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Family structure and complexity 



Children’s family structure by age of 

child (years) 

Derived from Australian Census of Population and Housing, 2011 (1% sample file) 



Family structure and selected indicators of 

socio-economic risk to child wellbeing 
Percentage of children 

aged <18 years 

having…. 

Two biological 

parents 

Single parent only Step or other 

families 

Jobless parents  6%  44%  20% 

Highest parental 

education=degree or 

higher 

 41%  15%  21% 

“Low” household income  

• original  

• equivalised 

 

 9% 

 12% 

 

 56% 

 52% 

 

 19% 

 24% 

Derived from Australian Census of Population and Housing, 2011 (1% sample file) 



Children’s experiences of household 

complexity 
Parental complexity: 

Child’s parent/s are 

not two biological 

parents 

Other adult complexity: 

Household includes adults 

who are not parents and 

not siblings 

Sibling complexity: 

Child lives with half 

or step siblings 

Household complexity: 

Any of the above 

Derived from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children –  

from a chapter for the 2015 Annual Statistical Report (under review) 
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Maternal employment (and family 

structure) 



Trends – mothers’ employment and 

family structure 

Source: Australian Census of Population and Housing, custom data reports 



Trends – mothers’ employment and family 

structure by of age youngest child 

Source: Australian Census of Population and Housing, custom data reports 



Trends – mothers’ employment and family 

structure by of age youngest child 

Source: Australian Census of Population and Housing, custom data reports 



Trends – mothers’ employment and family 

structure by of age youngest child 

Source: Australian Census of Population and Housing, custom data reports 



What else matters… 

 Number of work hours (e.g. very long hours) 

 Timing of work (non-standard hours, 

variable hours) 

 Flexibility to vary work hours 

 Stress / spillover  

 Insecurity  

 Wages  
Parents’ decision-making about 

employment and about substitute 

child care are closely linked – but 

will be more constrained for some 



Job characteristics compared - LSAC 

Couple mothers Single mothers 

Employed  63%  50% 

Employed couple 

mothers 

Employed single 

mothers 

Professional/associate professional  48%  38% 

Can change start/finish times  85%  83% 

Secure job  87%  82% 

Has autonomy at work  66%  59% 

Never enough time to get work 

done 

 35%  30% 

Average weekly work hours  25  26 

Source: Longitudinal Survey of Australian Children, Waves 1 to 5 

Mothers with a youngest child aged under 12 years 



Children’s time use and child care 



Children’s time with parents and others 

Source: Derived from Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, Time Use Diaries 

The “who with” data exclude times children were asleep at night.  

Age of child (years) 



Children’s weekday time use (who with) 

by mothers’ work hours 

Source: Derived from Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, Time Use Diaries 

The “who with” data exclude times children were asleep at night.  

Mothers’ work hours: NW=not working; PTW=part-time (<35 hours/week) work; FTW=full-time work 



Weekday time with parents – by 

mothers’ work hours 

Source: Derived from Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, Time Use Diaries 

The “who with” data exclude times children were asleep at night.  



Children’s weekday time use by family 

type, employed mothers 

Source: Derived from Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, Time Use Diaries 

The “who with” data exclude times children were asleep at night.  



Weekday time with parents – families 

with employed parents by family type 

Source: Derived from Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, Time Use Diaries 

The “who with” data exclude times children were asleep at night.  



Combinations of care for Australian children 

by age of child, 2011 

Source: ABS Childhood Education and Care Survey, 2011 

Note: “Childcare” = Long day care, Family day care, Outside school hours care and other formal care 



Broad combinations of care, by child age 

groups and mothers’ work hours, 2011 

Source: ABS Childhood Education and Care Survey, 2011 

Note: “Childcare” = Long day care, Family day care, Outside school hours care and other formal care 



Implications for child wellbeing 



Issues…. 

 Selection effects – especially when looking at family structure / 

complex families : socio-economic strains 

 Employment: taking account of variation in parents’ jobs – some 

jobs more “difficult” to fit around child care than others 

 Age of child – different outcomes, different needs and contexts 

 What is happening inside the family during shared parent-child 

time?  

 What is the “quality” of child care? In Australia, parents often rate 

child care favourably and indeed seek out formal care options for 

toddlers & children approaching school age.   



Parental decision making – choices and 

constraints 

 Parents generally will aim to have work/care arrangements 

that are not detrimental to child wellbeing 
 Children still spend a lot of time with parents, even with full-time work 

 Difficulties are more likely to arise for parents who are more 

constrained in their work and care options  
 because of inflexible jobs; need to work long hours; insufficient access to child 

care, etc.  

 


