the Wellington area® were asked where they
thought children should live after marriage, 62 answered ‘well away
from their parents’; 19 ‘in the same suburb’, and 15 ‘close to parents’.
Overall, city Maori stressed the importance of the nuclear family as
against links with the wider family, and resolved tensions between the
families of origin and procreation in its favour. An overview of studies
of Maori families from the 1940 onwards concluded that:

Everywhere the nuclear family was shown to be the most common type of

household, but a significant proportion of households consisted of either a

nuclear family with kin boarders or a three-generation family including either

the parent(s) of the householder or his wife, or one or more married children with
spouse(s) and offspring. Far from being the preferred type as in pre-European
times, these extended family households were regarded as temporary arrange-
ments due to economic difficulties. They tended to be short-lived or to change in
composition as junior couples achieved a separate house. Because of this and

because they were larger than average, a relatively large proportion of the Maori
population had lived in such households at some stage in their lives.*™



DANCING ON THE GRAVE OF THE FAMILY 35

By the end of the twentieth century, with Pakeha anti-family activists
firmly in the saddle, it was decided that ‘an autonomous nuclear
household is not the goal of such [Maori] families’ and that there was
‘no place attempting to impose such a model’ on those who ought to be
housed ‘in communities where extended and multiple families are both
important and common ...”* Those romanticising extended families tend
to forget that the pattern established in Western Europe, where a
married couple head up their own independent household, rather than
move In with a parent or other kin, has been allied with greater
prosperity, individual freedom and higher status for women, compared
with oriental and tribal societies. In the latter, arranged and child
marriage often applies and young couples (especially the women) lack
privacy and domestic latitude and are subject to their elders.

It is not apparent that the modern rise in sole parenthood so
prominent amongst Maori means that children are being absorbed into
extended families. This is overplayed. In 1996, around one-quarter of
Maori children lived in extended households—leaving nearly three-
quarters living with simply one or both parents, as were over 80 per
cent of all New Zealand children. Of those with two parents, over 16 per
cent of Maori children lived in households that included people other
than their parents, and nearly 40 per cent of children of sole parents.*
Those living with others who qualified as ‘extended family’, were
respectively nearly 14 and 28 per cent—a decided minority in each case,
There is no extended family without the nuclear family. If Maori
communities traditionally derived support from a wide network of
family members, so now there is ‘a comparative lack of support
available from partners and grandparents, caused by the relative
absence of older Maori and lower than average marriage rates’. This is
‘an indication of a community under stress in which relationships have
become increasingly informal’.?

As already noted, present Maori family developments towards sole
parenthood and casualised relationships follow much the same course
observed for UK Afro-Caribbeans (and US African Americans).* For
younger people, the strong trend is towards adults living alone as single
men or lone parents, rather than as part of any group (the lone-adult
household rate for Afro-Caribbeans born in the UK runs at 56 per cent
compared with 22 per cent for those born in the Caribbean, and 25 per
cent for white British, despite far more older people in the last two
groups). While welcoming some independence, Afro-Caribbean women
report being overburdened by multiple demands of work, children and
other commitments.

Fuanilasies about the Future

On a par with progressive fantasies of multi-mothering or shared
parenting is the related suggestion that serial family disruption and
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single parenthood are creating caring, supportive gaggles of people,

wider than kin, who will be with us throughout life:
... how will the family of the future be characterised? It will typically have a long
four-generational stem and an unpredictable accumulation of lifelong friends, in-
laws left over from first marriages, new half-kin from remarriages, godparents
and godchildren. It will be frequently quarrelsome, and critical, but respectful
of each member’s independence and united in adversity. Let’s take it from
folklore and christen it the ‘maypole family’, long and thin, and with any number
of strands winding and unwinding around it. A powerful and supportive
structure, it will be, in the vast majority of cases, the first resort in a crisis.®

There is no evidence to date to support this sentimental nonsense.
Rather than people accumulating lots of extra relatives as sources of
support, the extended family is less likely to be able to help, since its
numbers are often depleted by lone parenthood, particularly where the
natural father never had, or has lost, contact with his children. Without
marriage, fewer people are tied in committed and socially sanctioned
ways to any obligations of support. Parents who experience marital
breakdown are less likely to feel supported by relatives compared with
intact families, just as their own obligations to in-laws are substantially
weakened after divorce.*® Children are also more likely to lose touch
with grandparents and other relatives after experiencing family
transitions, particularly if these are paternal kin.*” As lone parenthood
passes through more than one generation, the result is ‘an almost
exponential collapse of the number of supporting relatives’.*”® When
there is more than one transition, this loss of contact extends to former
step-parents, half-brothers and half-sisters.*

Marriage breakdown is not necessarily compensated by new
relationships. The love of step-parents for their own biolegical children
is often very different from what they feel towards their step-children.
The tie is conditional or contingent on the survival of the marriage or
relationship with the natural parent and would probably end if this
finished. The contribution towards their step-child(ren)’s development
often lacks the automatic, imperative quality of support for natural
children. The same applies to step-grandparents. While step-parents
may be—benignly or otherwise—‘non-engaged’, the remarriage of either
parent is likely to further erode, if not sever, the child’s relationship
with the original father, In turn, the remaining parent is more likely to
be uninterested or take a less active role in parenting than if they were
a lone parent or part of the original couple. This tends to persist into
adulthood. A custodial father’s remarriage is associated with signifi-
cantly lower relationship quality in adulthood between the child and
both the biological mother and the stepmother.'®

It often sounds as if people’s living arrangements which depart from
that of the two-parent family are the result of some kind of decision to
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create a new social order, After all, the common ‘explanation’ for family
changes, is that these are personal lifestyle ‘choices’. This may be why
government is held to be incapable of influencing developments, since
people simply do what they want to do. However, where people end up
is not necessarily where they wanted to be. Qutcornes may not
represent the ‘first-best’ choice of those involved.

It is often said that ‘[clouples do not divorce just because there is a
law that allows them to do so: the motivation precedes the act that
legislation makes possible’, and that both divorce law reform and the
upsurge of divorce afterwards just reflect the way that ‘legislative
changes were brought in to accommodate an existing need and attitude
change’.!”! As such: ... the law is ineffective as an instrument of change
in the area of family life ... Just as the law is not effective in initiating
changes in traditional values, neither can it prevent marriages from
breaking down.””* In turn, legislators and policy makers are presented
as slavishly obeying the wishes of the population, or being swept along
by historical necessity, as when the state is described as being forced
to modernise its legal code so that it more closely corresponds to reality.
Despite its concern with preserving the family, it has no option but to
let broken marriages be terminated.”%

However, human beings are seldom ‘forced’ to do anything, and it is
irresponsible to speak of ‘no option’ if a course of action is being pursued
with known, or suspected, adverse consequences. Human beings are
peculiar creatures who can hardly avoid making choices among the
various alternative possibilities of action or inaction which are
available. Anyway, it is not evident that policy on the family has been
led by popular pressure or ‘circumstances and changes in values so that
reform merely catches up with established practices and demands’.'*
Furthermore, it is fantastic to claim that these popular ‘demands’
somehow involved an understanding of ‘the interests of the couple, their
children and society as a whole’.'®

Legal and other policy changes are seldom brought about by popular
pressure or attitude change, but rather represent élite agendas, or the
pet projects of those strategically placed in the political arena to get
their way. At most, reformers may hitch their wagons to particular
strands in current behaviour or attitudes in preference to others and,
in so doing, bring about changes well beyond the aspirations or desires
of ordinary people—changes which further alter behaviour, followed by
attitudes, as the incentives structure changes. Often, legislation has
been proposed by unseen officials, often without public debate, and even
in the face of a majority of submissions against it, as in the cases of
homosexuality and rights for de factos.'* If, supposedly, the ‘growth in
unmarried cohabitation and the increasing acceptance of homosexual
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partnerships are changing the social and legal landscape in New
Zealand’,'™ such ‘acceptance’ is from the top down and then acts as
justification for further acknowledgement. Even if ordinary people
approved greater freedom for individuals to extricate themselves from
unwanted marriages, for example, the unintended {from their perspec-
tive) impact of divorce law reform has been to undermine the commit-
ment norms that promoted marital co-operation. Necessarily, the
‘institution of marriage may become unstable if it is impossible to
signal commitment’, particularly ‘given the failure of the law to deal
with fault/breach’, making the growth in cohabitation ‘nothing more
than a rational response to rather messy marital laws’.'® There is
greater support among ordinary people for conventional marriage (or
heterosexuality) than is often acknowledged, and policy makers have
given disproportionate emphasis to libertarian views.

People are often unaware of the extent to which law affects their
lives, not least through the incentives structure it imposes, and the
moral assumptions it embodies, imposes and reinforces.'” Corporate
law affects the behaviour of corporate executives. The rules of soccer
influence a game of football. The rules of entry inte and exit from
marriage affect the behaviour of people, as for any institution. The law
is not neutral. It does not just reinforce the way a person is going, but
endeavours to change behaviour, as law codes have done since time
immemorial. The value now ensconced in marriage law is of the radical
autonomy of the individual, which precludes the possibility of a fixed,
permanent lifelong commitment. As marriage is redefined as ‘a time-
limited, contingent arrangement rather than a lifelong commitment’,
revocable at will by either party, this becomes part of the moral
economy of people, shaping their attitudes and expectations. Changes
in ‘the rules for ending marriage inevitably affect the rules for marriage
itself and the intentions and expectations of those who enter it’.""* The
incentive to invest resources—both personal and financial—is dimin-
ished. Independence is anticipated and, as the cost to one or both
parties of pursuing activities inconsistent with the marital agreement
is reduced, marriage may be used as a base from which to make forays
into pools of alternative partners. The essential element of contract
law—that those who break an agreement must compensate for the loss
imposed on affected parties—has been abrogated. If conduct has no
influence upon the subsequent division of resources, there is no
financial constraint on opportunism, or strategic behaviour within the
family, no penalty for bad behaviour, and no protection or leverage for
the party who keeps their side of the bargain. It is ‘no accident that
cohabitation emerged as a widespread phenomenon at exactly the same
time marriage was being demoted from a permanent commitment,
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severable only for cause, to a temporary, fully revokable arrangement,
terminable at the will of either spouse’.!"! Promises never made seem
more worthy than promises broken. Marriage declines further and the
law endeavours to address the very conditions it has helped to create.'”

The notion that marriage break-up is ultimately a beneficial
experience has become deeply entrenched."? As much as the two-parent
family based upon marriage is seen by élite opinion as a ridiculous
charade that is on the way out, so its death promises a plethora of
opportunities. With the ‘monocultural middle-class masculine construc-
tion of family life ... disintegrating’, these exciting ‘changes offer the
possibility of a greater variety of family options for everybody, even

middle-class Pakeha males’ 1

The Fantasy of ‘Responsible Parenting’

It is increasingly suggested that the demise of marriage can be
reconciled with reliable child-rearing through the separation of
commitrment to a child from commitment between parents. In this way,
the ‘family can be preserved even if the parents don’t choose to live
together any longer, unlike New Zealand where the family is virtually
automatically broken up’™” As unmarried and married fathers and
mothers would have the same rights and the same obligations, people
would move in and out of sexual relationships, while continuing to
‘parent’ children in different households. The ‘co-parents’ can support
their children’s development while moving on to make a more satisfying
life for themselves, This ‘family apart’ or ‘responsible’ parenting
promises to undermine the very idea of the ‘single parent’, as well as
making marriage and two-parent families irrelevant:"° ‘child-rearing
involves two parents, whether or not they live in the same household,
and whether or not they are the biological or social parents of other
children in their present household or elsewhere ...” The ambitions of
the sexual revolution can be met, such as the ‘right of all family
members to seek economic and emotional independence while avoiding
putting restrictions on the aspirations of others’.!' In contrast, the
custody pattern where children live with one parent is blamed for
adversarial conflict, resistence to paying child support, domestic
violence (attributed to access issues}, poorly adjusted children, high
costs to taxpayers, and the high unemployment rate of non-custodial
parents.

However, the call for ‘responsible’ or ‘shared parenting’ is another
indication of the way in which male mating patterns are moving in the
direction of serial polygamy with women who bear their children or
bring other men’s children with them into sequential unions. The
attempt fo redefine fatherhood in ways that make no reference to
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marriage is another sign of the drift away from child well-being, as
influence over men is ‘lost in the unregulated market of interpersonal
negotiations set up by alternative values’. Women ‘cannot readily avoid
responsibility for children’, but men ‘can run away from parenting
unless there are strong social sanctions preventing this’ and they have
to make a more explicit public decision to become fully committed.'®

Good Times Ahead?

When present developments first got underway, the predictions were
of improved outcomes: ‘young women who bear children out of wedlock
are not being stampeded into unwise and premature marriages because
of guilt feelings about sexual intercourse, or the probability—or
actuality—of pregnancy, and this is a good thing’. The consequences
were nothing to worry about, rather the reverse, for, apart from a
‘healthier’ attitude to sex, it also meant swapping ‘unhappy marriages,
neglected children, and future psychological and psychiatric problems’
for the ‘smaller problems of illegitimacy’.'"® Not evervone agreed. As the
results started to come in, the Domestic Purposes Benefit Review
Committee 1977 felt that it ‘should be emphasised’ that a number of
investigations had already indicated how ‘illegitimate children who
were neither adopted nor legitimised were more likely than other
children to appear before court for misconduct and ... because of
parental inadequacy ... tllegitimate children who are not adopted or
legitimised are vastly over-represented in the population of state
wards’.'"*?

But such misgivings have been apt to be drowned out by claims that
exciting prospects for the grown-ups do not mean any disadvantages for
the kids,'®! With a poll showing that 60 per cent of respondents think
that children need both parents to grow up happily (down frem 69 per
cent ten years beforc), Gabriel Maxwell, senior researcher in the Office
of the Commissioner for Children, observed how it partly reflected ‘the
gradual percolating down of information from research, which shows
that children can grow up perfectly unharmed by being in a solo-parent
family’.’*? Indeed, the ‘new trends bring marital and familial relations
a newfound integrity’, not least because the notion of an enduring
*marital tie is simply inconsistent with a society which stresses the
rights of the individual to seek fulfilment [and] ... dissonant with the
views of true sexual equality’. As it is; ‘the family is not breaking down,

just being measured against new standards’.'*®
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The Rise and Fall
of Family Policy

Summary: An industrial economy with market wages does not, in itself,
take notice of family size, and can impose a stark choice between relative
poverty with children or higher material living standards without them.
Western nations have therefore traditionally implemented a range of
measures to protect the fumily. New Zealand was no exception when it
came to protecting the family’s economic security and maintaining some
parity in living standards between those with and those without
dependent children. However, these measures were replaced with
targeted assistance in @ most dramatic way. No other country adopted
such an extreme agenda as New Zealand. Once near the top, New
Zealand sank down to the bottom of the international league, in terms
of assistance to couples with children. Parenting outside marriage
became the only form of child-rearing that society remains willing to
subsidise substantially. The timing and extent of the ‘baby beom’ of the
1940s, 1950s and 1960s, and the ‘baby bust’ which followed, must be
seen in relation to changing social policy. Falling birth rates, the
avoidance and delay of marriage and parenthood, an ageing of the
population, are all linked with the fate of the family, the welfare system
and conditions in the labour market. There is no morally neutral tax or
welfare regime. Each rewards some kinds of behaviour and penalises
others, while reflecting certain assumptions and promoting particuler
values.

Child-rearing makes substantial and simultaneous demands in terms
of money and time, reducing earning potential just at the period when
expenditure 1s rising. A family with two young children needs over 50
per cent more income than a childless couple to maintain the same
material living standard and about three times more than a bachelor.!
An income that provides a reasonable standard of living for a single
person may maintain a family in little more than penury, although
‘many welfare analysts leave this factor entirely out of account in their
use of the terms “wealthy” and “high income” in the context of family
earnings and taxation’.”

41
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A deeply ingrained and long-standing assumption has been that
people should refrain from having children unless they can care for
them properly—or unless the mother is married and the father can
support them. It has also meant not embarking on marriage and child-
bearing unless a living standard could be preserved something like that
enjoved as an unmarried, childless person, or at least a living standard
regarded as acceptable at the time. This is the folk basis for ‘responsible
parenthood’. If income is insufficient, the general view has been that
people should restrict their fertility. Reproduction at the subsistence
margin is ill-advised or downright irresponsible. Groups ensure their
survival and success by limiting procreation to adults expected to have
the best chance of providing for their children, and the Western system
developed on the basis of attaining a certain living standard in an
independent, conjugal household.

On the face of it, this all seems to impose impossible conditions,
considering the costs (including loss of earnings) of having children.
Moreover, it has seemingly become increasingly unattainable as the
cost of rearing children has risen so drastically. In a farm economy
children often make a net contribution to family income from a
relatively young age. Shifts from agriculture to urban work mean that
families have to purchase housing, food, clothing, and other necessities,
and invest in their children for a longer period, which make the cost of
supporting each individual child more obvious. Laws restrict child
labour and, in mandating education, sharply reduce children’s potential
economic contribution. Higher educational attainments have become
increasingly necessary for occupational success, thus extending the
dependency period into adulthood. This development is unique to the
twentieth century, where American studies show that for people up to
22, two-thirds of food and clothing costs are accumulated from age 16
upwards.? It also has third-party benefits, while making the family bear
the costs of the child’s upkeep as well as the losses of their potential
economic contributions. Higher incomes over time have also increased
the opportunity cost of forgoing paid work to care for children.

Expenditure also buniches. Not least, the desirable home that is often
viewed as a prerequisite for having children must be acquired at the
same time in the child-rearing cycle, so that it competes with parent-
hood for resources. Moreover, economic growth increases expected
standards of consumption, so that desirable goods and services increase
along with the level of expected parental investment.

An industrial economy with market wages does not, in itself, take
notice of family size, and does not accommodate or recognise familial
needs and responsibilities, imposing the stark choice between relative
deprivation with children or higher living standards without them.
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Everything else being equal, a man with four children and a bachelor
will receive the same wage for a day’s work, despite the vast difference
in their burdens. It is those unencumbered by dependents who are
advantaged in the competitive struggle, or best situated to maximise
their diseretionary time and income. The single person is merely self-
maintaining. Lacking the costs of replacing the social infrastructure,
those without children can afford better and bigger property. Those
without children may be all the better provisioned by putting their
money into retirement, not offspring. If they do not, their old age will
still be provided for in modern societies from compulsory exactions from
other people’s children, whom they have not had the expense of rearing,

Horizontal Equity

Historically, various devices have been constructed to shelter the family
from full immersion in the industrial economy. A multitude of adjust-
ments in the structure of employment, taxation and services, have been
built up and varied over time in developed societies. These endeavoured
to ensure that, on the whole, most of those who acted prudently would
have resources in terms of time and income to rear a smallish family
without privation or undue strain. The principle, based on the under-
standing that effective income is reduced by multi-dependency, is called
horizontal equity.

New Zealand was no exception. Probably nowhere else in ‘the core of
the radical world of welfare capitalism™ was family policy so thor-
oughly, and so generously developed.® To describe the forms this took
is not necessarily to advocate a return to the tax, welfare or labour
market regimes of any past pericd, but simply to try to understand the
extent to which public policy has changed since then.

With increased reliance on income tax, most systems of direct
taxation in the world have, or have had, earned-income relief, for the
earner, dependent children and for a dependent spouse. The recognition
that both low initial earnings and multi-dependency meant reduced
ability to pay taxes was seen as fair and progressive. Exempting bands
of income from taxation in relation to the numbers it supported helped
to prevent tax-induced poverty—where people have to get a welfare
supplement to pay a tax bill, because they cannot afford tax and the
upkeep of their families at the same time. In New Zealand, exemptions
for dependent children and a non-earning spouse were first introduced
m 1914 and 1933 respectively. These exemptions would have lowered
taxes to five per cent of gross earnings for a young family man of
median earnings in the 1940s. New Zealand was the first country to
have state-funded family allowances. These were initially introduced
in 1926 for low-paid workers for the third child and subsequent
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children, in 1941 for all children in the family and, by 1946, all income
limits were abolished as the Family Benefit became universal. A
woman with two children received each week the equivalent of a full
day's pay for a labourer, while one with four children received about
half a labourer’s net wages. The family’s total entitlement would have
represented 111 per cent of gross median earnings for men under 35
with two children, or a negative tax rate of 11 per cent. Only those in
higher income brackets would have contributed much to income
taxation and, even then, few families with three or more children would
have paid anything in the 30 years after the war.® The pattern was
paralleled in Australia. In 1950, a single person at average weekly male
earnings {AWE) paid seven per cent of their gross earnings in income
tax, a one-income, two-child family paid two per cent and a four-child
family nothing. In 1960, a family earner with three children would have
paid no income tax until reaching 120 per cent of average weekly
earnings. With Child Endowment added, only families above 150 per
cent AWE paid any effective tax, and high family earners paid
considerably less tax than earners without dependents on the same
income.’

The tax burden started to move upwards in the 1970s. In comparison
with earlier decades, a higher proportion of total tax revenue was
raised through income tax with a commensurate reduction in the
relative importance of taxes on spending and property. The tax burden
shifted onto families, in New Zealand as elsewhere. Allowances were
not uprated and, as wages rose with inflation, so real disposable
incomes were eroded since the tax rates were progressive. By the 1990s,
a young single-income family in the middle of the income range paid
nine times as heavily in ‘effective’ tax as did an identical family in the
1950s or 1960s.° By the 1990s, Australian families had seen a similar
ten-fold tax rise for families, compared with a three-fold increase for
gingle persons, with the effect of child dependency on family income
being virtually disregarded.®

In New Zealand, there are now no income tax exemptions, for self,
spouse or children, making statutory tax rates the same for singles and
couples, married or unmarried, with or without children.!” As cuts in
higher tax rates have also reduced progressivity in the tax system, this
favours childless high-earners and the parents of older children who are
on high incomes: fathers of young children tend to have low incomes. By
1986, the median earnings for a man aged 25-34 were $18,560. Only
$52 were covered by the ‘employment-related expenses’ exemption, and
this family was considered ‘too affluent’ for help from the Guaranteed
Minimum Family Incomc (for low-income families with at least one
parent working at least 30 hours per week, or 20 hours for a lone
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parent). The family, however, qualified for Family Support which
abated on joint family income in excess of $14,000 a year at the rate of
18 cents in the dollar.!! In 1947 the universal Family Benefit was 7.7
per cent of average weekly earnings, in the mid-1970s it was 3.2 per
cent, and, in 1991, 1.1 per cent, before it was extinguished. Parents lost
more, on average, in terms of disposable household income, at every
level, from all social policy changes in the 80s and early 90s, than
households without children.'?

The Royal Commission of 1972 was the ‘quintessence of the conven-
tional wisdom of about this time ...” in failing to discuss family income,”
Elderly people got more political attention, and a generous National
Superannuation replaced the Aged Benefit and Universal Superannua-
tion in 1976." The age of eligibility was reduced to 60 and the level of
superannuation for a retired couple was increased to 80 per cent of the
gross average ordinary wage. As promised in its 1972 election mani-
festo, the Labour Government undertook a nationwide survey of the
financial and material circumstances of people over 65 years of age.
However, the vast majority of the poor or hard-pressed were found in
families.’®* Around a fifth of families, which would be two-parent
families, had incomes insufficient to attain the minimum income level
set for pensioners. Overall, the material standard of living of families
with children was 13 per cent below the national average on equivalised
measures. The childless were 23 per cent above average and the elderly
already had incomes above average.

Nowhere else had family policy been so thoroughly and so generously
developed as in New Zealand, and nowhere else had it been so drasti-
cally swept away. What survived was a reputation as a social labora-
tory.'® ‘“Targeting’ was reinforced as the guiding principle in welfare
policy or the provision of a ‘safety net’ for the ‘needy’, essentially
designed to avoid hardship. This has little to do with family policy,
although families—in that they have more bodies to support—are likely
to make up the bulk of the subjects of relief. Indeed, means testing
beecame something applied primarily te families. The programme of
1990 included proposals to target superannuation on the poor elderly.
Since this generated opposition, the newly elected National government
settled for an increase in the superannuation surcharge, a three-year
freeze on superannuation levels and an acceleration of a timetable for
putting the age of eligibility back to 65 years. In 1961, of the 6.4 per
cent of GDP directed at young adults by way of cash benefits or through
housing schemes, only one-fifth was rationed through tight means
testing. By 1986, this was three-quarters of a smaller proportion. Help
for families now came largely via the income-related Family Support,
payable to beneficiaries and low-income workers. Even this scarcely
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rose with inflation in the 1980s. In the 1996 tax cuts, Family Support
was increased, but still remained below the 1986 real level. Some
health subsidies that were previously universal were now restricted to
low-income families through the Community Services Card. Student
tertiary allowances became targeted on the basis of family income, with
students deemed to be dependent on parents up to 25 years of age. An
Independent Family Tax Credit, only paid to low-income families in the
full-time workforce, was instituted. By the 1990s, expenditure on
income-related support for families was a very minor budgetary item,
at under one per cent of GDP (not including the Domestic Purposes
Benefit}.!” Once near the top, New Zealand sank down to the bottom of
the international league, in terms of assistance for children,’® By the
mid-1990s it vied with Spain, Greece, Portugal, and Japan to pay the
lowest.

At a half of average earnings, New Zealand became the sixth most
generous country out of 18 in terms of the total child support package
for a couple with two children aged one and three years at this income
level (assuming 100 per cent take-up rate of benefits and using
purchasing power parities to compare countries). This diminishes very
rapidly as income or family size increases. At one-and-a-half average
male earnings, New Zealand, the United States and Spain were the
only countries to offer negative assistance to a couple with two young
children (since couples with children face additional health and school
costs). Parents are left with lower net disposable incomes than childless
couples or singles. Only in the USA, Australia and New Zealand are
children’s healthcare costs targeted on the basis of income, and only in
the USA and Japan is there a change in school costs at higher income
levels.!® Many former tertiary students who had student loans and who
are parents also pay the tertiary study loan repayment of an additional
ten cents in the dollar on the income tax rate in respect of an annual
income gver $15,964 in 2003/04.

The Mother/Child/State Family

Paradoxically, the demise of family policy makes it pertinent to ask
‘what sort of family does the state support? The reply is that ‘parenting
outside marriage [became] ... the only form of child raising that society
remains willing to subsidise substantially’® The Domestic Purposes
Benefit (DPB), effective since 1973, came in with the shift to a targeted
approach. Many of the families in greatest need were sole-parent
families headed by women. In effect, the state took on the role of male
breadwinner. The IIPB replaced a group of benefits for unsupported
women, including emergency support for unmarried mothers and
assistance for deserted wives. These involved discretionary decisions
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about an applicant’s level of need for essentially emergency assistance,
which was placing increasing pressure on social security staff. In
contrast, the DPB satisfied set criteria and did not require moral
Judgements. It was precisely to provide an alternative to work for the
parent without spousal support for, if ‘the husband cannot or will not
pay, then social security should come in at an earlier stage’.** Women
continued to qualify as a ‘woman alone’ after ceasing to eare for
children and until the Aged Benefit and/or Universal Superannuation
was received. Improvement in the ‘adequacy of benefit incomes in the
1970s, aimed at supporting sole parents as full-time caregivers,
therefore came at the cost of reduced incentives to maintain attachment
to the labour force’ and reduced expectations that husbands should
support their former spouses and their children.”® The 1972 Royal
Commission on Social Security explained:
The common pattern of life in our society is that family responsibilities are
shared by two parents, with the man being the main breadwinner ... The female
sole parent is not only deprived of the help a man might be expected to give in
the care of the children, she is deprived (in whole or in part) of his financial
contribution and her responsibilities in the home limit her ability to earn an
adequate family income.®

The DPB soon moved from being an exceptional means to deal with the
consequences of the collapse of the family unit as an economic entity,
to exemplifying a new and enlightened way to provide for women and
children, where they ‘are no longer in the position of having to be
dependent themselves on other income-generating adults. This is one
of the greatest achievements toward equality of the sexes, if not the
greatest ... women and their dependent children are no longer at the
economic mercy of husbands and fathers ... .

The other side of the state’s willingness to dissolve marriages is this
collectivisation of the costs. Prior to the 1970s, the law imposed rights
and duties on spouses, which reflected the wider social interest—not
only in social stability, cohesion and continuity, but in financial
independence from the state. Spouses had rights of divorce against
partners who refused to provide or work for the household, and
hushands a duty to maintain their wives during the marriage and upon
its dissolution.” The Matrimonial Property Act 1976, had the effect of
securing men'’s income against claims by ex-wives and, until the Child
Support Act, first-marriage children. Property had to be divided equally
without reference to future support and irrespective of who would have
to house and care for the children, regardless of contributions and the
relative loss of future earning ability. (From 2002, the 50-50 asset split
can be varied to remedy any perceived economic disparity arising from
the relationship.) Since enhanced earning power and future income
were not deemed matrimonial property, there was no sharing of the
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rewards from investment in human capital or return on investment in
a husband/wife partnership.

Responses to the ‘inequality of equal division’ through maintenance
awards were rare and spouses have been expected to assume responsi-
bility for their own support within a short time of dissolution. Mainte-
nance was not a right derived from marriage, or a form of compensation
for defaulting on the marriage contract, or in lieu of expected returns
from the continuing marriage. Based on a ‘modern marriage’ stereotype,
as well as ‘no fault’ divorce, each spouse was assumed to participate
equally in the jobs market, where all women were self-sufficient with
a male career structure.” Either they had no children, or no difficulty
providing both care and an income adequate to pay for housing, their
own support, child-raising costs and their own retirement. Estimates
from the US are that ‘no-fault’ divorce settlements reduce maintenance
for women and children by about a third compared with situations in
which fault is a criterion.”’

In 1987, legislation eased access to the DPB by dropping the
requirement that sole parents identify the other biological parent and
allowed men to qualify in their own right. The outcome of Ruka v
Department of Social Welfare {(CA43/96, October 1996) in the Court of
Appeal gave an entitlement to DPB when the mother lived with a man.
Financial interdependence now had to be established as a necessary
component of a de facto relationship in the assessment of claims. This
did not exist unless the parties had a personal commitment to finan-
cially support each other.

Since the DPB appeared as the logical complement of sexual freedom,
the Child Support Act 1991, enforcing the liability of absent fathers,
was criticised for reneging on the state’s promise to pick up the costs of
incidental reproduction. It gave:

... little recognition ... to the effects of repartnering and reconstituting families,
The thrust of the child support legislation is to give priority to the first family,
the one which no longer exists [sic], even if this puts a second family at risk. And
yet the consequences, both legally and socially, of relaxed divorce laws, coupled
with a growing aceeptance of the free entry and exit of de facto relationships, is
that new families and marriages will be formed. In one breath, the law
encourages the formation of new relationships, while in another breath it frowns
on them.*

Indeed, feminists have not been slow to point out how the provision ‘of
minimal state assistance in place of the male provider has been
inadequate’ and to hlame the state for ‘a growing proportion of our
children ... growing up in relative poverty’. It was time for ‘the
breakdown of the policy assumption of women’s financial dependence
on men’ (as if that had not largely happened already}, and for the state
to ‘rationalise its acceptance of divorce and the increasing diversity of
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family types as a fact of life and reorganise the way children are
provided for financially’. This might be done by paying mothers and
children a generous independent income, irrespective of their connec-
tion with any particular man, or movement in and out of ‘partnerships’.
Since moral connotations no longer attached to various patterns of
sexual behaviour and their consequences, so the ‘reality of the family
structure and lifecycle in the later twentieth century western world’
must be fully funded and fully integrated into policy making by the
recognition of ‘non-traditional family types as institutional rather than
deviant’.?”® As such, this perspective now receives the backing of men
demanding formal recognition of the fact that a man has no paternal
responsibility if he did not expressly want a child., Hence: ‘before
decisions are made about custody, access and financial support from the
non-custodial parent, it should be necessary to establish whether there
was a parental contract between the biological parents’ If it is
established that there was no mutual decision to have and keep a baby,
then the father should have no financial or other liability. After all, the
‘decision to keep an embryo will be that of the mother alone. With the
existence of the “morning after contraceptive” there need be no risk of
pregnancy to a woman from a casual sexual union.”™® Clearly, the
‘sexual revolution, feminist proselytising, and the expansion of
government entitlements’ dovetail nicely with ‘the sexual creed of
selfish males’ !

Spending on sickness, unemployment and lone-parent benefits may
be seen as a redirection of former spending on housing and family
benefits. At the same time, couples with children have become major
net contributors to government finances. For families with a mother
under 30 years old, taxes, in 1996, were three-fold the levels of income
transfers and eight-fold where the mother was aged 35-39. Retired
households and sole parents are net gainers from the welfare state in
terms of all transfers (cash benefits, health, educational and other
transfers). They represented 32 per cent of households in 1997/8,
received 56 per cent of government expenditure, and paid 16.5 per cent
of taxes. Couples with children pay more in taxes than they receive
from the transfer system, particularly where one partner works more
than 30 hours per week. Twenty nine per cent of households are couples
with children but they pay 40 per cent of taxes. The biggest contributors
to revenue are older couples with children.

Whose Welfare Does a Welfare State Look After?

Family policy measures have come to be regarded as an anomaly,
critiqued on grounds of vertical equity objectives, as if egalitarianism
had been their primary purpose. It is often suggested that maybe such
measures were misplaced, or a muddled, inadequate means to redistri-
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bute wealth, leading to both left and right getting lathered up about
‘wasted wealth’ that was not ‘targeted’ on the ‘poor’, or given instead to
those who ‘did not need it’. Socialists have objected that the welfare
state did not redistribute income and wealth as they had hoped, and
was little more than a smokescreen to disguise the failings and
contradictions of capitalism. They have been joined by conservatives,
claiming that the middle classes benefited more than the ‘poor’, by
making more use of education and tax breaks. If the system does not do
‘what it is designed to do—make sure only those in need of a benefit
receive a benefit’, then it must have got waylaid or misappropriated.®
A once common understanding of a ‘welfare state’ was that it
assisted people at vulnerable points in their lives to meet the needs of
child welfare, age, sickness, widowhood, and unemployment. It had its
beginnings at the turn of the twentieth century, and bloomed roughly
between 1930 and 1970. A desire for more certainty and security was
accentuated by the experience of depression and war. But, as David
Thomson explains, Socialist or Christian demands to equalise the life-
chances of those who did badly out of the market’s allocation, by
passing resources from rich to poor, or to impose a sharing or pooling
of resources for redistribution, never had much appeal:
A limited degree of such redistribution might be welcomed, perhaps if it brought
some arrogant wealthy people to heel, or removed the ugliest and disruptive
effects of poverty. But, for the majority, the Robin Hoed approach to sharing
income held few promises and many threats if pressed too far. Their hopes for

personal betterment would be thwarted if opportunities to get ahead were closed,
or if others came to think of them as rich and hence to be penalised.”®

Instead, the welfare state was more popularly seen in terms of a
national insurance system which safeguarded the individual against
risks or misfortunes which threatened living standards. As the
individual’s needs varied enormously over a lifetime, so resources are
moved from one phase to another, smoothing out the peaks and troughs.
Those who have few resources at any stage in life could be given
assistance drawn from the pooled resources of those richer than
themselves. For the majority the welfare state would mainly help move
resources across time, temporarily rather than permanently, between
one age-group and another, as individuals went through life. Horizontal
equity measures dovetail with such considerations.

Even so, the impetus for giving parents support, here as elsewhere,
often went beyond any income maintenance or insurance principle,
Health and education provision involved investments in further
generations necessary for the perpetuation of society and the public
good, as well as personal well-being. In turn, family allowances were
favoured in that they had labour market objectives. They avoided the
disincentive effects on the workforee participation of family providers
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associated with selective poor relief. Given that they also removed
pressure on the wage rate by fathers of families, or made possible equal
wages without impoverishing the breadwinner’s children, they
frequently antedated welfare states and were often paid on a firm or
industry basis, or by local authorities, as well as trade and professional
associations (on an insurance basis), in continental Europe, the USA
and Australia (where the earliest payments were made to fathers from
a levy in the Commonwealth Public Service in 1920).* The way in
which Family Benefit was treated separately from other benefits
indicates how it was not seen as a major or proper part of the social
security structure, in New Zealand, or in the UK.

It is helpful to see family protection measures as something which
were Incorporated into fiscal and welfare systems, industrial and
commercial organisations, professional and private insurance systems
and government strategies, in different ways at different times. In the
twentieth century, the state came to assume enormous powers to
manipulate employment and pay, implement anti-inflation strategies,
set interest rates, control foreign exchange and much more. Whether
this is practically, or ideologically, seen to be good or bad, is bestde the
point. What is pertinent here is that all policies shift resources from one
group to another, affecting the life-chances of individuals. From the
1930s to 1960s, they worked to assist young adults and their children,
in what has been referred to as the ‘wage-earners’ welfare state’.™

The advent of ‘targeting’ might appear to be a return to a nineteenth-
century concept of a more limited role for the state in welfare.* But
such a judgement—whether made in approval or condemnation
—overlooks the way in which considerations of family protection would
have been pursued even then, Competition between family members for
work, with its downward pull on wage rates, was discouraged by
restrictions on child and female labour in the nineteenth century, and
gender-based wage differentials. Dealing with the “problem of wages’,
the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act 1894 set the concept of
a basic minimum wage. Since the:

... ‘average employee’ of the time was male, and since his ‘normal needs’ included

his domestic responsibilities, a ‘fair wage’ was construed as cne wage sufficient
to support a wife and two or three children at a reasonable level of comfort.”’

In the Harvester Judgement of 1907, the Australian Commonwealth
Court of Conciliation and Arbitration laid down the guiding principles
of the family wage: that organised society owed the family breadwinner
a sufficient income to support a decent standard of living for a normal
family, a reference point in NZ legislation in 1936.%® In turn, the:

... aversion to heavy tax burdens on average working families, and, hence, strong
preference for reliance on progressive income taxes, followed naturally from the
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conception that wages from employment were the legally established minimum
required for a civilised existence. ... the closely intertwined set of preferences for
redistributive instruments on both the expenditure and revenue sides of the tax-
transfer system gave the wage earners’ welfare state in its heyday a distinctively
egalitarian or ‘radical’ cast.”

‘While male employment and remuneration were foremost economic and
social concerns aimed, not least, at ensuring the security of the
household, women's pay was a frivolous consideration.

However, what men command on the market affects the value of the
womarn's homemaking. When he has a higher earning capacity, and the
husband gives his time to paid empleyment, this makes housework
‘cheaper’ when supplied by the wife. Increases in the husband’s
earnings raise the value of the wife’s time at home. A result is that the
number of children is strongly negatively related to the wage-rate of
wives, while positively related to the earnings of husbands.

Fiscal Policy and the Family: the Crisis of the Welfare State

In the post-war world, full employment and housing policies were
pursued in complement to this guidance of wages, in the interests of
family protection. As the ‘fulcrum of the welfare state ... the employ-
ment of every able-bodied male represented an historic compromise
forged in response to the 1920s depression when measured unemploy-
ment rose to 12 per cent of the labour force’.*® The state was assumed
to have the means, and the duty, to avert unemployment. From early
on, Antipodean states had followed a policy stance of ‘domestic defence’,
invelving strong regulative intervention in the economy, but with less
direct state ownership of business than in Eurcpe.* Immigration
controls helped to ensure a tight labour market (a family protection
device well known in the pre-industrial world)*? and, with a regime
built upon the preservation of labour scarcity, women exited the jobs
market at marriage.*® From the late 1930s, vigorous import controls
were adopted. When economic activity slackened, public money was
used in an attempt to create employment, and displaced workers could
be helped with retraining and moevement to new communities.* Aiming
to ensure that employment was not controlled from abroad, the Reserve
Bank was created in 1933, nationalised, and used to regulate financial
relations with the outside world.* To describe these measures is not
necessarily to endorse them, or prescribe them for other times and
places.

Earning an income took precedence over consumption,® and earning
an income meant providing for families. Certain borrower interests had
primacy over those of lenders. Since the 1890s, governments assisted
buyers by borrowing and lending at low rates of interest. By the early
1960s, home ownership had become a welfare good to be provided
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through subsidised or interest-regulated loans. In 1960, three-quarters
of young families were eligible for loans to meet 80 per cent of the price
of a modest house at a subsidised interest rate of about half the market
rate. The most dramatic instance of the equation between home
ownership, welfare and family” was the way that, from 1958, parents
could also ‘anticipate’ a portion of the family benefits they would receive
in the coming years, as a lump sum, so that a further 15 to 20 per cent
of the cost of buying a house could be met in this way. As a central
element in a family’s economic and social security, and in the context
of the family wage, home ownership ‘attached a “man” firmly to a job,
to a piece of land, and to a social group; it established a base for “his”
family, and so to a network of neighbourhood institutions, such as
church, school, and voluntary society’.*®

Those who benefited married earlier and in greater numbers than
generations before them, and had many more children than their own
parents had in the 1920s. No wonder ‘New Zealand’s “baby boom” was
to be more striking and longer lasting than that seen almost anywhere
else, for our new welfare state was perhaps the most distinetly youth-
oriented of all’.*® Since the ‘economic measure of the Standard Family,
a man aged 25-35, his wife and two small children’ was ‘the unit for
which the welfare state was designed’, this ‘reflects a set of beliefs
central to New Zealanders’ perception of themselves and their society’.
Its situation ‘provides one means of testing the achievement of the
welfare state in terms of its own ideals”.”

Nations doing well in the first half of the twentieth century fell back
thereafter. As the oil crises of the 1970s hit industrial countries, so
inflation and debt grew and economic growth fell away. In the English-
speaking world, the pressures meant a major reappraisal of the role of
the state. A central theme was the Keynesian welfare state as a
subversive force which undermined the values of individual initiative
on which an efficient market system rests, particularly given the loss
of export markets. Privatisation was a reaction abroad to statism. In
New Zealand the target was the state’s regulatory activities, as
obstacles to competitive efficiency. From operating one of most closed
economies in the non-communist world from the 1930s, New Zealand
became ‘one of the most open and internationally exposed’. Wholesale
corporate restructuring, a glut of labour, and slow adaptation by labour
markets ‘translated into higher unemployment, less tax revenue, and
greater pressure on state resources. The crisis of the welfare state had
begun.”!

The Family is Abandoned to Its Fate

Reorganisation and sluggish economic performance, with persistently
high inflation contributed to a reduction in New Zealand’s per capita
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income relative to that of other developed countries. All sectors of the
community were adversely affected. In addition, these economy-wide
developments, combined with the elimination of tax-related and other
measures of support for families, and a large increase in the level of
New Zealand Superannuation weakened the position of families
relative to that of the elderly. The wage earners’ welfare state ended.

The arbitration system, which once sought to relate wage rates to
family responsibilities, (among other factors), had become a mechanism
for promoting women’s remuneration by the 1970s. Similarly, for
Australia, the nexus between the basic wage and the needs of the
average family remained until 1967, when it was replaced by a
minimum wage determined by individual needs. Equal pay for women
followed in 1974. Such radical changes were unaccompanied by any
review of support for families, unless the extinction of the ‘family wage’
for men is seen as met ‘by the introduction of state-guaranteed income
for divorced and unmarried mothers’.”

Deregulation of the financial sector accompanied that of the labour
market. As the old consensus governing lending disappeared, with it
went the practices and regulations which favoured young borrowers, as
inflation was fought by making borrowing expensive. In the last quarter
century, the cost of a modest first home, relative to the net incomes of
young adults, rose between four and six times.*” In 1961, a majority of
two-child families would have qualified for Family Benefit Capital-
isation grants equalling about 20 per cent of the price of a modest
house. By 1985 it was seven per cent for a poor minority and in 1986
the scheme ended. In the 1960s, all families would have been eligible
for a first mortgage from the government; by the 1980s this applied only
to the poorer half. If a family were not disqualified by income, it would
have paid around two-thirds of the open-market interest rate and then
the full rate as the scheme dissolved. As rentals for state houses were
raised to ‘market rates’, housing reforms in 1993 brought about a
rationalisation of all former assistance into an income- and assets-
tested Accommodation Supplement.

The demise of family policy brought the level of parental expenditure
involved in the production of children into direct conflict with the
penalties which make child-rearing economically foolish. Not only the
timing and extent of the ‘baby boom’ of the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, but
the ‘baby bust’ which followed, are hard to explain without reference to
economic upheavals and changing social policy. Falling birth rates, the
avoidance and delay of marriage and parenthood, an aging of the
population, are all linked with the fate of the Standard Family and the
welfare state which once served its interests’, and are correctly seen as
“Jogical” adaptations to the underlying shifts in economic fortunes.™
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Parents and Poverty

With family size at the lowest level ever recorded, families with
children are the lowest income group, measured by average, after-tax
income, and single people and couples without children the highest,.
About 26 per cent of children were in households that were in the
lowest income quintile (bottom 20 per cent) of the population in 1996,
with 23 per cent in the next-to-bottom quintile, and only 11 per cent in
the top quintile. Nearly 50 per cent of people below 15 years of age are
in households in the bottom third of the income distribution, while less
than 15 per cent are in the top third. Couples without children (not
counting those over 65) account for around a third of all households in
the top household income quintile.

The growth in the number of sole parents has clearly altered the
structure of poverty over time: accounting for 19.4 per cent of New
Zealand poor in 1998 compared with 10.2 per cent in 1984 (on the 50
per cent of median, equivalised household income, before housing costs).
Not least, an increasing disparity in overall income between sole-parent
and two-parent families betokens greater reliance on benefit income for
lone parents {and on double incomes for two-parent families), with
falling relative incomes for those on benefits.”® In 1996, only 22.3 per
cent of sole parents had income from sources such as wages, salary and
interest and had not received income support, compared with 66.4 per
cent of two-parent families, only four per cent of whomn relied entirely
on income support.®

Being young, having children in the household, having fewer
workers, less income and less education, are important in making
people vulnerable to poverty, and sole parents have more than their
share of these characteristics.”” They lack the support of another parent
and women with children to care for often do not have the leeway to
earn at a reasonable and consistent level. Employment doubles the
income of UK lone parents, but it is still only about two-thirds that of
one-earner couples.’® Unwed mothers will go on to perpetuate their
poverty, because parenthood, particularly early in life, damages career
growth and economic security. Young UK mothers (before age 23) are
particularly likely to be receiving means-tested benefits over ten years
later, to be in social housing, to have no qualifications and peor mental
or physical health.*

Unemployment, reliance on state benefits and disability are also
common characteristics of divorced populations, not least because many
men do not have the resources to support sets of children from serial
marriages.”® Data on cohorts of US women divorcing from the late
1960s through to the late 1980s show overall declines in household
income of around 35 per cent on separation and declines in per capita
income of at least 20 per cent (and up to 35 per cent for black women in



56 FAMILY MATTERS

the 1980s).%! Families had, on average, low incomes before disruption
and even lower ones afterwards. Children whose fathers left home were
nearly twice as likely to end up below the poverty line compared with
children who stayed in stable two-parent families (21 per cent versus
12 per cent). Federal statistics for the late-1980s indicate that the
percentage of children coming from disrupted families whose mothers
claimed public assistance increased from five per cent just before
separation to nearly 20 per cent over two years afterwards, and food
stamp receipt increased from 9.4 to over 24 per cent.®? Similarly in New
Zealand, ‘Half a house and no income do not pay the bills’® and,
unsurprisingly, one study of 500 family court clients found that over a
half went on the Domestic Purposes Benefit following marital break-
down.** Confirming the Scottish, US and Australian experience that
mothers are seriously disadvantaged by ‘clean-break’ settlements,” the
average incomes of non-custodial males increased by 41 per cent after
separation (from a baseline of half the household income before
separation), and that of custodial females decreased by five per cent.
Six months later, nearly 60 per cent of men had an income over
$30,000, but three-quarters of women had less {(while, on average, the
househelds of these women contained two children), and 86 per cent of
custodial parents had moved at least once. However, the favourable
position of the ex-husband may not persist even if he does not acquire
a second family. Worsening health, loss of social status and work often
follow on marriage breakdown.

Work-Rich and Work-Poor Households

Certainly, non-work is likely to mean low income and/or welfare
dependency, and the ‘workless household’ factor is strongly implicated
in the risk of child poverty. As elsewhere, New Zealand sole parents
have increasingly contributed to the growth in workless households.
But couples with children have also seen a significant increase in
worklessness. When men move out of work, women tend to move out
with them, or are already not working. Thirty years ago, 92 per cent of
British children lived with two parents of whom at least one worked. By
1995/96 the proportion outside such families had risen from eight to 29
per cent, faster than the official unemployment rate and the highest in
the European Union, not least with the growth of lone-parent house-
holds.% Two out of three working-age households with persistently low
incomes, and six out of ten children with persistently low incomes, had
no parent in employment.?” One in five Australian children were also
in workless households.

The underlying trend is for workless households to increase even
during periods of job growth, with a substantial and growing proportion
of long-term non-employed.*® Workless households increased over two-
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and-a-half-fold in New Zealand between 1986 and 1996.% so that 20,652
children under five years with no parent in the paid workforce became
53,547. OQverall, nearly a quarter of all children, or 23.4 per cent, lived
in a household that had no one in paid work in 1996, For Maori
children, the figure was 41.2 per cent.” Of the 27 per cent of all families
with a child under five with no one in paid work, 72 per cent were sole-
parent and 28 per cent two-parent. Only about 25 per cent of European
and 18 per cent of Maori sole parents were in paid work of any kind. In
contrast, about one in three of mothers in two-parent families were
employed full-time, and over 80 per cent of fathers, 86.5 per cent of
whom were either in work or seeking it—although this figure had been
over 95 per cent in 1986,

Two-Parent Families are Poor Too

However, while there are many social security beneficiaries among the
poor, there are also a large number of households with children which
are primarily dependent upon market incomes.” In turn, while a large
proportion of lone parents may be poor or on low incomes, they do not
constitute the majority of poor or low-income families—even if child
poverty is often seen as not only intrinsic to, but exclusive to, lone
parenthood. Of course, growing up with a sole parent clearly makes a
difference to a child’s chances of being brought up in poverty, compared
with a child in a two-parent family. It is approximately four times
greater in Australia, five or six times greater in Canada and eight times
greater in Germany.™ But while in 1998 sole parents made up 17.7 per
cent of New Zealand’s total poor population on the 60-per-cent measure,
and 19.4 per cent at the 50-per-cent measure (before housing cost
adjustment), couples with children made up respectively 21.1 and 27.2
per cent.” Given that this most ‘functional’ family type has suffered
significant income declines, these cannot simply be attributed to a
movement towards sole parenthood.”™

Moreover, poorer two-parent households often break up and become
poor sole-parent households.™ Men with higher incomes can more easily
afford to be married, and better-off families are more likely to stay
together, This makes family structure a consequence as well as a cause
of poverty. Contrary to the feminist thesis that the ‘notion of a male
breadwinner supporting a dependent wife and children has disadvan-
taged women in most ways',” male earning power is tied to a lower
likelihood of family poverty, even if the labour supply and income of
other household members is important to transitions in and out of
poverty.” Children in mother-only families will have substantially less
income available from their fathers than children living with both
parents, for whom male earning power will also be linked to living
standards. Over the 1980s in the US, it is calculated that about one-



58 FAMILY MATTERS

third of the increase in child poverty was attributable to the rise in
mother-only families, The other two-thirds is accounted for by declining
income, and historical analysis strongly suggests that employment
insecurity and low earnings, not least for fathers, are prime determi-
nants of the levels and the trends in childhood poverty.” Childhood
poverty rates and trends have been affected directly by an increasing
proportion of children living with jobless or low-income fathers, and
indirectly by the effect of male joblessness and low income on fostering
the rise of mother-only families through divorce and out-of-wedlock
child-bearing.

Is the Family Self-destructing?

The dominant or preferred explanation for the dramatic changes in
family trends has no time for any relationship to changing family
fortunes. Instead, the story is that social policy has simply followed, or
even failed to catch up with, a popular retreat from family life. Women
and children have been put ‘at the risk of poverty’, because ‘higher
divorce rates, lower fertility rates, the prevalence of single-parent
families, greater female participation in the work place and a larger
proportion of elderly persons, have moved society away from the single
breadwinner in a nuclear family that the welfare state was designed
around’.®’ This is back to front. Far from these trends making a ‘welfare
state’ geared to ‘the single breadwinner in a nuclear family’ moribund,
it is more likely that the collapse of family policy amid the economic
dislocation of recent decades precipitated or, at least, facilitated such
demographic developments.

Changes in family structure reflect marriage and children postponed
or forgone, A major reason for the growing proportion of out-of-wedlock
births is, after all, because there are fewer marriages and fewer babies
are being born to married women. Between 1971 and 1981, the
proportions of married women who had been married at least three
years before having a child rose from 16 to 40 per cent. The proportions
delaying having children for five or more years rose three-fold. Woman
born in the mid-1950s had 1.7 births by 30, or 40 per cent less than
women born in the 1930s who had, on average, 2.7 children.

Establishing a career, buying a house, marrying, having a child,
become widely spaced activities for prudent individuals. Arguably,
student loans will impose more constraints on having children.
Moreover, to the list of desirable goods with which children compete has
come the expensive ‘must have’ of the big retirement. A pension may no
longer be seen as a stipend for the declining years when work is
obviated by the incapacities of age, but a sizeable fortune for the
‘decades of golden leisure’ while one is still fit. Women who have
children may decide to take up or stay in employment in the middle
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years to help pay for their children’s tertiary education. Saving for their
own retirement does not have priority.*! Yet, those who spend effort and
personal income in raising and educating children have no better claim
to their future production than the neighbour who made no such
investment. As adults with just one child or none at all are so favoured
during working life and in old age: ‘given the ethos of modernity,
parents behave highly rationally by not producing more children than
they believe they can afford or find time to raise. Any other behaviour
would jeopardise the welfare of the family and the well-being of the
children.*

The Feminisation of Employment

As well as cutting down on the numbers of children, parents also try to
maintain or raise living standards by pushing more labour onto the
market. Fathers may work longer hours (with 46 per cent of full-timers
working 50 or more hours a week in 1996).* Women’s increasing
opportunities have promoted the growth in married mothers’ labour
market participation.* For example, in the USA only 10 per cent of
children lived with a mother in the labour force in 1940. By 1990, it was
nearly 60 per cent. For up to 25 per cent of children in two-parent
families with working mothers, these mothers were working out of
necessity (and 40 per cent on the relative poverty measure of half
average income).* Despite general unemployment and declining rates
of employment for sole parents and single women, employment rates for
New Zealand mothers in two-parent families where the youngest child
was aged under one year increased from one in eight to one in four
between 1976 and 1986, and then to around a third by 1996. From
being below the OECD average in 1960, female labour-force participa-
tion was above this by 1990. For children aged one to four, a half of
their mothers were in full- or part-time work by 1996,

Many of the jobs created in the 1990s went to secondary earners.
Between 1986 and 1996 there was an overall decline in people
employed 30 hours or more a week of two per cent, while those
employed part-time increased by 71 per cent, and over two-thirds were
female. However, a trend towards full-time work is more established for
New Zealand mothers than for those in the UK.® The separate taxation
of married people, combined with a progressive tax scale, encourages
families to raise disposable income through the workforce participation
of both spouses, in contrast to nations where joint taxation lowers the
benefit derivable from mothers earning additional income outside the
home.%"

Employment, as well as poverty, has become ‘feminised’. The
economic restructuring and downturn of the 1980s did not impact
negatively on women’s employment as in the case of men. The total
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number of people employed full-time dropped by nearly 100,000
between 1986 and 1991, but the drop for women was almost a third of
that for men—at 4.5 compared with 12.7 per cent.®”® As economic
conditions improved in the early 1990s, the percentage growth in
women employed full-time was nearly twice the increase (or 22.4 per
cent between 1991 and 1996) experienced by men. This was due, not
least, to men’s concentration in manufacturing and extractive indus-
tries that were especially hit by restructuring and recession, compared
with service sector work, which was comparatively insulated.®
Similarly, the advance in women’s market incomes, ahsolutely and
relative to men’s, reflects a fall for men as well as an increase for
women.*

A Triumph for Women?

Tribulations of the male provider, together with growing equality in the
workplace, ought to have produced greater protection for women and
made it more possible for them to provide for themselves and their
children—according to feminists, anyway. This has not happened.
Wide-scale female employment, with equal wages and opportunities,
has helped undercut the ability of one earner to maintain a household,
sole- or two-parent at the living standard now expected. While the
limitations of the one-adult unit make it less likely to be in a position
to supply one fully-employed person, couples are able to supply two
earners as living standards gravitate towards a two-income norm. In a
sample of 3,000 British families with net income below 140 per cent of
the ordinary rate of public assistance, 35 per cent of two-parent families
rose above this poverty line a year later, compared with 11 per cent of
lone mothers. It was overwhelmingly those two-parent families with
two earners who did so.*

There has been the fallacious notion that, with equal pay and
opportunities, women would somehow bring in a ‘family wage’—an
impossibility, since this depended on labour market restrictions that
privileged men’s jobs. While economic opportunities for married women
might have been gradually increasing after World War Two (not least
because the supply of single women fell because of earlier and more
universal marriage}, men’s wages and employment opportunities were
increasing as well, In the 1982-1996 period, wages adjusted to equality
through lower, unisex rates in which men largely sustained the falls.

Double Income: No Kids

With the growth of female employment, children have come to impose
a great and historically unprecedented cost in terms of lost parental
income, at the same time as both their direct costs and competing
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attractions have grown.” Initially, the postponement of children after
marriage, with the woman making profitable use of her marketable
skills before withdrawing from work, seemed to promise couples the
chance of starting a family off on a higher living standard than they
might have had on the basis of the man’s wages alone. As equal pay and
the elimination of gender differentiation further increased women’s
labour force participation, by pushing up their earnings as men’s fell,
a dedicated two-income strategy became increasingly necessary to
maintain living standards. This is probably the most effective contra-
ceptive ever devised. Child-rearing became a most expensive use of the
mother’s time in terms of the returns forgone from virtually any paid
occupation. Recent work on first-time mothers in the UK reveals how
more than one in three delayed children because they were afraid that
they could not cope financially; another quarter feared for the job
impact, and nearly a half delayed telling their employers because they
feared how it would be received.®® A third felt pressurised to work
harder during pregnancy than ever hefore, and much the same
proportion believed that they would now be passed over for promotion
and pay increases.

As decisions to have children are negatively correlated with the
wage-rate of wives, while being positively correlated with the earnings
of husbands, so the rise in women’s net earnings in relation to men’s
has probably made a major contribution to the way in which births
have fallen below population replacement levels in many countries.*
With higher women’s wages, the incentive for wives to work outweighs
the disincentive for them not to, even when their husbands may be as
highly paid—although the decline in home production will offset some
of the gains in income. Many men have found it possible to make good
some of the loss with extra effort, reflected in the discrepancy between
the earnings of married men and those of single men and women,
although this is interpreted as women being ‘denied’ equal wages.
Nevertheless, the higher a woman’s earnings, the older she is at the
time of her first birth and the smaller her family.

There is no morally neutral tax or welfare regime. Each rewards
some kinds of behaviour and penalises others, while promoting certain
assumptions and values. In the past, compensatory measures not only
reduced the standard of living penalty and the opportunity costs of
child-rearing but upheld its esteem. When families have lower living
standards or are more impoverished compared with those without
dependents, both may come to believe that there is little or no value
placed on raising children. Childless couples and singles can have
financial stability, a comfortable home, and early retirement as the
expression of material attainment, while parenthood is identified with
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disruption, change and deprivation. Parents ‘de without’, or ‘give up
their social lives, jobs and spending on themselves, and ‘never stop
being responsible’. Childlessness represents ‘freedom to be independent
adults who pursued their own interests’ for those who have ‘weighed up
the responsibilities of money and commitment and sacrifice and
counted themselves out’.®® In sum: children are more trouble and
expense than they are worth.

Economic uncertainty is only part of a wider climate of apprehension
about family life. Not only do parents identify ‘a lack of money as a key
impact of having children’,*® but non-parents put stability of a couple’s
relationship along with economic considerations near the top of the
factors that influence child-bearing.” Increases in divorce rates lower
marital fertility.® As the advent of no-fault divorce makes the marriage
contract unenforceable, the prospect is not only fewer marriages, but
fewer children, more investment in individual careers, as well as more
opportunistic behaviour in marriage leading to more divorces.” As
marriage becomes illusory, it is risky to bring children into this
relationship, both because divorce is difficult for them and because
children will reduce women’s earning potential.
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War Is Declared on the Family

Summary: Claims that we can no longer ‘afford’ to support the family
are unconvincing. Whatever the size of the pot, the way in which
resources are allocated shows a society’s scale of priorities. When war
was declared on the Standard Family in the 1370s it was conducted by
an unholy alliance of left and right, sexual liberators and feminists, who
believed that the overthrow of the institutions of family and marriage
would bring emancipation and self-fulfilment. Those hostile to the idea
of supporting the family often speak as if family trends occur irrespective
of public policy or economic changes. However, they are no more beyond
human influence than other soctal or physical phenomena, and no less
Likely to reflect the influence of « changing public policy environment.

When the old family-benefiting measures were eradicated, no new ones
took their place. With the passing of old corporate society, nothing
‘protected the standard of living of children when the conflict over
resources intensified. It could easily have been done, but it has not been
done.” There were no compensatory measures to safeguard the family
economy with the advent of the equal wage and equal opportunity
labour market. When the economy was being restructured, dealing with
the issues without a family policy meant that the losers from economic
rationalisation were bound to be families and children. In 1991, the
Change Team on Targeting Social Assistance saw little amiss whereby
‘82 per cent of two-parent families with pre-school children will be
worse off ... compared with 100 per cent of families with tertiary
students and 89 per cent of other two-parent families with children’ as
a result of its proposals.®

But were family-benefiting measures affordable? After all, the
nations which had been comparatively rich for at least half a century
then experienced slow growth and sank down the league table of
affluent nations, ‘Now it could seem that such public generosity was no
longer economically practicable, or even that past generosity was
amongst the causes of present discontents.”

63
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However, often family-protective and -benefiting measures were
historically operated in far more straightened circumstances, this
makes it difficult to argue that they are a luxury which only rich
societies, with ample surpluses, can afford.* While it may be true that
countries with higher GDP per capita tend to have higher levels of child
support, New Zealand became an international outlier and now has
considerably lower support for children than countries with similar
GDP. In turn, there is little relationship between all social expenditure
as a proportion of GDP and the level of child support packages.®

The Triumph of Age over Youth

Big pot or little pot—what it is spent on is a matter of choice. This is not
to deny that there has been real fiscal constraint. To a greater or lesser
degree, there always is. But judgements about what is or is not
politically acceptable or sustainable are also statements about the
priority given to the objects of expenditure.® New money was found to
expand the benefits of the elderly, while governments were able to
eliminate or charge for things used mainly or exclusively by younger
people. By the early 1990s, the elderly absorbed 10-11 per cent of GDP,
two-and-a-half times the level in the 1960s, while they increased as a
proportion of the population from 12 to 15 per cent.” At the same time
as family benefits waned, the old acquired a generous superannuation
scheme, with a reduced entitlement age, irrespective of future fiscal
difficulties—although the realisation that this was an extravagance too
far led, in 1979, to benefits linked to the net of tax average, instead of
gross, wage and, in 1989, to the lesser of wages or prices.

Such political ageing is evident in many modern states. Given rising
numbers of elderly people in relation to declining numbers of young,
this might suggest that the pressure on resources would make their
situation unfavourable, since their cost to the state is so much greater,
However, public decisions are influenced by the power of interest
groups, and power is partly a function of size. Moreover, the larger the
role of transfers going to growing groups and the bigger the role of
government in delivering these, so, paradoxically, the more advanta-
geous it is to be in an expanding dependency group.® Everyone in their
forties and above, or half the electorate, has a clear personal interest in
enhancing provisions for the aged, since they will shortly benefit. We all
have to grow old, while childhood is behind us, and anyway, nobody
‘has’ to have children. There are increasingly well organised and
successful elderly lobbies, while a greater proportion of the population
is becoming single or childless, so the concerns and issues of parents
fail to carry the weight they once did.

If the Domestic Purposes Benefit is the only provision which is
remotely analogous to the old ‘family wage’, this is closely allied with



WAR IS DECLARED ON THE FAMILY 65

the rise of the sole parent it supports, and their disproportionate
dependence upon an expanding means-tested and selective benefits
system. Given the ‘rapidly vanishing social stigma attaching to both ex-
nuptial births and marriage breakdowns’, the 1977 Review Committee
on the Domestic Purposes Benefit observed: ‘the solo mother in
particular is now even acquiring a certain status which in time could
place our traditional two-parent basic family unit in jeopardy’.® It was
those not in the labour force who had increases in real incomes in the
1980s. Across the decade, families with a parent in full-time employ-
ment experienced the largest percentage declines in equivalent income,
whether one- or two-parent.’® Accompanying this has been the trend for
the proportion of families with a parent in full-time employment to
decrease while the proportion of families with no parent in work
increases. Similarly, for Australia over the 1980s and early 1990s,
single people and sole parents received increasingly favourable
treatment by the state, as did elderly people, with their share of
taxation falling in relation to their share of the population, and their
benefits increasing. In turn, ‘the proportion of households that are
single persons and sole parents increased rapidly over the period that
the proportion of families with dependent children decreased. It is hard
to believe that changes to the taxation and social security arrangements
are not part of the explanation.’!

It might be maintained that those in family-building age groups, or
the married, are ‘richer’ in modern times and therefore do not ‘need’
help. In the 1940s, families were ‘richer’ than in the nineteenth century,
but they still had considerable assistance channelled their way.
However, for many young adults in the 1970s and 1980s, the decline in
real purchasing power was probably as great or greater than that
suffered during the Great Depression, just as present fertility levels are
well below the minimums of the 19205 and 1930s. The shifts in favour
of the elderly have been so great as to more than counter-balance their
earlier withdrawal from the workforce, while households with children
receiving little in the way of government transfers are the most affected
by adverse market conditions.’

History suggests that channelling resources to one group or another
is a self-reinforcing process, in which more goes to those already doing
comparatively well. Between 1936 and 1945 the real purchasing power
of the Standard Family doubled, and a widening array of public services
meant, that its ‘true’ income increased even further. The period ended
with ‘both governing and opposition parties determined to raise the
incomes of young adults, furnish them with expanded free public
services, promise much improved job security through working life’.
But, ‘fifty years on, two decades of declining youthful fortunes end with
both government and opposition parties deliberately promising less in
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future’.’® Older people must not have disappointed expectations, but
‘their successors .. can save harder, work longer, avoid having
children—or simply learn to live with less’'* Affluence seemingly
dictates that more should be available in old age as this has become a
time for greater consumption and leisure.

Accounting for the way in which Australia, New Zealand and the UK
as ‘social policy innovators on a major scale’ became united by the
common ‘status’ of ‘welfare state laggards’,’® David Thomson attributes
the termination of family policy to processes inherent in modern
welfare states. The economic woes of the 1970s and after were a
catalyst. Initially, welfare provisions purported to treat all people
equally during their earlier lives, upon the trust that one generation
would cede its place to a second, and so on, if the exchange was not to
break down. When the welfare generation was young, priorities were
such that older people paid most taxes, received little in housing
assistance and were forced to lend at fixed low interest rates.’® But the
rules were rewritten: those ‘born in the 1920s and 1930s were the major
beneficiaries in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, and they are now once
again the winners’. As a large cohort of children born after the 1940s
was about to enter adulthood, the first generation refused to relinquish
its place and obligations were swept aside.

However, family- or ‘youth-’ benefiting measures are older and wider
than any idea of a ‘welfare state’ and, anyway, the change in the
proportion of older people in the population by the 1970s was not so
large as to account for such a swing against the young. In the 1930s
when electorates were already ageing, the government reduced
pensions, as well as reducing mortgages and interest payments owed
by younger to older people, since the earnings of young people fell. The
prime concern was ‘to manage the labour market, or a collective
undertaking to create jobs for adult men and to protect their wages,
which supported dependent women and children’.”

If governments used to be generally more mindful of ‘family impact’
considerations, then family-benefiting measures were, in large part, a
recognition of the long-term social bencfits from investments in a
further generation. This applied to free, secular and compulsory
education in 1877; secondary schools in 1902; together with the Plunket
Society for infant care (1907); a school medical service in 1919; and the
continued development of child medical care in the Health Act 1920.
The Arbitration Court, which set the minimum ‘family wage’, was
perceived to be both ‘an instrument for raising the downtrodden and for
improving the stamina and character of the coming generation’.’®

Creating the social infrastructure of a future society is a key to
understanding family policy in the past and its absence today. At the
very least, a successful society produced enough children to sustain
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itself. Maternal and child welfare and health services outside the poor
law, and school-based medical and nutritional provisions for children,
were introduced in the UK, together with revamped child tax allow-
ances, in the aftermath of reports on the condition of youth, just as the
establishment of the Royal Commission on the Birth Rate in Australia
in 1903 led to the introduction of the Commonwealth Maternity
Allowance in 1912." Ensuring that children could make a positive
contribution was particularly vital when it came to rebuilding nations
in the aftermath of war (and for securing the co-operation, if not
rewarding that section of the population shouldering the war effort), If
anything was worth perpetuating, and if family life was personally
desirable and socially essential, then there was no question of whether
or not this was affordable—it had to be. By putting money into
education, early health and housing programmes, and child endow-
ment, society ‘made vital statements about its values and priorities’
Children are necessary for the works of any and every lifetime to
survive, Without inheritors, experience, wisdom and knowledge are
void. It was for the same reasons that marriage was encouraged for the
social good and defended against both individual and state demands.
The parliamentary speech of the minister introducing the Joint Family
Homes Act 1950, (exempting married couples from gift duties, stamp
duties and death duties in relation teo such homes and providing some
protection against claims by creditors or an assignee in bankruptcy),
emphasised: ‘that it is true to say that family life is the basis of our
civilisation, at any rate so far as the western nations are concerned, and
the object of this bill is to help in promoting and maintaining the
happiness of married life.”!

The desirahility of family-oriented policies after the First World War
was underscored by falling fertility and the trailing off of immigration,
a ‘barometer of the health and attractiveness of the country’. The
average New Zealand marriage in 1860 had produced eight births; in
the 1920s and 1930s this was 2.5. Many people were not marrying at
all, and one in five marriages was childless, provoking ‘widespread
fears of lasting and irreparable damage to the nation, perhaps of its
slide into oblivion’, But rather than celebrating ‘new family forms’, or
mocking the married two-parent family on its way to oblivion, the
matter in hand was how to encourage families of two, three or four
children. The minority status of that section of the population engaged
in child-rearing was traditionally an argument for protection. Shrink-
age of this group called for support, not denigration. No doubt these
‘anxieties may now seem quaint, and the nakedly racist language
deeply offensive, but the worries were intense and widely felt in a
nation which had created for itself an image of youthful vigour as an

attractive alternative to a tired, aged Europe’.”
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An Unholy Alliance of Feminism, Marxism and Sexual
Liberation

By the 1970s, war had been declared on the family. The Standard
Family became an object of derision and hate: enemy niumber one in the
counter-cultural struggle against social order and revolt against the
legacy of Western civilisation. Maoists, feminists, Neo-Malthusians,
sexual liberators, devotees of street ‘hobo’ culture, new hippies and old
Bohemians ‘all found a common enemy in the ... family’.” Marriage was
declared sexually restrictive, and the primary focus of female oppres-
sion, as the Marxist preoccupation with the working class was
transferred to blacks, women, and homosexuals. Mutual obligation
seemed the antithesis of freedom, and the family the chief instrument
of a pernicious process of conditioning, which enslaved individuals to do
the system’s bidding. The overthrow of the institutions of family and
marriage would usher in self-fulfilment, self-actualisation and true
liberation.

There are foundation myths. One tale, repeated ad nauseum, is that
women are engaged in useless, unrecognised and unrewarded toil for
others’ benefit. In past and rosier times: ‘our ancestors were not in such
a bind, as their agricultural work was considered productive and
essential’. Then, out of the blue, ‘a division of labour was created and
with it the creation of new jobs for men. With this came the emergence
of private property, power, the patriarchal family and the subsequent
decrease in the importance of women’s work’. This was the ‘great
historical defeat of the feminine sex. Women soon became the private
property of their husbands which eventually led to both social and
economic dependence’. Thrown in for good measure: ‘Capitalism is
another reason why women end up in the domestic realm doing all the
childcare and the domestic work.”?* Not only are the differences between
men and women deemed cultural ones, ‘constructed out of social and
power relations’, but ‘sexual identities, sexual desires, and sexual
practices have less to do with hormones and biological drives and rather
more to do with histerical and cultural factors. Procreative hetero-sex
is no more “natural” than homosexual acts or bisexuality. Heterosexual-
ity simply has the weight of ideological and material privilege behind
it.’® Moreover, ‘it should be noted that the interest and involvement in
sex by children is socially eonstructed and has varied historically and
in different cultures,’ there being ‘no empirical or anthropological
evidence to support this theory [that children are uninterested in sex]’.*

If what was considered normal in other times and places ‘now seem(s]
quaint’, if not abhorrent and ‘nakedly racist’, it has even been ques-
tioned whether it should be considered normal to have children ® It
follows that what must be engineered is a transition to the ‘no-child
“family”’.*® According to Jan Cameron, further reductions in fertility
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have to be brought about ‘by increased rates of childlessness’, which
might be a “difficult reproductive strategy to adopt in a society which
[already] has low fertility preferences’. The question is how existing
prejudices might be overcome’, since people still persist in having and
wanting children,” and ‘... to understand why people have children and
to work out what the social conditions might be that are necessary for
any increase in voluntary childlessness as a new mode of family type’
[sic]. To expose and explode ‘the values intrinsic to the construction of
parenthood’ involves redefining ‘categories of culture’, like parent, and
showing how these are ‘voluntaristic constructions, rather than
something intrinsic to the human social condition’.?

Needless to say, the demise or removal of anything that allowed a
repugnant institution such as the family to thrive has not been
unwelcome, If ‘the sexist assumptions of the wage-earners’ welfare
state have been subject to a slow process of dissclution over the past
two decades [then this] is a gain not a loss for social development in
Australia and New Zealand’,” is the gleeful verdict. The left lauds the
post-war state as a ‘progressive force’ for protecting ‘unions, workers,
the sick and the aged’, and subsidising the ‘national wage bill, by
paying for the health, education and retirement costs of workers’.
Virtually ‘every sector benefited ...: cheap loans for farmers, import
controls and high tariffs for manufacturers, cheap timber for pulp and
paper companies, and cheap power for industry in general’. But, in
protecting families, the state was ‘traditional, conservative, and even
reactionary’. What else might be expected when ‘National ... depended
on farming and small businesses for much of its mass base. These
tended to be family-based enterprises that fostered patriarchal,
authoritarian and commercial attitudes’.* Moreover, the state’s real
role in the ‘social democratic consensus 1935-66° was ‘to further both
capitalist accumulation and sustain the legitimacy of the state’s own
power by maintaining public order, in part through the patriarchal
family’,

In this discourse of paranoia, public order is described as being
‘particularly problematic when trying tc deal with the increasing
financial and social burden of the “victims of social disruption™,
particularly ‘the elderly, the destitute and the deserted’ {(even if, by all
appearances, the post-war decades seem extraordinarily unproble-
matic). However, the powers that ruled you and fooled you decided that
by ‘fostering a greater and more rigidly defined domestic role for
women, the state could impose domestic order on men and children’.
{(The implication being that disorder is good for men, children and
presumably, women as well.) Supposedly, the Cult of Domesticity
‘reasserted the obligations of individuals to care for kin and reinforced
the nuclear family’. Women would not otherwise have cared for their
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children unless forced by ‘the economic and ideological factors which
define this work as largely the responsibility of women’* In turn, ‘the
appropriated labour of women as carers for the young, the old, ill or
differently abled [sic] ... perpetuates the marginalisation of women from
the paid workforce and their confinement to unpaid domestic labour’.**

As family provisions were tools of environmental degradation (in
supporting children) and patriarchal oppression (in enabling mothers
to stay home), if these are withdrawn, women would be forced into the
workforce for their own good and children would not be born, so saving
the planet.

Repudiating interdependence, feminists turned questions of family
policy away from help for families, to one of the rights of mothers to an
income that made them independent of men. The functions of child-
rearing lost recognition when performed in the context of the conjugal
family, as this came under concerted attack. If the provider role was
dismissed and denigrated as a drag anchor keeping women subservient,
unable to compete and out of employment, then the maternal role
oppressed women by kceping them dependent on men. Allowances for
the caring parent, like the dependent spouse rebate in Australia or the
married couple’s allowance in the UK, have been especially singled out
for attack for providing ‘wealthy’ men with ‘free’ housekeeping. ‘What
it meant for women themselves, or for children, was apparently of no
moment. ... land] far from being free, a mother at home costs the family
the value of her potential earnings as well as her living costs.™

Instead, child-rearing has meant childcare, since this ‘involves a shift
of emphasis from a focus on the child to that of women’. Childcare
‘challenges the existent values that mothers should care for their
children ... challenges the economic structure by enabling more women
to be part of the workforce ... challenges the power relationship within
the home, the community and the state by providing an alternative
means of child-rearing that society finds threatening’.*

Above all, the cry to ‘recognise the diversity of family types, including
those formed outside of formal marriage’™ and repudiate any policy
acknowledging two parents or male providers, has meant basing policy
on the independent sole mother. But, even here, the Domestic Purposes
Benefit can be cast as part of the plot to force women to ‘engage in full-
time child-rearing and domestic responsibilities’. (Apparently, ‘the
Government recognised that unless it provided for lone mothers, this
group would be forced to “compete” with men on the labour market and
“neglect” their children’.}*®

Feminism has not only applied the language of Marxism to relation-
ships between the sexes. A reassertion of old socialist concern for the
‘poor’ and appeals to fiscal justice condemned family support as hand-
outs for the ‘wealthy’ (unless these made it easier for mothers to work).
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On the assumption that the welfare state was just about vertical
redistribution: ‘Middle ciass capture became a convenient yet unsub-
stantiated “explanation” for the failure of the welfare state to achieve
equity and justice for all ... . Yet, the demise of family policy and the
advent of ‘targeting’ or vertical equity as ‘social justice ... meant
egalitarian poverty for the family, and spiralling wealth for those
without dependents’.*®
Values influence welfare and tax policies, as well as flow from them.
Both the refusal to assist married families and the unprecedented
growth of a welfare system for sole parenthood are related to upheavals
in values at élite level. These have affected popular morality, not least
through behavioural changes attendant upon the changing incentives
structure, Francis Fukuyama believes that culture changes too slowly
to explain the Great Disruption in Western nations,* but it can change
very rapidly at the instigation of social élites who are easily drawn to
new ideas. The 1988 Royal Commission on Social Policy was a missed
opportunity to examine family policy at a crucial juncture. While
claiming that ‘[ujrgent attention needs to be given to policy formula-
tions, co-ordination and implementation’ since ‘{flamily is too important
to be left to chance and mismanagement’, the author of the submission
on family indulged in a chaatic reverie trying to ‘grasp what it [family]
means in New Zealand in the late 1980s"
Family is a complex process. Family is beyond words—wordless. It exists as
hugs, sighs, touches. It means sharing bad patches, a joke, laughter, celebration;
juggling time and energy. It means staying home when you want to go ouf;
listening and not hearing; looking, and not-seeing. It means exploding with love,
pride, pleasure—and feeling bitter, angry left-out, misunderstood—all at the
same time.*

In a long march through the institutions, the radical philosophies of the
1960s have become established wisdom. Anti-family activists got
themselves and others of like mind inte the bureaucracy and onto
commissions where they could determine what is politically acceptable.
The withdrawal of normative affirmation from the conjugal family not
only facilitated the abolition of recognition for dependents in the tax
and benefit systems, in favour of relief for the ‘needy’ and the ‘casual-
ties’. The absence of over-arching values, or basic guiding convictions
about the worth of family life, also encouraged the occupation of the
field by sectional interests, as lobby groups came to have a dispropor-
tionate influence on government. With no counter-weight to self-
interest, and as the resources available for redistribution shrank, the
vacuum left by family policy became an arena where interests met,
struggled and divided the spoils. Without anything worthwhile to
preserve or perpetuate, children cease to be a social investment and
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become a drain on the public purse, to which seniority, if nothing else,
has a privileged claim. As a long-term perspective evaporated with the
dissolution of any vision of a future, what need or purpose is there for
children?

However, even with anti-family engineers instrumental in sweeping
away family protection measures, and effectively abolishing marriage,
reflexive oppositionalism still dictates that the state be portrayed as
‘playing a major part in reinforcing families and maintaining inequality
within them’.*® The enemy is still with us, in the form of a terrible right-
wing challenge to progressiveness where ‘moral authoritarianism’, or
the ‘moral right’ is stopping women having abortions and children
having sex, with a ‘very restrictive view of the appropriate outlet for
sexual desire’, that is inhibiting the free flowing ‘exploration of sexual
practices, identities, desires and relationships’* By supposedly
upholding the family against a tide of popular rejection, policy makers
are ‘doing their society a disservice’.* They must instead emulate ‘other
societies and periods in history where there have been moves to
promote social change and more fully utilise women’s labour in the paid
workforce. For example the Bolsheviks in the USSR after 1917, who
made ‘divorce easy to obtain, abolished maintenance payments,

provided state childcare and legalised abortion’.”

The Dust of Atoms

The attack on the family was followed by the anti-statist challenge in
the English-speaking world. If nothing else, market individualism
seemed to offer a neutral refuge from such a contentious and painful
subject, and it might even save money. Those with no particular axe to
grind against the family, and even fond allies, could justify abandoning
it to its fate. Family policy, whatever form this took historically, could
be construed as collectivist meddling. The notion of children as simply
a private choice and not a concern of social policy could even signify
recognition of the autonomy and integrity of the family, which might
give it strength in a world of interfering social engineers anxious to
subvert or pre-empt parental functions. Famtlies might be all the better
off if whatever had sustained then through time was taken away. At the
very least, this could do no harm since the family had the capacity to
endure and survive anything that history might throw at it.

While the family once received protection from the full impact of
market imperatives and radical individualism, now it was translated
into their terms. The flattening of the tax structure, irrespective of
dependents, demonstrated how raising children was just another act of
consumption, no different from keeping a dog, running a car or
acquiring a video:
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Perhaps the most important reason parents have children is that children
function ... as a consumer durable. Like a refrigerator, children last and deliver
consumption benefits over a considerable time span, There are also pleasures in
playing with them, watching them learn and grow, and loving them and having
them love you. There is alsc the pleasure in generational continuity—the idea
that we live on through others with whom we are both socially and biologically
related—and seeing the pleasure they give their grandparents and other
relatives.*

By the same token, the childless derive benefit from children only if
they are fond of them, like seeing horses in the field or ducks on the
pond. Otherwise, children lack utility for anyone other than their
parents, or have none that would justify any financial exemption or
allowance for dependents. This would amount to an unwarranted
‘subsidy’ from those who have chosen to go without this particular
acquisition. Not least, this all suggests a static, as much as an a-social
perspective, where people stay the same age all life long, and are
entirely self-sufficient and independent of other human beings, in their
own self-created, self-contained and self-serving worlds. However,
soonter or later, people need help and it has to come from other people.

Such views about children as optional and alien, complement the
abandonment of civic institutions like marriage, with all the social
consequences, in return for individual rights to equally valid ‘lifestyles’.
In turn, the notion of the child as a mere commodity, without any
communal basis or worth, is companion to the belief that freedom lies
in the sheer fact of choice, not upon the choices and objectives made or
acquired in terms of important aims and values. There is no belonging
to some continuing, and pre-existing, social order, which is important
in what we are, and what we do. Instead, notions of choice and
commodities are being applied to anything in which human beings have
their being, antecedents and posterity, and without which there would
be no choices to make or commodities made.*® That ‘society’ does not
exist in the collectivist sense of an entity separate from the social
existence of human beings has been read to mean that people inhabit
a world of autonomous and self-regarding individuals, or live in a
solipsistic vacuum—which by definition is mono-generational—with
random living arrangements and sensory experiences disconnected
from each other, the future and the past. Parenting, then becomes that
‘expensive hobby’ or ‘irrational desire’, or a meaningless activity or
eccentricity and, as such, a distraction and drain upon the maximisa-
tion of the discretionary time and resources which enable us to live for
ourselves alone. It is also part of the way in which family life is publicly
relegated to a matter of taste or inclination in a world of competing
sexualities. In the world where ‘everybody has their own definition of
family’, which can always be redefined, reconstructed and discarded,
there are none to protect.
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Where children are regarded as consumer goods for their owners’
enjoyment, and parents make no contribution to society, it seems to
follow that a ‘good case can be made that those who do not have
children are fiscally exploited’, when we ‘[clonsider the vast amounts
gpent by the state on child health, edueation, housing, and income
support—a transfer from the childless to those with children’.*
However, parents as well as the childless pay taxes and charges, and
often pay more than they receive in ‘child subsidy’. In turn, much of the
‘child subsidy’ that is so often cited relates to services like education
and health care that convention, morality and law insist that children
receive., Economically, children might be more accurately seen in terms
of capital, than consumer, goods (which might infer that parents should
have sole ownership of the proceeds of their investment). So far as I am
able to tell, there have been no proposals or plans to charge the ‘child-
free’ for the use of other people’s children to keep their world go-
ing—which would amount to an enormous bill {consider national
defence).®® There is much here to consider and little sign that it has

been given much thought,

The Family Floating Free

Family trends as the sum of personal decisions have long-term
consequences for everyone. However, just as the notion of family decline
is steeped in controversy and is still not intellectually respectable,” so
neither is the idea that family trends are sensitive to economic and
social conditions. {This is curious considering the prevalence of beliefs
that ‘cash out’ family behaviour in economic terms, as when children
become consumer options.) This shades into the notion that these are
beyond understanding and certainly beyond human influence. This
makes government helpless in the face of exogenous developments and
that, even if family measures were affordable, which they are not, they
would not work. At this point, accusations about wanting to return to
the 1950s are usually thrown in for good measure.

The orthodoxy that the family somehow floats outside of social and
economic factors, immune to their influence, certainly draws upon a
legacy of popular psychology, where social behaviour is but a shadow
play of internal, emotional dynamics. In turn, the founding fathers of
twentieth century sociology, like Tallcott Parsons, downplayed the
economic and social functions of the family along with the influence of
the social and economic conditions on family building.5 Yet, as David
Fergusson observes, while most ‘popular lay accounts of family
breakdown emphasise the importance, for example, of psychological
attributes (and particularly “communication”) in sustalning marriages’,
it is ‘difficult to reconcile these claims with the findings which suggest
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that family survival is strongly influenced by sociclogical factors’. The
reality may be ‘that interpersonal skills and other attributes may only
contribute to successful marriages if the prerequisite social and
structural conditions exist for these skills to be applied fruitfully’.®
Private lives are never separable from the surrounding social and
economic environment, and it is these, as much as the internal
emotional dynamics of relationships, that may influence the formation
and dissolution of families.

To emphasise the economic factors which influence people’s decigions
about marriage and child-bearing is not to say that money is the only
consideration, and that various eauses, whether economic or otherwise,
are mutually exclusive. Indecd, one cause may enhance the effect of
another, as we see with the interaction between the structure of welfare
benefits and changing male marriageability, or long-term welfare
dependency and the development of an intergenerational culture of
poverty. It is also not to say that family life and the values located in
this primary moral domain are reducible in economic terms. Marital
outcomes, for example, may be seen as the result of the respective
attractions to be found in and outside a relationship and the barriers to
their realisation, economic and otherwise.? The considerations of men
and women are strongly affected by the relative gains each would
experience by moving from single to couple status, just as the degree of
dependence of each party on the relationship depends on the relative
costs that each would experience should it end. Income and ownership,
family status, similarity, attachment, affection, companionship and
sexual enjoyment, compete with the attractions of independence, other
partners and alternative sources of economic support. The barriers and
alternatives which significantly affect the probability of instability
being translated into separation relate to financial expenses, legal and
religious constraints, obligations to the marital bond, the pressures
from kin, community or other primary groups and the ties and
responsibilities towards dependent children. Relative attractions are
clearly crucial and, we have to ask why people do not form or stay in
families, just as much as why women become sole parents. When people
argue about the effects of benefits on divorce, remarriage or out-of-
wedlock births, they often assume that the gains from marriage are
static. This is unlikely to be the situation in the real world, where
prospects are constantly changing.

Thus, I turn first to considerations of what prospective and actual
husbands have to offer, as the incomes of men, before and after
taxation, will play a role in the attractiveness of marriage compared
with going solo with or without children. Factors like the ease or
difficulty of finding a spouse with stable employment, or rising or
falling levels of male earnings, might have substantial effects on
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marriage and birth patterns, even in the absence of public assistance
for unsupported mothers. We must not neglect what is going on with
men as the missing husbands and fathers, anymore than we should let
a preoccupation with the predicament of sole parents lead us away from
how families generally are faring.
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When Men Don’t Bring Home
the Bacon

Summary: Worldwide evidence indicates that men and women have a
preference for the husband as the main wage-earner, even if wives work.
Research consistently links male employment to family formation and
marttal stability. Men who can't support a family are unlikely to get
married. If they do marry, and their earnings are insufficient, they are
more likely to get divorced. Changes in the labour market have shrunk
the pool of marriageable men, thus encouraging cohabitation. Maori men
have been especially disadvantaged, Until 1987 they were more likely to
be working than non-Maori, but then their unemployment rates began
to rise, especially for young men, of whom 40 per cent were unemployed
by 1991. At a time when the labour force requires higher levels of skills,
over 60 per cent of Maori and Pacific people have problems with literacy.
Young Maori men have death rates which are three time higher than
those for Maori women, with car accidents and suicides accounting for
two-thirds of deaths. Maori represented 18 per cent of the prison
population in 1950, but nearly half by 1989. There is a fwo-way process.
Without marriage, men work less. The male drop-out from the labour
market is now widespread throughout the English speaking world, and
runs parallel with the rising numbers of welfare-dependent sole parents.
Large percentages of single and divorced men are unemployed and the
employment gap by marital status is increasing. Just as families without
men need far more help than those with men, so men without families
are far more likely to need assistance themselves. Marital status is not
only a proxy for a man’s attachment to the labour market, but also for
greater willingness to invest in human capital. Cohabiting men do not
exhibit the same labour-market behaviour as married men. Marricge
provides a focus for striving. Feminists have welcomed the ‘release’ of
men from the ‘treadmill’ of the labour market, on the grounds that they
will have more time to be caring husbands and fathers, but the opposite
is more likely to be the case: work ts pivotal to the male role, and out-of-
work men are less likely to be tnvolved with their children—if they are
there at all.

79
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Sccial convention has long demanded a reasonable economic standard
of living as a prerequisite for marriage, and a man’s earnings are still
often regarded as a family’s primary support. The idea that men must
be the economic mainstays of families survives, alongside the insistence
that women have access to equal opportunities and wages, and despite
the removal of the mechanisms which once were intended to ensure
that the labour market delivered a ‘family wage’ to male workers.
Worldwide evidence indicates that men and women have a preference
for the husband as the main wage-earner, even if wives work. Men
provide and women contribute; fathers fit family commitments around
their work, while mothers fit work around their family commitments.!
Even where politically correct researchers assiduously avoided the
tabooed term in a study of fathers’ roles, *“provider” ... was used no less
than 135 times in the sample of 140 interviews. “Breadwinner” was also
common, cropping up 40 times ...".°

When it comes to women, there is considerable ambivalence
concerning the appropriateness of both partners contributing to
househeld income, and even less consensus on women’s primary
interest or priority, especially in non-European Anglo-Saxon countries
(US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand).? A substantial minority of
women prefer segregated family roles, where married women have a
primary responsibility and commitment to home and family. Another
minority would choose to be earners throughout their lives and compete
in the labour market on the same basis as men. Many more ‘enter the
workforce as secondary earners: they expect {(or hope) to be supported
by a husband for most of their adult life, so that they only supplement
his earnings rather than being a co-equal earner’.! These women make
up the largest group in any country and may reach 80 per cent of all
adult females.

If the responsibility of being the main wage-earner is a man’s
responsibility, then employment decisions tend to be framed with
reference to the way in which the labour market and the tax and benefit
systems shape and constrain efforts to fulfil this role. A ‘good’ job is still
often inseparable from one which will go much of the way to support a
family adequately. There must be some ability to predict the future in
terms of employment and earnings, otherwise it becomes difficult to
make the kind of long-term plans invelved in family building, and
enduring relationships with women will be avoided.

Working Men More Likely to Become Husbands

A long line of demographic and ethnographic research consistently and
directly links male employment to family formation and marital
stability. The more encouraging the economic conditions, the earlier
and more commonly will people marry, with a pool of securely employed
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males usually a necessary condition for a viable marriage market.®
Historically, marriage rates like birth rates have always declined in
times of economic hardship, as during the Great Depression. Men’s
marital fortunes are tied up with a whole range of political, economic
and social factors, including government expenditure on higher
education, the nature of labour markets and military obligations, as
these affect their perceptions of the viability, costs and benefits of
marriage.

Without a ‘decent’ job, men are undesirable spouses. A report on
attitudes of women with ex-nuptial births noted how they ‘wanted a
man who would be a responsible breadwinner and father but their
current boyfriends did not live up to this ideal and most of these women
preferred to have their baby on their own rather than compromise their
standards’.® Nearly 80 per cent of US women in the 1990s thought that
a well-paying job was an essential qualification for being a husband.’
Few girls imagine a future where they are the sole or main provider for
a dependent family:

Wendy:  Any particular quality that you'd be looking for ... [in a man]?

Rachel: He'd have to be good-looking and he’d have to be kind and he'd have

to have a good job. That's it really.

Wendy:  Which would be the most important out of these?

Rachel: A good job®

Women are particularly likely to consider marriage whemn a prospective
husband earns mere than some minimum threshold. This seems
relatively resistant to change in the face of fluctuating opportunities.
The overall fall in wages of black American men after the 1960s did not
lead women to scale down their expectations. The smaller numbers of
men marrying in the 1980s were those who had been fortunate enough
still to have incomes close to the level of the 1960s.° Analysis of US
census data between 1940 and 1980, as well as population surveys for
1985-7, showed how, for example, a $100 increase in weekly earnings
raised the odds of marriage for young men by about 30 per cent (or 20
per cent, for those aged 30-39)."° As men’s earnings fell by 20 per cent
between 1972 and 1989, with less educated young men, black or white,
most affected, marriage rates followed a roughly parallel course,” with
the employment and earnings effects remarkably similar in every age
group.'? Similarly, the ongoing 21 cities survey shows how economic
conditions are foremost when it comes to family formation. Afro-
American women hold particularly traditional expectations of male
roles and, when men do not work, women do not marry.”> Women’s
economic independence, in itself, may delay, but not diminish women’s
desire for marriage.!* Moreover, women do not want a mate with lower
economic prospects than their own.
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Labour Market Upheavals Undermine Men and Marriage

Where a smaller percentage of men hold jobs, their earnings are
lowered, or their future prospects become unpredictable and precarious,
these developments reduce the economic gains from marriage as they
undermine men as providers.’* Each US economic downturn after 1970
led to intensified growth in mother-only families, suggesting that
recessions may account for about 30 per cent of their overall increase
between 1968 and 1988, and about 50 per cent of the increase involving
divorced or separated mothers.'® The decreasing ability of men to make
sufficient and stable provision for families has likely had a pivotal role
in generating high rates of non-marriage, family breakdown and a
rising proportion of children without fathers on both sides of the
Atlantice, and in the Pacific.

In 1986, over 90 per cent of men aged 25-29 in New Zealand were
participating in the labour force, and nearly 93 per cent of men aged 30-
34. By 1996, the figures were respectively nearly 79 and nearly 81 per
cent, and the big decline of men in couples occurred in the younger age
groups. Despite growth in the economy until 1996, there was no overall
growth in the labour force participation rates of men.!” Those aged 15
to 24 comprised 14.5 per cent of the New Zealand population in 1996,
yet they made up 40 per cent of people unemployed and actively seeking
work. This pattern, established by the mid-1970s, reversed that of the
1920s and 1930s when the young figured lightly among the unem-
ployed. (In 1936, 14 per cent of males unemploved were aged under 25,
while more than 50 per cent were over 50.)'*

The groups with lower qualifications had the lowest employment
rates between 1986 and 1991, with the ‘no qualifications’ group
experiencing a further drop in employment to 1998, while those with
highest qualifications had rising employment. The workforce participa-
tion rate for men aged 25-54 years with no formal qualifications
declined four-fold the decline for those with post-school qualifications.’®

The relatively well-paid, full-time jobs for semi-skilled or unskilled
male workers lost between 1970 and 1990 were a major entry point into
the world of work for youngsters without the skills or paper qualifica-
tions for white-collar work.

Not long age, a man consolidated his position and rose up the
hierarchy with incremental increases in earnings as he gained
experience. This often coincided with the growth in family expenses.
The new de-regularised labour market is one where long-term security
of tenure has often given way to short-term and ‘re-negotiable’
agreements at all levels, in public services, banking and finance, as
much as in industry, with no automatic progress up a salary scale with
age.



WHEN MEN DON'T BEING HOME THE BACON 83

Where young men grow up without expectation of the kind of stable
employment ‘around which traditional models of working-class
masculinity were organised’ there are particular obstacles to couple and
family formation at the bottom of the socio-economic ladder, with men
neither in paid work nor in couples. The disparity in marriage rates
between employed and jobless men has probably grown over time. US
work suggests that men with stable work are now twice as likely to
marry as those without. In ‘earlier years, the social stigma of illegiti-
macy counter-balanced economic considerations in the decision to
marry. [Then] ... marriage rates dropped precipitously among chroni-
cally jobless men as couples no longer felt obliged to legitimate the birth
of a child for social reasons’.?! Women’s growing ability to control their
own fertility, and the emphasis on their exclusive rights to decide if,
and when, they have children, have weakened men’s sense that they are
morally obliged to marry their pregnant girlfriend. The fact that what
used to be regarded as the prerogatives of the married state, like sexual
companionship, are now routinely available to unmarried people
reduces the opportunity costs of remaining unmarried or of not
searching for a spouse until a career has stabilised or job been
secured—if ever. More people will settle for the next best thing or least
worst option, even if only a small minoerity would have actively pursued
it. Women who would otherwise have been likely to remain childless
spinsters, if potential husbands were scarce, now smoothly move from
can, to may, to will have a baby alone—with the state providing a basic
income. From several directions, the beliefs that marriage, children and
families are inextricably linked, and tied to the adult work role,” were
undercut within a short space of time; and young men lost the ‘taken-
for-granted project for life of responsibility for their own wife and
children. Their expectations had ceased to be automatically geared to
unavoidable parenthood.”®

Sustained economic recoveries may eventually have some positive
impact on the low-skilled unemployed, as in the US in the 1990s, but
the economic decline of low-skilled workers seems unlikely to reverse
itself, as ‘demand ... has plummeted to the lowest depths in human
history’.?! The rise of the working mother, anxious to keep her employ-
ment to a minimum necessary to meet basic commitments, may have
helped companies to ‘re-structure’ with contingent workers and ‘... many
have designed new jobs with the new women’s labour force in mind. The
new labour force of mothers has proved an attractive, reliable,
workforce to many service industry employers compared with unquali-
fied young male school-leavers and at the same, or sometimes lower,
cost.’®® Over the 1980s and 1990s, there was virtually no growth in
‘elementary occupations’ for prime-age men, compared with that for
women.”
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The pool of marriageable men, and therefore couple formation, not
only decreases when male unemployment increases and male earnings
decline. Couple formation also declines when women become more
educated and qualified. Increased female workforce participation
combines with increasing male non-participation to accentuate the
decline in marriage rates.”” At the bottom of the income ladder, welfare
income subsidises the marital search process for lone mothers, just as
unemployment payments enable the unemployed to search longer for
a better job. Further up, women’s education and earnings reduce the
economic need to marry early and allows them to take longer finding a
suitable spouse, But as women still seek to ‘marry up’, this also means
that the pool of marriageable men with the same or better professional
status is severely reduced.” The marriage squeeze on men, which
started when a large cohort entered collapsing labour markets, may be
followed by a marriage squeeze on women. This is driven by higher
female education and increased labour-force participation, as well as
higher divorce rates and less incentives for men to marry, given their
access to uncommitted sex and convenient live-in arrangements,
encouraged by female competition for eligible men.” Where there is a
relative oversupply of women, men will also be less inclined to marry.
When they do, they will be less committed to existing marital relation-
ships. Women will be more likely to pursue career goals which decrease
further their chances of marrying men with comparable socio-economic
characteristics. Among black Americans, not only is the marriage pool
for black females severely restricted, but divorce is high, black females
have high educational and occupational status compared with black
men, and very low rates of marital births.*® (In the UK, black men’s
hourly pay is well below that of black women, and their unemployment
rate is double that of whites of the same age.)*!

Out of Work, Out of Wedlock

While income makes marriages, its loss breaks marriages. At any point
in a marriage, joblessness substantially raises the chance of divorce.
Labour market changes may aggravate financial hardship by adding to
marital instability. The husband’s unemployment was associated with
a 70 per cent increase in the risk of marital breakdown the next year for
British cities in the 1980s.* In a recent study of the growth of lone
parenthood, couples were three times more likely to separate if the man
was unemployed,® and twice as likely in the six years of the British
Household Panel Study (1991-97),% with the husband’s economic status
topping the list of factors associated with separation in the Economic
and Social Research Council’s programmes.® The higher the husband’s
earnings, the less likely are couples to part.*® In Australian samples,
young men in the lowest income group are nearly one-and-a-half times
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more likely to be divorced than those in the highest income group.*
While falling marriage rates are a major factor in the failure of young
men to form couples, for older men (over 34}, marital break-up accounts
for more than half of the overall growth in male isolation from couples
in New Zealand over the decade from 1986-1996. Moreover, the growth
of marital instability during this time is largely accounted for by
couples where the man has no post-school, or only trade, qualifications.
As with the link between marriage and education, the association
between low divorce-proneness and high husband-education tends to
disappear once income level is considered, as do occupational differ-
ences. Even research on the survival rates of marriages after applica-
tion for divorce has shown an inverse relationship between the fate of
the application and the husband’s income.® Moreover, while men in
high status groups have a below-average propensity to be divorced, they
also have an above-average likelihood of re-marriage if they do divorce.

The weak economic position of the young father provides a strong
link between pre-marital pregnancy and the breakdown rates of
subsequent marriages.*® While pre-school children generally tend to
deter divorce, in lower-income families the presence of a young child
and all the additional economic demands is correlated with break-up.*
Young fathers who are able to improve their economic position have
noticeably higher marital stability, while downward mobility in the
hushand’s occupation after marriage increases the chances of divorce,
even in earlier New Zealand data.!' Later in the life-cycle, an important
reason {(explaining half the association) why older people and those in
longer marriages are less apt to divorce, is ‘material interest’. As
married couples accumulate assets, the barriers to diverce mount.*

An increase in men in the family-building stage with insufficient
resources to support a family above poverty level, if at all, means that
wives have to bring in income. Factors which frustrate or reduce
specialisation at home also reduce the gains from co-operation. Even as
there has been a rapid increase in dual-earner families, marriages
where the husband is the main provider are still less likely to break up
compared with those where both partners are unemployed, employed
full-time or there is role reversal,”

Not only the erosion of the significance attached to marriage, but the
declining influence of religious, moral and legal obstacles, including
stigma, to marital dissolution and illegitimacy, has left individuals
freer to respond in the face of the apparent advantages and disadvan-
tages of various options. At the bottom of the class ladder, the likeli-
hood of divorce or separation may be higher than the chances of re-
marriage.* As sole mothers remain single longer than formerly, women
with reliable benefit income, over which they have full control, and a
public tenancy, may have few economic incentives to find a live-in or
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‘official’ partner. Retaining autonomy and having a boyfriend is
preferable to relying on a low wage-earner or claimant.

Cohabitation Takes Over from Marriage

Those vulnerable to the vicissitudes of the economy are also more likely
to avoid marriage in favour of casual and conditional relationships,
precisely because these enable people to keep their options open. A man
in a poor economic situation is more likely to cohabit, and couples are
less likely to commit themselves in the face of uncertain prospects, or
when the economic gains from marriage are low or negative. Prudence
has dictated that a couple should wait until they are financially secure
enough to ‘afford’ marriage, without which children should not be
produced. In the past, this meant attenuated courtships. Now they can
move in together and even produce children while the nuptials are put
off or abrogated in the absence of the financial security felt necessary
for marriage. Cohabiting couples with children are generally more
likely to be of low socio-economic status compared with childless
cchabitees and married couples with children. Unemployment of
fathers, worklessness among couples and receipt of unemployment
benefit and income-related family support have run at roughly double
the rate for cohabiting, compared with married, couples. Over a third
of cohabitees fall into the lowest income quintile, almost twice as many
as the proportion for married parents, and the proportion of cohabitees
among couples declines progressively up the income scale.*® (Lone
parents coming out of cohabitation have a greater chance of receiving
means-tested benefits, compared with those coming out of marriages.*®)

The picture is similar in other English-speaking countries.*” In the
US, the 1996 poverty rate for children living in married-couple
households was six per cent, but 31 per cent for children living in
cohabiting households, much closer to the rate of 45 per cent for
children living with lone mothers.* Around a quarter of children in
cohabiting families, like 30 per cent of those with single mothers, had
mothers who received public assistance. On average, cohabiting couples
with children have only about two-thirds of the income of married
couples with children, mainly due to the fact that the average income
of male cohabiting partners is only about half that of married men.*
Economic differences persist even when factors like parental education,
race, parental age and age of children are considered. Not only is a
selection effect present, but when men marry, especially when they
have children, they tend to become more productive;, working and
earning more than their unmarried counterparts. In turn, the private
transfer of wealth, particularly from family members is considerably
lower for cohabiting, compared with married, couples.”® There is clearly
less willingness to transfer wealth to ‘boyfriends’ than to ‘in-laws’.
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High-status and high-resource parents, concerned perhaps at the
possible loss or ‘leakage’ of wealth, may discourage children from
cohabiting and pressurise cohabiting offspring either to marry or break
up.H

For many cohabiting parents the passage into marriage is often
associated with financial resources or labour market advantage, and as
people acquire assets which they can bequeath, or something to
transact, such as houses, savings and pensions.® The higher the man’s
earnings, the more the chances are of the union being converted to
marriage and the less the risk of dissolution. Along similar lines,
Australian research shows how employment reduces the chance of first
cohabitation for women, while increasing the chances of marriage
Means-tested benefits may discourage marriage, and encourage more
low-income people to operate as two singles, one with children. As
cohabiting parents tend to have a less successful socio-economic profile
than married parents, this contributes to their overall higher break-
down rates.” However, the greater propensity of married parents to
stay together is not just ‘a function of their relatively more successful
circumstances’,® since cohabiting parents break up at much higher
rates at similar income levels.

The worst economic profiles are found amongst men who have
neither married nor cohabited more than sporadically with the mothers
of their children.”” Such men are seen as more or less useless and
superfluous. At a group discussion for single mothers:

& young woman who had recently discovered she was pregnant entered the
room in tears, explaining that her boyfriend had just ended the relationship. One
of the mothers offered the following advice: ‘Nay pet, shut your erying. If you're
having a bairn the last thing yvou need is a bloke hanging around ... you'll be
right.’ The conversation which followed confirmed the opinions of most of the
women that the men in their worlds were of little help in terms of parenting, and
less in terms of financial support. Noticeably, only cne of the 40 women
interviewed ... had eontinued any degree of relationship, albeit platonic, with the
fa.l;herE ;}f her child. This was the only one of the fathers to be in stable employ-
ment.

Minority Men Especially Disadvantaged

Family behaviour may provide a barometer of economic dislocations, In
1965 Daniel Patrick Moynihan first drew attention to a rise in family
breakdown and illegitimacy among American blacks which augured
badly for their advancement.” These communities were being drasti-
cally affected by changes in agriculture, industry and migration. As
black urbanisation overtook that of whites by 1950, this made blacks
extra vulnerable to the impending post-industrial changes that were to
transform the opportunity structures of cities. The joblessness of black
men was almost indistinguishable from that of white men in 1955.
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Between 1975 and 1989 there was a 15-25 percentage point difference,
suggesting that the increasing racial gap in joblessness was a major
cause of the increasing racial gap in the proportion of all children living
with sole mothers.®® The increase in sole parenthood was tied to the
falling fortunes of two-parent families, where the stresses on one
encouraged the formation of the other, making the rates of female-
headed families in American cities inversely related to the income of
intact families, so that one rose as the other fell.®

In the post-war period, the manufacturing bases in New Zealand
cities created a need for labour, resulting in rapid internal migration of
Maori from rural areas or small towns and, in the 1970s, a wave of
migration from the Pacific Islands.® Up until 1987, Maori were more
likely than non-Maori to be in the labour force. Maori participation
rates then began to fall below those of non-Maori, with unemployment
reaching a high of 27.3 in 1992.% In December 2002, the Maori
unemployment rate was still 11.4 per cent, three times the non-Maori
rate of 3.6 per cent.®* With young men worst affected, the unemploy-
ment rate of Maort men aged 15-24 years approached 40 per cent in
1991 (the rate for non-Maori was nearly 20 per cent).

With major employment areas such as manufacturing and forestry
in decline, experience and skills were not transferable to the jobs
created in the expanding service sector. (Even in 1996, the proportion
of Maori employed as plant and machine operators and assemblers was
twice that of non-Maori, and accounted for nearly a quarter of employed
men.) While the estimation is that 20 per cent of the adult population
have very poor literacy skills, over 60 per cent of Maori and Pacific
peoples are functioning below the level of literacy required to effectively
meet the demands of everyday life. Gender disparity in the qualifiea-
tions of the employed and unemployed is greater for Maori than non-
Maori, and a larger proportion of unemployed Maori men (59 per cent),
and employed Maori men (41.6 per cent} hold no qualfications
compared with their female peers (51.4 per cent and 34.8 per cent).%

For these in employment, average earnings for Europeans are
significantly higher, largely reflecting the difference in education levels,
and they are more likely to be in two-income couples (as a cause and
effect of marriage). Relative to Europeans, Maori earnings and incomes
have declined since the early 1980s,* and Maori men are over-repre-
sented in the lowest 25 per cent of men’s income distribution.®”

While employment, earnings and income changes have particularly
depleted the supply of marriageable Maori men, disparities in male and
female death rates for the age group 15-24 are also particularly
marked, being nearly three times higher for males than their female
counterparts. Motor accidents and suicides account for over two-thirds
of deaths.®® Even when adjusted for population changes, the rates of
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imprisonment have more than doubled since 1950. In 1950, Maori were
only 18 per cent of prison inmates but, by 1989, nearly a half of all
prisoners were Maori. Migration weakened the whanau, hapu and iwi
support networks basic to social control, further to be undermined by
disintegration at the family nucleus.® Idleness and inactivity are not
the way to develop the skills and aptitudes necessary for self-support
and success, but are rather associated with drug and alcohol abuse and
crime, with younger men both perpetrators and victims:™ ‘locked into
a vicious circle from which it is difficult for individuals to extricate
themselves’.” A ‘behavioural resistance to work builds over the life
course as welfare dependence becomes a way of life: the length of any
job becomes ever shorter and the likelihood of finding such men in work

at all declines’.”

Do Non-Working Men make More Caring Fathers?

A man’s position in the family is strongly related to his external
position: fathers ‘earn their place’ in the family by providing.” Men
themselves often do not see how they can be good fathers without being
good economic providers. Other involvement is additional, not a
substitute. However, it has increasingly been suggested that providing
is somehow antithetical to any ‘commitment to involved fathering’.™
Researchers comment on the way in which the inability of unemployed
or low-paid men to ‘show their love through material provision signified
loss of self-respect and indeed a threat to identity. Such men did not
take the opportunity to assume a more active and involved style of
fathering.”™ However:
... the male breadwinning role has been regarded by most members of the social
research community as a reactionary phenomenon which no right-thinking
person would want to analyse sensitively and constructively. Many research
projects explicitly treat women's economic independence as a self-evident,
uncontested public good, in terms of which the persistence of male attachment
to economic providing sticks out as a problem and an embarrassing obstacle to
social progress.™

Feminists are now joined by ‘new men’ who complain that the tradi-
tional father was trapped, and excluded from doing the caring by
having to earn. Therefore, men who have lost their jobs and ‘continue
to eling to traditional notions of gender’ should ‘positively adapt to their
new situation’ like the men ‘wanting to change’ into male mums.”
Therefore, the eradication of the breadwinner will bring a change in
“fatherhood from income generating to loving and responsible’,” Men
themselves are seen as desperate to be homemakers or child-carers, Not
only is the rejection of marriage attributed to ‘women escaping the hold
of patriarchy. It is also men who have woken up to the trap of marriage
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that kept them on the breadwinner treadmill and separated from home
life."™
In contrast to the view that earning somehow prevents men nurtur-
ing their children (as well as being oppressive}, breadwinning is basic
to involvement with children and domestic participation, and thus
pivotal te the paternal role. Men who are not family providers are far
less likely to be making any other contribution. Men freed from work
are liberated from family life. Men—particularly lower-class men—are
more likely to make a positive contribution to the development of their
children, as well as their support, when they are employed. Fathers in
low-income, black US families who are satisfied with parenting,
employed and contributing financially, have young children with better
cognitive and language competence, and fewer behavioural problems.
‘Employment and financial contributions serve as markers of a father’s
commitment and support”: men with ‘economic resources are more
likely to be involved with their children and to be accepted by the
mother and her family’.® In contrast, the National Longitudinal Survey
of Youth showed how father-care was detrimental, particularly to the
development of young boys in low-income families. Many of these
fathers were unemployed—often with their own emotional problems.®
As observed of young, single, and largely unemployed non-resident
fathers in Tyne and Wear, England, it ‘was difficult to determine to
what degree “being there” involved moral and emotional support or
physical availability’.** In ‘the absence of the more traditionally defined
role of provider’, the men projected future scenarios ‘when they would
be needed’, which seemed to centre on fantasies of drinking partners,
or teaching a boy ‘how fo look out for his self not get shoved around”.®
Irrespective of parents’ actual involvement in paid work, few people
{including most women) want role reversal. Mothers everywhere take
care of young children. Changes in the labour market may cause
changes in family work patterns, but not in assumptions. Few men and
women see equality in terms of an absolutely equal division of the same
tasks, but rather as mutual respect, commitment and reciprocity over
time. Moreover, if one wage is not sufficient to support a family, it is not
going to stretch further if the man rather than the woman stays home.
In Geoff Dench’s multicultural work on fathers’ roles, men with
traditional values (understanding ‘family’ as a network of interpersonal
rights and obligations, whose members have responsibilities to provide
reciprocal supports for each other}, were far more likely to be the main
or sole providers than those holding alternative values (to whom
divisions of domestic labour are sources of inequality and injustice and
personal choice and autonomy are basic to a fair society). Only 40 per
cent of ‘alternative-values’ men were in work of any kind, compared
with 68 per cent of ‘traditional’ men. Forty per cent of ‘alternative-
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values’ men lived alone; few were ever married or had children and, if
they did, they were far more likely to be absent fathers.* Among Afro-
Caribbeans this was accompanied by the most far-reaching adoption of
alternative lifestyles in terms of the lowest marriage, highest unwed
birth and lone parenthood rates. Also present were the highest rates of
sexual conflict and sexual polarisation, as well as marginalisation of
men, who were highly likely to be unproductive (47 per cent were
unemployed), apathetic and generally peripheral to household and
community affairs,*

Married Men Work Harder

Changes in employment affect family patterns, but changes in family
patterns influence employment and earnings—of men as well as
women. Male marriageability depends on employment and income. But
marriage itself promotes male labour-market involvement and success,
while non-marriage means downward mobility. The support a man can
offer a family depends upon a number of factors, over which he may
have little control, but economic responsibilities for family members
provide an impetus to work. While the feminist view is that men ‘use’
their families for personal gain, husbands tend to see work as the
means to improve the conditions of family life, or securing a standard
of domestic living rather than occupational progress per se. Recent
research in the UK confirmed the obvious:
Jo: How important is work to you?
Roger Green: My work? It isn’t. The only reason I've ever worked is to get
money to er provide—that’s all. No—work’s been a bind. (Father
of three, service engineer).?

In the Maori community at Rakau, described in the 1950s:

... the wage workers of the community do not feel motivated to work by either
economic or social insecurity, Security is not valued consciously because it has
become an accepted part of the background of work. Family needs and the means
of acquiring property are the chief incentives to work.®’

Traditionally, in working-class communities, marriage carried with it
the right to be treated as adult and independent, and to be seen as
socially adequate. Young husbands ‘felt they were now no longer simply
youths out for a good time, but mature and responsible citizens’.®
Marriage was:
... inextricably linked with responsibility; indeed, marriage confers autonomy on
the individual becouse it also confers responsibility, The act of getting married
is, therefore, both liberating and restrictive. A job is no lenger merely an activity

which provides an income; it has become the means of sustaining a household
and of carrving out those respensibilities which define adulthood.®

Juxtaposed with this, is a long-standing undercurrent of male protest
at marriage as financially burdensome, restrictive and sexually



92 FAMILY MATTERS

repressive. This antedates modern feminism, although it’s manifesta-
tion in the ‘hobo’ street culture provided inspiration and content for the
nihilistic counter-culture of the 1960s. Here, the bread-winning role is
an onerous, emasculating burden and the ‘good provider’ the dupe and
drudge of women and children. The struggle between ‘respectable’ and
‘rough’ working class was played out in 1950s Rakau where:
Young men who have no family responsibilities compete with one anocther in
buying fine clothes, guitars, motor bicyeles, or other goods. Their affluence is
soundly criticised by the older people who think their money could be put to
better use. There is not much surplus money once they marry and have a family.
Seme young men try to maintain their bachelor spending habits after they
marry, but most settle into a responsible pattern of purchasing the geods their
families need.®

Labour market detachment amongst men is now widespread through-
out the English-speaking world. Showing a steady upward trend
compared with the cyclical movement of unemployment, this shadows
the rising numbers of welfare-dependent sole parents. The duration of
time men spend out of the labour market is becoming longer as the rate
of non-participation among prime-age males (aged 25-55} increases.
There was a slight increase between 1961 and 1986 and then a sharp
rise as, by 1998, nearly nine per cent of prime-age males were non-
participants, well above the five to six per cent who were unemployed.®
About a third not participating in the labour market are non-European.
The Maori position parallels that of black men in the UK, where there
is a tight link between men’s job and marriage prospects. Afro-
Caribbean men’s high unemployment rate and low pay may be owed,
not only to poor educational qualifications and a lack of work experi-
ence, but to few family commitments.” If black men have qualifications,
are attached and do not live in a run-down area, then their prospects
are the same as a similar white person’s.® For both, a young man living
on his own is about twice as likely to be unemployed as one who lives
with a ‘partner’.®

Marital status is a significant predictor of joblessness and of the
length of time men spend without a job. An employer dismissing
workers may favour the retention of men with families over single
men.*® However, results from a large US sample of young white men
aged between 16 and 31 show that married men were between 58 per
cent and nearly 94 per cent more likely to lecave joblessness at each
point in time than single men. (This compares with being from 12 per
cent to 14 per cent more likely to find a job for each additional year of
schooling.)®

For New Zealand, as elsewhere, the employment gap by marital
status has increased over recent times.”” According to the 1991 census,
only around 40 per cent of male non-participants aged 25-54 were living
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with a spouse or ‘partner’, while around ten per cent were with parents,
and another nine per cent were living as sole parents, A low level of
formal education increases the likelihood that they will be isolated from
both family and work.® In 1996, 90 per cent of prime-age men who were
living alone and had a degree or higher qualifications were in paid
work, compared with only 66 per cent without formal qualifications.*®
The only counter-movement to the increasing alignment of male
employment and marriage involves a distinction between young men in
couples, with and without children. Observed elsewhere, this may be
owed to the disincentive effect of means-tested benefits for low skilled
and low paid people with children.'"

The position is almost identical to that in the US*! and the UK,
where it is increasingly apparent that large percentages of single and
divorced men are unemployed or otherwise economically ‘inactive’—an
aspect of the way that, by the mid-1990s, over 40 per cent of single
adult households had no earnings, up from 24 per cent two decades
before.'” Men at 33 years old were six times more likely to be ‘econom-
ically inactive’ and over twice as likely to be unemployed if they were
separated, divorced or widowed compared with the married. Never-
married men were three times more likely to be unemployed or
economically inactive and to derive all their income from state
benefits.!”® Similarly, the Family Resources Survey shows an astonish-
ing 42 per cent of single men aged 40-59 not working, as well as 47 per
cent of divorced men, compared with 13 per cent of married men with
children. There was a four- to five-fold difference in the proportions of
gingle and divorced, compared with married, men, receiving income
support. Non-resident fathers are far more likely than fathers in
general to be unemployed, poor and dependent on means-tested or
health related benefits.!*

Average increases in the per capita income recorded for separating
or divorcing men, compared with women, should not distract from the
trailing off of male earnings and employment, The protective solidarity
given by the ties and responsibilities of marriage and parenthood is less
available to or accessible by people who live in isolating circumstances.
Men ‘living by themselves may find it difficult to lift themselves out of
unemployment, and quickly degenerate into inadequates and misfits’,'®
If families without men need far more help and transfers than those
with men, so men without families are far more likely to need assis-
tance themselves, The fragility or absence of family responsibilities
easily promotes a ‘child-like dependence in the family setting, or as
welfare-supported loners’, becoming a burden to ‘families, the commu-
nity and society generally’.'® Young men who have never worked, and
adults out of work for longer than two years, have low prospects of ever
leaving income support.'”’
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Marriage and Human Capital Accumulation

Marital status 18 not only a proxy for a man’s attachment to the labour
market, but also for greater willingness to invest in human capital, as
studies continue to document the greater growth in earnings for men
after marriage than before,'® Single men earn much the same as single
women, sometimes not so much, but married men earn more than
single men, single women and married women.'* Not only were nearly
87 per cent of New Zealand fathers in two-parent families in the labour
force in 1996, nearly 95 per cent were working more than 30 hours a
week and nearly a half of full-time workers put in 50 hours or more. '

The greater economic productivity of married men is net simply
explainable by the way that men in more precarious economic positions
are less likely to marry. When US researchers tried to discover why
married men earn more per hour than single men (the ‘marriage
premium’),’"! and experienced faster wage growth for the first ten to 20
years of marriage, or why marriage increased by 50 per cent the
probability that recent hires would receive top performance ratings,
this was not attributable to factors like union membhership, experience,
occupation or education.!? Simply: marriage provides a focus for
striving, Since a man now has something to work for, he must keep
going, do well at the job, and grasp opportunities for advancement.”® As
married men increase their objective human capital endowments more
rapidly than single men, the returns are used to support the
marriage.''

Over time, the marriage premium may have fallen."”® There are
indications that younger fathers are more likely to work longer hours
to raise family earnings.’'® Women have reduced incentives to invest in
their spouse’s earning power where the male/female wage gap is
narrowing, where high divoree rates reduce the pay-off from investing
in marriage, or where they have a wage advantage—as with American
and British blacks."’” In turn, while married women may work more
outside the home as an insurance against marital breakdown, the
marriage premium for husbands is reduced the more hours a wife
works, and declines as divorce approaches.'®

Cohabitation Differs from Marriage

The tendency for married men to earn more than single men by being
more productive and successful at work is missing or far lower for
cohabiting men.!™ Men in more precarious economic positions are less
likely to marry, and cohabiting men with children also tend to be less
well qualified and educated. However, male cohabitees have rates of
economic Inactivity that resemble single and divorced men. A third
aged between 25 and 39 were unemployed or out of the labour market
in the British Household Panel Study, compared with 14 per cent of
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married men with children.'” Since cohabitation is more provisional
and unstable than marriage, specialisation in tasks and respensibilities
is less rational. The initial advantages of well cducated people are
likely to be reinforced by the greater likelihood of better educated
people to be in couples, and to be legally married. However, marriage
also ‘involves a commitment. That cormnmitment is perhaps an epiphany
upon saying the words “I do”, perhaps a gradual change in experience
leading to a penumbra of changes that ultimately result in the
formation of human capital’.'?

By closing the gap between natural and social parenthood, marriage
has traditionally tied a man’s position in the wider society to the proper
performance of family duties. Within marriage wives are likely to offer
help, advice and pressure to do well—not least because higher husband-
income increases their own options. Marriage will also increase
productivity by significantly reducing negative health behaviours, like
drinking and substance abuse.'” In contrast, cohabitation represents
freedom from the constrainis and demands of marriage, particularly
where there is an inability or unwillingness to take on the responsibili-
ties, and potential liabilities, involved with commitment.' In turn this
generates the expectation that ‘family-like’ relationships are temporary,
and so unworthy of the investment of time and energy, which the
parties are less likely to give or require.'* The uncertainty makes
investment much riskier even than in contemporary marriage.'®

No Need for the Unmarried to be Seedless or Celibate

Historically, the pattern has been childlessness in marriage and
celibacy outside on the part of the long-term poor or hard pressed.'*
Sudden upward surges in bastardy are associated with economic
downturns in earlier periods, but these have been passing blips, owed
to the disruption of marital plans, rather than sustained movements.'*’
In pre-industrial times, a not insubstantial proportion of the population
never married, being often servants in other people’s houses or casual
and mobile labourers. The population was more than adequately
replaced, as those who married, even when late, had lots of children.
Now, those who marry increasingly have few or no children, given the
dependence on double incomes, and those who do not marry, do not
have to be seedless any more than celibate. The state will fund their
reproduction, albeit at a relatively low standard of living.
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Targeting the Needy—
and Creating More of Them

Summary: While it has become difficult for men fo support families, so
the welfare system has made it easier for women to have children
without having a husband. The rising level of benefits for sole parents
has accompanied an increase in the number of them, wherever this has
occurred. As rising levels of welfare expenditure have caused concern, the
answer has been seen in terms of ‘targeting’ the really ‘needy’. Unfortu-
nately, the more tightly that social assistance is targeted, the more
swiftly it must be withdrawn. This lowers the incentive to take a job. At
the same time, for those in work there is a disincentive to increase
earnings because income-related benefits will be abated, and because the
benefits system takes into account different household sizes, when the tax
system does not. The combined effect of the ‘employment trap’ and the
‘poverty trap’ is to lock people into a perpetual low-income zone.
Meanwhile, there is no recognition of the ‘self-reliant family’ since a man
who does the best he can for his children recetves no external affirmation
or encouragement. Yet, he saves the state the cost of providing for his
children, while helping to provide for other men’s—carrying, unaided
and unrecognised, the cost of a new generation, while funding the
retired. One of the consequences of a ‘pathological’ approach to the
family—targeting all assistance on those with problems—is that it
assumes other families do not have problems. By depriving them of
assistance such a system can actually cause more fumily fragmentation.
When governments ‘target the needy’ the iron law of welfare is activated.
An income-related benefit creates incentives for individuals to change
their behaviour to continue qualifying, and for those on the margin to
make themselves eligible, so that the system creates more dependency
than it resolves. As economic circumstances have made it difficult for
married couples to support children, while making it easier for poorer
single women to do so, the result is that a big fall in marital fertility is
allied with an increased propensity of single women to have babies.

When the destabilisation of male earnings is accompanied by prog-

rammes supporting broken families, parenting outside marriage
hecomes a viable option and there is likely to be a shift from one welfare
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system to another. The development of a system of public assistance
and extra benefits for UK lone mothers in the late 1970s coincided with
a considerable rise in welfare dependency. Australia saw an enormous
upsurge in the dependent numbers and a subsequent rapid rate of
increase, after the six-months qualifying period was removed in 1980,
{The numbers rose five-fold in ten years.)' By 1991/92 the federal
government was providing about ten times as much support to children
of separated parents as to children in intact families.? In America, the
level of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and welfare
participation rose together. Originally AFDC was designed for widows,
but changes in the qualifying rules meant that all a mother had to do
to be eligible for assistance was not work and not marry an employed
man. Between 1963 and 1972 the average real benefit (for a family of
four) increased by 35 per cent, with Medicaid, housing, school meals,
food stamps and other benefits adding to the welfare package. The
percentage of sole mothers going on the AFDC programme increased
from 29 per cent to 63 per cent. There was also a 50 per cent rise in the
number of female-headed families.

The Attractions of Targeting

After New Zealand had developed an elaborate system of selective and
means-tested relief for the needy, debate on the causes and conse-
quences of poverty was soon overtaken by concern at the rising
numbers drawing income-related benefits, the increased duration of
benefit receipt, and possible inter-generational cycles of dependency.
Approximately 20 per cent of working-age adults were dependent on
social security benefits as their primary source of income by the end of
the twentieth century, compared with two to three per cent 30 years
before.?

‘Targeting’ is popular with people of all political perspectives. The
immediate attraction is, as always, ‘the need to ensure the maximum
welfare gain at the least fiscal/economic cost’ as advised in both the
1984 and 1987 Treasury briefing papers.* Where ‘promoting equity’
means restricting help to those in ‘real need’, or the ‘genuinely needy’,
the idea is that eliminating payments, exemptions or services for the
better-off ensures that redistribution to the poor can become more
generous and effective. This is justified because of the ‘costs on the
economy of paying large sums of money to those not in great need.
There is also an equity issue. It seems unfair for the taxpayer te
support the rich while at the same time paying the poor less than could
otherwise be afforded’.’ (The suggestion is that the ‘taxpayer’ is a being
apart from the ‘rich’ and the ‘poor’.) Offering a seemingly cost-effective
way of alleviating poverty, targeting promises to reduce total expendi-
ture, while greater benefits flow to low- or no-income people. In
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contrast, universal systems appear ‘deeply regressive when the
economy demands cuts in the bad times, because the sacrifices hit both
rich and poor equally’.’ (However, expecting the ‘rich™—i.e. those not
under the benefit line—to carry all their costs without recognition,
while funding the ‘poor’, may provoke resentment at free-loaders as
much as sympathy for the unfortunate.) The process impacts dispropor-
tionately on middle-income groups with children, rather than the ‘rich’,
50 that:

... coneentrating welfare on those below the poverty line, while affording no tax
relief o family earners, ... means {that] a large bracket of family incomes 1s
levelled to a single minimum family income. This represents the perfect
realisation of welfare's social justice principle that no family should receive tax
or other recompense of the extra costs of family members, if its net income would
thereby rise above the current level of welfare benefits for a family of its size and
composition. The fact that taxation reduces the majority of families 1o ... welfare
levels of income, while it leaves all earners without dependents well above the
single welfare income, is apparently of no moment for social justice’

From centre left, selective benefits are often construed as a form of
income redistribution—the true goal of a welfare state. By definition,
a share-out is easily affordable. Holding governments responsible for
the living standards of their people, the poverty lobby’s ‘solution is to
devise ... transfer policies which ensure comfortable real incomes for all,
irrespective of their employment or family status’® These are owed as
of right and involve no reciprocity, where ‘the capable, responsible and
powerful state should serve programs to incapable, irresponsible and
powerless people on the ground’’ It might look like ‘a completely
artificial means of living’, a ‘gammon economy’, that requires no ‘work,
initiative, struggle, enterprise, contribution, effort’, but those who
receive are always seen as deserving, and the system that gives is
always seen to be denying.” In the nihilistic perspective of the counter-
cultural feminist, all obligations or concerns of one person for another
ate abhorrent anyway. If women and children are supported by the
father, not only are they seen to be ‘controlled by the main earner’, but
‘their dependency also has the effect of controlling the person who is
obliged to provide’.!!

Unfortunately, the more tightly that social assistance is targeted, the
more swiftly it must be abated. Similarly, a government that wants to
increase benefit amounts without helping more people than before, has
no choice but to increase the rate of withdrawal. This lowers the
incentives to take a job, by reducing the rationality of work and respect
for the law—hence, the ‘employment trap’. Providing someone with an
income-substitute for employment is, by definition, a discouragement
to work—and it will be greater the larger the benefit in relation to
possible wages.'? Tt is hardly surprising that there is a positive
relationship between the overall real wage rate and male labour force
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participation, and negative relationships between the level of govern-
ment transfer payments, or total income from non-wage sources, and
male labour-force participation.”” At a time of declining real living
standards or falling earnings, the overlap of benefits with wages,
especially for those with children, is likely to be particularly acute.

In turn, it may become counter-productive to increase earnings
{especially if taxes are imposed at the same time) as income-related, in-
work benefits are abated—thus the ‘poverty trap’. The benefits system
takes into account different household sizes, when the tax system does
not.

The pious belief may be that those ‘less well-off than they used to be
... may decide to work longer hours to restore their previous standard
of living’.} Some do. But Treasury economists have not been blind to ‘a
general rule, [that] the more people facing higher effective marginal tax
rates over longer ranges of potential income, the greater the costs to
society and the greater the probable loss of output’. Indeed: ‘An
indication of the effect of such scales is the fact that very few people are
in jobs with an income at the level when the maximum rate of benefit
abatement applies ....»* As ‘the combined effect of taxation and abate-
ment of in-work benefits as ... earnings rise ... {leads to] a barrier both
to increase work hours and to efforts to advance in the labour market,
this may have the effect of trapping workers in a perpetual low-income
zone’, '

The tendency is to dismiss this as a smaller price than the ‘opposite
problem posed by the high cost of universal schemes’, where the ‘tax
burden must be greater’ and the disincentive of high tax rates generally
‘needs to be contrasted with the specific disincentives of high effective
marginal tax rates on recipients’.!” But does one bear comparison with
the other? Or is a tax rate approaching 100 per cent at low earnings
different from, for example, 40 or 50 per cent in the top income decile?
Anyway, tax concessions can represent revenues foregone rather than
spent by the state. Children’s costs are relatively constant, regardless
of family income. Children in high-income families take up proportion-
ately less of income than in poorer families, but then tax allowances are
also less significant at higher levels. It is not so much whether
universal programmes, like education and health, benefit the ‘rich’, but
whether the ‘rich’ are net beneficiaries or net contributors.’® The
available evidence suggests that they are net contributors.'?

The more provisions that become means-tested, the more people face
a range of measures, with differing entitlements depending on family
type, age, assets and income. Very high withdrawal rates can result,
sometimes over long income ranges. Even at the point of abatement,
there are more losses to face, like the Community Services Card which
disappears with the end of eligibility for Family Support. To cope with
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this, there arose a vision of a seamless, global system of abatement of
all social assistance and services, Recognising that targeting of income
support, housing assistance, education and health, would lead to
‘cumulative effective marginal tax rates ... possibly well over 100 per
cent’, or more money lost than received with each extra dollar earned,
it was imagined that the ‘solution to this problem is to carefully
integrate the scales of assistance and abatement of assistance for the
various areas’.” So, through the development of ‘family accounts’, one
form of assistance would phase out after the previous assistance had
been fully phased out, in order of benefits first, then Family Support,
then health assistance, followed by any other service where help might
become means-tested (like education), and, finally, the (tertiary)
student allowance.?! While support would be reduced as family income
rose, it was imagined that the system could be designed in such a way
that people would always be better off earning additional income and
moving smoothly from dependence to independence. As those who do
not ‘need’ assistance begin to meet the costs of ‘their own demands ... at
the same time, [they] contribute to the costs of those services for the
less fortunate’.” The family account proposal was not implemented, not,
least because it was unrealisable.

No Recognition for the Self-Reliant Family

The opposite side of the coin to the ‘needy’ recipient is the completely
self-reliant, ‘responsible’ or ‘self-sufficient’ family, meeting all its ‘care,
control and support responsibilities’,”® well beyond childhood. The
income necessary to stay above the poverty line obviously varies
according to the number of people who depend upon that income. It is
much eagier for a single person to be self-sufficient than a family which,
even when it has a higher income, may be providing for four or more
times as many people, and considering that the arrival of a child pre-
determines other choices in the following decades. If those with
dependents must compete against unencumbered individuals, while
making the same contributions to the revenue (and perhaps meeting
the involuntary costs of services like health and education which it is
ordained that children receive), then the way to meet all responsibili-
ties, and the route to virtue, is simple—do not have children.

The nature of the 1991 proposals to make the ‘core family’ responsi-
ble for its members bears no relationship to the reality of the family in
the market economy. As one commentator puts it: ‘One of the conse-
quences of the pathological approach to families is that it assumes that
all other families are unproblematic ... the bigger issue of the adequacy
of the incomes of all families with dependents could be ignored.” The
result is that what has no existence in one context becomes a reality
only where the costs of child-rearing thrust people below a certain
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threshold—and the state is obliged to help. It is rare for a modern
waged economy to deny recognition of family or reproductive costs,
(unless these plunge parents under the poverty threshold), These costs
are normally accommodated or mitigated in the labour market, housing
market, the tax or welfare system, goods or services. To espouse a goal
of ‘self-reliance’, which would throw off any such ‘burden of welfare’ is
a dramatic social experiment, or an adventurous and highly ambitious
policy to embark upon. The result may not be ‘self-reliant’ families, but
fewer families, with the consequence that the individual faces a solitary
life without supports. More people may live alone, putting redistri-
bution within households in decline, with the effect that more people
actually rely on government as the principal source of income and
services.

The contradiction at the heart of the system is that, while it has the
‘self-reliant’ family as its goal, it ranks people’s care and support of
children or each other as no more meritorious or worthwhile than
breeding poodles; no more deserving of recognition than collecting
stamps. Once the good father was defined both popularly and politically
in terms of the good provider for his wife and children, and incentives
and sanctions were so arranged that he received public approval and
recognition. Now, the state ‘assumes that the demand for parental
togetherness is “price inelastic™. With financial well-being decreased
by marriage, this is transformed from an institution designed to protect
children into one which particularly penalises lower-income parents
whose children would benefit from it most. A man may try to do the
best he can for his children without complaint—an activity which
receives no external affirmation or encouragement and is deemed as
worthwhile, or worthless, as boating. Yet, he saves the state the cost of
providing for his own children, while helping to provide for other
men’s—carrying the cost of a new generation, while funding the
retired.”

If mutual support is a private choice, this might at least indicate that
a couple should be treated as two self-sufficient individuals. But it is
assumed that a non-employed married woman is supported by sharing
in the employed spouse’s income—while the government refuses to
treat marriage as a partnership by splitting and taxing the main
income in equal shares. Denying that marriage is a business partner-
ship for taxation purposes, a judge for the Taxation Review Authority
declared that what the husband ‘subsequently chooses to do with that
income is entirely his own affair, but the tax on that income is paid at
the point and at the time of derivation’. The unemployment benefit is
also calculated on joint income, so if one partner earns extra income the
total couple-rate is reduced by the relevant amount and the remainder
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divided between the two. Each must then sustain themselves sepa-
rately on less than they would receive if they were actual singles, even
if the man treats his share as personal spending money, while the
woman meets collective expenditure as her responsibility. However, the
DPB is nearly as much as the unemployment benefit for both parents
together (or only $30 less), making the total amount of benefits payable
to a four-person family significantly higher if the parents separate.
Where a couple can present themselves as a lone parent, plus a single
person, they will do far better.?®

Almost hy definition, targeted welfare programmes will channel
support to families that deviate from the norm.* While other targeted
assistance is for poorer families, whatever their composition, the DPB
specifically supports sole parents as essentially the only recognised
family type. The state accepts the responsibility to provide a basic
living when one parent goes solo without resources, or contributes
towards someone to look after the children while she earns. If families
separate, or fathers do not support children, aid is provided from taxes
largely levied upon intact families. The system can be indicted as
‘anfair to self-supporting families in that it violates the common
taxation principle that an income should be taxed in proportion to the
number of individuals dependent upon that income’.” If ‘the family is
to be efficient in what it does, it needs a solid basis of organisation,
resources and commitment, as do all organisations for efficiency’.? The
responsibilities of men who stay with families would be acknowledged,
rather than discounted or penalised, and a ‘universal allowance for
dependent children in the tax system ... would ensure for all children an
equal, minimum level of net “income”, irrespective of the incomes of their

parents’®

More Welfare, More Lone Parenis

As the sole-parent population has expanded,’ so the non-beneficiary
sole-parent population has declined.®® As one in four families became a
sole-parent family, so one in every five families became a sole parent
supported by an income-tested benefit. Numbers on the DPB rose
sharply, from just over 17,000 in 1975 to over 37,000 in 1980 to nearly
95,000 in 1990, and to over 110,000 in 2000. By 1976, 60 per cent of
sole parents were collecting DPB or widow’s benefits, in 1986 three-
quarters were, and, by 1991, this had peaked at 89 per cent.* By 1996,
86 per cent of non-widowed sole parents received DPB.* The parents of
over 19 per cent of all children received the DPB in the year to March
1996 (and 36.7 of Maori children), compared with 17.4 per cent in 1991,
Around a third of those receiving DPB were Maori in the 1990s,
compared with 12 per cent of Maori women aged 20-49 in the popula-
tion. Some 80 per cent of sole parents also receive the housing subsidy,



TARGETING THE NEEDY 103

or the Accommodation Supplement, along with 60 per cent of the
unemployed (but few low-income workers). Indeed, if the number of sole
parents receiving domestic purposes, widows, unemployment, sickness,
invalids, or emergency benefits are combined, they accounted for 85 per
cent of the sole-parent population counted in 2001.

The larger numbers forming the lone-parent population in the 1980s
and 1990s were more likely to claim benefit compared with their 1970s
counterparts, and the increase in lone parents accounts for the great
majority of the increase in DPB numbers. By the end of the century,
nearly three-quarters of sole-parent DPB recipients had been on this for
more than a year, and nearly a quarter for over five years, with a
creeping increase in duration over time.*® Between 1981 and 1991 the
number of male DPB recipients rose by nearly 500 per cent (and from
4.2 to 9.7 per cent of recipients). Around a half of sole fathers might be
beneficiaries in 1991, compared with only one in six as late as 1981.%7
The proportion who were Maori rose to 42 per cent. (After the cutting
of DPB levels in 1991, the male proportion of all recipients fell back to
just under nine per cent, and was back to over ten per cent by 2000.)

Demonstrating one of the biggest international differences between
the employment of sole parents and parents in couple-families, 84.3 per
cent of New Zealand two-parent families had fathers in the paid
workforce, and 58 per cent had mothers in the workforce in 1991, when
unemployment peaked. However, 73 per cent of female sole-parents
were not working (87 per cent where the youngest child was under five),
and a further 11 per cent worked part-time. Three-quarters of children
in sole-parent families were without a resident parent in any paid work,
compared with over one-quarter of all children. In 1976, 25 per cent of
sole mothers were in full-time work.*® Moreover, while 44 per cent of
sole fathers were working full-time in 1991, compared with only 17 per
cent of sole mothers, their rate had also fallen substantially, from 81
per cent in 1976 (and to only 25 per cent for sole Maori fathers in 1991).
The proportion of sole fathers who were not employed at all increased
from 17 per cent in 1976 to 52 per cent in 1991 and had fallen little by
1996.% Even non-Maori sole fathers had a probability of being out of the
labour force which was more than double the rate for single men,
already markedly higher than for married men.* About 70 per cent of
workless sole fathers became long-term non-participants (over a year
or more out of the labour market).

As in the US and UK, separated/divorced sole parents have the
highest employment rate.’ While never-married sole parents are
particularly likely to have a child under five and to be young them-
selves {(more than half of all children living with never-married fathers
have fathers under 30) they are still more likely to be out of work
irrespective of these factors.** The unmarried sole parent is, of course,
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the fastest growing ‘family form’, with those not in the labour force also
tending te have a higher average number of children. Moreover, as the
workforce participation rates of married and/or ¢cohabiting women, as
well as previously married women, have grown, those of never-married
women (not just mothers) have fallen, except in the over-45 age-group.*

This has been part of the way that numbers receiving basic welfare
benefits nearly trebled over littte more than a decade {(and not counting
those drawing supplements for the working poor). Overall beneficiary
levels were very low until the intreduction of DPB in 1973. In 1996,
400,000 working-age people were state-dependent, or 18 per cent of the
working-age population, compared with five per cent in 1975,* and
nearly a half had been on public assistance for over one year. Twenty-
eight per cent of all children aged 0-15 yvears and 14 per cent of young
people aged 16-17 years were children of welfare beneficiaries. In the
mid-1980s this had been 12 per cent of children. Those on sickness,
invalids and DPB continued to grow even when those getting unemploy-
ment benefit fell back in the mid-1990s, Expenditure on the DPB
overtook that on unemployment benefit by the mid-1990s, both in total
and per benefit recipient. (However, the numbers receiving a disability
allowance rose three-fold simply between 1990 and 1996, when benefits
granted rose four-fold. Where there are a range of means-tested and
selective benefits, benefit cuts and benefit scares lead fo benefit
reshuffling.*)

In parallel, around seven out of ten UK lone parents came to obtain
all or much of their income from public assistance (or income support)
by 198%. Over a half of all social security spending on families in 1998
went to lone parents, more than one-and-a-half times the unemploy-
ment budget, and more than the total costs of the higher education
system.* Over half of the income of lone parents is from social security
benefits, compared with only eight per cent for two-parent families.*’
Increasing numbers of working-age people came to claim long-term
sickness and incapacity benefits, with a five-fold rise between 1972 and
1994.% In Australia, the benefit take up among sole parents rose from
57 per cent in 1974 to a peak of 84 per cent in 1986, then declined in
1990, as labour-force participation increased, but leaving nearly three-
quarters of sole parents claiming the parenting pension for low-income
families.**

Overall, the percentage of final income which New Zealand house-
holds earn from market income has declined,* and the proportion that
is saved has fallen, at the same time as the gap between tax paid and
benefits received has narrowed (although the tax system relies less on
direct personal taxation, after the introduction of the goeds and services
tax in 1986). Benefit income increased from 1982 to 1996 as a propor-
tion of gross income (particularly for those with no formal qualifica-
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tions} from six to 15 per cent. Those in the lowest 40 per cent of market
income received over three-quarters of benefit income, as they doubled
their proportion of government transfers in the late 1980s.™

The Iron Law of Welfare

Unfortunately, when governments ‘target the needy’ the iron law of
welfare is activated. A dollar of income-related benefit does not simply
add a dollar to a needy person’s income, but creates incentives for
individuals to change their behaviour to continue qualifying, and for
those on the margin to make themselves eligible. The size of the target
increases, since a ‘social transfer increases the net value of being in the
condition that prompted the transfer.” This necessarily weakens any
constraints on getting into any particular condition and any incentives
to escape it, so that the system creates more dependency than it
resolves. The ‘needy” are not a finite group, neatly separated off from
the majority of ‘well-off” or ‘rich’ people.®® There are always ‘others on
the other side of the cut experiencing similar pressures’.* Familiarity
and example mean that there is a strong association between having a
welfare-dependent birth, for example, and the receipt of public
assistance by sisters, mothers and other members of the family, as
people learn to regard the state as the place of first resort when in
need.*

Parallel to the way in which ‘confiscatory taxation’ diminishes
incentives to greater effort,”® welfare encourages people to be deceitful
as well as inactive and to keep work and relationships ‘off the books’.
From the 1991 census, 68 per cent of lone parents were on the DPB, but
the figure was 88 per cent if Department of Social Welfare records were
used.” The welfare package includes not only the level of cash benefits,
but factors like the ease of getting it and its long-term reliability
compared with uncertain market income, as well as supplementary or
associated entitlements.®® Dependability of benefit income is very
important to people’s decisions about whether or not to work (and, by
implication, whether to marry).® Even if financially advantageous,
insecure work may be unattractive compared with a benefit that is
difficult to reinstate.®

In turn, while some children escape the welfare dependency of their
parent(s), many more than in the general pepulation are also captured
by it.#! Young people whose parents are dependent on income support
payments, for any time, are more likely to leave school early, be out of
work and be receiving income support themselves—something
partieularly affecting indigenous people.”” In the UK, among couple-
households with an adult child in 1991, the child was in employment in
69 per cent of dual-earner households, but was employed in only four
per cent of no-earner households.®
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Non-work Passed Down Through the Generations

Work is not just a matter of availability, but of the kind of information,
association and commitment promoted by parents’ present and past
employment. With a sole parent {or couple) on public assistance, the
children grow up in an environment where no-one is working, and they
are mainly or wholly dependent upon outside sources of support. While
such children are familiar with the welfare system as the provider of
first resort, there is no working role model which provides attachment
to work and acquaintance with working behaviour. Everywhere there
15 a significant relationship, between both aspirations and ‘right’
attitudes, and whether other family members are on public assistance
or unemployed.® In the UK, where the female head is unemployed,
children were three times more likely to become unemployed adults
than those in couple-households—with no declines in their rate of
joblessness over time. This is paralleled by the Utrecht Study of
Adolescent Development® where Dutch youngsters from sole-parent
families are far more likely to be unemployed or otherwise out of the
workforce than those from other types of family. Poor children learn
early not to work: 40 per cent of UK children in two-parent and earning
households have a part-time job, a third in income support families and
a quarter in lone-parent households.®® This bodes ill for minority
employment patterns given that, in 1996, 30.4 per cent of Maori
children lived in a sole-parent family where the parent was not
employed compared with 10.8 per cent of non-Maori children. Indeed,
17 per cent of Maori children living with two parents had no parent in
employment, compared with 7.8 per cent of non-Maori children.®

At first glance, means-tested and selective benefits are eminently
appealing—not least because ‘cost saving’ translates as immediate
savings to welfare budgets. Little attention is paid to the dynamic
consequences, or to the behavioural change which makes the historical
record so appalling. If the Department of Social Welfare laments that
the ‘continued existence of high levels of dependency may result in the
development of an “underclass”, and generate social friction, stigmati-
sation, and loss of public confidence in the welfare system’,” it is re-
learning the lessons of the means test in history. More recently, Charles
Murray linked the upsurge in drop-out from the labour force, welfare
dependency, family dissolution and illegitimacy—that ‘demographic
wonder, without precedent in the American experience’™—and the way
in which the numbers of the US poor stopped shrinking in the early
1970s and began to grow. Benefits for lone mothers discouraged
providers from remaining as the family support, and their availability
militated against the formation of the family in the first place. The
result is a cireular process: men do not strive to be good providers and
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women do not expect it or put pressure on men to behave responsibly.
A licence to earn while on welfare is not just an incentive to work. It
provides ‘a much stronger incentive for women who were not on welfare
to get on it and then become trapped in it’. The net effect is to raise the
value of being eligible for welfare and thereby, ‘via a classic market
response, increase the supply of eligible women’.”

After the declaration of the ‘War on Poverty’ in 1964, the following
decade saw a growth in public assistance in the US far exceeding the
real increase in household income. It converted the low-income working
husband into a financial handicap.”™ As the family was eligible for an
expanded package of help as a result of the father’s actual or staged
desertion, this could mean an immediate increase in economic well-
being. Yet people in female-headed families were a growing proportion
of the non-aged poor, constituting over a third by 1980. They were also
more likely to be persistently poor, and the children were more likely
to become welfare dependent themselves.” Short-term gain is long-term
loss. What may have seemed a tempting option at the time prectudes
any advance, and ‘any teenager who has children and must rely on
public assistance to support them has struck a Faustian bargain with
the system that neatly ensures that she will live in poverty the rest of

her days’.”™

Making Even More Poor People

It is questionable whether so much dependency reduces poverty, despite
claims that targeting the ‘needy’ and the ‘casualties’ makes for a direct
hit on poverty, as well as being a cost-cutting exercise. Benefits just ‘for
the poor’, result in more ‘poor’ people, just as benefits restricted to the
unemployed or sole parents result in more unemployed and unmarried
parents, accelerating the division into two-income and neo-income
households.”™ While cash transfers may be ‘““better targeted” ... [this]
clearly failed to stem the rising tide of overall inequality ...".” Sole-
parent households were among the major gainers from redistribution.
Between 1981 and 1990, sole-parent households showed income rises
compared with two-parent families, and increased their benefit support
by an average of 31 per cent—but still remained among the lowest
average disposable incomes of all household types. Despite benefit cuts,
sole-parent households even gained from income transfers (in terms of
the proportion of income received in benefit) in the early 1990s. Yet, by
real average household, equivalised disposable income, sole parents
were worse off in 1991-1996 than before {as were young couples with
children).

Maintaining incentives and relieving poverty may be incompatible
objectives. To reduce the number of claimants and make substantial
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savings, ‘assistance has to be [low andl phased cut at a fairly low level
of income’.”® In a classic move to decrease the pattern of ‘permanent
dependency on the state’, the levels of sickness, DPB and unemploy-
ment benefit were cut by between five per cent and 27 per cent from
April 1991,”" age-limits imposed and eligibility rules tightened.
Unfortunately, reductions affect the poorest people, while work
incentives remain so low that they discourage those on welfare from
work and, at the same time, alienate those who work for little wages.
Anyway, benefit cuts have the lowest impact on least skilled, least
educated and long-term beneficiaries, who have the worst labour
market prospects.” This also prompts a search for absolute measures
of poverty.” However, all ‘needs’ are flexible and culturally relative,
and one society’s or age’s poverty is another’s superfluity, Poverty is
difficult to define without reference to social perceptions about what
constitutes a basic or even ‘adequate’ level of living.

Noting that the reforms of 1991 fell hardest on low-income house-
holds, while tax cuts henefited higher-income households, those
preoccupled with equality, asked; ‘if exactly the same amount of money
spent in the tax cuts had been distributed primarily to the lower and
middle-income groups, rather than the top 40 per cent, would this not
have better met the OECD policy management goal of equity and
efficiency?® The answer is no, as the recipients would have been better
off than those above them. The analysis was faulty, since when ‘it
calculated the cost of increasing incomes of the poor, it failed to
consider the implications of the proposed change for those above the
poverty line’.?! Those affected would have no incentive to earn, and
every incentive to reduce their efforts, since any reduction in market
income would be offset by an increase in supplementing benefits. This
exposes the way that: ‘Ultimately, the welfare lifestyle is based on a
pretence: that persons of working age deserve a guaranteed minimum
income not far short of average earnings, which has been earned not
through their efforts but by those of others.”®

What is so easily ignored is that people do not just get into poverty,
but also manage to climb out. Had ‘the mother and father remained
together, poverty begun before the household composition changed
might not have continued, and poverty begun after the change might
have been avoided’.®® Couples make income gains over time, and are
clearly more successful in improving their circumstances than sole
parents.** Low-income mothers who divorce are more likely to have
stagnant incomes over the following years, compared with those who
stay married, and divorced or never-married fathers are more likely to
continue with low or no earnings compared with men living with wives
and children.
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While couples with children numerically make up more of the hard
pressed than sole parents in the low-income statistics at any one time,
there is movement outwards, while sole parents accumulate and make
up a greater proportion of the long-term poor. Couples exit from welfare
dependency at roughly double the rate of lone parents. In the UK, after
five years, around two-thirds of workless couples with children have at
least one adult in work, but only one-third of lone parents will be
working.® The proportion of couples with children who were in the
bottom three income deciles in 1991 was 29 per cent, while the
proportion for singles with children was 64 per cent. The proportion of
couples with children in the bottom three deciles six years on was eight
per cent, for lone parents it was 29 per cent. Research on the patterns
of income and expenditure of beneficiaries and other low-income groups
in New Zealand show that the group with the largest rise in income
over time is couples with children. (The lowest was single adults living
alone.t®) Similarly, the US longitudinal data from the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics® shows how the educational level of the household
head and whether the household is headed by a single female have
large effects on exit and re-entry rates to poverty, and whether poverty
is a transitory or a permanent state. Rates of marriage appeared to be
the single most important influence on poverty status in the long run.
If black women had the marriage pattern of white women, their far
higher poverty rate would be almost halved.®

Marriage can supply two earners, or a second earner who can enter
the labour market or increase their labour supply when income is
insufficient.® Financially, as in other ways, marriage is a risk-reducing
institution, or system of co-insurance, where spouses share their
economic and social resources and act as a small insurance pool in the
face of the uncertainties of life. In the UK longitudinal study of lone
parents over the 1990s, those who prospered in new relationships had
acquired working partners and were themselves in paid jobs.*
However, individual earnings have a small long-term effect on
prosperity compared with marriage. This expands the repertoire of
economic possibilities, including access to ancther income stream, while
family disruption diminishes access to income and property. Australian
research found that economic recovery for divorced women was
attributable to re-entry into the full-time workforce and, even more, to
re-partnering.® What will not bring prosperity are subsidies for
childcare or the rent.

All the evidence supports Charles Murray’s ‘set of modest require-
ments’ for avoiding poverty: ‘get married and stay married’, as well as
‘get a job—even if initially low paid—and stay in it’ and, ‘whatever else
... 4 poor woman ... ought not to have a baby out of wedlock’.*

If poverty is to be relieved and incentives maintained at the same
time, this has often been better achieved through allowances for
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dependents that are not withdrawn as work is entered or income rises,
so that the floor of wages is always above the ceiling of relief. Such
assistance is not at risk if individuals take casual or temporary jobs, or
foregoing the certainty of a guaranteed income stream. The experience
of history is that general recognition for the costs of dependents
removes far more people from poverty than do means-tested transfers.®

There has been little apparent awareness of the implications of
policies which increase the levels of need that they are meant to
meet—or none beyond the reiteration of how costs will be reduced by
reviewing benefit levels, tightening eligibility and ‘enhancing targeting
of social assistance to those most in need’,” or to that elusive category
of the ‘truly poor'—the victims® that incentives cannot touch.

As policy has ossified, the dream of making all provisions for child-
rearing ‘needs-based’ has collapsed. Despite the optimistic notion that
assistance could be discretely phased out service by service, techno-
cratic ways of preventing the cumulative impact of overlaps in income
tests for different provisions became self-defeating. With the system
becoming so complex as to be unintelligible, the comprehensive ‘family
accounts’ project was abandoned in 1993 with the realisation that
global abatement was impossible. Attempts to target services such as
health and education floundered.

Indeed, making parents pay directly for health and education, as the
two remaining services still generally provided for children, would be
particularly problematic given that the ‘general climate of poor
incentives in New Zealand is, perhaps, an indication that the limits of
redistribution are being reached’, or that ‘the limits of targeting have
been reached’.”® James Cox suggests that if these are phased in then it
might require compensatory help in the ‘form of tax credits that are
available to all families’. Should these be a step too far, we might
depend on ‘income growth and general tax reductions’?” However, this
does not take inte account the way that much of the general sum of tax
reductions would go to those not only on higher incomes but without
dependents. Leaving parents to pay for {compulsory?) health and
education would further widen the living standards gap between those
with and without children and would adversely affect older people in
poor health. Australia, on the other hand, began to move away from
targeting for families in the late 1990s. This reflected a more positive
stance by government towards marriage and child-rearing, with
expressed concern over the extent of family breakdown and its
consequences.*®

Good Prospects for Girls?

With good economic prospects, teenage girls have something to lose by
having a baby, and are motivated to defer having children, in the same
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way that the pursuit of living standards has acted, for centuries, as the
great family planner of the Western world.” But this is not the case for
those whose earning capacity is low and who may not be able to better
themselves much, if at all, through employment. The Domestic
Purposes Benefit Review Committee found in 1977 that ‘in many
instances ... the amount of money that can be received from the benefit
is higher than what a girl herself could earn in normal employment’.’*

Lower-class women have often started child-bearing early in life
anyway, with motherhood traditionally providing an identity and
positive role. A woman might not now be able to achieve this at all if
she waits for marriage. Ex-nuptial births are overwhelmingly concen-
trated among the least educated women, or those least likely to be able
to support themselves and their babies.'® Over 46 per cent of children
from sole-parent households in New Zealand in 1996 had parents with
no qualifications—much the same as in the UK.'” Nearly a third had
only a school qualification.'”

If women can marry the state, men may feel that they are free from
an obligation to stay with their wives, or have no cause to assume
parental responsibility to engage in sexual relations. While poorly
qualified women are more likely to have traditional notions of marriage
as an exchange of services in return for resources, the DPB encourages
both parents to see themselves as independent of each other.”™ After
all, provision for sole parents came in as part of the freeing-up of
sexuality from consequences and social controls. This is allied to the
ways in which ex-nuptial births and casual relationships rise in tandem
with the ease of preventing and terminating pregnancy. Modern birth
control emancipates men from norms requiring them to look after a
woman who becomes pregnant. If she does not get rid of a pregnancy
when she has the chance, then reproduction is a woman'’s choice, a
woman’s right and a woman’s problem. As this also makes informal
partnering, or live-in sexual companionship, routinely available, so it
enables men to ‘escape from responsibilities by leaving relationships or
re-negotiating them when children are born’.'® The emphasis on
personal choice and the optional nature of family roles further argues
against the ‘acceptance of the traditional convention that men should
support families’, particularly given the rhetoric about women’s
independence. The ‘altruistic reasons ... (not to mention welfare back-
ups)’ are ‘for standing aside to let women do things for themselves’.'”
Being an unwed mother living on a state-guaranteed income may seem
more desirable than heing a single woman without children or a mother
living with an undesirable man.'”” Women may have:

... very little money but they did not generally feel particularly worse off ..,

Moreover, some women found themselves able to work and support their

families, particularly if they had help from their relatives (in the form of
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childcare) and help from the state (in the form of family credit}. These women
felt little need to find a male partner/breadwinner. Other lone parents, who were
reliant on income support, would have liked to find a male breadwinner but few
seemed to be around. Generally, the lone parents interviewed felt they no longer
needed a man to support them.'%

Dual Fertility Markets

Non-marital fertility, like marital disruption, is often not the “first-best’
choice of the people involved, but the ‘least-worst option’. The dissolu-
tion of such measures as supported the family up to the 1970s means
that those who obey the traditional behavioural norms about family
building may not only be far less likely to have out-of-wedlock births or
become dependent on public assistance, but also to have fewer children
or none at all. Where economic imperatives have made it difficult for
married couples to support children, while making it easier for poorer
single women to do so, the result is dual fertility markets.'” The choice
for some people is not simply between an acceptable living standard
without children or relative poverty with them, but also marriage
without children or lone parenthood with them. In essence: ‘... policies
were put into place which ensure that families will be dysfunctional in
one way or the other’. If ‘the family is intact and capable of supporting
itself, we withdraw all monetary recognition of the fact that its income
must support several persons’ needs’ and ‘so force it into unnecessary
financial stress and into recuperative efforts (e.g. children in childcare
while both parents work) which pick at its foundations and raison
d’étre’. Otherwise ‘we give welfare payments that indict families as not
economically self-sustaining, and that persuade family members to see
themselves as dependent, or potentially dependent, on the state.*° The
Change Team on Targeting Social Assistance accepted as much, but
concluded that those who were unhappy about either this, or the
disincentives to working and earning, were simply enemies of targeting:

Someone who believes ... that, to encourage families to stay together, two-parent
families should receive the same assistance as one-parent families, would not
support targeting. Nor would someone who thought that, to encourage work
effort, employed families ghould receive the same asgzistance as unemployed
families. Nor would someone who thinks it is unfair that employed adults in
middle-income families should face an EMTR that is higher than the top income
tax rate.!!

Suitable Work for Mothers?

The assumption has grown that the public interest in reducing the cost
of dependency and women’s independence can be equated if sele parents
get jobs to enable them to work their way off benefits. There are grand
claims that women’s increased participation in the paid workforce
would not only result ‘in better use of their skills and experience’ but:
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increase production and consumption, reduce the disparities for low-income
earners, and so benefit women, households, businesses and the economy.
Resulting reductions in the number of women on state benefits would reduce the
cost of income support. This is to the benefit of all New Zealanders.'*

For a long time there had been few expectations of beneficiaries beyond
requiring them to demonstrate eligibility. The work test was first
applied in 1997, when those with children over 14 were required to seek
part-time work or undertake part-time training or education.'’® As
extended in 1999, sole parents with children over 14 were required to
seek full-time work, and part-time work if their youngest child was
aged between six and 13. The work test was, however, withdrawn by
the Labour-led government in March 2003.!"* Unlike the US, where a
major factor in joblessness is assumed to be the lack of motivation to
find or take work, the belief in New Zealand, like the UK, is that
joblessness results from external barriers, Under one model, people do
not work hecause they have decided against it. Under the other, they
are excluded. Unsurprisingly, mandatory programmes outperform
voluntary ones because they make more recipients go to work.'* Work
incentives, or training for better jobs, government jobs, childcare, or
letting beneficiaries keep benefits when earning ‘do not cause large
numbers to rush forward and work who were not working before. That
is why most experts have abandoned such proposals in America, even
on the left.”*®

For their part, women want either a part-time job that does not affect
their benefit or a well-paying full-time job that, among other things,
more than pays for the costs of childeare.'”” Women prefer not to work
when children are small, and then te work part-time with children at
school.**® Mothers may be less sensitive than men to incentives, since
work competes with the attraction of being with their children, whose
care they may not trust to a third party. If lone parents have withdrawn
from the workforce, as the numbers of employed married mothers has
grown, there may be a greater correspondence between preference and
practice in their case.''® Welfare recipients may not be particularly
motivated to solve childcare problems. The difficulties are illustrated
by the Compass project. Piloted from March 1894 to March 1995, 1,122
people participated, but only 14 per cent of participants were no longer
receiving a benefit and for only eight per cent was this due to being
employed.'” Those citing the availability of child care as an obstacle to
work are a minority of workless sole parents: around 15 per cent of
women not seeking work in 1994/5 could not find suitable childcare,'!
In 1987, a Transition to Work Allowance encouraged long-term
beneficiaries to move into employment by ensuring that, at least for the
first three months, they would be $20 per week better off working than
on benefit.'® It failed—uptake in 1992 was 43—and was abolished in
1996.
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Allowing recipients to earn on the side {a ‘disregard’), or have benefit
withdrawn at a gentler rate as earnings increase, is another classic
move to circumvent the problems of targeting. It is politically more
acceptable than slashing entitlements—particularly as there is always
pressure to let more people into the target zone. Instead, we get
‘broadening target populations’, where political expediency adds a new
layer to the eligible population.'* Programmes are less selective, more
expensive and far more are caught in complex abatements, and will
take longer to earn their way out of entitlement. This hardly fulifils the
objective of making as many as possible ‘independent’ of the state.'?*

The process has a remorseless inevitability about it. In the UK, as
general support for children in the tax and benefit system fell in the
early 1970s, it became pointless for many low-paid providers to work.
This ‘unemployment trap’ was met with Family Income Supplement for
the working poor. To make it lone-parent friendly, it was paid for part-
time work of a minimum of 16 hours. Clients then stuck at the high rate
paid for minimal earnings, and, like income support for the unoccupied,
it increasingly became a benefit for sole parents. So an extra supple-
ment was paid for working over 20 hours. As so much was withdrawn,
and taxes imposed as earning rose, it was still pointless to raise income
(especially as benefits were also available for housing costs and local
taxes). To reduce withdrawal from over 70 per cent {or 90 per cent if
other reliefs were added) to something closer to 50 per cent, a Working
Families Tax Credit was introduced. This extends further up the
earnings scale. The extra people who have been brought within scope
of the benefit will take longer to earn their way out. It is estimated that
nearly a half of all families receiving the US equivalent, the Earned
Income Tax Credit, would be better-off without the subsidy because
they have less income in total as a result of working less hours.
Subsidies for part-time work that encourage people to get a job in the
first place may discourage recipients from improving their skills or
seeking promotion, and so increasing their long-term earnings
capacity.'” They also discourage family formation, since subsidy levels
are the same for one- and two-parent families.'®

In New Zealand, as elsewhere, extending benefits up the earnings
scale to cut the income loss from their withdrawal further down, pushes
high EMTRs (effective marginal tax rates) further up the income
range.’” It still reduces work incentives because of high levels of
abatement, and has higher administrative costs,'®® so that ‘the changes
have not entirely succeeded in overcoming the problems they were
aimed at addressing’.'® Moreover, in providing incentives for sole
parents to earn, the dual abatement regime increased incentives for
sole parenthood. For sole parent beneficiaries, earnings between $80
and $180 per week became subject to a 30 per cent rate of loss, instead
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of 70 per cent where gross income exceeds $80 a week for couples,'®
Making sole parents ‘self-sufficient’ usually involves shifting them
from one set of benefits to another:

... instead of reducing the fiscal cost of income support by the full amount of
benefit that is no longer being patd, part of the cost will simply be shifted from
income support programmes to the tax credit programmes. Many beneficiaries
who move into employment as a result of welfare-to-work programmes will be
equipped only to carry out low-skilled work, which means both that they will
command low wages and that their prospects of income growth are low. Taken
together these facts mean there is likely to be a significant demand for in-work
benefits from former beneficiaries and that many will need this additional
assistance for long periods. 1

Instead of being housewife and full-time mother in relation to the
subsidising state, a mother becomes a secondary or supplementary
earner to this primary provider. Either way, the state has come to
provide role substitution and endeavours to make up economically for
the lack of a second parent. The low ability of many welfare mothers
does not bode well for educational qualifications, or raising wages. In
general, the effectiveness of training or work experience for dependent
groups is low,'® particularly given its expense and the problem of
matching with projected job requirements.'® Tt is said that lack of ‘high
quality, low-cost childcare’ is another ‘of the more significant barriers
to self-reliance for sole parents’,”™ but then ‘high quality, low-cost
childeare’ is a contradiction in terms. Its expense (even if the personnel
could be found to provide it} would out-run the worth of the mothers’
labour elsewhere.'™ The women put into the workforce will likely move
from ‘home-production’ to doing similar work for the government or
service industries, or staffing the administrations that manage it. This
may add little to the sum total of cutput properly measured. All would
have existed before, as one woman fries burgers, while another minds
the baby of a woman working in the public sector to care for the parents
of other women who are locking after other people’s children. Between
1991 and 1996 alone, the number employed in the early childhood
sector doubled from 9,000 to 18,000, overwhelmingly women. This was
over four per cent of total jobs created in the economy and, in absolute
terms, was far higher than the growth in manufacturing employment,
a traditionally male domain.'®

Whatever the numbers of mothers who turn up for jobs, this will not
improve the prospects for future family formation. For some, the
answer is bigger benefits, as well as improved labour market opportuni-
ties, with maybe a universal basic income. Objections that ‘if financial
support for sole-parent families is too good it will encourage divorce and
sole-parent families’ are dismissed for inferring that ‘sole-parent
families are not as good as two-parent families’!¥ But US evidence
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suggests that whereas income from work appears to improve children’s
oufcomes somewhat, welfare income reduces their chances of graduat-
ing from high school, years of education, sons’ work and earnings and
young children’s test scores, Other work shows that child support
improves children’s educational attainment more than income from
welfare or mothers’ work.™® Best of all for the child is an earning father
living at home.

Sole parents may not be very successful at improving their circum-
stances whether their poverty is carried from a poor two-parent family
into a poor one-parent family, or results directly from family break-up.
Early, unwed child-bearing has more far-reaching consequences in
terms of adverse outcomes for the lives of mothers than does their
experience of childhood poverty.'® It has been self-evident through the
ages that a mother on her own is not self-supporting, which is why
raising children has devolved on groups, with the progenitors commit-
ted through marriage.

The Awkward Question

Is it possible to deplore the spiral of welfare dependency, while at the
same time treating family structures as optional? People have much to
lose in the long term when economically efficient behaviour is deterred
or discouraged by immediate or short-term costs. Economic dislocations
pose threats to family stability, when this is people’s best protection,
and the state’s biggest bargain, in constrained circumstances. This
malkes it a short-sighted policy to withdraw support from preductive
family behaviour in favour of the subsidisation of disintegration, which
facilitates a mass movement from a relatively cheap and efficient form
of living and child-rearing to a comparatively expensive and inefficient
one. Family developments are not just ‘choices’ affecting the individuals
involved, but have knock-on effects on the larger and future soci-
ety—not least, through the effects on future generations.
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The Consequences for Children

Summary: There are many adverse consequences for children resulting
from the lack of involvement of the two bivlogical parents. Mortality and
morbidity rates are higher, and such children are more likely to have
serious accidents. The risk of child abuse is higher for children in non-
traditional households, with the presence of a step-parent being the
strongest risk indicator. Children from broken homes perform less well
at school. They are more likely to experience problems of mental health,
poverty and relationship breakdown as adults. It is sometimes claimed
that differences in outcomes for children in traditional and non-
traditional families can be accounted for by the poverty of single-parent
households, but studies which control for income find that this cannot
explain the wide differences.

If the nuclear family is as oppressive and unhealthy as the triumphant
anti-family movement maintains, then its decline ought te be beneficial
for everyone. Not least, children ought to be doing much better in all the
‘new family forms’. Arguing, in 1994, that ‘it is not only “problem
families” that are a cause for concern’, but how ‘““normal” families ... are
also a site of serious structural social problems’, one commentator
called for ways to reduce the abuses and inequalities of the ‘heterosex-
ual nuclear family’, and argued that it was ‘important that both diverse
family forms and alternatives to family life be encouraged and ex-
plored’. Indeed, she claimed that ‘evidence shows that it is possible to
rear physically and mentally healthy people outside families as we
know them'.! As there are fewer heterosexual nuclear families around,
and more ‘diverse ... alternatives’, then outcomes should be getting
better, and problems diminishing.

Unfortunately, problems associated with changes in family structure
are now such that even official sources describe them as threatening to
‘become entrenched and endemic without action to support families and
improve their functioning’.? When the Education and Social Science
Committee reported on children at-risk in education through truancy
and behavioural problems, it drew attention to an increase in dysfunc-
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tional, at-risk families, which produce at-risk children, unable to
benefit from schooling, and thus a widening ‘cycle of disadvantage’.’
Similarly, the Department of Child, Youth and Family Services (CYFS)
refers to as ‘many as 95,000 children and young persons’ living in
families characterised by ‘factors such as low health status, psychiatric
disorders, severe marital stress and conflict, no attention to pre-school
education and a strong likelihood of family violence’. The service was
‘struggling with increasing numbers of highly disturbed children and
young persons and, not infrequently, with disturbed parents’.* Their
children are ‘those whose problem behaviours dominate and preoccupy
the attentions of schools, welfare agencies and the police, and who in
later life will develop serious anti-social behaviours and associated
difficulties’. It is suggested that five per cent of families in New Zealand
are in a ‘cycle of disadvantage’, and a further 45 per cent of families
‘may be at risk of becoming severely disadvantaged given a combination
of adverse events and reduced capability’.?
It is claimed that while:

... ineffective parenting can be found in all family structures, and in all ranges
of socioeconomic and ethnic groups ... adolescents in families experiencing
parental separation or diverce, economic logs, maternal empleyment, parental
remarriage, a move to a new area and a new school, may be most at risk for
exhibiting maladaptive coping behaviours.®

If these factors have increased, then a connection seems obvious.

Studies controlling for a host of other variables cannot make the
effects of family structure disappear, or make the results go in the
opposite direction.” A large number have accumulated based on large,
nationally representative surveys, with longitudinal designs which
follow children from different backgrounds into adulthood, using
standardised measures and increasingly sophisticated statistical
techniques. As Sara McLanahan and Gary Sandefur put it:

... we reject the claim that children raised by only one parent do just as well as

children raised by both parents. We have been studying this gquestion for ten
years and in our opinion the evidence is quite clear.®

All research indicates:
.. that children who grow up in mother-only families are disadvantaged not only
during childhood or immediately after their parents’ marital disruption, but
during adolescence and voung adulthood as well. Moreover, the negative
consegquences associated with family structure extend across a wide range of
socio-economic outcomes.?

The extent to which parental separation puts children at a disadvan-
tage appears remarkably consistent across different locations and over
time, with many adverse outcomes having roughly double the preva-
lence among children from disrupted families compared with intact
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families.'® Typically, in the Western Australian Child Health Survey of
2,737 children, the proportion with low academic competence was 30
per cent for sole-parent families and 17 per cent for couple-families.
The recent survey into the mental health of children and adolescents in
Great Britain found that, whereas ten per cent of all children aged 5-15
yvears had a mental disorder, the rates were running at double (16 per
cent compared with eight per cent) among children in lone-parent as
compared with couple-families, and at 15 per cent for those with a step-
family.” Children living with cohabiting couples were more likely to
have a mental health problem, as distinct from those of married couples
(or 11.2 per cent to 7.3 per cent). Nearly one in five boys of lone parents
had a mental health problem, with most having a conduct disorder. (For
girls, it was one in eight, equally distributed between conduct and
emotional problems.) Fifty per cent of children with a mental disorder
had at one time seen the separation of their parents, compared with 29
per cent with no disorder, In turn, 37 per cent of those with a mental
health problem, compared with 21 per cent of those without, lived with
a lone parent.

Matters of Life and Death

The disadvantages for children not brought up by their two original
parents begin at birth and are reflected in the infant mortality rate.®
It appears to be a world-wide phenomenon, repeated from Jamaica™ to
Finland.” Children are also likely to die at a higher rate—something
associated with father absence in the historical record, even in
circumstances where resource levels were maintained.'®

Health effects, including significant increases in injury rates, and
higher rates of hospitalisation for children whose parents separate or
never marry compared with those remaining in an intact family, are
also recorded worldwide and occur independently of social background
and income.'” For the US, children living with a lone adult report a
higher prevalence of limited activity and higher rates of disability, more
hospitalisation and poorer health.'® New Zealand does not seem to be
an exception. In the Christchurch study the trends were most evident
from a five-year longitudinal follow-up study of hospital admissions as
a result of accidents or infections."

Family Breakdown and Child Abuse

New Zealand is in the top six industrialised nations in terms of deaths
from child abuse and neglect of children under one year of age.” In the
year 1999-2000 some 26,000 young people under 18 years were referred
to the Children and Young Persons Service for Care and Protection. In
the previous year, 1998/9, there were 10,800 substantiated cases of
abuse, neglect and problem behaviour notifications.
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Children from backgrounds of family disruption comprise a majority
of the victims of all major forms of active child abuse, physical,
emotional and sexual.” Neglect of children is twice as high for separ-
ated and divorced parents, compared with the continually married.” In
particular: ‘The presence of a step-parent is the best epidemiological
predictor of child abuse risk yet discovered’. This runs the gamut from
sexual molestation to fatal batterings, and is statistically independent
of poverty, maternal age and family size.”® Out of 52,000 child abuse
cases reviewed for the US, 72 per cent involved children in a household
without one or both biological parents, even though these households
comprised roughly a third of all households with children.?* In the early
1970s, when family fluidity was far less advanced than today, nearly 20
per cent of a group of 2556 New Zealand children with nen-accidental
injuries lived with a step-parent in contrast to 9.3 per cent of a
comparison group of 108 children with accidental injuries.” Similarly,
the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare® reported in 1994/5 on
30,615 substantiated cases of child abuse and neglect. Step-children
were involved in 21 per cent of cases, although less than 4 per cent of
children lived in step-families. While 81 per cent of children lived with
biological parents, they accounted for only 30 per cent of cases. A child
living with a mother in a de facto relationship with a man other than
the child’s father, or with a husband who was not the child’s father, was
at least five times more likely to be abused than one who lived with
both married parents. The rate of sexual abuse of children in de facio-
couple families is more than three times the rate in natural or adoptive
families. A high proportion of child killers in Australia are either step-
fathers or the mothers’ boyfriends, and represent a disproportionate
risk for children, particularly in the carly stages of a relationship,”

This is not simply a phenomenon of developed societies. Among
foraging South American tribes, 43 per cent of children raised by a
mother and step-father die before their fifteenth birthday, compared
with 19 per cent of those raised by two genetic parents. Historical
demographic analysis shows similar results in European peasant
societies of the past, where child mortality rose after a widowed parent
remarried. Poverty is more strongly associated with neglect but cannot
account for the high rigks of abuse in step-parent families.”

A step-father with no blood ties to the children is not only more likely
to kill or ill-treat them than the biological father, but the risk from a
man without either a blood or legal tie to the children in the household
appears greatest of all.”* To an extent, marriage increases commitment
to the father role in men who are not the biological fathers of the
children in the household, and it brings into play the incest taboo.
Leslie Mangolin’s work for the University of lowa into reported cases
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of non-parental child abuse found a half of the total inflicted by
boyfriends, although they provided only two per cent of all nen-parental
childeare. Among cases of non-parental child abuse in lone-parent
homes, 64 per cent of the perpetrators were mothers’ boyfriends, from
whom the risk of sexual abuse was particularly high.®®

Fragmented families also afford poorer protection from opportunistic
males in the area, so that 84 per cent of all cases of non-parental child
abuse occurs to children from sole-parent homes. The enhanced risk of
abuse outside the home parallels the higher accident rates of sole-
parent children. This may be a factor in the earlier sexual activity and
pregnancy rates of girls of sole mothers, since many young teens report
being coerced by older boys.* Unfortunately, the recent report on child
abuse and neglect produced jointly by Child, Youth and Family Services
(CYFS) and the Ministry of Social Policy was dismissive of the ‘large
body of evidence’ suggesting ‘that the incidence of reported child
maltreatment is over-represented among single-parent families and
blended families’. Instead the reported abuse and neglect are accounted
for by the ‘higher levels of surveillance’ from neighbours and welfare
agencies that sole parents supposedly experience. The ‘causes’ are
drained away into a ‘complex interplay between different factors that
may act at the level of the individual, the family, the community, and
the cultural system

School Performance

International surveys of educational performance show how the
underachievement of boys, particularly in relation to reading, is a
problem for the UK and New Zealand. In 1998, roughly a third of school
leavers had less than year 12 qualifications. Children from separated
homes perform less well in school-based skills than those from intact
homes, and problems often persist into adulthood, as seen in studies
from the UK, the US, New Zealand and Australia.*® American data from
the National Health Interview Survey on Child Health in 1988 showed
how—even after adjustment for other economic, social and demographic
variables—family structure was related to academic performance.
Children from disrupted marriages were more than twice as likely as
those living with both biological parents to have been expelled or
suspended, while those with a never-married mother were more than
three times as likely to have had this experience.*® Those from two-
parent families are generally least likely to truant or be disruptive at
school.”® Recent work on six rounds of the International Social Science
Surveys/Australia showed how children whose parents divorce get, on
average, about seven-tenths of a year less education than children from
intact families. This is a statistically large difference, similar to ones
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from US data, and the loss is for children who are otherwise compara-
ble, economically and otherwise.?® The loss is not ameliorated by
remarriage. The results are consistent with the argument that the loss
of parental encouragement, support and control has a detrimental effect
on educational success. While family structure tends to be more related
to the attainment of formal qualifications and school behaviour than
actual intellectual differences, some evidence links father absence with
lower cognitive test scores for young children. By age 13, there is an
average difference of half a year in reading abilities between children
of divorced parents and those who have intact families.’” In some
samples of young adults, divorce is connected with low educational
attainment as much or more for women as men.*

Greater acceptance of divorce, unwed births and sole parenthood, and
the reduction of the stigma as more children experience divorce or live
with one parent, might be predicted to ameliorate any adverse effects.
However, even those anxious to put the most optimistic construction on
the evidence, concede that ‘... the lessons from the United States ... are
not encouraging. Their experience of a higher divorce rate over a longer
period of time has not resulted in improving outcomes for children.” A
combined analysis from the three UK national cohort studies—the
National Survey of Health and Development, the National Child
Development Study and the Education Study, shows that the disadvan-
tage in educational qualifications has remained constant for children
born from 1946 through to 1970.* Although the prevalence of having no
qualifications and of having fewer than five O-levels has decreased with
each birth cohort, the relative risk of a poor educational outcome
associated with parental separation has risen slightly.*! The Australian
data also suggests that the educational differences due to divorce have
increased over time."

The Same Patterns on Both Sides of the World

Both the New Zealand Christchurch Health and Development Study
and the UK National Child Development Study provide for large-scale
and detailed study of the impact of different environments on children
of similar parents, by following and comparing adopted and non-
adopted children born to single mothers.® Generally favourable
conditions prevailed in the New Zealand adoptive and biolegical two-
parent families, compared with those of non-adopted children born out
of wedlock, who had lower levels of childhood activities and pre-school
education, poorer healthcare, greater residential change, more parental
separations and more unresponsive, punitive mothers. The single
mothers had low levels of education and qualifications, more difficulties
with child-rearing, and greater numbers of stressful or negative life
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events.* Similarly, in the UK, adopted children had the most advan-
taged mix of family and social circumstances and children of single
mothers the least. Only one per cent of the adoptive mothers showed
‘little or no interest’ in their children’s education in non-manual homes,
compared with four per cent of the mothers of children born in wedlock
and 21 per cent of those of out-of-wedlock children.

At 11 years of age,* one in three of the UK's out-of-wedlock children
were living with a lone parent or in ‘other situations’ one in six had
been in care and one in three families was receiving public assistance,
One in ten of the born-in-wedlock children were no longer living with
both natural parents. Very few adopted children had experienced a
family break, only four per cent of families received public assistance,
and both middle- and working-class adoptive families usually main-
tained or improved their circumstances over time. The out-of-wedlock
children again showed the poorest social adjustment, and the difference
with those born in wedlock was only slightly reduced when allowance
was made for environmental factors.

While the three groups in the Christchurch study at 14-16 years* did
not differ significantly for mood disorders, anxiety, or suicidal behav-
iour, oppositional and defiant behaviour was marked in 36.7 per cent
of adolescents of single mothers, 21.9 per cent of thaose from adoptive
families and 14.2 per cent of those born into two-parent families, Self-
reported offending rates were respectively 42.6 per cent, 28.1 per cent
and 20.3 per cent. The rates of difficult behaviours in adoptees were
higher than expected given the generally advantaged characteristics of
their adoptive families, but lower than expected given the characteris-
tics of their biclogical parents, with the same pattern for achievement
and ability.

For the parallel British National Child Development Study, at 16 the
out-of-wedlock adolescents still had the highest rates of difficulty
overall, even after allowances were made for material and social
factors. The difficulties of the adopted group were less marked than
earlier on; the deterioration in their adjustment between seven and 11
did not continue into adolescence. The out-of-wedlock children were by
far the most likely to have completely separated from their homes and
to have spent time in care where, ‘for many ... the picture is one of
continuing material disadvantage and an increased likelihood of family
instability’."’

A similar picture is reflected in US data from the 1988 National
Survey of Child Health*. Biological children in intact families repeated
grades less often than any other group, saw mental health professionals
less and had fewer behaviour problems than all other groups. This
group was followed by those adopted in infancy, who did better than
those adopted later, or born outside marriage and raised by a single
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mother. Adopted children generally did better in educational attain-
ment than single-parent and grandparent-raised children, and enjoyed
health similar to that of those from intact families.

Delinguency and Family Disruption

Serious violent offending has increased more rapidly than cther types
of crime in New Zealand. Rape and sexual violation offences rose 10,936
per cent between 1948 and 1995, and robbery by 6,848 per cent, as the
population grew by 115 per cent. Between 1981 and 1991, the number
of robberies and serious assaults trebled, sexual attacks doubled and
homicides increased by 70 per cent, with a dramatic upturn in 1992-93.
While there might be some problems with the data, the amount of erime
committed by the age group 10-16 seems to have risen considerably in
the 1990s. The number of 14- to 16-year-olds apprehended for violent
offences was reasonably static between 1987 and 1992, then almost
doubled in the four years from 1992 to 1996 (1,813 to 3,195). The
proportion of youth (10-168) apprehended in relation to total reported
crime stayed constant at around 22 per cent over the 1990s, while the
proportion of children and young people in the population declined. A
study of a cohort of New Zealand males aged 10 to 24 found that around
25 per cent appeared in the adult or youth court on one occasion and
that over a half of these re-offended on at least one other occasion.* Of
those offenders whose first offence is between the ages of 17 and 19
years, 75 per cent are reconvicted within five years.

It has long been known that severely disturbed or delinquent
youngsters usually have very adverse backgrounds, with chronic levels
of family disruption. Although children in divorced and step-families
show a broad range of social, emotional, academic and behavioural
problems compared with those from intact, original families, the most
marked and congistent problems are those relating to oppositional and
anti-social behaviour.® On a standard checklist, about a quarter of US
adolescents in divorced and step-families were above the cut-off point
for behaviour problems, in contrast to the ten per cent in intact
families.*

Estimating that about three per cent of New Zealand school pupils
exhibit severe behavioural difficulties, David Fergusson’s 20-year
Christchurch Health and Development Study, using a cohort of 1,265
children born in 1977, illustrates how these are related to a complex of
adverse factors centring on the family. Those 15-year-olds whose
problematic behaviour includes early sexual activity, conduct disorder,
police contact, and substance abuse,” tend to come from generally
disadvantaged backgrounds with low parental education, parental
eriminality, young parents, low socio-economic status and particularly
high rates of family instability, ex-nuptial births and single parenthood.
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They entered a lone-parent family at birth in 40.7 per cent of cases,
compared with 5.8 for other teenagers, and 55.6 per cent were the
result of an ex-nuptial birth, compared with 14.3 per cent generally. A
quarter of those in this most disadvantaged part of the sample
developed early onset multiple problem behaviours and 87 per cent had
at least one behavioural or mental health problem by 15. Only 13 per
cent were problem-free teenagers, compared with 80 per cent in the
most advantaged 50 per cent of the sample.

In parallel, the Cambridge Study of Delinquent Development, the
main British study of criminal career development, tracked the
development of anti-social behaviour for inner-city males, mostly born
in 1953. Delinquents tended to have convicted parents and siblings (less
than five per cent of the sample families accounted for half of all the
convictions), Up to the tenth birthday, they were more likely to be
hyperactive, impulsive, unpopular, to have broken homes, harsh
parents who were uninterested in education, low intelligence and poor
attainment. The best independent predictors of convictions up to age 32,
after anti-social child behaviour was excluded, were a convicted parent,
daring, large family size, separation from a parent, and low junior
school attainment. The background to an anti-social personality itself
lay in earlier anti-social personality and separation from a parent, low
intelligence and attainment, plus convicted, unemployed, uneducated
fathers who were uninvolved with sons.”

The other New Zealand longitudinal study from Dunedin shows that
children exposed to family changes, single parenting and discord are
more likely to become anti-social and delinquent.* Research completed
in 1995 analysed the case histories of 109 recidivists (a half had
committed at least six offences in one year), aged between ten and 13
years (29 per cent were European, 58 per cent Maori and ten per cent
Pacific Island).”® In 38 per cent of cases, crime was intergenerational.
In 34 per cent, the family was involved in drugs and alcohol abuse and,
in 76 per cent of cases, the parents had difficulty coping. While 60 per
cent of these youngsters had suffered neglect, physical or sexual abuse,
and 80 per cent had schooling problems, only 17 per cent of the children
came from stable backgrounds, and 65 per cent had experienced at least
one change in caregiver or family constellation. In Australia, 62 per
cent of recidivist car thieves, average age 16 years, had dead or
separated parents; 50 per cent lived with relatives or in care; 57 per
cent were lacking parent or adult support; and 76 per cent were neither
employed nor at school.*® Exploration of the degree and varieties of
parental deprivation (defined as the loss or absence of one or both
parents for at least a year before age 15) amongst ‘abnormal’ (and
usually institutionalised) adult populations, compared with samples
drawn from ‘normal’ Australian populations, revealed that the worst
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affected group of disturbed prisoners often had experienced the virtual
if not total collapse of their family structure after the loss of the father
or both parents.” Their families were belaboured by strife, with
institutional care prominent and recurring. A similar story is told for
persistent young offenders in the UK, where 15 of the 74 successfully
interviewed were living with neither parent, five with their fathers
only, 32 with their mothers only and 22 living with what are described
as two parents, but including step-parents, mother’s boyfriends and
grandparents. The degree of family disruption is under-represented,
since young offenders with the most disordered lives are difficult to
trace.®

While there may be young people with as chaotic backgrounds who
do not get into trouble, this does not alter the fact that such disrupted
backgrounds are far more common among the seriously delinquent than
the law-abiding. In turn, while possible congenital characteristics
shared by the child and the parents may lie behind the problems of
both, and while inappropriate socialisation practices may be both a
cause and effect of the child’s maladaptive behaviour, environmental
adversity has an additive and not just an interactive effect. Connections
exist generally between disrupted family background and lesser
degrees of criminality or socially problematic behaviour. A sample of
500 files within the Christchurch Police Zone, detailing offences for
1999 committed by children and young people, showed that 65 per cent
were committed by youngsters from homes without the birth father.*
Such associations between broken homes and delinquency have been
demonstrated consistently over a century. However measured or
recorded, higher rates of aggressive behaviour, criminal offences,
behaviour referrals, behaviour problems at home or in school are seen
from early childhood to early adulthood. The associations are particu-
larly strong for boys.®

The Cambridge Study of Delinquent Development showed that

delinquents were not only more likely to be born out of wedlock, but
there was an overall doubling of the risk of delinquency where homes
were broken by divorce.® There were particularly high rates of parental
separation among the 50 men who had been convicted as juveniles and
adults.®? In the longitudinal Oregon Youth Study boys who had been
through divorce by the age of ten were more likely to be anti-social. This
was especially marked where they had step-fathers, with their chances
of arrest double those living with both biological parents.®

Elsewhere, children with step-fathers were more likely to demon-
strate the most disruptive behaviour, and those living in intact married
families the least.* At the 16-year-old follow up of the National Child
Development Study, the main longitudinal study of child development
in Britain, eight per cent of boys with both natural parents had been to
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court at some time, but 16 per cent of those with lone mothers and 19
per cent of boys with step-fathers. Those who had dealings with police
or probation officers were respectively nine per cent, 17 per cent and 20
per cent,®® and similarly for the 1946 birth cohort.®® The US National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth, where boys who were between 14 and 22
in 1979 have been followed through to their thirties, also shows how
those raised outside of an intact marriage are, on average, more than
twice as likely as other boys to go to jail. This is after controlling for
many background variables like mothers’ education, family income,
number of siblings, intelligence and neighbourhood factors, such as the
proportion of mother-only families, unemployment rates and so forth.
The study covers one of the first youth cohorts to have experienced high
levels of father-absence during childhood and high rates of youth
violence, with rising prison populations during adolescence and early
adulthood. Boys raised by unwed mothers were about two-and-a-half
times more likely to be imprisoned. They spend more time without a
father compared with those whose parents divorced in their teens, who
were about one-and-a-half times more likely to be imprisoned.”’

Similar results are found for hard-to-manage pre-schoolers.®
Altogether, 27 per cent of youngsters with problem behaviours which
persist until age nine, 21 per cent of improved youngsters and only four
per cent of controls were living in lone-parent or step-families.
Moreover, early family change and disruption predict age-nine
attention deficit disorder. Again, the results are similar to those from
the Dunedin study, where children whose behaviour problems remained
stable from ages five to seven lived in more discordant families,
characterised by higher rates of marital separation and lone parenting,
poorer family relationships, and more maternal symptoms of physical
and psychological distress, compared with children who had improved
or who were never identified as having problems.*

Unfortunately, the groups with the highest rates of family fragmen-
tation and disruption, who already have the highest participation rates
for criminality, are expanding groups which will progressively become
a higher proportion of the population. In the 1990s, the rates of
offender-apprehension for viclent offences for those under 30 were
almost as high, and in some age bands higher, for Maori youth as for
European, although Maori represented less than one in four of the
younger New Zealand population. Maori rates of juvenile offending are
over five times those for non-Maori.™

From Disadvantaged Children to Disadvantaged Adulis

The effects of divorce and sole parenthood continue to be evident in
adulthood, with poorer psychological adjustment, lower socio-economic
attainment and greater marital failure than adults reared in an intact
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family. A longitudinal, national sample of US children born between
1965 and 1970, whose parents separated or divorced before 16 years of
age, and for whom there is data from all three waves of the nationwide
study,” showed that, even after controlling for variations in parental
education, race, and other child and family factors, 18-22-year-olds from
disrupted families were twice as likely to have poor relationships with
their mother (30 per cent compared with 16 per cent), or father (two-
thirds compared with 29 per cent), to show high levels of emotional
distress or problem behaviours, to have received psychological help, and
to have dropped out of high school at some peint (at double the rate or
those from non-disrupted backgrounds). School-based problems had
more to do with emotional and behaviour problems than learning
difficulties. Girls were at increased risk of early sexuality, teenage
pregnancy and non-nuptial births and of themselves divorcing. The
effects are stronger for those whose families were disrupted before five
years old.

Adult children of divorced parents have significantly more mental
health problems than do adult children of intact families,” something
seen in the strong link between parental divorce during the middle and
late childhood years (ages seven to 16) and adult mental health status
in the British National Child Development Study, with a substantial 39
per cent increase in the risk of clinically significant psychological
problems, Maladjustment also rose when there was family ‘restructur-
ing’ and, even more, when time was spent in public care,” It is
particularly in early adulthood that the risk to women’s mental health
becomes evident.”™ Among subjects born in 1946 from the UK’s National
Survey of Health and Development, and last interviewed in 1989-1990
at 43, there was still a doubling of the proportion with high depression
scores among women who had undergone earlier parental divorce and
a strong link between coming from a diverced family and being divoreced
oneself. The plight of offspring faced with the financial consequences of
their own divorce may provoke or exacerbate mental health problems,
since divorced parents provide less in the way of economic support to
adult children than do intact families, However, neither the extent nor
magnitude of the effects of financial hardship are anywhere near
sufficient to explain the extremely high level of symptoms. If very high
rates of depression found for women who have undergone both parental
and adult divorce ‘truly reflects causal influences’ then the ‘upward
trend in divorce rates seen in many developed countries would be
doubly implicated as a factor serving to increase rates of depression,
particularly in women.”®

Not just women, but men are also more likely to have long-term
problems. Men from divorced families in the British 1946 cohort were
proportionally more likely to be out of work by their mid-30s, both as a
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matter of choice and as a result of mental and physical disability
(having a three- to five-fold incidence of mental illness compared with
those from intact families).” Twice the expected proportion were in the
lowest income bracket after controls for class of origin and early
abilities. A middte-class child was half as likely to go to university and
the same applied to a working-class child’s likelihood of passing
examinations. As poorer prospects made men insecure workers at the
lower end of the job market, this sabotaged their chances of both
acquiring or retaining mates. Being far more likely to be single also
increased their chance of being unemployed, and of dropping out of the
workforce entirely.” In the 1958 UK cohort, men who experienced
divoree as children were also twice as likely te be unemployed at age 33
(14 per cent to seven per cent), and to have experienced multiple spells
of unemployment, with the differences coming mainly from those whose
parents divorced before they were seven. After educational test scores
in childheod, the most powerful predictor of adult outcomes was family
type, followed by father’s interest in schooling, contact with the police
by age 16, and experience of childhood poverty.” The deficit in
qualifications for men from divorced families was somewhat reduced by
considerations of financial circumstances in childhood as well as early
intelligence and behaviour, but this did not apply to the relative lack of
higher qualifications. In parallel for the US, the recent Occupational
Changes in a Generation Survey showed that a non-intact family
background increased the odds of sons ending up in the lowest socio-
economic stratum at their first occupational destination by over 50 per
cent, and over 30 per cent for their current position.*

How Much Does Money Count?

It is very commonly argued that family structure per se has no negative
consequences for children, and that adverse outcomes are entirely due
to low income. In turn, the unspoken if not explicit assumption is that
the low income, and hence the adverse consequences, may be laid at the
door of the state’s failure to provide for sole parents. Whilst not denying
that many sole-parent households are poor, many studies have shown
little or no relationship between economic circumstances and outcomes.
In Sanford M. Dornbusch and colleagues’ work on the control of adol-
escents, measures of social class or parental income and education did
not affect the consistent relationship between mother-only households
and higher rates of deviance.® In the National Longitudinal Survey of
Labor Market Experience, the longer the time spent with a lone parent,
the greater the reduction in educational attainment. Controlling for
income did not noticeably reduce its significantly adverse effect on
men—only women. And, while living with a lone parent had the
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greatest negative impact in the pre-school years, income had no effect
on this timing *

In the Western Australian Child Health Survey,” a child with a
mental health problem was present in 23.1 per cent of couple-families
compared with 39.2 per cent of lone-parent families. There was a
struggle to provide necessities in respectively 2.8, 5.0, and 15.3 per cent
of original couple, step-families and sole-parent families and an unsafe
neighbourhood was experienced by 4.0, 4.8 and 9.2 per cent. However,
family income was not significant in predicting child mental health
status, while marked family discord, family type and parents’ diseiplin-
ary style all were: 83 per cent of children with mental health problems
could be classified correctly on the basis of significant family discord,
family type and parents’ disciplinary style. When children from families
in the National Study of Child Development (UK 1958 cohort) who
experienced a fall in status after separation were contrasted with those
from families that did not, equal rates of delinquency and psychoso-
matic or emotional problems were found in both groups.® There are
also disadvantages in educational attainment between children of
divorce and those who remain with both original parents in the UK,
irrespective of social class at birth, or socio-economic status before
separation.®

In Sweden, children of sole parents are not peor and so suffer no
disadvantages compared with children from intact families, or so we are
told. However, according to the Swedish Commission on Educational
Inequality, which studied 120,000 students between 1988 and 1992,
children who had been through family dissolution showed lower
educational attainment at 16 than children in stable two-parent
families, Children of lone parents did better than did children living
with two unmarried adults, and children of widow{er)s better than
children of divorced parents.*

Parental remarriage, often associated with a very marked improve-
ment in economic circumstances, is not associated with any consistent
improvement in children’s behaviour or performance.’” If the educa-
tional attainment, or the behaviour, of the children of lone parents is
only affected by their income, then we must expect that outcomes
should be the same for children of two parents in the same economic
position. This tends not to be the case. The 1988 National Health
Interview Survey on Child Health, involving 17,110 US children aged
17 or under, found that anti-social behavicur, anxiety and depression,
headstrong behaviour, hyperactivity, dependency, peer conflict or social
withdrawal were higher at lower income levels, and then tended to
diminish up the income scale for children in all circumstances.
However, within income bands, from the lowest to the highest, the
differences between children of one- and two-parent families persisted.®
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Distinctions by family type obtain amongst the poor as anywhere
else. Analysis of a sample of 300 nationwide care and protection
notifications to the New Zealand Children and Young Persons Service,
and a further 300 youth justice notifications for 1995, revealed that 59
per cent of the former and 51 per cent of the latter were the children of
income-tested beneficiaries, compared with expected population
percentages of 27 and 19.*° However, most of these notifications were
not simply from poor or low socio-economic backgrounds, since 42 per
cent of those who were the subject of care and protection notifications
and 35 per cent of the youth justice notifications were also the children
of Domestic Purposes Beneficiaries (compared with the expected
population percentages of 19 and 12} and lived with sole caregivers. A
higher than average proportion of Maori were in both populations of
beneficiaries and those coming to the attention of the CYFS, (with
Maori women about three times more likely than non-Maori women of
parenting age to receive DPB).

Sara McLanahan and Gary Sandefur consider that ‘it would be
inappropriate to compare children with similar income levels’ if ‘we
want to measure the total effect of family disruption on childreny’. They
see ‘low income as partly the result, as well as partly the cause, of
family disruptiony’, thus to compare children with similar income levels
would ‘lead us to underestimate the consequences of single
parenthood’.® Only after estimating the total effect do they then explore
how much of the effect of family disruption is due to loss of income, for
whatever reason. They calculate, for example, that income accounts for
between 40 and 50 per cent of the overall difference in high school drop-
out rates between children from mother-only and two-parent families
in one prominent American sample.” Analysis of three other longitudi-
nal US surveys showed how family income accounted for between 13
per cent and 50 per cent of the relationships between growing up with
a lone mother and becoming a single parent in adulthood, depending on
which sample was used, and whether one looked at blacks, whites or
Hispanics.” Between 50 per cent and 87 per cent of the difference is
unexplained by economic factors. McLanahan’s own analysis of the data
from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics showed how differences in
income accounted for up to 25 per cent of the intergenerational cycle of
lone parenthood (and so not for 75 per cent).®

The higher the ratio of children to adults, the more attenuated
parental attention is likely to be, and this probably accounts for the
frequent finding that children from large families at all levels do not do
so well educationally compared with those from smaller families.
Parental investment in children is affected by parental ability to
combine resources of time and money to produce achievement, and this
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will depend upon parental skills, education and intelligence. In the
survey of 13,135 British five-year-olds for the Child Health and
Education Study it was found that children of lone parents and those
from families with five or more children had poorer linguistic ability,
compared with those from two-parent and smaller families. Children
with the lowest scores lived with grandparents and in foster homes and
were likely to have come from disrupted backgrounds.*

The role of income in accounting for outcomes at all has been
questioned. Income may be a proxy for other variables. Once children’s
basic material needs are met, characteristics of the parents become
more important to how they twrn out than anything additional money
can buy.” An attempt to unpack the effects of parental socio-economic
status on educational outcomes for boys of divorced mothers found that
achievement was affected by parental occupation and parental
education, as mediated by home environments that encouraged skill
building. The income aspect of SES had ne influence.”



8

Why Children Don’t Do So Well in
‘Alternative Family Structures’

Summary: Some people argue thaf, in analysing the problems experi-
encerd by parents and their children, we should concentrate on processes’
not ‘structure’. In other words, the fumily type (lone-parent, step-parent
etc) is not importani—only the quality of the parenting that takes place.
In fact, it is not possible to turn structure and process into rival concepts
claiming our allegiance: they go together. The problems of ‘process’ result
from one of ‘structure’—one parent, usually the father, is absent. Two-
parent families act as a group: one parent monitors and supports the
other. The negative outcomes experienced by children of divorced parents
cannot be wholly attributed to conditions which existed prior to the
divorce, like arguments. Except in cases of high conflict, children can
cope with parental arguments better than they cope with divorce. When
sole parents re-partner, forming step-families, it might be thought that
problems would be reduced, as the child acquires two adull carers
instead of one. In fact, step-families have problems of their own,
resulting from internal rivalries and an unwillingness of step-parents to
‘tnvest’ in bringing up other people’s children. Because sociwl science
deals in probabilities, and cannot predict with certainty the outcome of
a particular case, the risks of family breakdown are dismissed.

The evidence that children do not, on average, fare so well in arrange-
ments other than the traditional, two-parent family is now overwhelm-
ing. We still need to ask why this should be so. Is there something
about ‘alternative family structures’ that leads to poorer parenting?

Trying to Separate Process from Structure

The most long-standing and well worked reason for rejecting the roles
of family composition and transitions in outcomes is economic, and
relates to poverty and lower social class. As research has begun to show
that this is not the case, it has been concluded that the real subject of
enquiry should not be family transitions or structure at all. Instead:
‘children’s well being is more a functioning of parenting and relation-
ship processes within the family than it is a function of household

135
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composition or demographic factors’. Sexual orientation has recently
been added to ‘family structure’ so that, while it ‘might be argued that
certain kinds of family interactions, processes, and relationships are
beneficial for children’s development, ... parents need not be heterosex-
ual to provide them. In other words, variables related to family
processes (e.g., qualities of relationships) may be more important
predictors of child adjustment than are variables related to family
structure {(e.g., sexual orientation, number of parents in the home).
Since ‘sensitive parenting in creating secure attachment ... does not
stipulate the necessity of any particular family constellation or
structure’,! it follows that parenting of a sufficient quantity and quality
can be provided equally well from different relationships, different
addresses.

Thus, it is possible to re-cast many of the associations or ‘statistical
connections [between solo parenting or family disruption and more
adverse outcomes] as ... the result of indirect influences over the way
that children are socialised’ ? For example: ‘hostile coercive parent-child
relationships, inept parental discipline and supervision, and parental
yielding to child coercion (negative reinforcement) are associated with
aggression and externalising behaviours in adolescents’. This ‘interacts
with non-compliance in children to produce escalating cycles of coercive
exchanges between parents and children that lead to child aggression
and anti-social behaviour’. The outcome is that children ‘exhibit
unregulated aggressive behaviours and a dearth of social and academic
skills that often lead to association with anti-social peers and greater
risks for the development of more serious externalising behaviours in
adolescence’.’ Thus, once the quality of relationships with parents and
their willingness to supervise their children are taken into account, the
influence of family structures disappears.

The majority of well-designed studies ... find that family structure—the number

of parents in the home or the fact of divoree—is not in ifself the critical factor in

children’s well-being. In both intact and other families, what children need most
is a warm, concerned relationship with at least one parent ...

However, process and structure are so closely interrelated as to be
virtually inseparable. Consider the role of fathers.

Highly Involved Men and Dad Deficits

Father involvement in older children’s lives, espectally boys, has
repeatedly been found to foster positive development in terms of
educational achievement, career plans, and the prevention of lawless-
ness.” Even such small matters as willingness to go with the mother
and discuss the child with teachers have large measurable results on
achievement.” The Tomorrow’s Men Project’ found that can-do
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boys—with a positive attitude to life, combining confidence, optimism
and self-motivation—are more likely to live with dad, compared with
low can-do boys. A can-do attitude amongst boys is linked to school
ethos, a positive parenting style (which is empathic and supportive),
high family togetherness and highly involved fathering (in the sense of
spending time with a son, talking about worries and showing interest
in schoolwork). Can-do boys commonly report highly involved men
(HIM) in their lives (91 per cent with HIM are can-de boys). But 72 per
cent of those with dad deficit (DD) are low can-do boys. Compared with
boys with DD, those with high level fathering are more likely to care
about social and community issues, to have strong ideas of right and
wrong, and to consider or imagine themselves as a father one day. Only
a quarter of those boys with HIM have one or more problems {depres-
sion, being in trouble with the police and being anti-school}, compared
with two-thirds of those with a DD, where more than one in ten have all
three.

Similar associations between positive paternal engagement and
outcomes in children aged 5-18 in two-parent families emerged from the
US National Survey of Families and Households.? For both boys and
girls, it meant lower levels of personal and social problems and better
sociability. In boys, it also predicted better school behaviour. All results
were irrespective of positive mothering, race and socio-economic
variables, Among boys and girls who claimed a bad relationship with
their fathers, twice as many had ever offended compared with young
people who claimed to have had a good relationship. In a long-term
follow-up of black US teenage mothers and their children, father
presence had large effects on adjustment in adolescence.®

The effects of early father invelvement are evident in adulthood:
children of affectionate fathers are more likely to be happily martied in
their 40s, to report good relationships with friends, and be mentally
healthy.!® At the same time, adults who had a father present in the
early and adolescent years are more companionable and responsible."!
Obviously intact marriages strongly affect the probability, even the
possibility, that a child will have a good relationship with a father. The
continuance, let alone quality, of the child’s relationships with his or
her natural parents is affected by whether they are divorced or whether
the child knew each parent from the beginning. Fathers whe live in
separate households often have a low level of involvement with their
children, become less altruistic towards, or less closely identified with
them over time, less aware of their needs, and less willing to share their
income with them. The younger the children at the time of divorce, the
more likely the father is to drift away from regular contact.” By
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adulthood, the relationship quality with divorced, non custoedial fathers
and that of children who have never lived with their father, is much the
same.’® Some fathers develop new emotional attachments which
supersede previous commitments. Only a third had frequent, regular
contact in the Tripp and Cockett study.' Typically, as in the US
National Survey of Children, nearly one half had not seen their non-
custodial fathers in the past year, as ‘marital disruption effectively
destroys the ongoing relationship between the children and their
biological parents living outside the home in a majority of families’."”®
Even where there is contact with a non-resident father, it 1s arguable
whether or not it makes any difference to the child.'

While we know that family structure on its own is not a predictor of
child development, it is a proxy for those factors that directly affect
children’s well-being. Economic status or poverty are also structural,
but their effects usually depend upon intervening variables. These
might be the characteristics of the relations that accompany marital
dissolution or intermittent cohabitation (for example, decreased
attention, affection and communication), as well as the task overload of
single parents.”” Income, neighbourhoods, resources, educational level,
supervision, attachment, and so forth, supply reasons why some
children do not do so well as they might in other circumstances, but
these factors are, in turn, affected by the presence or absence of a
parent. It is not so much that family processes make family structure
irrelevant, as that ‘the differences in family processes associated with
parental divorce and remarriage are critical for the child’s social and
emotional development’.'® All in all: ‘it borders on educational malprac-
tice to tell students that process matters, but structure does not, as if
these concepts were somehow competitors for our ideclogical allegiance,
rather than descriptions of two closely interrelated aspects of family
life’. "

Where one parent is absent from home, he is not only less likely to be
spending time with the children, but this may also reduce the availabil-
ity of the mother because she has to do many tasks performed by
fathers in two-parent homes. The remaining parent may spend less
tirne on primary childeare activities, with comparatively less affection,
supervision, and attention and a comparative lack of household order,
activities and predictable regimes. Lower levels of parental involvement
and supervision, which are found more frequently in mother-only
homes, affect everything from help with homework to the monitoring of
adolescents’ social activities.”® Social and economic investment in the
children may fall, not just because there is less income, but also
because the mother may be more likely to centre her life elsewhere. Her
own social and sex life, courtship and boyfriends may compete for



WHY CHILDREN DON'T DO SO WELL IN 139
‘ALTERNATIVE FAMILY STRUCTURES’

attention with the children, and her reference points are more likely to
shift away from the home.

As paternal absenteeism generally lowers levels of contact between
adults and children, so family life becomes more sparse and perfunc-
tory. While nothing is more strongly correlated with delinqueney than
the number of delinquent friends an adolescent has, time spent with a
family is capable of reducing and even eliminating peer influence.” The
motivation toward delinquency generated by one social environment
(peer culture) is neutralised or counteracted by another (the family) by
inhibiting the initial formation of delinquent friendships. Family time
has a significant effect on all self-reported delinquency, particularly
weekend family time. Parent-child attachment may indirectly affect
delinquency, because it inhibits the development of delinquent
friendships by either reducing opportunities to associate with deviant
peers, or influencing the kind of friends adolescents have. (It does little
to reduce delinquency among those who already have delinquent
friends.) The immediate pressure of peers on adolescents is so great
that peer-induced pressures to violate the law can only be overcome by
avoiding the company of delinquent peers altogether.”

If any factor is primary in the genesis of anti-social behaviour in all
forms, it is encompassed under the heading of discipline, or rather the
lack of it.”® Parental control may be weaker in a one-parent family,
simply because monitoring or supervision is more difficult for one
person. Moreover, divorced mothers may make fewer demands of
children, and use less effective disciplinary strategies than married
mothers.? In the Western Australian Child Health Survey,” parents of
almost 20 per cent of children in sole-parent families expressed the
need for outside help in disciplining their children in comparison with
seven per cent in couple-families. A sole parent may be less capable of
providing supervision, and if poor supervision is linked to delinquency,
then there is an unavoidable link between disrupted families and
criminality. ®® Given that sole mothers have less input into their
children’s decisions than married parents, adolescents may conse-
quently be more susceptible to peer pressure, and thus more likely to
engage in anti-social behaviour, be non-compliant, and lack social
skills.?’ As the child ages, parents and teachers may abandon any
attempts to set and enforce limits in order to avoid confrontation. This
is all likely to be magnified where the child has a behaviour disorder.
David R. Offord’s study of all juveniles placed on probation by the
juvenile court of Ottawa-Carlton in the mid-1970s found that intact
families had a significantly better chance of keeping anti-social
behaviour under control than lone parents if there were no other
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parental disabilities like mental illness, criminality and welfare
history.” Elsewhere, men who had come from unbroken homes with
serious conflict {often with alcoholic or criminal fathers) were more
criminal than those from either unbroken or broken homes with
affectionate mothers.”® But, ‘supervision, a form of control more likely
to occur when a child was raised by two parents, accounted for a
reliable proportion of the variation in crime’, Loving mothers were more
likely to supervise, but then so were two parents and, ‘comparisons
indicate that boys were more likely to be supervised if they had intact
homes and were less likely to be criminal if supervised. The data could
be interpreted as suggesting an indirect criminogenic effect from
paternal absence’.® Unaffectionate broken homes provide very low
levels of supervision. In one study of families in high-risk inner-city
neighbourhoods, only six per cent of children from stable (no broken
marriage) and safe (supervised) homes became delinquent, compared
with 18 per cent from homes which were either unstable (broken
martiage) or unsafe (lack of supervision). There was a 90 per cent rate
from homes rated as both unstable and unsafe.®® As Dornbusch and
colleagues report, while it is true that the presence of other adults, like
grandparents, brings household control levels closer to those of the two-
parent family so, by the same token, ‘the raising of adolescents is not
a task that can easily be borne by the mother alone’.*

The absence of monitoring by parents and ‘over-investment’ in peer
relationships that accompanies the withdrawal of adolescent children
in divorced mother- and step-families from home relationships, may
also lead to poorer competence and education compared with those
whose parents are in stable marriages.”

Being a Group

In two-parent families, each parent can help to make up for the
deficiencies of the other. Being a group involves a qualitative, as well
as a quantitative, difference. It is an aspect of the way in which the
family acts as a social unit. Observing how, in the research, the
frequency of visitation by non-custodial fathers is unrelated to child
adjustment, Paul Amato® suggests that paternal commitment and the
‘paternal effect’ may be heavily dependent upon marital commitment,
since:

For many men ... marriage and parenthood are a package deal. Their ties te their

children, and their feelings of responsibility for their children, depend on their

ties to their wives. It is as though men only know how to be fathers indirectly,
through the actions of their wives.®

It may not make sense to ask whether mothers or fathers have a
greater influence on children’s development. Instead, it may be more
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meaningful to think about the mother/father/child triad. Not only may
fathers play their most important role in children’s lives as a member
of the marital partnership, but as the supportive behaviour of fathers
improves the quality of their wives’ parenting skills, a ‘similar
observation can be made of mothers. They play key roles in their
children’s lives through their relations with their husbands.” Cer-
tainly, ‘without the marriage structure, men often seem unable to
maintain their perspective as fathers or to hold in view the needs of
their children’® Like other institutions, marriage brings order to
people’s lives and provides reference points outside of individual
consciousness which shape attitudes and give coherence and direction
to behaviour—making it significant in its own right.

If lone mothers themselves are more likely to abuse or neglect
children compared with married women then, as with any enterprise,
standards are maintained, performance improved and excesses checked
through the expectations and responses of other people. Not only can
two biological parents sharing the same household monitor the children
and maintain parental control, but:

... just as important, the parents can also monitor one another and make sure the

other parent is behaving in appropriate ways ... Having another parent around

who cares about the child increases the likelihood that each parent will ‘do the
right thing” even when otherwise inclined. In short, the two-parent family creates

a system of checks and balances that both promotes parental responsibility and

protects the child from parental neglect and, sometimes, abuse. This is an

important function of social capital within the family.*

Social isolation and a lack of support systems have been noted as
reasons for child abuse and neglect becoming a problem of increasing
magnitude as tribal peoples adapt to more private, Western modes of
living. When reference is made to the movement of Polynesians from a
profile of low to high child abuse, this is accounted for by the way that,
traditionally: ‘Potential abusers cannot get away with it ... elders
intervene directly to require that parents impose punishment or
exercise proper control, when needed, and step in when parental
conduct gets out of hand.” Thus *... nothing is more likely to disturb
and disrupt the Polynesian child-rearing system than nucleated
suburban living’, The child who does not have a network of ‘individuals
beyond the biological parents who are concerned about his or her
welfare is at increased jeopardy. Child-rearing as a group concern: ‘both
ensures general standards of childcare and prevents idiosyncratic
departure from those standards’.*

However, having concerned kin within range ts not the same as child-
rearing being a ‘group concern’. The hypothesised picture of traditional
child-rearing as one where ‘many people actively participate and assist
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in child-rearing’ is often little more than a hippy dream projected onto
tribal society. As child-rearing is described as moving indoors, and
coinciding with the way in which one person has to be ‘all things at all
time to all their children’, that one person increasingly does it alone,
without the presence of anyone, indoors or out, to offer support or
restraint.”’ The shrinkage of the circle of others is nowhere better
illustrated than by marital disruption.”” Those on their own do not
receive the feedback which encourages and tells them that their efforts
are right and worthwhile, and neither are they policed and corrected by
another concerned parent.

Parents who have themselves been abused or spent part of their
childhood in care are far less likely to repeat a pattern of parental
inadequacy if they have a supportive spouse from a ‘normal’ back-
ground. When they parent alone, this corrective mechanism is absent
and the likelihood is that problems are added to, rather than with-
drawn from, the cycle of disadvantage.*

Already There?

It is widely believed that:

... many of the so-called effects of divorce are actually conditions that existed
prior to divorce ... inter-parental conflict, lack of parenting such as emotional
support and practical help and guidance—perhaps due to the parents own post-
divorce adjustment process.**

In the British National Child Development Study, it has been possible
to trace the effects of parental divorce on mental health from age seven,
through ages 11, 16, 23 and 33.* Early on, it was suggested that much
of the apparent effect of a parental divorce on children’s emotional
problems between seven and 11 and in later life could be attributed to
characteristics of the child and family prior to divorce, or before age
seven.”® Later, as the divorce and non-divorce groups aged, their
differences widened. At 33:
Many of the relationships of family type during childhood to the adult outcomes
remain virtually untouched by the addition of the controls ... extra-marital
births, multiple partnerships, and homelessness for both sexes, malaize and
unemployment for the men, and lack of qualifications and low incoms for the
women, change very little and are often large.”

Parental divorce might set in metion a train of circumstances that
affects individuals’ lives even after they have left home, married, and
entered the labour force, or trigger events such as early child-bearing
or curtailed education which, in turn, affect adult outcomes. US data
from over 81,000 people in 37 studies, comparing over-18s from
divorced or separated families and those whose biological parents had
been continuously married,” suggests that parental separation has
broad negative consequences for quality of life in adulthood. The
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outcomes primarily affected psychological well-being {(depression, low
life-satisfaction), family well-being (low marital quality, divorce) and
socio-economic well-being (low attainment, income and occupational
level), leading to ‘.. a pessimistic conclusion: the argument that
parental divorce presents few problems for children’s long-term
development is simply inconsistent with the literature on this topic’.
The effects are weakened by controls for pre-divorce factors, but the
‘fact that any effect is observed, given the length of time involved, is
noteworthy’.*®

It’s the Fighting

A familiar way to discount the bearing of family composition and
transitions on outcomes is to claim that: ‘child behaviour problems
associated with parental divorce are best understood as the result of
inter-parental conflict rather than changes in household composition or
structure as such’® This seems to preclude effects due to the breaking
of attachments or departure of one parent and, indeed, it has been
widely promoted and become accepted wisdom that it is better to
separate than to inflict a conflictual relationship on children.

Inter-parental conflict is hardly beneficial to children’s development.
It is estimated that between 25 and 70 per cent of those exposed to
physical conflict between parents manifest clinically significant
behaviour problems.” However, children go through considerable
distress when their families break up, so that the effects of conflict vie
with those of separation.™ Separation, or the threat of separation, keeps
pushing through as a detrimental factor in the lives of children involved
in marital disruption. The younger the child at break-up, the poorer the
outcomes.’ John Tripp and Monica Cockett found that it is family
reorganisation, particularly involving the father’s departure, which is
the main adverse factor in the lives of children involved in marital
break-up. This, not financial hardship or marital conflict, led to poor
health, educational and social effects, and the more transitions children
experienced, the poorer the outcomes.* In the Netherlands, the well-
being of adolescents from stable and conflicted intact families has been
compared with that of those in a one-parent family or step-family after
divorce. The best results for physical and psychological health, ‘rela-
tional well-being’, and employment situation, were for young people
from stable intact families. Those in one-parent families fared worst
and those from conflicted families fell in-between.*

Ronald Simons’ data from families in the Jowa Youth and Families
Project and the Iowa Single Parent Project seems to bear out the
analysis of Cockett and Tripp.”® Parental divorce increased boys’
aggression and delinquency because it reduced the father’s involvement
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and increased the mother’s depression, which disrupted her parenting.
Boys’ depression was related to mothers’ depression, pre-divorce conflict
and quality of mothers’ parenting. Divorced, non-residential fathers
were less likely to help their children solve problems, to discuss
standards of conduct, or to enforce discipline, compared with fathers in
married families. However, parental divoree was inherently distressing
and depressing for boys, regardless of the quality of parenting or level
of parental conflict. Interestingly, there was no association between
conflict in continuing married families and children’s emotional or
behaviour problems. It has been suggested that either marital conflict
is unlikely to be as severe as pre- and post-divorce conflict, or that
conflict has little impact on children unless it is perceived as threaten-
ing the parents’ marriage and is a precursor to divorce. Again, the
threat of parental loss, rather than parental conflict, is disturbing to a
child.

The Western Australian study seems to underline these findings.
Children whose parents had a poor relationship with each other were
better off on average than children living in lone-parent or reconsti-
tuted families where there were good adult relationships.”” Judith
Wallerstein and Julia Lewis, in their study of the long-term conse-
quences of divorce, found that the nature and level of conflict in
marriages were similar in families that divorced and in a comparison
group of intact families from the same neighbourhood. Failure in their
own relationships was lower for those whose parents stayed together
and it is speculated that, despite serious marital problems, the children
had a better sense of how to behave in marriage, or how to co-operate
and solve problems, even when this meant not being ‘like my parents’.*
It has been demonstrated elsewhere that marital conflict which does
not concern children or is resolved constructively and non-aggressively,
even if frequent, does not adversely affect them.® Children who involve
themselves in their parents’ conflict, or take on responsibility, have
higher levels of depression, anxiety, hostility, and lower self-esteem
than do children who do not. Children who use coping strategies that
distance and distract them from their parents’ conflict, or accept that
it is none of their business, fare better than those who perhaps make
unsuccessful attempts to end conflict.*

It is often axiomatically assumed that divorce finishes conflict, when
this may initiate conflict where it did not exist before, raise the level or
sustain it at high levels. Moreover, why assume that conflict is only
found in two-parent families, and not in lone-parent homes—whether
it is continuing conflict with the ex-spouse or partner, with new
‘partners’ or other third parties, or between parent and children?
Simons and colleagues emphasise how children from divorced familics
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have more problems, not least because their parents are less likely to
engage in competent parenting and more likely to be in conflict than
those who stay married.®

The Christchurch longitudinal study recorded the number of
occasions for which the child’s parent figures had separated for a period
of three months or longer between nought and ten years, the number of
parental reconciliations (following separation) and changes of parents
that the child had experienced during the period, whether as a result
of family breakdown or death, or remarriage or reconciliation.”” Also
recorded was whether the parents had engaged in prolonged arguments
during the previous year, and whether the child’s mother had reported
being assaulted. Exposure to parental discord was associated with
higher risks of offending, particularly where combined with early
conduct problems. Family change in the absence of discord did not lead
to increased risk of self-reported offending between 11-13 years. If this
seems to underwrite the view that, where there is discord, it may be in
the child’s best interest for the parents to separate, there are important
qualifications. The life history of children following parental separation
showed that within five years nearly three-quarters had experienced
parental reconciliation or parental remarriage, and over 50 per cent of
these ‘second passage’ families broke down.*® While separation ‘may
lead to the short-term removal of the child from a discordant situation,
it may also have the secondary effect of placing the child at risk of
exposure to further family discord’.*

Beliefs that divorce is more a remedy, than the cause, of adverse
outcomes (which owe themselves to conflict in marriage), take it for
granted that divorce only ends conflicted marriages. But as divorce
becomes increasingly acceptable and commonplace, it removes a
growing number of children from two-parent homes that still provide
many benefits. Children are likely to be exposed to many stresses, such
as moving homes, changing schools, conflicts over post-divorce
arrangements, and declining household income. Divorces in the past
(when marital dissolution was uncommon and occurred only under the
most troubling circumstances) may have freed children from home
environments that were especially aversive. In contrast, many divorces
today (when marital dissolution is commeon) subject children to stressful
experiences with few compensating advantages. A 15-year study by
Paul Amato and Alan Booth® found that less than a third of divorces
involved high-conflict marriages. It was after divorce from low-conflict
marriages that children were particularly likely to become adults with
increased psychological distress, reduced happiness, fewer ties with kin
and friends, and reduced marital quality.
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If divorce were limited to high-conflict marriages, it might be in children’s best
interests. But with marital dissclution becoming increasingly acceptable, people
are leaving marriages at lower thresholds of unhappiness now than in the past.
These are the divorces that are most likely to be stressful for children. ...
Consequently, we conclude that the rise in marital disruption, although
beneficial to some children, has, on balance, been detrimental te children.
Furthermore, if the threshold of marital unhappiness required to trigger a
divoree continues to decline, then outcomes for children of divorced parents may

be more problematic in the future.®

While ‘conflicted’ families are invariably seen as two-parent families
(who ought to split up), ongoing conflict is highest in lone-parent and
step-parent families. In the Western Australian Child Health Survey,”
nearly 18 per cent of original families were involved in serious
arguments, compared with 28 of step-families and nearly 30 per cent of
one-parent families, Those involved in drugs/legal strife were respec-
tively 4.3, 10.7 and 14.8 per cent, and for a child reported to be
frightened by semeone’s behaviour, it was respectively 3.5, 7.8 and 11.5
per cent. Families with high levels of discord were twice as likely to
have a caregiver with a history of mental health problems (23 per cent
to 12 per cent). But sole parents were more likely te have been treated
for a mental health problem, at 27 per cent, compared with a parent in
12 per cent of two-parent families. Children in sole-parent and step/
blended families had their higher risk of mental health problems
further increased compared with children in original families marked
by discord or problematic disciplinary style.

Child-rearing often deteriorates under the stress of divorce.”
Negativity between mothers and children is certainly highest in lone-
parent households, and child behaviour problems are associated with
maternal negativity.® Unsurprisingly, the quality of the relationships
that divorced fathers have with sons, often troubled during divorce,
worsens significantly afterwards.” When conflicted parent/child
relations are added to poor supervision or monitoring of children, this
increases the probability of involvement with delinquent peers. The
emotionally distancing effect that divorce has on relationships with
both parents is stronger than for conflict and unhappiness in intact
marriages.”!

As lone women with pre-school children appeared to have multiple
stressors with which to cope, the high levels of strain led to counter-
productive control attempts, and the children’s subsequent non-
compliance.” Moreover, in sole-parent families there may be less clear
boundaries between the parental and child sub-systems {(where children
understand that they are not responsible for and need not involve
themselves in their parents’ strife or problems).”

This should suggest that, even where there is a reduction in conflict
with marital dissolution, there may not be a reduction in disorder. If
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family change leads to involvement in a delinquent peer group, through
lowered monitoring and supervision, then less discord may not help at
all—leading to the production and prolongation of behaviour problems
in middle childhood and adolescence.™

Can Step-Parents Improve the Situation?

Today’s sole-parent families are often tomorrow’s ‘reconstituted’
families, As a family moves from having one parent to having two, it
might be expected that step-families would solve or reduce many of the
problems associated with solo parenting, not only by increasing income,
but also by reducing task overload, and increasing supervision of
children.

A close supportive relationship with a step-father is certainly
associated with fewer behaviour problems, greater social responsibility
and higher achievement in boys, especially pre-adolescent boys. But
this may be difficult to attain,” given breakdown rates.” As already
noted: children who experience several changes of family structure have
particularly adverse outcomes.” The Christchurch study, like others,
demonstrates that those who encounter multiple family situations are
at greater risk of developing more anti-social and aggressive
behaviour.”™

As it is, there is an overall ‘absence of a remarriage benefit for
children in step-family households’.” In the prominent three-wave US
study,® adolescent children in divorced lone-mother families and step-
families formed through remarriage consistently did less well for
behaviour, competence and education than comparable children in
stable marriages. Over a two-year study period positive relationships
between adolescents and step-fathers declined, with increased
withdrawal and anti-social behaviour towards mothers. All major
longitudinal studies in the UK and US not only suggest that children
with step-parents have high distress levels at 16,* but also that they
are as or more likely to be involved with crime compared with those
with lone parents.®’> For example, the 1987-88 National Survey of
Families** showed how children living in step-father households are
over twice as likely to have behaviour problems at school as children
with biological mothers and fathers (26 per cent vs 11 per cent). After
controlling for economic factors, children in step-father households
score significantly worse than those in lone-mother households in areas
of sociability, school performance and behaviour problems, something
noted elsewhere for teen hirths.* These differences remain after
adjusting for differences in family conflict. In the US National Longitu-
dinal Survey of Youth, boys raised outside of an intact marriage are, on
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average, more than twice as likely as other boys to go to jail, But the
rate rises three-fold for boys with step-parents—the same level as those
with no parents and from far more difficult circumstances.®

At the very least, the well-being of step-children tends to lie closer to
that of youngsters with lone parents than to those with two original
parents. In a major Dutch study of the life-course of 2,500 youngsters
aged 15 to 24, those from stable two-parent families had the best
results for physical and psychological health, relationships with others
and employment, and those with one parent the worst. The children in
step-families were closer to the one-parent children for psychological
problems, and closer to the two-parent children in physical, relaticnal
and employment. matters.®

Weaker Ties in Step-Families

The formation of a step-family tends to stress all family relationships,
whether between parent and step-parent, step-parent and step-child,
and between step-siblings.*” Such tensions and difficulties may lie
behind the fact that, as in the Christchurch sample, over a half of
‘second-passage’ two-parent families break down within five years.*®
Accounts abound of relatively loveless, unsatisfying and ambivalent
step-relationships; lacking in warmth and support compared with
biological relationships® and becoming more, not less, negative over
time. Observers find step-families less cohesive than intact families,
with relationships less positive,” and children from both lone or step-
parent families seeming to be more involved with delinquent peers and
susceptible to anti-social peer pressure. In the first wave of the Non-
shared Environment in Adolescent Development Project,” step-fathers’
hostile behaviours were net only more important predictors of deviancy
than those of biological fathers, or of mothers or siblings, but associa-
tion with delinquent peers was greatest among boys in step-families,
whose homes were marked by more conflicted, negative relations, and
less monitoring and control.* This all replicates findings from D.J.
West’s and D.P. Farrington’s longitudinal study of London youths.*
Indeed: ‘[m]ore pervasive than reports of conflict ... are reports of
disengagement. Nearly every observer describes step-parents’ [typical]
parenting style as disengaged.’ In turn ‘... perhaps one-fourth to one-
third of adolescent step-children disengage themselves emotionally and
physically from their step-family’.?* In the UK National Child Develop-
ment Study, almost twice as many step-fathers as natural fathers (33
per cent to 18 per cent) showed little or no interest in children’s school
progress. Only 24 per cent, compared to 45 per cent of natural fathers,
were very interested, whatever their social class. Step-father families
were also most likely to want the children to leave school at the earliest
possible opportunity, and had the lowest aspirations for employment.
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Moreover, just as single or divorced mothers were comparatively
uninterested in their children, the same was true for remarried
mothers, especially where they had sons. (Only 24 per cent were very
interested, compared with 43 per cent of mothers in unbroken
families.)*® In the US National Survey of Families and Households,
remarried and cohabiting mothers are the least involved with their
children. They share fewer meals, read to their children less often, are
more lenient and supervise less, and participate in fewer activities.*
Much the same came out of the first wave of the Non-shared Environ-
ment in Adolescent Development Project, where mothers in step-
families also show significantly higher rates of negativity than those in
other family types.’” Moreover, mothers who live with a ‘partner’ are
more lax and less involved with their children than mothers who
remarry, just as married step-fathers are also more likely to assume
parental responsibilities than ‘partners’® The Children in Families
Study reported significantly less support for children or teenagers in
Australian step-families, with reading ability, self-esteem and self-
control below those of children in other homes.” This difference in
investment probably explains the way that offspring of mothers who
remarried had lower educational achievement (by over one year) than
those whose mothers did not remarry in the Study of Marital Instability
Over the Life Course.'®

As step-parents and boyfriends help to push their partners’ children
towards premature independence, there is an early termination of
parental responsibilities—found despite all controls for economic
circumstances.’” By the mid-1990s, a half of Scottish young people
under 19 with a step-parent had left home, compared with a third of
those who lived with their birth parents.'” All sources in the English-
speaking world record a major change in the circumstances in which
young homeless people leave home. Submissions to the Australian
Burdekin report on homeless youngsters from numerous refuges and
surveys in different states showed how these came overwhelmingly
from step-families or lone-parent households.'™ By the 1990s, a
majority of single homeless in the UK were young people aged 25 or
under.'* Most ‘leave their parental home because of household conflict
and only a small minority of young people choose to leave’. Even in the
early 1980s, the main reason young homeless people had left their ‘last
settled base’ was to find work.

When Joan Smith and her colleagues reported on their in-depth
study of homeless people aged 16 to 25 in 1998,'® they found that two-
thirds had experienced family breakdown, often combined with the
arrival of a step-parent or mother’s boyfriend(s), and a quarter had
spent time in care. In such households: ‘the obligation to support may
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simply not be there, whatever the combined earnings of the couple ...
One of the major causes of youth homelessness is [now] the ... re-
marriage or re-partnering of their own parents.’’® More than half
reported physical abuse from step-fathers—whether long-standing
systematic abuse, growing violence or major confrontations where the
young person was sericusly assaulted. Young women also reported
sexual abuse, as well as abandonment or physical abuse from a birth-
parent in reconstituted households, or neglect from lone mothers with
a series of boyfriends. A half also experienced mental health problems
—depression, self-harm and suicide attempts and the associated factors
were much the same as those which had driven them away from home:
‘abuse—sexual, physical, verbal—or neglect/rejection by the mother or
failure by her to protect them from abuse’.®” Of course, ‘there were
some caring parents in the disrupted households’ just as ‘there were a
few abusive parents among non-disrupted households ... but they
walked a fine line between their loyalty to their children and to their
new partner’.’™ The same pattern has been found for under-16s, who
were three times more likely to run away from step-families, and twice
as likely to run away from a lone parent, than were children living with
both birth-parents.%

The effects of having a step-parent persist well into adulthood, not
least because going back to the parent’s home is not an option for those
who find themselves with housing problems. When young people from
intact households leave home, even as a consequence of their own bad
behaviour, this is often not the end of family support.*?®

How Much Effort Will Step-Parenis ‘Invest’ in Bringing Up Other
People’s Children?

Attempts to explain why children in step-father families do worse than
children with their original two parents, and often no better than
children in lone-mother households, cannot account for the differences
simply in terms of conflict.’’! Even when children in the least conflicted
step-father households (about 25 per cent of all children in this type of
home) are compared with children in their original two-parent
households or with sole mothers with average levels of conflict, the
former still do worse on many important indicators of well-being.

In general, loss of a parent through widowhood, rather than divorce,
separation, or unwed motherhood, is not associated with the same
adverse outcomes, or not to anything like the same degree. Those who
are most disadvantaged by parental death are those whose surviving
parent remarries. It is most obvious in the lack of educational qualifica-
tions and early transitions to adulthood, with early employment, home
leaving and early parenthood.’*?
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All societies are pessimistic about child-rearing by non-relatives.
Adoption is the only exception where the object is to provide the couple
with a child and the child with parents. For the step-father, the object
is the mother, not the child. There are likely to be many households
which benefit from having a step-parent’s ‘help to re-construct a more
solid family life than existed beforehand’,""® and many treat their step-
children well, accepting their share of upbringing costs. But, this does
not amount to having the same love and commitment as genetic
parents, and being prepared to invest the same costly personal
resources. Step-children may have negative utility, since offspring from
a previous union militate against the mother having more children by
subsequent consorts. Less committed to the child’s welfare than
biological fathers, step-fathers are less likely to serve as a check on the
mother’s behaviour. Rather than assisting with the responsibilities of
parenting, a step-father may compete with the child for the mother’s
time and attention, or his efforts may be rejected or undermined by the
mother because she does not trust his judgement. Children may resent
sharing their mother, or maintain loyalty towards their father. In
cohabiting unions, issues of authority and trust are even more
problematic. Thus: ‘From the child’s perspective, the arrival of a
bovfriend or step-father does not represent a “second chance” as much
as it represents a foreclosure of the first and only chance.** Discrimi-
nating in favour of one’s own young is a human characteristic. Parental
love is an onerous commitment and it cannot be fully activated by
pairing up with someone who already has dependent children.
Enormous differentials in violence are the most dramatic consequence
of this difference in feelings.

The idea that step-children are not loved equally with genetic
children is likely to be regarded as distasteful; for example: ‘[t]here is
gsomething about the association between step-parenthood and child
maltreatment that appears to be uniquely unpalatable, and we have
witnessed some curious attempts to make it vanish’.'"® It has been put
down to poverty, stereotyping, to children having to ‘make the transi-
tion from a long-term stable situation with one parent into a two-parent
household’,!'® to the step-parent role being ‘incompletely institutional-
ised’ (so that people de not know what they are supposed to do) or to
society not accepting the equal validity of all ‘family forms—where
failure to develop the norms that would enable step-family relation-
ships to function successfully is blamed on the endorsement of the
biological nuclear family.""” However, there is a lot more to social action
than role-playing or having the right script. Step-parents ‘do not find
their roles less satisfying and more conflicted than natural parents
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because they don’t krnow what they are supposed to do. Their problem
is that they don’t want to do what they feel obliged to do ..."1*®

Why Does it Affect Some but Not Others?

The consequences of family dissolution and fragmentation are obviously
not uniform for all children, in that adverse effects are not inevitable or
present in all cases, or necessarily along all different dimensions of
well-being. It is difficult to see how this could be otherwise, since so
many variables are involved, and people are not genetically identical.
While living with just one parent {or step-parent, or in a cohabitation)
increasges the risk of many negative outcomes, it is not the only cause
of any of them.

However, findings that children growing up with lone parents may
do less well than those with married couples are apt to be simulta-
neously condemned for dooming, or sentencing, all children in one
category to do badly and, at the same time, for being misleading.
Because the adverse effect is not present in 100 per cent of cases,
suggestions are that there is nothing whatsoever to worry about, and
that ‘parents {and professionals) should be aware of the successful
adjustment made by the majority of children who experience parental
separation’.’’® However, in the social and behavioural sciences, or
medical epidemiology, researchers are not looking for strict,
exceptionless laws, as in physics, but probabilities. This means
something which occurs at a significantly higher rate in one group
compared with another, and whose distribution is not due to accident
or chance. It is not a sign of failure that we do not know who precisely
is going to be adversely affected, although further comparative
investigations could narrow this down. We know that 100 per cent of
smokers are not going to get lung cancer, but this does not make
smoking any less a significant risk factor in populations. To dismiss
findings because there are exceptions is to demand impossible stan-
dards that would abolish social and medical investigation altogether.
Findings are group averages. Measures of the frequency of any
characteristic in different groups greatly overlap and there is no
preblem showing good results at the best end of the worst distribution,
and bad results at the worst end of the best distribution. It is easy to
make the contrast between children who grow up in a loving one-parent
family and children who grow up in two-parent families and are
neglected or abused, but it does not invalidate evidence that both
situations may not produce the same proportions of good and bad
effects.

In David Fergusson’s 20-year Christchurch Health and Development
Study,' only a quarter of the children in the most disadvantaged five
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per cent of the sample developed early-onset multiple problem
behaviours. Less than seven per cent of children of beneficiaries in one
yvear are the subject of Child, Youth and Family Services (CYFS)
notifications for care and protection or offending, even if more than a
half of actual notifications are for the children of income-tested
beneficiaries, mainly lone mothers, or nearly three-fold their represen-
tation in the general child population.'! Genetic endowment may play
some part in increasing susceptibility and predisposing young people
to multiple problem behaviours, but a disorganised, disrupted family
environment also clearly has a significant role to play.

Research findings as to whether or not there are differences are
essentially distinct from the evaluations of whether any discovered or
discoverable outcomes are socially and morally desirable or not.
However, people do not usually accept that delinquency, or educational
failure, or a heightened rate of mental instability, or downward social
mobility, are desirable. Often, adverse findings tend to be minimised,
unlike those which, for example, deal with pollutants, diet or disease.
However, as we have seen, the risk of negative outcomes for the
children of divorce and single parenthood is double or more, and: ‘In
epidemiological terms, the doubling of a hazard is a substantial
increase, greater than that associated with many well-known medical
risk factors. The increase in risk that dietary cholesterol poses for
cardiovascular disease ... is far less than double, yet millions ... have
altered their diets because of the perceived hazard.”*

Premature Celebration of ‘Alternative Family Structures’

Commenting on the ‘enthusiastic’ nature of much of the scientific,
professional and popular literature ‘about emerging alternative family
structures’, D.M. Fergusson adds that:

... the dismal statistics emerging from this longitudinal study tend to suggest
that this enthusiasm may have been premature or misplaced ... While the
traditional nuclear family may have limitations as a child-rearing institution,
it is open to very serious debate as to whether the alternative of short-term
family structures which involve successive transitions between single-parent and
two-parent families will prove to be as effective as a child-rearing institution.
Certainly our results suggest the need for family policy makers to be cautious
about accepting enthusiastic claims about the desirability of alternative family
structures until the viability or otherwise of these structures has been assessed
on the basis of carefully collected empirical evidence.'™

Understandably: ‘persons who positively evaluate recent trends in
family structure tend to be reluctant to admit that those trends may
have negatively affected the well-being and socialisation of children and

adolescents’. 1
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In turn, it is often considered unnecessary to offer any reason for
rejecting evidence, apart from sneering dismissals which cast asper-
sions on the motivations of those who believe that such facts deserve
consideration. A neo-Marxist orientation persists from the radicalism
of the 1960s among social affairs intellectuals and commentators; or a
relativism where there is no right or wrong either factually or ethically,
but only ideological orientations that serve the {malign) powers that be.
The problems that evidence may help explain or elucidate are often
themselves seen as unworthy of attention in the first place. Not least
their reality is rejected, Concern over youth crime is dismissed in that
‘offending has existed for a long time. It is not a recent phenomenon.’ If
anyone notices, then what we really ‘witness [is] the construction of a
moral panic’.'® Anybody who may not be quite blasé over family and
social trends is ipso facto, it appears, in a blundering state of ter-
ror—there being ‘moral panics’ breaking out everywhere, not to
mention the ‘moral panics of yesteryear’.'®® So how big does a problem
have to become before it is proper or appropriate to notice? Not only
robberies, burglaries and murders, but also plagues, Jew-baiting,
massacres, wars, and mining accidents have also existed for a long
time. Does this make them unworthy of attention, and is such attention
‘moral panic’? The balance of discussion deserves to shift from ideology
to research-based information, so that policies affecting families are
informed by the facts.

Family conditions affect adults as well as children, and their role
goes largely unacknowledged even when it comes to top-priority
concerns like domestic violence.



9
Problems for Adults

Summary: New Zealand has an unusually high rate of domestic
violence. While feminists have criticised marriage as patriarchal and a
threat to women, domestic violence is far more common amongst single
women and women in cohabiting relationships. One reason is alcohol
abuse, to which unmarried people are more prone. New Zealand also has
a high male suicide rate, particularly amongst young men. Suicide rates
of both adults and children are correlated with divorce rates, with never-
married people having three to four times the suicide rate of the married.

Domestic Violence and the Decline of Marriage

New Zealand is the only country to have a national family viclence
prevention agency which co-ordinates education and sanctions. It seems
that around 80 per cent of violence is family violence,! and that this
accounts for nearly a half of homicides. The cost of domestic viclence in
1994 was estimated at $1.2bn a year? in terms of the services uged, on
the assumption that one in seven families is affected. The Women’s
Safety Survey 1996° suggests that two per cent of women with current
partners and 22 per cent. of women with recent partners (within the last
two years) had experienced ten or more acts of abuse, and ten per cent
of women with current partners and two fifths with recent partners
reported four or more acts. Within the previous year more than a
quarter of Maori women and a tenth of non-Maori women with current
partners reported at least one act. A half of the women who had
experienced violence by their current partners and more than three-
quarters who had experienced violence from recent partners rated it as
‘very serious’ or ‘quite serious’.’ A survey of 2,000 men reported similar
figures for violence against female partners.” This all indicates much
higher levels of violence against women than in other English-speaking
societies.®

Concern about family violence has waxed and waned historically.” A
reason for the concerted action programme may be that the preoblem is
easy to ‘conceptualise as one which largely affects women and which 1s
clearly the result of male behaviour’ * However, as the issue re-entered
the policy arena with the modern feminist movement, domestic viclence
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became a crime typifying marriage (and requiring its eradication),
rather than just a deviation from the norm that might be corrected
legally. According to feminist analysis, wife-beating is a reflection of
patriarchal norms, where the family is ‘the site of a good deal of
domestic and sexual viclence ... this violence is a result of the very
structure of the family and its relationship to other institutions in
society’.? Thus it is maintained that violence against women is not only
socially approved, but mandated or embedded in legal, medical,
occupational and educational institutions. Accordingly, ‘the marriage
license is a hitting license’,'® whereby ‘... men who assault their wives
are actually living up to cultural prescriptions that are cherished in
Western society’.!! The ‘increasing number of women and children
seeking shelter in refuges from male domestic violence lends support to
the radical feminist perspective of the nuclear family as the source of
oppression for women rather than the ideal unit of social organisa-
tion”."” Apparently ‘(albusive relationships, are ... only the most extreme
manifestation of the problems of inequality within the family® which
start with the housework, advance through unequal pay, and end in
murder. There are complaints that the dangers of the family based on
marriage are not sufficiently appreciated, nor is its abolition advanced
enough for safety’s sake. Therefore, with less marriage and more
informal unions, there should be less wife-beating and child abuse.!®

However, ‘within the field of violence against women a simplistic
feminist analysis has meant a failure to address certain issues’.'® There
is neglect of violence within lesbian relationships {due to their
idealisation), even though lesbian batterers ‘“display a terrifying
ingenuity in their selection of abusive tactics, frequently tailoring the
abuse to the specific vulnerabilities of their partners’.’” There is neglect
of women’s violence towards men and boys. In addition, there is the
refusal to acknowledge that marriage may be more protective than
abusive,

Throughout the English-speaking world, single women are more at
risk of violence than ‘partnered’ women, and women in casual or
informal relationships are more at risk than married women. In the
Western Australian Child Health Survey,’® 1.8 per cent of principal
caregivers in couple families mentioned violence in the home, but 8.2
per cent of lone parents. The level of parent/youth conflict doubled for
lone parents, and quadrupled for child abuse; doubled for alcohol abuse
and tripled for drug abuse. US cohabitees experience more disagree-
ment than their married counterparts and they also report more fights
or viclence.' The US crime victimisation rate for two decades up to
1992 showed how violent crime affecting females aged 12 or older was
43 per 1,000 females for unmarried women, 45 for divorced and
separated women and 11 for married women.® Only 29 per cent of the
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violent crime towards women committed by intimates involved a
current spouse, while 42 per cent involved boyfriends or ‘partners’ and
another 12 per cent an ex-spouse.” Marital status as a predictor of
abuse was ahead of race, age, education or housing conditions in data
examined by an agency of the US Department of Health and Human
Services. Unmarried women were three to four times more likely to be
physically abused by their boyfriends while pregnant than married
women by their husbands.? Confirming its earlier findings, the US
National Family Violence Resurvey showed that almost 35 out of every
100 cohabiting couples experienced a physical assault during the
previous year, compared with 15 per 100 married couples and 20 per
100 dating couples. Cohabiting couples had the highest rates for
violence towards women, towards men and involving both partners. For
18 out of every 100 cohabiting couples, both were violent, double the
rate for dating and married couples. For minor violence committed by
both partners, cohabiting couples had roughly double the rate of other
groups, and six times the rate for severe violence. Even after controlling
for education and occupation, the marital status difference in assault
rates remained, for male and female violence and for minor and severe
violence. A similar picture is presented by US men charged with
domestic violence. The most frequently cited relationship was cohabita-
tion (48 per cent), the second was divorce or separation (27 per cent).
Few violent men were married.”

Across the Atlantic, the British Crime Survey of England and Wales
for 19972 shows that while the average chance of experiencing violence
in the year was 4.7 per cent, young men aged 16 to 24 were most at
risk, at 20.9 per cent, followed by lone parents, at 11.9 per cent. The
proportion of adults who were victims of violence in their lLiving
arrangements came to 2.7 per cent of the married, compared with 6.4
per cent of cohabitees and 11.9 per cent of lone parents. The ‘high
overall risk of violence among lone parents’ is ‘solely because they are
far more likely to be victims of domestic violence ..., when over half of
assaults were ‘in-house’, and another third involved acquaintances.
Moreover, 42 per cent of these single-parent households reported being
victimised more than once in a year, which is higher than rates for low
income, social renters, private renters, or people living in areas of high
physical disorder (33.5 per cent). It bears out figures for the London
study of maternal depression,”® where solo mothers experienced more
than three times more domestic violence than married mothers (45 per
cent ve 13 per cent).

Unfortunately, New Zealand data, like that from the Women’s Safety
Survey 1996, does not distinguish violence in cohabiting and married
‘partnerships’.”® Family violence is given a crucial role in the ‘perpetua-
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tion of the cycles of crime and viclence’ and adverse ‘ behavioural,
developmental and social effects on children in a Strategy Paper on
Crime Prevention, and there is mention that ‘a considerable amount of
research has been accumulated on the circumstances in which it takes
place ..., but there is silence on its relationship to family structure,*®
However, the Hamilton Abuse Intervention Pilot Project (HAIPP)
recorded the relationship between victim and assailant in cases where
the child(ren) of either had been present during an assault. Only in 27
per cent of cases were they married, and in a further four per cent of
cases, previously married, compared with 36 per cent in current
‘partnerships’ and 13 per cent in previous ‘partnerships.” Mereover in
the case of protection and non-molestation orders under the Domestic
Violence Act 1992, only 35 per cent of the 96 per cent of the orders
granted against men have involved husbands, compared with 50 per
cent relating to de facto partners. Even given that the de facio partner
figure includes men in same-sex or other ‘close relationships’, and even
allowing for hypothetical differences in action women may take against
cohabitees, but not husbands, the ratio between the two is considerable
in relation to their proportion in the population.’® The high prevalence
of domestic violence in ‘recent’ rather than current partnerships in New
Zealand may underscore the results of a small-scale UK study of
cohabitation breakdown.* While the women spoke of violence as a
major reason for giving up on the relationship {as did recently part-
nered women in the New Zealand Women’s Safety Survey 1996) the
men identified criminal behaviour, taking or dealing in illegal drugs
and drinking problems %

If young women, those lower down the socic-economic scale, and
beneficiaries {like low-income solo mothers) are far more likely to report
ahuse, so are Maori women,* with the same ethnic difference present
for severity of abuse.*® Moreover, the reported incidence of abuse of
Maori and other Polynesian children is far higher than that of Euro-
pean children.?® At least 30 per cent of care and protection notifications
relate to Maori children and young persons,* who are only 12 per cent
of those under 16 years of age. Referrals for elder abuse studied
between 1996 and 1999 also show how Maori made up a significantly
high proportion.”

A parallel might be drawn for the US. While it is arguable, in the face
of ambiguous results, whether child abuse is higher among American
blacks than among whites, the rates of black spousal violence are
higher than for other ethnic minorities and whites (twice as high in the
first instance, and four times in the second).® Race differences could be
due to income and employment status, as well as differences in cultural
expectations and values surrounding violence, although there are no
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simple reasons why domestic viclence is common among some peoples,
and not others. Rates are found to be five times higher among US
families below the poverty level than among families in higher income
brackets, with severe violence against spouses twice as likely from
unemployed men as from those working full-time.* (In the Hamilton
study, fewer than half the assailants were in employment.) However,
as black American men are still more likely to hit women and engage
in severe violence against them, so they are more approving of hitting
women.*

Domestic violence is prevalent in the South Pacific. In some cultures,
as in Papua New Guinea, it is assumed that all men beat their wives.*
Violent homes tend to make violent adults, and these help to create a
society in which people use violence as a means of problem-solving,
expression and gratification. Societies in which warfare, feuding and
conflict have been prevalent also tend to have high levels of domestic
violence—in contrast to those where conciliation and self-control are
valued. Traditionally, violent confrontations were common in Maori
society.*?

People violent in one context are likely to be violent in another. Men
engaged in domestic violence are significantly more likely to be violent
toward non-family members and significantly more likely to have arrest
records for criminal offences generally. With continuity between
childhood aggression and adult viclence, the best early predictors of
later spouse assault in the study of criminal careers are having a
convieted parent, unpopularity, daring, separation from a parent and
low intelligence.*’ Indeed, US work illustrates how men in families in
which children and women are assaulted are five times more likely to
have also assaulted and injured someone outside the family, and to
have an arrest rate 3.6 times higher than their less violent counter-
parts.* In the Hamilton Abuse Intervention Project,® where Maori
were about five times more likely to be involved in domestic violence as
assailants and three to four times more likely as victims compared with
their proportion in the locality, over half the assailants (53 per cent)
had a criminal record for a violent offence.

Cohabitation and Domestic Violence

However, family structure varies by ethnicity, as well as being related
to domestic violence. Since ‘investigations [have] revealed that ... phy-
sical assaults may be more common and more severe among cohabiting
couples [and given] ... that cohabitation as an alternative hving
arrangement has steadily increased since 1970, more individuals may
be at risk not only of minor violence, but severe violence’.* Couples with
multiple cohabitational experience seem to he particularly prone to
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report violence.*” Cohabitees tend to be younger, less likely to have ties
to groups and organisations, less bound to their relationships, more
likely to be depressed and to have aleohol problems.*® They may guard
against participating in organisations as much as being tied to
partners, since these involve being subject to others’ expectations and
possible restrictions, which are threatening to the freedoms they enjoy.
In Australia, Sarantakos found that not only were there more cases of
violence, and protracted violence, among cohabiting couples and those
with pre-marital cohabital experience (compared with married couples
without cohabital experience), but more tolerated and justified violence:
‘cohabitees, especially women, seem to tolerate in their partner types
of behaviour which marriers consider unacceptable. Drugs, drinking,
social deviance and sexual freedom are often accepted more in a
cohabitation environment than in a marriage .."* Significantly, the
most common cited trigger for violence mentioned (by a third of women)
in the Women’s Safety Survey 1996° was their ‘partner’s drinking’.
Vindicating the image of the ‘drunken bum’ as the prototypical ‘wife
beater, a combination of low occupational status, drinking and
approval of hitting women is associated with a very high likelihood of
abuse (or a rate 7.8 times greater than rates for white collar men who
drink little and do not approve of hitting women). Heavy drinking, like
dominating women and physical force, may be a means of asserting
power and control in a relationship, or demonstrating masculinity. The
indictment of male alcohol consumption as a prime cause of cruelty
towards women and children has long historical antecedents. Modern-
isation is associated with rising alcohol consumption—a leading reason
given for the increase in domestic violence throughout the Pacific.”
Unfortunately: ‘cohabiting relationships are associated with lifestyles
that include problem drinking and ... a commitment to conventionality
is made only after marriage. Likewise, the role of spouses in exerting
social control over behaviour arises only after marriage, not during
cohabitation’. Even after controlling for prior levels of problems and
unconventionality, as well as many other factors, cohabitation is
strongly associated with alcohol abuse.”

Cohabitees are more apt to report that ending their relationship
would have more positive and fewer negative consequences than do
those who marry directly or cohabit and then marry.*® The married
have greater material, social and psychological investment in the
relationship, and more to lose.

There may be more conflict and violence in cohabitations because
some cohabit rather than marry to keep their independence, only to find
that there are frequent arguments over rights, duties, and obligations.
Fathers may ingist that they behave like single men without responsi-
bilities, while women speak of fathers as refusing to take their
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responsibilities seriously and settling down.? Since, across societies,
marriage is the ‘single most reliable, and relied upon prescription for
socialising males’, and bringing order and meaning to men’s lives, the
breeding grounds for male violence ‘are casual sex, family fragmenta-
tion, and non-marital child-bearing, as marriage is deinstitutional-
ised’.%

There is a relationship between network embeddedness (years int the
neighbourhood, organisational membership, number of adults in the
home, the number of relatives living near, and so forth) and family
violence. In New Zealand, the contrast is made with traditional
Polynesian settings, where there is mutual surveillance and checks on
behaviour.”® But kin and friends may put fewer constraints on how
cohabitees act. Instead of encouraging them to fulfil certain expecta-
tions, they leave them freer to lead their own lives.”” They may also
distance themselves from relationships which cannot be placed in the
network of kin ties. Such reactions are consistent with the cohabiting
lifestyle, which implies that the individuals somehow set or make up
their own standards, rather than being guided by the rules of society.
The description of ‘multi-problem’ families in the Strategy Paper on
Crime Prevention might as well be one of cohabitation, where ‘families
tend to be isolated from society. They have problems parenting ...
alcohol abuse is common, as is domestic violence.™ If networks are
more operative for some groups compared with others in providing
support and controls,” these are going to suffer all the more from the
casualisation and fragmentation of relationships. Moreover, the
connection between violence and anomie may be strengthened where
cultural norms are tolerant or permissive of viclence and people
consider this an appropriate response to stress, anger, grievance or
frustration.

Rising rates of de fucto pairings may be one reason why ‘it seems that
little headway is being made in achieving the goal of stopping family
violence; on the contrary, it appears to be reaching epidemic propor-
tions’.*® No-fault divorce and no fault ‘equal shares’ asset division made
the marriage contract unenforceable and ‘illusory’. This would predict
fewer marriages, fewer children in marriage and more opportunistic
hehaviour in marriage, not least in the form of spousal abuse. Figures
from the US suggest that the abolition of fault led to a significant
increase in domestic violence.”! With easy access to divorce without
accountability for conduct, perpetrators are less constrained. The
continued dissolution of marriage, in law as in reality, then encourages
more uncommitted unions.

The same trends affect the control of domestic violence as much as its
perpetuation. Since calling the police and arrest ‘remain rare strategies
of last resort’, it is easy to believe that this is ‘part of the reason why
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wife-beating persists ... Until the probability of arrest increases,
assailants will continue to receive a de facto message that they can
assault their wives with impunity.” While ‘arrest works best’ policies
arise out of frustration and demands to ‘do something’,® they also draw
upon an experiment in 1980-83 in Minneapolis, the first controlled,
randomised test for the use of arrest for any offence. This found that
arrest and a night in jail for suspects cut in half the risk of repeat
violence against the same victim over a six-month period, compared
with other responses.® On the strength of these results, police were
allowed to make warrantless arrests in misdemeanour domestic
violence cases.® Replications of the experiment elsewhere found that
‘arrest backfired’ or increased violence.® Arrests had the greatest
criminogenic effect among suspects who were both unemployed and
unmarried—a consistent finding, which has not been contradicted to
date. Among ever-married suspects {including those separated or
divorced), full arrest reduced the annual frequency or prevalence of
repeat violence, but then only 30 per cent of cases in Milwaukee, for
example, involved couples who had ever been married. Among the
unmarried, arrest increased repeat violence.

A woman with a marriage licence may have a firm basis for seeking
the arrest of an abusive spouse. A woman without one may find arrest
causing more violence against her or other women, or at very least not
deterring the suspect’s future violence. Moreover, unlike formal
marriage, the length of cohabitation has no effect on the efficacy of
arrest. Thus, the price of a ‘... modest deterrent effect for the “staked”
is a certain and substantial violence-escalating effect for the “stake-
less”: the unemployed, unmarried, high-school dropouts and black
suspects, with each characteristic taken separately’. The pioneering
mandatory arrest and prosecution policy in Duluth, Minnesota was
accompanied by comprehensive court-ordered counselling,’” which
provided the model for the Hamilton violence intervention programme.
One five-year follow-up of batterers going through the programme
shows that 40 per cent are suspects in a repeat domestic violence
incident, either with the same or a new victim—comparable to the
recidivism rates in the arrest-only experiments.

Marriage is Good for Women

Despite the strident claims made for the benefits of family decline and
fragmentation, there are no recorded advantages. It has, for example,
become part of feminist folklore that marriage makes women sick as
much as servile and that exposure to the traditional family structure
and its ‘stereotypical roles’ may be persenally harmful. ‘The high
prevalence of psychological stress in women, as demonstrated in many
epidemiological studies, ... [is] evidence for women’s unhappiness in a
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sexist society. Mental health statistics ... form part of a standard
catalogue of the wrongs of women.” Women'’s lowered health status is
categorically attributed to being out, of the workforce caring for children
‘and anybody else who seems to need it’. With no doubt, the villain is:
“firstly, the patriarchal nuclear family’.%

We would expect legislation to reduce gender discrimination, more
working mothers, and rising lone parenthood to have enhanced the
well-being of women. The consistent, striking trend across all developed
countries in the last few decades is that death rates for all age groups
of unmarried (that is single, divorced and widowed) men are approxi-
mately double those of married men. However, for unmarried women,
death rates are also approximately 50 per cent greater than for the
married. Unmarried people in their 20s to 40s experience the highest
mortality risks; sometimes ten times higher than those for married
people of the same age.®® Married people not only live longer, and get
sick less; but if they get sick, they get better more quickly.

Evidence worldwide suggests that single women and solo mothers
have more morbidity—physical and mental. Of all social variables
relating to psychiatric disorders in the population, none is more crucial
or persistent than marital status, where people living with a spouse are
always under-represented in psychopathology.” The position of the
sexes is reversed in the National Survey of Psychiatric Morbidity,
conducted in the UK in 1995, for cohabiting women anyway, who have
a much worse neurotic profile than cohabiting men, as well as single or
matrtied women {(who do best). Women may be unhappy about sexual
relationships that lack permanence, where they may have to face the
consequences of pregnancy with a man who has made no commitment.”
In turn, lone parents in the Western Australian Child Health Survey™
had more than double the mental health problems of parents in couple
families. Consistent with findings from previous national surveys, a US
study involving 6,573 respondents from the National Survey of Families
and Households, with controls for variables like the number of children,
income, education ete.,”® found that married people reported greater
happiness and less depression than cohabitees, who reported greater
well-being than those who lived without another adult. Those with no
divorce reported less depression and greater happiness than those with
a history of any divorce, and those with one divorce reported less
depression than those with two or more divorces, although women
report more depression than men anyway. This all needs to be related
to the way that, in the last couple of decades, both sexes in New
Zealand have shown increasing rates of psychiatric admission,
particularly for drug and alcohol dependence. The increase is greater
for women,™
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This poorer mental health of solo methers, where acknowledged, is
likely to be put at the door of poverty or money problems. A detailed
study of the relationship between marital status, poverty and depres-
sion among London inner-city single and married (or cohabiting)
mothers, over a two-year period, suggests otherwise. While it was
weighted in favour of lone parents, their risk of depression was double
that of women in couples (16.0 per 100 women years versus 7.9).” For
mothers as a whole, the risk of depression was almost double among
those living in ‘moderate’ or ‘marked’ financial hardship. This seems to
be almost entirely accounted for by couple-women because, just for the
lone mothers, the risk was higher among those not in financial
hardship.

Falling marriage and rising divorce rates have made women neither
happier nor healthier. Data from America and Britain from the early
1970s to the late 1990s shows that, if anything, the well-being of women
has fallen.”® In turn, investigations show, if anything, that women
report greater happiness and life satisfaction than men, particularly
when they are married.”” However, fewer people married may be a
major reason why reported happiness in the US has generally declined
over time, and satisfaction has been flat in Britain.”® The greatest
depressant of happiness is being separated, closely followed by being
widowed. A person whose parents are divorced (by the time the
respondent is 16) has a lower level of well-being in adulthood. Women
living de facto are happier than those who are single, but markedly less
than those who are legally married. The amount of happiness bought
by extra income is not very big, although it accounts for upward
movement over time. To ‘compensate’ for a major life event such as
being separated or widowed, it would be necessary to provide somecne
with approximately US $100,000 per annum. (To compensate men for
unemployment would take US $30,000.)

Suicide and Family Disruption

Suicide has occupied a simtilar position in the hierarchy of problems for
men as domestic violence has for women. New Zealand has a high male
suicide rate, which rose from 12.5 per 100,000 for the male population
in 1974 to 23.6 by 1993-98 (see Figure 9:1, p. 166). Female suicide rates
are also high compared with other countries, but relatively more stable
over time, and falling in proportion to male suicides, from a rate of two
male for every female to four to one.”™ Male youth {15-24) suicide deaths
have also increased disproportionately compared with increases in
other age groups, nearly doubling from the mid-1980s.®° Suicides
comprised nearly 40 per cent of male youth injury deaths and over a
quarter of female youth injury deaths, where one in 20 incidents of
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deliberate self-harm result in death for women, but one in four for men.
By 1996, the age group 15-24 accounted for 26.6 per cent of suicide
deaths and only 15.6 per cent of the New Zealand population.®? The
highest suicide mortality was for males aged 20-24 at 49.7 deaths per
100,000 (for females it was 12.4}, while for males aged 15 to 19 it was
29.2 per 100,000 (while for females it was 16.2).%* The overall Maori
youth suicide rate was 59.6 per 100,000, compared with 38 for non-
Maori young males.® Deaths by suicide and self-inflicted injury per
100,000 males aged 15-24 are higher than Finland (33.0), Latvia (35.0),
and Slovenia (37.0), being overtaken only by the Russian Federation
{41.7) and Lithuania (44.9).*

The risk factors behind serious suicide attempts by youngsters are
reminiscent of those for young recidivists, and relate to the extent of an
individual's exposure to adverse childhood experiences, limited life
opportunities, the extent of psychiatric morbidity, depression, sub-
stance abuse and antisocial disorders.®” Completed suicide in adoles-
cents is the termination of long-term difficulties and dysfunction.
Unemployment is not associated with risk when poor educational
qualifications, low income, and residential change are taken into
account.

The suicide rates of both adults and children are highly correlated
with divorce rates. Worldwide, the divorced have a three- to four-fold
higher risk of suicide compared with the married. The never-married
rates are almost three times the rate of the married.* This relationship
holds even for the advanced Scandinavian welfare states, indicating
that public services may be able to make little impression on the rise
in suicides if family structure becomes increasingly unstable at the
same time " Marriage has a particularly dramatic effect on the suicide
rates for men, where the differential in mortality rates by marital
status is huge.’® Similarly, there is a strong relationship between the
suicides of young men and the out-of-wedlock birth rate and the number
of persons living alone.* Marriage and parenting, with the relation-
ships, responsibilities and obligations these entail, afford a social
regulation and social integration that is less available to people living
in more isolated conditions.*® UK figures suggest that over two-thirds
of the increase in suicide rates for young men since 1982 can be related
to the smaller proportions who are married.” Both the rising adolescent
and young-adult US suicide trends in the post-war period are related
to family trends, such as the annual rate of children involved in divorce
and the percentage of female-headed families.”” There are no direct
unemployment effects. The large size of post-war cohorts affects their
income levels through labour market competition. This, in turn, affects
family indices such as marriage rates, divorce and lone parenting
which, in turn, affect mortality.



166 FAMILY MATTERS

Figure 9:1
Male suicides per 100,000 male population, seleclted countries, 1993-98
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Source: United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report
2000, pp. 251-52. :

Exploration of the high suicide risk of the unmarried has suggested
that isolation and alcohol abuse are much invelved, with increased
alcoholism itself related to social isolation.” As it is, figures from the
US suggest that adults who are separated and divorced are four-and-a-
half times more likely, and the never-married twice as likely, to become
alcohol dependent than comparable married persons.*
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There Goes the Neighbourhood

Summary: The cohesiveness of local communities declines when marital
and family disruption dilute social bonds and reduce the linkages in the
network of social control. Marriage gets men off the street and out of the
pubs. Single men are troublesome, and difficult for the community to
control. Without marriage, sociely is deprived of the most successful
corrective institution ever devised, as so many investigations of criminal
recidivism will testify. When men abandon responsibility for their
children, many are effectively abdicating from any responsibility in the
community. Instead of neighbourhood standards being enforced by
fathers, low marriage rates mean a decline of the responsible male and
an increasing likelihood that men are going to be net contributors to the
community’s problems. People do not learn and uphold social rules from
outside social relations and responsibilities, but by being in the midst of
these and maintaining them because they are their own.

The weakening of informal ‘social controls and social bonds lie at the
heart of any explanation of crime at the individual level and of crime
trends at the aggregate level’. Their decline must explain ‘why crime,
most of it committed by young people, has increased so much in most
developed countries in the postwar period’.! With changes in family
structure go declines in the cohesiveness of local communities, as
marital and family disruption dilute social bonds and reduce the
linkages in the network of social control. This control is dependent upon
more than the individual child’s family. Areas of high family disintegra-
tion are places of turbulence affecting all children in the area. Youths
may be more likely to know people in trouble with the law and welfare
mothers than they are to know professionals, or people demonstrating
how success follows from work. The number of unattached people in the
community is predictive of eritne levels, and US studies show how the
percentages of sole-parent households are significantly associated with
rates of burglary and viclent crime in urban centres.” Population
density, mobility and the number of adolescents matter as well. What,
by itself, does not seem to matter is the number of low-income families
in a neighbourhood.® US liberals like William Julius Wilson® have

167



168 FAMILY MATTERS

drawn attention to the relations between family fragmentation and
crime, violence and civil disorder, and their implications for policing
and penal policy, centring on the axiom that, if men fail to marry, they
do not settle down. As such, unemployment and poverty are associated
with high levels of criminality and violence when mediated by family
disruption. For the US, the association between homicide and unem-
ployment is negligible: divorce is the most powerful predictor of
homicide rates.® In turn, a city’s divorce rate is a better predictor of the
robbery rate than measures of arrest and sentencing, and regardless of
economic and racial composition.®

If the neighbours of sole parents are more likely to be victimised than
the neighbours of two-parent households, then, in turn, sole-parent
households are more likely to be targets for crime.” It became clear in
the Western Australian Child Health Survey® that not only was there
more intra-family violence and conflict in scle-parent homes, and more
drug and alcohol abuse, but a third of lone parents reported being a
victim of theft, assault, malicious damage or some other erime in the
last three years, compared with 20 per cent of couples. Only two per
cent of caregivers in original families had been arrested or charged with
an offence other than a minor traffic violation, compared with ten per
cent of lone parents and nine per cent in step-families. While young
American black men with sole parents are twice as likely to engage in
criminal activities compared with those raised by two parents, growing
up in a neighbourhood with high rates of family fragmentation triples
the possibility.®

Where Crime Becomes ‘Normal’

A most intriguing aspect of crime is its astoundingly high variance
across time and space.!” Neighbourhoods put youths into close proxim-
ity to others, whose behaviour will influence them directly. The
delinquency of temporary law breakers is dominated by group solidarity
more than individual motivation to offend.!’ Peer contacts operate to
recruit young criminals and create information flows about criminal
techniques and the returns to crime. Peer groups help create high crime
levels by stigmatising law-abiding behaviour." Crime, like unwed
births, is initially stigmatising, but as the number of criminals rises,
the average criminal becomes a ‘normal’ member of society.’” Weak
social bonds lead to criminality, which creates environments that cause
a further weakening of social bonds." A study of criminal behaviour in
the US across cities and precincts in New York found that crimes
committed by younger criminals involve more social interactions, and
less individual design. These higher levels of social interaction (for
serious, as well as petty crimes and auto theft), rose with the percent-
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age of female-headed households, suggesting that they relied ‘on family
instability, not unemployment or schooling or low arrest rates’. If ‘the
average social interactions among criminals are higher when there are
not intact family units’, so the ‘presence of strong families interferes
with the transmission of criminal choices across individuals’.'” General
youth neighbourhood surveillance, intervention in disturbances and
control of peer group activities—that often become the overture for
more serious crime and gang delinquency—is easier for two-parent
families.

Juvenile peer groups are criminogenic in urban societies and their
malign effect is accentuated by family disintegration. They militate
against the lengthy educational process needed to function and succeed
in a complex society. It has been pointed out that Polynesian child-
rearing can push independence as a cultural value earlier and earlier.
Independence is both a training practice and a Polynesian child-
training goal, now almost as lionised by white liberals as the Maori
matrifocal extended family. But to lighten their own responsibilities,
parents may force autonomy on children to a degree that leaves their
dependency needs unmet. Moreover, acting independently may lead
children into conflict with neighbours, the school, and the law, and girls
into pregnancy. ‘Children may be abused for the very acceptance of the
independence that their parents seem to have forced upon them.
Motorcycle gangs, school drop-outs who seem to form groups that
sometimes resemble truancy chubs, runaways from home who squat in
deserted houses, monocultural playground gangs often forming a hostile
presence within the school environment—all these are negative
exemplification of the peer socialisation phenomenon.’ It is not just
Eurocentric bias which dictates that learning must ‘take place at home
or at school, ... [so that] when it occurs elsewhere, as in gangs or
through the media, it is suspect’. Success anywhere means moving
away from peer socialisation, not reinforcing it. It is misplaced to
sentimentalise and idealise peer-centred child-rearing, and blame
urban ‘Eurcpean social structure and lifestyle’ for being ‘poorly adapted
to accommodate the degree of independence which Polynesians
customarily grant to their children’.'®

Not only delinquency, but also other social problems, like truancy
and teenage pregnancy, are clearly contagious and spread through the
peer influence to which the children of sole parents are very
susceptible.’” Neighbourhood effects operating through peer influences
are important for social and economic outcomes, even when all the
youths are living in high-poverty neighbourhoods.'® Moreover, individu-
als are also more likely to have a particular behaviour when the
propertion of the local population engaging in this reaches a certain
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thresheld or critical mass. This is not just a case of adult role models
and sources of social control (or their absence) or the part played (or
not) by institutions such as schools, businesses, political organisations,
social service agencies, and the police in the community. As neighbour-
hood quality decreases, ‘epidemic’ interactions generate a whole much
greater than the sum of their parts.’® There are precipitous increases
in social problems at approximately the same point in the distribution.?
Moreover, one problem has implications for others, so that local
violence, for example, reduces educational attainment.” In one US
investigation, an eight percentage points increase in the proportion of
female-headed families in an area decreased educational attainment by
about one-fourth of a year, and a ten percentage points increase in
welfare receipt reduced schooling by about half-a-year.?

In this way, the loss of traditional patterns of work, family and
neighbourhood fuels the breakdown of social infrastructure. Educa-
tional performance falls and crime rises, while truancy, disorder and
youth disaffection undermine efforts to improve schools and communi-
ties.

Marriage Gets Men off the Streefs

While the effect of family disruption on crime is strongest for juveniles,
family fragmentation is related to adult criminality as well, indicative
as it is of much instability, disorientation and conflict in relationships.
The impact of sole parenthood on the absent men is of immense and
fundamental significance for public order as well as economic productiv-
ity. The family-man role provides men with incentives for orderly and
patient participation in the community just as it is a source of discipline
for children. When men abandon responsibility for their children ‘many
are effectively abdicating from any responsibility in the community. A
man who does not recognise claims of dependents on him loses those
external demands on himself which could raise him above his own
immediate or short-term desires’.” Instead of neighbourhood standards
being enforced by fathers, low marriage rates mean a decline of the
responsible male and an increasing likelihood that men are going to be
net contributors to the community’s problems. American single men are
almost six times as likely to be imprisoned as married men, and the
multiple for the divorced is almost as large.* They also have a four- to
five-fold greater likelihood of being victims of crime. Compared with
marriage, work itself probably provides a comparable focus for social
integration for only a minority of men. Marriage gets men off the street
and out of the pubs:

Single men are troublesome, and difficult for the community to control. Marriage

is an extremely valuable instrument for tying them down and channelling their
energies into socially useful ends ... to achieve this end, conventions about
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hushanding and fathering typically exaggerate the real importance of the
contributions which men make to family life, so that men are flattered inte
feeling that they are really needed.®®

Without marriage, society is deprived of the most successful corrective
institution ever devised, as so many investigations of criminal recidi-
vism will testify. This traditionally provided much of the explanation
of why so many delinquents, even in the roughest areas, ‘grew out’ of
misbehaving or ‘drifted out of delinquency’. Boys were ‘less driven to
prove manhood unconventionally through ... misdeeds when, with the
passing of time, they may effortlessly exhibit the conventional signposts
of manhood—physical appearance, the completion of school, job,
marriage, and perhaps even children’.”

Most delinquent groups are unstable, and an important reason for
membership turnover has been the shift to more conventional career
affiliations that provide the potential for social control.?” Typically,
around a half of a criminal sample dropped out of the criminogenic
group in one investigation because they married, went into the services,
joined a job-training programme, or worked regularly.”® Comparing
‘retired’ criminals with those who were still ‘active’, a prominent UK
study found that 86 per cent of the reformed criminals, compared with
only 11 per cent of those still active, had formed conventional bonds
with a woman, a job or education. As males aged, the ‘two factors of
settling down with [unconvicted] female partners and in stable jobs
seemed most plausible in explaining the decrease in offending’.* When
‘males in their twenties [were asked] why they had stopped offending,
they often mentioned marriage and the influence of women as well as
the fact that they did not hang around so much with delinquent
friends’.?® The influence on offending of a strong marital bond is large
and the preventative effect increases over time—as illustrated by an
analysis of the criminal histories of 500 US delinquent boys who were
followed to age 32.%! In the first period after marriage, persons who
entered into a good marriage had an offending rate 19 per cent less
than a person who was one period into a ‘not-so-good’ marriage. By the
second period after marriage, the difference grew to 58 per cent, and by
the third period, the difference was 68 per cent.

The disappearance of the custom of early, more or less obligatory,
and frequently shotgun, marriage, has changed the life-course of young
men. Not long ago, perhaps ‘unwillingly and also perhaps unhappily,
the young man would ... take on his new responsibilities of fatherhood
and marriage ... his friends would be doing the same’.** The ‘peer groups
to which he belonged would break up, as marriage is complementary
with time spent in the home and a substitute for time oriented outside
the home. Insofar as they continued to meet, it would be in part to
reminisce about their lives of a very different past’. A man may now
cohabit, but assumes less of the responsibility of fatherhood and
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marriage ‘as indicated especially by the increases in the fraction of men
who either have not had children and therefore incurred no responsibil-
ity or who have abandoned the children they have fathered ... The
absence of family responsibilities may translate into longer and more
intensive education. For others it means a lengthier evolution of peer
group activities, where: ‘the indiscretions, and worse, of the past wili
become the forerunners of greater misdeeds in their twenties. With
delays in marrtage this evolution has a lower hazard of interruptiont.
The peer groups that used to be transformed into groups of old friends
meeting but not hanging out together, now linger on ..”** Aiming to
provide an estimate of the extent, frequency and nature of self-reported
offending among young people in England and Wales, the Home Office
also attempted to establish not only why some start to offend, but what
influences those who stop and sustain a non-criminal lifestyle. It
reaffirmed that the variable most likely to have an effect was marriage,
which increased the odds of desisting three-fold. However, few males
were now married by 25. Young males were decreasingly likely to
acquire the means for making a successful transition to adulthood: to
‘form new families and cventually become economically independent,
socially responsible and self-reliant individuals’. Instead, young men
‘lalre at risk of drifting into a kind of perpetual adolescence’.* Unfortu-
nately, behaviour due to changes in the marriage age and marriage rate
has a multiplier effect, as the behaviour of young men in their twenties
influences boys in their teens, providing them with role models that are
engaged in cscalating violence.”

The effects of criminal sanctions depend upon the suspects’ ‘stake in
conformity’, or how much they have to lose from the social consequences
of arrest, conviction and sentence. Marriage is one such stake, where
those who are married are not only less likely to offend, but the ones
most deterred by arrest, in part because they have invested more in a
relationship they do not want to lose. As we saw with domestic violence,
so with all criminal behaviour:

... the effectiveness of the criminal sanction may depend upon the strength of the
social fabric in which it is used. The weaker that fabric becomes, the stronger the
argument to use criminal sanctions in its place: if the family cannot control the
problem, let police and prisons do it. But the weaker the social fabric becomes ...,
the more danger there may be that eriminal sanctions will fail er backfire by
provoking anger rather than reintegration.®

People often behave differently when they know that their actions will
affect the standing in the community of those to whom they are
formally connected: ‘they have a “project” and are surrounded by
palpable reminders of their immediate personal importance and social
responsibility ... Otherwise:

Men not involved in shielding and supporting find other ways to prove their
existence: ‘[ hurt, therefore I am’, is one twisted alternative. The graffiti boy’s
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proof is, ‘I deface therefore I am’. The gangbanger reasons, 71 kill, therefore I am’.
The street libertine says, I impregnate, therefore [ am’. At the other end of the
economic spectrum ... are the rows of rich hedonists who can only babble, T feel
pleasure, therefore I am’. And contrary to feminist claims, these are all
expressions of a stunted—not an exaggerated—masculinity.”

A New Warrior Class?

In ¢communities where sole parenthood starts to become a norm, the
state supports the mother/child unit, and a significant group of less
skilled prime-age men are isolated from both work and family life as a
source of social loyalties and integration. Thus, some people have
argued, we have reproduced the historic conditions for a warrior class.
There is separation of economic activity from family maintenance;
children reared apart from fathers; wealth subject to predation; and
male status determined by combat and sexual conquest.® Without
family bonds, there is no motive for the regulation and control of
aggression and self-seeking. The less men are involved with nurturing
the next generation, the more violent a culture tends to be.

Feminists are apt to insist that men should not need families or
employment prospects to behave themselves. Anyway, why should a
woman want anything to do with men as destructive and futureless as
so many are? But, if this strategy deprives the child of close contact
with half the human race, it also excludes a half of the human race from
the means to transcend immediate self-interest. People do not learn and
uphold social rules from outside social relations and responsibilities,
but by being in the midst of these and maintaining them because they
are their own. People have to live and teach the lesson, if they are to
know and abide by it. However, the neo-Marxist feminism so prevalent
in New Zealand endorses the nihilistic prospect of a society (sic) without
rules or norms or values or institutions. In this perspective, all
constraints, conventions, sanctions, obligations and expectations are
perceived as abusive and the manifestations of alien malevolent
powers. This includes people’s care for each other and their children. To
‘critique’ something is to explain it in terms of the imposition and
machinations of evil and controlling forces, like capitalism or patriar-
chy. Thus, families are: ‘the instruments through which the state could
impose domestic order on men and women and, at the same time,
relieve itself of the fiscal burden’ of ‘welfare and social reproduction’,®

Since the family role provides men with incentives for orderly and
patient participation in the community, the impact of its absence is of
large and fundamental significance for positive contributions, as much
as public order, economic productivity, and male welfare itself. This
may weaken general processes of care and education in society, where
one generation exerts itself on behalf of another. When men abandon
responsibility for their children, ‘many are effectively abdicating from
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any responsibility in the community’, formal or informal, that involves
the guidance and welfare of younger people.* Communities with
pronounced family disruption may experience a weakening of formal
and voluntary organisations, many of which play crucial roles in
fostering desired principles and values,*' as well as the dissolution of
the affiliative and integrative patterns created by marriage and kinship
networks.**

The Spread of Concentrated Poverty

The growth and nature of modern disadvantage demonstrates how the
‘chief problem for today’s seriously poor is no longer social injustice but
the disorders of private life’.” The population in US metropolitan
neighbourhoods, with at least 40 per cent of the residents in poverty,
grew by 92 per cent {mainly in central cities and inner-ring suburbs}
between 1970 and 1990. The increase was strongly related to the
geographical spread of high-poverty neighbourhoods.* In the UK,
poorer neighbourhoods have also tended to become more run down,
more prone to crime and cut off from the labour market.** It is esti-
mated that 40 per cent of crime occurs in just ten per cent of areas.*®

Such processes have a bearing on an observed trend for poorer people
in New Zealand to move to rural areas, with cheaper housing. The
prospects for employment and economic advancement are lower and
they are ‘education poor’. In 1998, 14 per cent of geographic areas had
30 per cent or more of men aged 25-59 not in paid work and, in six per
cent of area units, 40 per cent or more not in paid work."” Analysis of
movement to the Wairarapa region showed a jump in the numbers of
people on benefits of nearly 100 per cent for the period 1991/1994
compared with the period 1988-1990, as poorer households made up a
greater proportion of the migrant population.* This is not accounted for
by retirement, Many households which are not beneficiaries in their
last urban area become benefit recipients in the rural towns, as all
beneficiary categories increase, whether sickness, invalids, unemploy-
ment and, especially, DPB. Income transfers feed into a cumulative
process of disintegration. A similar phenomenon has been described for
Australia.

An accelerating disintegrative process, in which lone parentheod
feeds into a host of other social problems, combines with the situation
of two-parent families for whom there is little affirmation from the
wider world. In one telling account from the UK, one-third of an estate’s
young people were living in households without both birth-parents,
while their parents had virtually all lived with both parents. Despite a
high proportion of estate parents having no qualifications when they
left school, almost all went into permanent employment or apprentice-
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ships at 16 and could contribute to the household, or, if they left, could
afford a bedsitter. Young people now went to a youth training scheme,
college, or into a succession of low-paid jobs. In the past, young women
left home for marriage and motherhood {most had their first child by
22), or employment with accommodation. Now, in a hostile environ-
ment, parents in non-disrupted households were ‘struggling to control
their older children in the context of a social milieu which was totally
transformed from when they were young’.* They tended to be support-
ive and aspiring for their children, but coping against external
circumstances which led to a greater likelihood of conflict between
young people and their parents over drugs, crime and early sexual
relationships, in a social and economic climate ‘where early and life-
long marriage is rare’. The ‘world had changed around them ... They
were parenting more than they had been parented themselves, but felt
they were able to do less for their children because their children’s
chances were less than theirs had been.”’ Young people were no longer
‘introduced to a world of work through a mentoring system of older
men’, who would, in furn, reinforce the values and norms of parents and
a wider community. Women from non-disrupted households ‘found that
sexual relationships did not result in permanent domestic partnerships,
instead, they were more likely to settle down as lone mothers’.* This is
unlikely to help them, their children, the disassociated men or their
communities. Endorsing and furthering these developments does a
service to no-one.
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Feedback Loops and the Spiral of Decline

Summary: Family fragmentation has effects which are transmitted from
one generation to the next. The children of divorced parents are less
likely to marry and more likely to divorce, less likely to have children,
and more likely to have them out of wedlock. Teenage daughters of sole
parents are more likely to be sexually active and thus become sole
parents themselves. Downward social mobility and life on welfare are
more likely for both sexes.

Family behaviour is inter-generational. The children of divorce or single
motherhood are proportionally far more likely to repeat cycles of divorce
and non-marriage than those born to married couples who stay in intact
families—seen even in an early study of divorce-proneness in New
Zealand.! These effects mean that it is not only the parents’ receipt of
public assistance which is a significant determining factor for whether
the daughters become welfare mothers, but the family structure itself.
All in all, non-marital fertility and family disruption mean downward
mobility over generations and increasing dependence upon public
institutions.? Poverty and disruption compeund each other, so that
while low income in childhood increases the likelihood of low income in
adulthood, divorce amplifies this and other problems.’ Families under
financial strain not only have a greater chance of fragmenting, but their
children have a greater chance of having unwed births (if a woman), or
going to prison (if a man), as well as economic failure*—with third
generational ‘spillover’ now being observed.® But having a sole mother
increases the likelihood of girls becoming welfare-dependent mothers,
irrespective of parental income.®

Prone to Divorce

The consequences for future family formation are the strongest, most
indisputable, and perhaps the most important cutcomes when it comes
to the effect of family structure on behaviour, As exemplified by the
Boston Youth Study, the best predictor of whether a youth produces a
child out of wedlock are whether his or her parents were married. Also
important was having a teenage mother or being on welfare, and all are
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strongly related to idleness (not being at work, at school or training). It
parallels the way that youths with family members in jail when they
were being raised are more than twice as likely (25 to 12 per cent) to
admit to being involved in criminal activity: those with family members
with drug problems are more likely to use drugs and those with more
educated parents get more schooling.”

Judith Wallerstein carried out one of the earliest studies of the
impact of divorce and has followed her sample for 25 years, finding that
adult children of divorced parents were less likely to marry and more
likely to divorce.® They are less likely to have children and, when they
do, to have them out of wedlock. Her study has been criticised for not
using a random sample. However, the results have since been repeat-
edly replicated. In the Christchurch Child Development Study, parents
reared in a stable two-parent family to the age of 16 were almost half
as likely to separate as those who had experienced parental separation
before 16 (12.2 per cent to 20 per cent).” Similarly, almost double the
number of young men in the British Child Development Study who
experienced parental divorce saw their own marriage dissolve by their
early 30s, compared with 18 per cent whose parents had stayed
together (for women, it was over 50 per cent more likely)."* Multiple
cohabitations were over three times as frequent and children born out
of wedlock were twice as likely to have extra-marital births
themselves.!! Background conditions, such as behaviour and ability
measured at seven years and financial circumstances at seven and
sixteen years, reduced the impact on divorce only by a third for
men—from 91 per cent more to 63 per cent more."” The earlier National
Survey of Health and Development, which addressed the same
questions with a cohort born in 1946, also found that only twe factors
were directly and independently related to the probability of marriage
breakdown in adulthood. These were parental divorce during childhood
and psychological well-being assessed at age 15—confirmed by the later
Economic and Social Research Council’s (ESRC) research.™

Similar findings are reported from the US longitudinal data of the
National Survey of Families and Households, where parental divorce
increased the odds of disruption for women within the first five years
of marriage by 70 per cent.™ In the Study of Marital Instability over the
Life Course, the percentage of marriages breaking down between 1980
and 1992 was 11 per cent in the first marriage where neither spouse’s
parents had divorced.'® When wives had experienced parental divorce,
the odds of divoree increased by more than half and, when both spouses
had experienced parental divorce, the odds nearly tripled. The
transmission of divorce across generations is explained by the earlier
age of partnership, the greater extent of premarital cohabitation, socio-
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economic attainment and pro-divorce attitudes and interpersonal
problems (related to anger, jealousy, infidelity, and so forth), which
interfere with the maintenance of relationships. Cohabitation is linked
to subsequent divorce because this is itself selective of the divorce-
prone, or unstable people, and those less committed to marriage and
favourable to divorce. It also increases susceptibility to divorce, through
its effects on attitudes and values about relationships.'®

Prone to Become a Teenage Mother

The National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles showed that, in
the UK, as everywhere else, young women are more hikely to become
teenage mothers if they have lived with only one parent as a child."”
Any experience of family disruption for women is associated with early
parenthood.” Teenage parenthood is associated with larger than
average family size, growing up with one parent, being born out of
wedlock and having parents who were separated, divorced or widowed.
The largest association is with growing up without parents (e.g in
fostering, or children’s homes). A half of UK teenage mothers also
reported that their own mother had had her first child in her teens and
a quarter had a sibling who was a teenage parent.”®* They were also
more likely to have experienced childhood poverty, have a mother or
father who was uninterested in schooling, have been in contact with the
police, and have been aggressive as a child. American evidence shows
a doubling or more for the likelihood of unwed and/or teenage births or
subsequent divorce for daughters reared with lone parents. Economics
played little part in the outcomes.™

Everywhere, adolescent daughters of sole parents are more likely to
be sexually active.?! Borne out by English research into the lifestyles,
mores and attitudes of 13- to 15-year-old school children, those who
were sexually active were twice as likely to live with one parent
compared with those from intact families. Those willing to cohabit are
four times as likely to be sexually active as those unwilling, and a
greater proportion of young people whose parents have divorced would
consider cohabiting compared with those from intact families.”” Not
living with both parents when 14 years old was associated with
multiple recent partners among single white women in the US.*
Everywhere, family disruption increases the likelihood that children
will enter informal relationships.** In Britain, young women whose
parents’ marriages broke down by the time they were 16 years of age
are more likely to cohabit in their teens, as well as almost twice as
likely to have a child by age 20, and to give birth whilst single or
cohabiting.?® These findings are similar to those for Australia® and are
altered liitle, if at all, by the introduction of background controls for
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childhood hardship, social class and earlier behaviour. All of this is
virtually identical to the findings of the Utrecht Study of Adolescent
Development,” in which children of divorced or single parents more
often gave birth earlier and outside marriage, got married or cohabited
earlier, had more conflict with partners, and got divorced more often.

Early sexual activity, early marriage or cohabitation are often a
refuge from an unhappy or uncaring home environment.”® Unhappy
young Australian men and women, who did not feel acceptable to
parents and felt a high level of tension in the home, were far more
likely to leave home early and cohabit than those reporting a happy
family upbringing.?® This may be why girls from step-families are even
more likely to drop out of school, to leave home early and become teen
parents, than those with sole parents.’® Cohabitation is companionship,
a sex life and independence from parents, without the commitment of
marriage which suggests intrusion into personal autonomy. In these
and other ways, early sexual activity will also be associated with
marital breakdown !

Sole parents have more difficulty supervising and maintaining
authority and control over adolescents, which leads to high-risk mate
selection as well as early pregnancy.* Moreover, divorced and single
mothers may have less restrictive attitudes towards sexual behaviour
than women in intact marriages and be more permissive concerning
their children’s eonduct. Adolescents in sole-mother households are
often more aware of parental sexuality than those in intact two-parent
households. Adult courtship may overlap with the initial dating and
sexual experimentation of their adolescent children, and at a particu-
larly salient time for shaping behaviour, when youngsters are making
decisions about their own values and intimate relationships.®® When
recently divorced mothers are dating it affects both their daughters’
attitudes and behaviour, and the sexual behaviour of sons, all in the
permissive direction.**

Not least, daughters whe live with sole parents may be more prone
to becoming sole parents themselves simply because familiarity makes
this seem viable and acceptable, just as divorced and remarried people
are more favourable towards separation and divorce, and single
mothers more approving of rearing children without fathers.” Since
changes in attitude often follow rather than precede changes in
behaviour, they may best be treated as dependent variables, rather
than explanatory factors.’® It is normal to expect people to become more
positive towards a situation after they have experienced it. Parents who
divorce or who never marry may also set an example about the
desirability or necessity for marriage, so that it becomes downgraded
or marginalised for the children.? Daughters of US mothers who would
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be bothered if they did not marry, and think that married people are
happier, cohabit at significantly lower rates than daughters of mothers
who would not be bothered if they did not marry, and a lesser effect is
also observed for sons of mothers who believe married people are
happier.* The same pattern is found in Australia.®®

With a series of feedback leops folding into a spiral of decline, a
climate of expectations is created in which family trends appear to
develop a2 momentum of their own. Both divorces and unwed births are
self-sustaining because they produce an increasing toleration of divorce
and unwed births and so a declining commitment to marriage—and
thus more divorce and unwed births. As part of the larger process,
cohabitation is an important engine behind the decline in marriage as
a lasting union, and the primary institution for child-bearing and
parenthood.* Rampant divorce seems to emphasise the importance of
trial runs for marriage in order to avoid disruption, or of holding out for
the ideal match to come along, or of avoiding commitment until one is
really sure. Informal relationships are encouraged as people try to
avoid the stresses and financial losses divorce portends in terms of
assets and, for men, maintenance or child support. But cohabitation, or
exposure to cohabiting partners, changes people’s attitudes towards
marriage and increases acceptance of divorce—and thereby increases
the likelihood of divorce should marriage occur.*! The continuing high
divorce rate prompts more frequent and early cohabitation, and thus an
even higher rate of relationship turnover.*?

These unintended consequences of what are often attempts to
circumnvent the hazards of family breakdown have more to do with the
actual decline in marriage than any fanciful ideclogical rejection on the
part of the public at large and the invention of new ‘family forms’. The
increasing trend towards ‘consensual partnering’ is sometimes
interpreted as evidence of emancipation from oppressive institutions,
but it can equally indicate ‘declining commitment ... of men and women
to each other and to their relationship as an enduring unit, in exchange
for more freedom, primarily for men’.*® This collapse of marriage not
only means declining investment in children. Serial partnerships
actually tend towards ‘more separate lives for men and women’,
showing up not only in lone parenthood, but also in the rapid growth in
the numbers of men living alone.*
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Conclusion

Summary: The family is the necessary engine to stimulate human
capital in the next generation. In the absence of any policy to prevent the
decline of the family, the only acceptable response has been to treat the
symptoms—no matier how ineffective these treatments may prove to be.
What is needed is a policy of support for intact families, and recognition
of the responsibilities of all parents, not just those who are in difficulties.
Public policy should signal that family stability is important for
children and for society as a whole. Changes to fumily law and other
public policies are necessary to help strengthen the institution of the
family based on marriage.

Family Breakdown is a Public Policy Issue

The accumulating evidence about the costs of family fragmentation
suggests that we are not dealing with the emergence of alternative
‘family forms’, but with breakdown and decline of the institution of the
family based on marriage. The evidence suggests that the plight of the
family owes much to policy-induced changes in incentives. Facilitating
Yoint investments' or reinvigorating marriage stands a better chance of
reversing deterioration in child well-being, adult relationships and
social cohesion than endorsing transient associations, or trying to
enforce parental care in the absence of supporting institutions. Not
least, this requires a move away from ‘no-fault’, non-consensual or
unilateral divorce. Reform should put some power back into the hands
of a spouse who maintains a marriage, in order to underwrite trust and
commitment. In such ways we signal that family stability is important
for children and for society as a whole; that both parents matter; and
that the way in which they meet the child-rearing tasks and their
obligations to each other deserve recognition and respect.

The failure to protect families in the face of economic pressures over
the last few decades, and the propensity to accentuate the situation
over time by allowing their overall tax burden to increase has contrib-
uted to the unprecedented weakening of the family as an institution.
The change from family policy to targeted or selective welfare has
incentivised casual relationships and sole motherhood. This has
coincided with the way in which the law has become virulently hostile
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towards marriage, even though two people of the opposite sex commit-
ted to each other provide the optimal environment for rearing children.
It is true anywhere that:
The human capital of a nation is a primary determinant of ite strength. A
productive and educated workforce is a necessity for long-term economic growth.
Worker preductivity depends on the effective use and development of the human
capital of all its citizens, which means that schools, families, and neighbourhoods
must function effectively.!

The notion of a randomised collection of individuals who neither have
nor aspire to any continuity or allegiance delineates a polity from hell.
The family is the primary moral domain, or Emile Durkheim’s ‘key link
in the social chain of being’, which mediates between the individual and
other institutions. Marriage does not just build society’s bridges of
social connectedness, it is the crucible of the moral sentiments and
values we all rely on: loyalty, commitment, service, promise-keeping
and formal responsibility. Filial obligation generalises and operates in
ways which support political and legal institutions, providing the
‘cornerstone of the social attitudes ... described by solidarity’, which
underpin mutual trust, social control and cohesion in all societies, to
curb the aggressive, destructive and self-centred propensities that
militate against their existence.” If institutions, particularly the family,
in which virtue is developed and nurtured, are not preserved and
supported, then this not only puts at risk the welfare of many people,
particularly the young, but weakens the foundations of democratic civil
society itself.

The lack of family stability has dynamic consequences, causing
problems at school, on the streets, in the labour market, and for welfare
services. If the ‘family becomes less efficient, we become more depend-
ent on other arrangements and institutions for what families cannot
manage: more dependent upon the money economy for consumption,
more dependent on schools and pre-schooling for identity, values and
the training of citizenship, more dependent on government for care and
services’.? The four aspects officially admitted in New Zealand to be
‘particularly worrying’ are the ‘entrenched nature of families in a cycle
of disadvantage, the prevalence of risk factors, the dispropertionate
number of Macri and Pacific Island families in the risk category, and
the failure of several years of economic growth to impact on the
numbers of at-risk families’.!

Families, and how they function, are one of the main determinants
of the development of children’s physical, emotional, intellectual and
social capacities and the foremost environment for the growth of human
competence. However, the first response to increasingly evident
problems in these areas is to deny that there is any connection with
family fragmentation. Another is to blame everything on the way that
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policy is supposedly focused on ‘the breakdown and attempted restora-
tion of old family structures, rather than supporting the new forms’,
where we must ‘accept that the world has changed and provide for the
diversity of families’.?

As already observed, this is manifest nonsense. No attempt has been
made to restore ‘old family structures’ if by that is meant the married
two-parent family. Instead, just about everything has been done to
ensure its demise. In 1996, a rare and startling admission was made in
a Post-Election Briefing Paper from the Department of Social Welfare
about the need to:

... address one of the most difficult social policy issues in contemporary New
Zealand: the continued growth in the number of sole-parent families and the
appropriate response to the growth. Sole parenthood is associated with negative
outcomes for children, in particular when linked with benefit dependence and a
pattern of changing family structures. The Strengthening Families project will
consider the factors driving this growth, current policy responses, and other
initiatives which might be taken.®

So far, the only permissible response has been to treat the symptoms,
with, for instance, ‘{plarenting and home building programmes which
support the development of strong families ... [supposedly] raise capable
and self-reliant young people, and ... reduce long-term and inter-
generational welfare dependence and family dysfunction’.” Yet, at
precisely the same time, there comes the admission that ‘evidence [is]
that neither universal and/or standardised services, nor current more
intensive social services, are having a significant impact on changing
the dynamics of families in a cycle of disadvantage’® Insofar as
offending can be prevented, conclusions are that ‘short-term attempts
at behavioural intervention when they [children] reach adolescence are
of limited success’, and ‘there are barriers to the extent to which the
State can intrude in parenting although the State can assume the
parenting role where natural parenting is grossly deficient’. In turn,
home-school liaison is ‘probably too late to impact positively upon the
antecedents of problem behaviour’ and while external ‘controls may
inhibit anti-social behaviour ... [they] are unlikely to address the root
causes of that behaviour.®

Where, anyway, are all the personnel, or the parent substitutes to
come from? For the schooling system itself to address the needs of
children at risk, the report of parliament’s Education and Science
Committee advocated that teachers should be fully trained to recognise
such children; support should be provided in the classroom for teachers
to deal with at-risk children; and that in- and off-school site interven-
tion programmes should be implemented to modify behaviour. As it was
suggested that five to seven per cent of the child and adolescent
population have serious mental disorders requiring specialist assess-
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ment and treatment, then, given the more conservative figure,
specialist services are needed for 40,000 young New Zealanders.
However, there has been a persistent short-fall in services for children
and young people, due not least to shortages of mental health profes-
sionals.'

Even if the risk-enhancing effects of some conditions could be
counteracted by social services supplied by public bodies, this is a far
more expensive and cumbersome way to do what families may provide
as a matter of course. Even in the very early years: ‘functioning parents
... [are] worth 25 HeadStart programs’.'* Moreover, even if ameliorative
measures were to work brilliantly, problems are being created faster
than any ‘treatment’ could possibly mop them up.'” The state is being
asked to substitute itself as the provider of the missing parent’s
functions, and make good the loss of social capital for the children. It
must also endeavour to provide for the family’s role in nurturing those
personal values and skills which enable communities to function.

An ‘ambulance at the bottom of the cliff policy is fundamentally
inadequate because it does not contain the realistic possibility of
halting or reversing the personal and social problems that stem from
family disintegration. Of course, we might intervene earlier, with a
‘positive approach to protecting children from the negative effects of
family dissolution’ which provides ‘counselling to enable the parents to
adjust to their new circumstances’.”” But, however big the army of
counsellors guiding people through their ‘family changes’, breakups and
‘repartnerings’, there is no evidence that they will be able to counteract
the adverse effects on the children exposed to family ‘transitions’.

Unusually, the report of the Education and Science Committee
acknowledged that ‘[i]f solutions exist [to youth crime] they probably lie
in the macrosociological changes and processes of social reconstruction
which aim to limit the number of seriously dysfunctional and disorga-
nised families in society’."

But again, the taboo on investigating and acting upon the family
aspect of social problems closed over this suggestion. The ‘adverse social
outeomes that involuntarily deprive people of an ability to participate
and belong to society’, or socially exclude people, are variously listed as
child neglect and abuse; educational failure and illiteracy; poverty;
unemployment; marginal and insecure employment; sickness and
injury; criminal victimisation; social isolation; alienation from political
participation and discrimination.'® We go round in circles. These
outcomes and causes relate, in no small degree, to family behaviour, as
do the ‘““resilience” factors that protect against social exclusion’.'®
However, the answer is to tackle ‘social exclusion’ by ‘building capacity,
creating opportunities, and tackling existing areas of social exclusion,
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with measures to reduce child poverty, increase literacy, early
childhood education, primary health care, economic development, active
employment policy, and improving work incentives ..." Just to deal with
child abuse and neglect ‘requires not merely treatment and prevention
services with individuals and families, but also a range of community
programmes directed at strengthening individual and family integra-
tion into communities as well as strengthening local communities’
capacity to address their economic and social viability and cohesion’.!’
This is beyond the ability and resources of the most ambitious, wealthy
and overbearing state to achieve, even if it had a portion of the
knowledge and control which might enable it to try.

What, anyway, is a socially included individual, who ‘participates
and belongs to society’? The answer seems to be that, properly serviced,
and along with the others in a social and moral vacuum, he or she is
free to ‘make informed choices and live the type of life that they choose
[sic]”."®* Autonomy, satisfaction and self-fulfilment come before the very
social bonds that foster personal security, well-being and responsibility.
Not only the dubious nature and tremendous cost of the means, but the
end desired would seem to be guestionable—even if attainable—and
feed into the cycle of decline. The undue promotion of an ethic of
personal choice tends to ‘presage a political economy in which citizens’
demands get out of balance with the resources available to institutions

of state and public welfare, and, in the end, undermine them’.'

The Cultural and Sexucal Revolution

The effects of the cultural and sexual revolution of the 1960s are well
established in New Zealand and are commonly expressed in attitudes
and policy proposals that are hostile and damaging to the survival of
marriage and the family, and to the wider welfare of society. This raises
the question of whether it is realistic to think that a reversal of policy
and attitudes affecting marriage and the family might be achieved. As
a large part of this book has been devoted to analysing the depth and
scope of the cultural and sexual revolution that has undermined the
family, it might be concluded that such an enterprise is doomed to fail.

This pessimistic view is supported by the rapidity with which the
government has accorded informal heterosexual and homosexual
relationships a legal status that is similar to marriage. The Property
(Relations) Amendment Act 2001 renamed and amended the Matrimo-
nial Property Act 1976, which previously applied to spouses on the
dissolution of marriage, and extended it to de facto couples and same
sex couples. The Human Rights Amendment Act 2001 amended a
number of aets so that de focto and same-sex couples are covered by
laws that previously applied to married couples alone. Moreover,
claims that statutes and regulations unjustifiably discriminate on the
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grounds of marital status, gender and sexual orientation may be heard
by the Human Rights Review Tribunal, which may make a declaration
that a particular act or regulation is inconsistent with the Human
Rights Act 1993. In that case, the responsible minister must bring the
declaration to the attention of parliament, together with a report
advising how the government is to respond to the declaration.”

Given current family trends, it is predicted that, by 2010, more than
one-half of all European children and three-quarters of Maori children
aged under one year will live apart from their fathers. Casual sexual
relationships free of commitments are now pretty much routine for
many young people. They are depicted in films, on television and in
magazines that provide little space for a way of life that places
marriage and children at the centre.”

The growing realisation of the detrimental effects on children, adults
and society of the cultural and sexual revolution, however, provides
ground for optimism. The government may be pressed to take action as
those effects become better understood. The planned establishment of
the Families Commission in July 2004, which was promised as part of
the confidence and supply agreement between the Labour-led govern-
ment and United Future New Zealand, reflects growing disquiet about
the state of the family among at least a section of the electorate.
Young adults who were affected by marriage breakdown during their
childhood and seek a better environment for their children are also a
source of optimism.

The cultural and sexual revolution rests on a mistaken view about
what individualism and individual freedom truly mean. This error
needs to be exposed. The revolution is ‘mistaken in equating freedom
with release from any and all restrictions and in finding, in every
assertion of authority and behind every traditional norm, nothing more
than the mailed fist of bourgeois power’.*

Freedom to enter into relationships and to exit from them may be
seen as a fundamental freedom. Freedom to engage in social relations,
exchanges of goods and services, and voluntary co-operation are the
basis of a liberal social order. It implies regularity and predictability
which cannot be established or sustained in the absence of customs,
conventions and rules that inspire confidence and trust in the behav-
iour of other people. This requires the state to maintain law and order,
enforce contracts and establish the right to due process. Unconstrained
individualism, exempt from formal and informal enforcement of rules,
is a threat to the freedom of others and to a viable social order without
which other freedoms—to exchange with confidence, associate with
others safely and co-operate with protection against opportunistic
behaviour—cannot be enjoyed. ‘Human associations must therefore
have the means to protect the integrity of the various transactions
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which are their raison d’etre, in the interests of individualism under-
stood as opportunities for personal fulfilment.”®

The above approach can be illustrated by reference to cohabitation
and marriage. Both rely on voluntary acceptance by the parties of the
nature and terms of the relationship. They differ in the kinds of
fulfilment they offer and in the constraints, or absence of constraints,
appropriate for achieving the promised fulfilments. They also differ in
the duties entailed. Cohabitation is expressly chosen because it frees
the individual from the responsibilities and restrictions of marriage.
The reasons for living together are reducible to convenience, whether
legal, economic, social, personal or sexual. Cohabitation is a private
arrangement between the parties. If the terms of a cohabiting relation-
ship suit the couple, it is consistent with freedom-under-the law unless
a breach of eriminal or c¢ivil Iaw arises and provided children are not
involved. Marriage, on the other hand, implies a legally defined
institution where the law and not the parties establishes the rules of
entry and membership. Cohabitation and marriage are different forms
of association that have arisen to serve different interests, and the rules
of each should reflect those differences.” The failure of the law to
distinguish between them is itself a threat to freedom.

The nature of the relationship between parents is of vital interest to
the child. The presence of a dependent child changes the relationship
between his or her parents from one comprising two adults who are
capable of acting in their interests to one that also involves a third
party that is unable to act in his or her interest. A child needs to be
protected because of his or her immaturity and vulnerability. If parents
fail their child, the government is ultimately the only authority that can
act on the child’s hehalf. It seeks to uphoeld the interests of the child and
to protect society from the consequences that flow from children who
are neglected.

Research now shows conclusively that, on average and over time, the
traditional family, comprising a married couple of the opposite gender,
provides the best environment within which to raise children. This does
not mean that sole parents or a couple of the same gender necessarily
do a poor job of rearing children—some may do an excellent job.
Similarly, it does not mean that the continuation of a marriage is
always in the best interests of affected children—this is not the case, for
instance, where one spouse, the children, or both, are at risk of harm
from a violent spouse, Furthermore, sole parenthood is unavoidable in
some cases, such as in the event of the death of a parent. But the clear
finding from the literature means that the traditional family should be
encouraged so that children are given the best pessible opportunity to
develop into self-supporting adults who contribute as fully as possible
to society.
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A first step is to begin to restore the status and dignity of marriage
as the key institution for raising children. As Maley insists, for
marriage to play ‘its part in promeoting the well-being of adults and
children, the cultural indifference will need to be reversed, the costs of
children appropriately acknowledged, and policy neutrality established
as between the preferences of husbands and wives for either customary

or non-customary domestic roles’.*

The Fragile Contract

The institution of marriage cannot be sustained unless it confers
privileges and imposes obligations on those who choose to marry that
are different from those imposed on people who elect to cohabit or
associate in some other way. The failure to honour the solemn promises
that a man and a woman make to each other and to the community
cannot be ignored, as is the case under no-fault divorce provisions,
without rendering such promises meaningless. The most influential
result of no-fault divorce law has been to climinate legal support for
norms of lifelong obligation and commitment and for the expectation
that individuals will be rewarded for fulfilling normative roles.?
Restrictions on divorce under traditional law ‘strengthened the social
norms that encourage co-operative behaviour in marriage by reinforcing
the informal enforcement mechanism with legal compulsion’. Hence:

... the fact that divorce law created a substantial barrier to exit underscored for
each spouse that marriage was a life-long commitment and reinforced the norm
of marital loyalty. In general, the legal and normative regulation of marriage
under traditiona} family law formed a coherent and mutually reinforcing system
that funetioned to enforce obligations and to promote cooperation in marriage.*

No-fault provisions made the marriage contract inherently precarious,
or redefined marriage as a contingent, provisional arrangement.
Marriages are conducted ‘in the shadow of divorce’, just as all business
is conducted under the ‘shadow of the law’. Now, marriages begin in the
worst possible way. There is no assurance that investments in a costly
and uncertain venture will not be lost as a spouse defects. Abusive
behaviour is not taken into account in the divorce settlement, so that
a dependent may be loath to take action to protect themselves for fear
of loss. New Zealand has had very high levels of domestic violence and,
until recently, rigidly enforced ‘equal division’ rules. In this way,
divorce failed in its most proclaimed objective—to rid the world of bad
marriages. The expectation that when marriage problems occur, divorce
is the acceptable way out, is the concomitant of the legislators’ belief
that behaviour is a symptom, not a cause, of breakdown.

As a recipe for failure, ‘no-fault’ legislation means earlier and more
divorces than there would have been otherwise, since the state’s role
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has moved from protecting marriage to facilitating divorce. Divorce
rates rose everywhere as the law changed, irrespective of when it
changed. It necessarily shifted underlying assumptions about the
nature of the marital relationship, the distinction was blurred between
marriage and other forms of cohabitation, and children placed outside
the partnership agreement. Marriage was not simply reduced from a
status to a short-run contract under no-fault divorce. It is hardly even
a contract. In no other area could a contract be broken without any
consequential blame attaching to any party, and with no resort to law
to apportion responsibility. The essential element of contract law—that
those who break an agreement must compensate for disappointed
expectations—is abrogated. Making marriage less binding than a job
contract, no-fault and unilateral divorce is likely to encourage opportun-
ism, lower the costs to departing spouses and remove protection or
leverage from spouses who do not want their marriages to dissolve. Not
only need the instigators of divorce incur little or no loss, they may
benefit. Altruistic, family-first, co-operative and sharing behaviour is
penalised. Individualistic, selfish, personal aggrandisement is re-
warded. Should conflict arise, the one who has guarded his or her
private interests best will come out on top, so that norms of co-
operation, loyalty and sharing have been weakened by the individualis-
tic bias that underlies the law.

The freedom of perpetual choice means that the person must
continually expend time and cnergy to re-evaluate the wisdom of the
previous choice, by constantly monitoring satisfaction with the
relationship, the quality of the possible alternatives, and the degree of
their investment. When people continually compare their marriage with
possible alternatives, it will sometimes compare unfavourably and
engender discontent. As people are not aware of needs that are being
well served, but only of those that are not being satisfied, the grass
often looks greener in the next field. Traditionally, the law also had a
role in protecting people from themselves, or from their own rash and
self-harming actions.

First marriages began to plummet at the same time as the rise in
divorce took off. The trends are mirror images of each other. The climb
in children born outside of marriage also starts at the same time. This
is related to the rise in cohabitation, which itself emerged as a
widespread phenomenon at exactly the same time that marriage was
being demoted ‘from a permanent commitment, severable only for
cause, to a temporary, fully revokable arrangement, terminable at will
of either spouse’.*

The prevalence of divorce may have been partly responsible for the
decline in marital fertility, as a lack of confidence in the durability of
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a marriage would discourage a woman from having children. The
woman’s contribution to the marriage of rearing children occurs early.
She makes ‘sunk investment in the marriage and places herself in
considerable jeopardy ... typical male incomes increase throughout the
working life. Middle-aged husbands, then, can realistically expect a new
gpouse after divorce, whereas the same is not true for middle-aged
wives. Under these conditions it is easy to see why the inability to enter
a binding contract is detrimental to the wife.®! Women might only enter
marriage later in life, after they have acquired property and established
themselves in employment, in order to protect themselves in the event
of marital failure. As the costs are raised of getting and remaining
married, women may work longer hours, and choose careers that may
better support them if they are divorced.*

Divorce law may affect not only the divorce rate itself, but the gains
to marriage. Entering marriage with the assumption that it may only
last a short time means that people may not be inclined to fully commit
or make the kinds of investments that would be lost should the
marriage end. People who feel secure that their marriage will last are
freer to specialise and invest in different skills and areas of life in ways
that leave both of them better off. A permissive divorce ethic substi-
tutes uncertainty for a sense of secure identity and belonging.

Since the benefits to society of long-term stable marriage are huge,
including better health, education, housing, old-age care, crime
reduction and wealth accumulatien, it is something in which i€ should
invest. In turn, as so much is saved by marriage, society is entitled to
tell people that if they are not prepared to make the commitment, then
they should not expect the benefits.

The conditions under which marriages may be dissolved, or divorce
permitted, are an important issue for the future of the family. The
present law recognises irreconcilable breakdown of the marriage as the
only grounds for divorce. This ground is established if, and only if, the
court is satisfied that the spouses have lived apart for the two years
immediately preceding the filing of an application. It enables one
spouse to walk away from the marriage and therefore bring it to an end.
We need to remove the unilateral aspect and give recognition to the
possihility of misconduct in marriage which is presently ignored.

No-fault divorce might be preserved where there is agreement by
both spouses that their marriage is finished and where they have
agreed on the terms of their settlement and the arrangements for their
children.®® Unlike unilateral divorce, such consensual divorce will
enable cach spouse to bargain from a position of equality. Otherwise,
if consensus is missing, then there could be divorce where serious
misconduct during the marriage is something to be taken into account
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in deciding the terms of the divorce settlement. The first duty of the law
is to uphold individual rights, to deter transgressors and to hold
perpetrators responsible, as far as possible, for compensating their
victims. Thus a wronged spouse should be able to claim compensation
by way of a differential property settlement or maintenance. Similarly,
equal sharing of assets should not apply where the performance of
marital duties, like housekeeping and child care, have prejudiced the
future earning potential of a spouse. In the absence of misconduct,
settlements should compensate for disadvantage, as is only fair. In
turn, as the first responsibility for children rests with the parents, the
distribution of assets and maintenance should attempt to ensure that,
as far as possible, the children and the custodial parent enjoy at least
an adequate standard of living.

Non-custodial parents might be expected to pay higher levels of
maintenance than they are required to pay under the present Child
Support scheme. This applies whether we are dealing with ex-spouses
or ex-cohabitees. This approach would diminish the financial scope for
divorced, separated or formerly cohabiting parents to form new families
and have more children without providing adequately for those that
already exist.

While the law should enforce the obligations incurred through
producing children in uncommitted relationships, it has no place in
relationships that people make between themselves, whether they be
companions, sex partners, cohabiters, or room-mates. When people
freely chose to enter a legally defined institution: ‘those engaged in it
know what ... to expect of one another and what kinds of actions are
permissible, There is a common basis for determining mutual expecta-
tions.”* Among the ‘mutual expectations’ that have defined the contract
and the institution, and which impose limitations on conduct, is the
presumption by the parties, and their mutually declared intention, that
the relationship will be exclusive and permanent. This crucially
distinguishes marriage from cohabitation, which avoids the public
promise of permanent bonding that is characteristic of marriage. At the
very least, if the rights of marriage are given to those who do not accept
the responsibilities and ‘... cohabitation gets the same material benefits
as marriage, marriage becomes stripped of all incentives ... The
recognition and support of unmarried cohabitation, like ‘gay marriage’,
as equal ‘lifestyle choices’, destroys the rights of the majority of the
population to have meaningful marriage. The prime motivation behind
the campaign for partnership rights has been the desire to destroy
marriage.

Since cohabitation affects the married and the institution of
marriage, its recognition needs to be questioned. Increasing cohabita-
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tion among parents means that the overall propoertion of children
affected by the parting of their parents will increase. Instead, it might
need to be discouraged in ways that minimise its damage to marriage.
It is possible to use judicial concepts in order te accommodate difficult
cases without disturbing the fundamentals of family law. Some
problems are not specific to cohabitants, be they homosexual or
heterosexual. Moreover, cohabitants are, for example, presently as free
as anyone else to make wills and bequests and can jointly own or rent
their home,

Economic and Social Environment

The family was particularly strong and popular in the decade or two
immediately after World War II. A higher proportion of the adult
population than ever before was married and the proportion of Maori
adults who married was consistently higher than that of non-Maori.
The rise in fertility was sharper in New Zealand than anywhere else,
and it lasted much longer. The economic and social environment that
was so supportive of marriage and the family around that period was
vastly different from that of today.

Better economic and social performance has a role to play when it
comes to rejuvenating the institution of marriage and the family in New
Zealand. Policy changes are required in many areas. The government
has adopted the laudable goal of restoring New Zealand’s per copita
income to the top half of the OECD. If this objective were to be achieved
within ten years, New Zealand’s real GDP per capita would need to
grow by between 4.6 per cent and 7.4 per cent a year depending on the
measure of GDP used.*

Sustained unemployment of the breadwinner is a tragedy for a
family, especially one with dependent children. A reduction in unem-
ployment, especially among the young, is required to enhance families’
financial security and to improve the attractiveness of young people as
potential marriage partners. A reduction in unemployment to not more
than two-three per cent of the labour force should be achievable with
appropriate labour, education and welfare policies.

While improvements in the home environment, particularly by
encouraging two-parent families, would be a large help, the perfor-
mance of schools must alse be improved. This requires a revamp of
curricula, the adoption of more effective teaching methods, most
notably in relation to literacy skills and mathematics, and steps to
identify and address promptly poorly performing schools.

The corrosive effects on families and society of the welfare system
must be addressed. Although designed with the best of intentions, the
welfare system has, over time, helped to undermine the family, the
work ethic and social cohesiveness. Furthermore, the cost of welfare
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imposes a heavy burden on families and other taxpayers. This does not
imply any rejection of the need for a safety net for people who would
otherwise face hardship, including those who will in any event require
assistance (for example, those born with serious physical and intellec-
tual disabilities).

The DPB and Child Support arrangements unduly encourage the
break-up of families, lone parenthood, ex-nuptial births, the shedding
of responsibility for financial and other support for children by non-
custodial parents, and welfare dependency. The proposals outlined on
family law would place prime responsibility for the provision of
material and other support of children on their parents whether they
are married or not and whether they stayed together or split up.
Maintenance should be paid direct to the custodial parent and enforced
through the courts, making it less attractive from a financial perspec-
tive to end a marriage or father a child out of wedlock. These are very
different from the arrangements which generally assume a fifty-fifty
allocation of marital property without the costs of caring for children
and where the state provides the DPB for the sole parent who cares for
a child under 18 years of age.

The first priority should be to ensure that non-custodial parents meet
the cost of raising their children.?” Inland Revenue administers the
Child Support scheme.*® A non-custodial or paying parent is assessed
annually for Child Support based upon his or her liable earnings. They
comprise the parent’s taxable income (up to a maximum of $90,823 in
2003/04) less a living allowance which is related to benefit levels. The
level of the living allowance reflects whether the paying parent is single
or married {including a de facto couple) and the number of dependent
children living with the paying parent. The rates of payment are 18 per
cent of liable earnings for one dependent child, rising to 30 percent for
four or more children. A lower rate applies in almost all cases where the
care of the child is shared between the parents. The minimum rate of
Child Support is $677 a year.” The average rate assessed in 2001/02
was less than $1,400.%

In seme cases the amount that the non-custodial parent can pay may
allow the custodial parent to decline paid work altogether and in more
cases it may enable the custodial parent to be self-supporting with the
addition of income from part-time work and without resort to benefits.
Recipients of the DPB were generally required to work on a part-time
basis after their youngest dependent child reached six years of age and
to undertake full-time work when the child reached 14 years of age.
These requirements were repealed in March 2003. Instead, such
beneficiaries are required to develop a Personal Development and
Employment {PDE) plan. A PDE ‘will contain a client’s tramning and
employment goals and action points needed to achieve the goals.’ It ‘will
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take a broad approach taking account of parenting and family needs as
well as training and employment goals.*!

The new arrangements are loose and discretionary, and mandatory
work requirements need to be reconsidered. In Wisconsin lone parents
are required to work when their youngest child is aged 12 weeks. The
view ig taken that a married woman who took time off work to have a
baby would be expected to return to work after 12 weeks and lone
mothers should be treated in the same way. In France the limit is three
years; in Germany part-time work is required when the youngest child
reaches school age and full-time work when that child is aged 14 years;
in the United Kingdom there is no work requirement until the youngest
child is aged 16 years. However, to impose a work obligation on lone
parents raises the problem of childcare costs, which could be as high or
higher than non-work benefits. Childcare costs are much reduced, of
course, when it is mothers of school age and older children who are in
the workforce.

New Zealand Superannuation is New Zealand’s largest welfare
programme. It provides a relatively generous level of support on a
universal basis for people aged 65 years and over. As a consequence,
higher taxes than would otherwise be the case are imposed on people
of working age including families. This problem will be accentuated if
the ratio of retirees to those in employment rises as projected. To
rebalance the extent to which policy has moved against young families
with children in favour of older people, the age of eligibility for New
Zealand Superannuation might be gradually increased and the level of
superannuation indexed by the CPI. Alternative ways may need to be
found to finance non-labour income in old age, or ways other than that
of using the current family building generation, with all its costs, to
largely fund their elders declining years.

Families that stay together, and those outside as well as inside the
means-tested system, deserve support and recognition of their extra
responsibilities. Married people are taxed as if they had the discretion-
ary income of childless singles, and are lent upon to generate resources
for all other needs. A fair tax system would recognise the costs of
dependents, through a system of allowances, rebates or income
splitting, so that revenue contributions were related to personal
liabilities. This would enhance family security and reduce welfare
dependency. If ‘the family is to be efficient in what it does, it needs a
solid basis of organisation, resources and commitment, as do all
organisations for efficiency’.”” The responsibilities of men who stay with
families should be acknowledged, rather than discounted or penalised.

The proposals outlined above indicate the general direction in which
policy should move. They are not aimed at achieving ideal outcomes or
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returning to the environment that prevailed around World War IL.
Further work is required to develop specific policies. Policy proposals
should be fully debated and a period of notice should be given before
any changes are introduced, as they affect the long-term commitments
that people have made.

No society can survive without making sure that children are raised
by parents who take responsibility for them. By producing, caring for
and educating children, families create and contribute to the good of the
wider society. In looking after dependents, the family is also the
primary welfare institution, just as it 18 basic to social order and
solidarity. The effective functioning of families is far too important to
society to allow policies that threaten the very survival of marriage and
the family to continue.
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