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cwsletter
Weighing the Fruits of Enterprise
Social Secur ity for the Self-employed
BY

TONY

Trends in Self-employment

EARDLEY

upport for small bu sin ess has become someth ing of a mantra for
govern ments of all political hue s.
In practice, however, attitudes both in
and outside government towards own ers
of small enterprises are often deeply ambivalent. While sm all bu sin ess is frequently presented as embodying th e sp irit
of enterprise, the self-e mployed are often
regarded with so me suspicion.
Around 95 per cent of all private
sector employment in Au stralia is in businesses officially defined as 's mall'(C astles,
1993) and their contribution to em ployment growth has been increasing steadily.
Small firms have been lauded as 'the
breeding ground of the entrepreneurial
spirit' (Department of Industry, T echnology and Commerce, 1991). Yet less tha n
45 per cent of such bu sinesses no rma lly
employ anyone at all, othe r th an the
proprietor and in some cases a partne r often a wife or husband. A furth er tw ofifths employ less than 10 people.

Self-emp loyment (outside agriculture)
has been increasing in many industrialised countries since the 1970s, a development which has brought some challenges
for social policy. In a number of countries, includ ing Au stralia, there appears to
have been mar ked increase in the number
of people whose legal, contractual and
taxation status may be that of self-employment, but whose actual work situation is
rather different from that of the petit
bourgeois independent business own er.
T his 'quasi-self-em ployme nt' takes in
some people engaged in outworking,
franchising and various forms of freelancing and casual agency work, as well as
labo ur-only subcontracting, particul arly
in ind ustries such as construction. Even
th e most tradition al self-employment can
be in secure and relatively unprofitable,
but many of the newer self-employed may
also lack the control over their work
associated with gen uine independence.

S

attitudes towards
owners of small
enterprises are often
deeply ambivalent
In employment term s, many of these
businesses are very small and con sist
main ly of people who are gene rally described as 'self-employed' . Som e sole
traders or parmerships eventually create
jobs for other people, but international

continued on page 2 ~
evidence suggests th at the majority tend
to remain one-perso n or one-family enterprises for as long as they are in business.
lt is widely assumed that self-employed
people are some of the most active participants in the informal economy and tend
to under-declare their incomes, both in
household surveys and for taxation purposes. In the area of child support, selfemployed men h ave been described
anecdotally as ' the leaders of the maintenance avoidance industry' (Ca mpbell,
1991). Business owners have also been
one of the targets of recent reforms to the
Au srudv means test, aimed at reducing
oppo rtunities for income manipulation.
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One consequence of these developments is that self-employed earnings in
some countries have become more unequally distributed. In the United Kingdom, which experienced the most rapid
and sustained resurgence in self-employment of any O EC D country during the
1980s, self-employment growth has been
identified as an important contributor to
the overall pattern of widening income
inequality (jenkins, 1995). In countries
like Britain where means-tested ben efits
make up an important part of the social
safety net, claims from low-income selfemployed people have been on the increase, bringing admini strative and
income assessment problems.

claims fro m low-incom e
self-e mployed peo ple
bring ad m inist rative and
inco m e as sessment
problems
Although in Australia self-employment
has not been increasing as fast as in the
United Kingdom, the trend has nevertheless been upwards since the mid-1970s,
leading to questions about social security
policy towards this group. The C ommonwealth Department of Social Security
(DSS) has commissioned th e SPRC to
conduct a preliminary study, reviewing
evidence about the relationship between
incomes and living standards of selfemployed people and discu ssing the implications for social security policy and
administration.
For payments which have activitytests,
such as [obsearch and Newstart Allowances, DSS has to determine whether low
level self-employed activity counts as employment, which makes clients unavailable for other work . For oth er benefits particularly Family Payments, which constitute the largest source of social security
transfers to self-employed recipients - the
main task is to assess applicants' earnings
and asset levels. Here there is some doubt
as to whether the standard social security
measures of income are the best way of
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targeting assistance to families containing
self-employed people.
Typically, self-emp loyed people have
a more complex variety of inco me arrangements than employees, with earnings patterns which often fluctuate over
time. They may also have access to various forms of non-cash resources, or may
be sustaining losses and living on savings
and bank overdrafts . In smaller en terprises, domestic and business economies
can be closely intertwined. In general,
taxable income, as defined for social
security, may have a more attenuated
relationship to immediate income needs
than exists for other social security clients.
The project Incomes and living Standards of the Self-Employed is being carried
out byT ony Eardley and Bruce Bradbury,
with Jenny Doyle, and is expected to be
completed at the end ofJune 1996. Similar issues have been examined, in a
different policy context, in the United
Kingdom , through research carried outat
th e University of York (Bod en and
C orden, 1994; Eardley and C orden,
1996a, 1996b). The rest of this article
outlines the findings of the UK studies,
highlighting aspects which are relevant to
the situation in Australia.

Low Income Se lf-employment
in the U nit ed Kingdom
In Great Britain, the number of people recorded as self-employed rose by 95
per cent between 1979 and 1990, to 3.44
million or about one in eight of all those
active in the labour market. This increase
was reflected in claims for Family Credit
(and its predecessor, Family Income Supplement), the means-tested social security
benefits for low-income working parents.
Between 1981 and 1991 the proportion
of recipients who were self-employedmore
than doubled. Family Credit is intended
to ensure that people with children are
better offin work, even part time, than on
Income Support. It thus serves a similar
purpose to what was previously called
Family Allowance Supplement in Australia and is now part of Family Payment.
Not only did the number of selfemployed families receiving FamilyC redit
rise, but it was also observed that they
consistently received higher payments than
families with employed earners (58 per
cent higher on average in 1991) . This
raised questions as to whether the earn-

ings assessment procedure was representing accurately the 'tru e' incomes and
living stand ards of these families.
The rising number of claim s from selfemp loyed peo ple also presented administrative problems . Staff difficulties in
reaching consis tent in terpretations of the
financial info rmation supplied by selfem ployed claimants were matched by th e
problems claimants faced in trying to
provide the information in the form required. The United Kingdom Department of Social Security (UK DSS) faced
these concerns at a time when the British
Government was placing inc reasing emphasis on maintaining work incentives in
the benefit system and on smoothing the
transition to work.
The York research was designed to
illuminate the nature of low-income selfemployment, the living standards sustained with the help of Family Credit, the
role of in-work benefits in providing
incentives to work, and the process of
applying for and establishing eligibility
for benefit. It also evaluated UK DSS
regulations and procedures for the assessment of self-employed earnings from an
accountancy perspective .
Analysis of administrative data on
Family Credit recipients showed that in
spite of minor differences in characteristics between self-employed and employee
families, the disparity in benefit awards
was mainly driven by the level of net
incomes, as assessed by UK DSS. Net
earnings for nearly a fifth of self-employed recipients were so low that even
with the higher payments total net incomes were below or only marginally
above their Income Supportentitlements.
Either these families were surviving on
extraordinarily low incomes, possibly with
higher living standards than their re-

either these families
were surviving on
extraordinarily low
incomes, or the method
of assessing selfemployed earnings was
somehow flawed

ported income levels would suggest, or
the method of assessing self-employed
earnings was somehow flawed. These
hypotheses were pursued through indepth qualitative interviews with a range
of self-employed recipients. The research
team included an academic accountant
with Inland Revenue experience of small
business taxation.

The research indicated that there was
some truth in both hypotheses. There
was little evidence of widespread inaccuracy or misrepresentation of earnings by
self-employed recipients, even if incomes
were occasionally boosted in some trades
by small amounts of undeclared work.
Yet living standards varied considerably,
even among families with similar income
levels. There were also some anomalies
and inconsistencies in the income assessment process.
There were a number of reasons for
particularly low earnings. Some people
were just starting out in business, while
others were facing business failure and
likely to return to unemployment or seek
work elsewhere. Some had little control
over their earnings or the amount of work
available, or had personal or family circumstances that limited their time or
effort.
The relationship between currentearnings and living standards often depended
on how far previous earnings and expenditure still cushioned families from
more recent drops in income. In general,
the longer people had been at their current earnings level, the more direct the
relationship became, as household goods
deteriorated and savings dwindled. However, the link was mediated by other
factors, so that in some cases expenditure
exceeded net income over specific peri-

ods. Help from extended families, the use
of credit and the accumulation of debt all
acted in different ways to make the link
more tenuous.

Profiling Self-employed
Benefit Recipients
The levelofheterogeneity among lowincome self-employed families was striking. The range of
occupations extended
from activities indistinguishable from
low-waged work for
an employer to autonomous trading
businesses at all
stages of development. There were,
nevertheless, groups
of families with some
common characteristics and similar living
standards. Male
manual workers and other subcontractors, for example, tended to exhibit the
standards of living to be expected from
long-term employment in low-wage sectors of the economy. They were accustomed to living on relativelylow earnings,
which were reflected in the housing they
occupied and the quality and condition
of their household possessions.
Another identifiable group was families who had developed self-employed
work out of a consuming personal interest, or chosen a way of working which
suited a particular lifestyle. Few had histories of high earnings, although many
came from professional backgrounds.
They were sustained by low expectations
of material rewards and by support from
families, or networks of mutual aid. To
some extent, their living standards might
be said to reflect personal preference,
though it would be wrong to exaggerate
the differences between them and the
more traditional, 'entrepreneurial' selfemployed.
The highest material living standards
were found among some of the people
with independent businesses. They
tended to have the highest material expectations and aspirations and placed
more importance on the standard of their
housing and household possessions.
Some of their living standards might
appear incongruous with eligibility for

means-tested benefits, butitwas clear that
in most cases it was only by careful
budgeting, by using overd rafts and by
exhausting previous savings that they were
able to keep up these standards.
The heterogeneity ofthe self-employed
Family Credit recipients compounds the
difficulties involved in assessing their
earnings. Unlike in Australia, the UK
DSS does not rely on the taxation authority for an annual income assessment, but
carries out its own assessment, aimed at
estimating the shortfall between net income and needs as close as possible to the
time of application. This works reasonably well for waged employees, though it
can be administratively intensive, but is
less well suited to the peculiarities of selfemployed earnings.
The system has changed several times,
but at the time of the research it allowed
applicants to provide earnings information based on both 'accruals' (the method
generally used for tax purposes, based on
matching income against the expenses
incurred in earning it) and' cash flow' (a
simple measure of cash available after
expenses over a specific period) conventions . Neither ofthese is more representative of 'true' income than the other. They
measure different things and for different
purposes. The problem is that, particu-

cash flow procedures
were generally a
more helpful and
accurate way of assessing
earnings for an
income-related benefit
larly in more complex businesses, they
can produce significantly different results
and are potentially open to manipulation
by switching between methods over time.
On balance, the research concluded
that cash flow procedures were generally a
more helpful and accurate way of assessing earnings for an income-related benefit, and one that produced greater equity
between wage-earning and self-employed
continued on page I I ~
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PoJ1ling SloJion

ca

few weeks ago I was asked to
speak after Dinner at a training
program organised by the Australian Bureau of Statistics for Census
Field Managers. I was asked to describe
the value of the Census from a research
perspective.
In putting together my notes, I reflected on how important the Census is to
so many aspects of our lives. Data
collected in the Census later this year will
inform an enormous variety of community activities, ranging from where new
hospitals are built, urban planning, and
bus timetables to how researchers mea sure poverty and income distribution.
In addition to providing the on ly
exhaustive source of data which will feed
into these decisions, the Census is also an
important social institution. It embodies
the concepts ofcommunity and collective
responsibility. After all, what other national event makes us devote a little ofour
time to provide information which will
ultimately be to the good of the community as a whole? When else is every
Australian treated in exactly the same way
and required to fulfil an identical set of
obligations?

A

Census night is one of the very few
occasions when we are all truly equal both in terms of what is expected of us
and the value placed on what we produce. Those who ask societies like ours
to recover its communitarian spirit will
see much in the conduct ofthe Census of
which they will approve.
There are, of course, other events
which also embody many of these admirable features. One of these is the electoral process - particularly given that
voting is compulsory in th is coun try. In
last month's federal election, I again
revelled in the moment in the polling
booth when th e power invested in me
under our democratic system was there
for me to use entirely as I saw fit. What
a moment to savour! Here again, we are
for that moment all treated equally, at
least in regard to our obligations - if not
always in relation to the value of the vote
that we cast.
In relation to the value of our individual votes, we come back to the Census, for it is there that the information is
collected which determines how the electoral boundaries are changed in line with
population movements. It is an old

trUism that elections are decided not just
by the voice of the people, but by a
combination of that voice and the voting
system through which it is expressed.
When the latter is changed - as is about
to happen in New Zealand - people who
speak with the same voice can end up
with a quite different government.
These factors are of general importance, but they are of particular significance in relation to social policy. This
reflects the fact that social policy not only
endeavours to respond to social needs
and encourage community strength, but
also because the role of the state is
absolutely fundamental to achieving those
goals.
This is not to deny that how, why and
where the state intervenes must be constantly reviewed and, where necessary,
revised. But effective social policies must
rest on a solid foundation of state commitment and involvement and the sense
ofcommunity responsibility which events
like the Census highlight and encourage.
Peter Saunders
Director
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Searching for the Middle
BY MICHAEL BITTMAN

abso lute and relative standards may be
difficult to draw.
These problems are illustrated by the
process of specifying a food budget. It is
possible to devise a very low-cost, healthy
and nutritionally adequate diet where
protein is derived from dried pulses and
beans, rather than the more expensive
forms of animal protein, such as meat.
However, experience has shown that
those on low incomes in Australia are
more likely to spend their meagre resources buying meat instead of lentils,
even if the cost is an inadequate diet. In

hat is the 'middle Australian'
standard ofliving? Answering
this question is one of the first
tasks of the Budget Standards Unit (BSU)
at the Social Policy Research Centre.
Budget standards specify a standard of
living directly in terms of the quantity of
food, clothing, housing, and other goods
and services required. The Indicative
Budget Standards Project is investigating
standards of living in Australia.
The BSU is establishing measures for two stand- Housing Tenure and Type
ards of living in Australia.
The first, a modest-but-adequate standard, corresponds to the typical
standard of living in the
community - moderate in
that it is well above the
requirements of survival
and decency, and well below levels of luxury. Operationally, this means
finding a 'middle Australian' standard of living.
The second standard,
a more frugallow-cost budget, represents other words, cultural expectatioris in the
the limit below it would become increas- community shape food needs. The vegingly difficult to maintain an acceptable etarian diet might prevent starvation in
living standard. In practice it will be India, but not in Australia, so that even
derived by lowering modest-but-adequate an apparently absolute standard - meetstandards in various ways.
ing energy and nutrition requirements But what is middle and how should it has an important culturally relative combe determined? And how far below these ponent.
'middle Australian standards' should 'lowT hese issues are further complicated
cost' standards be? While in some cases a by the different needs of households,
standard of living can be absolutely poor, owing to their different size, age compomeaning that basic needs are not met sition, numbers of children and main
(leading, for example, to starvation), in source of income. To address this comothers a standard of living may be rela- plexity, the BSU will develop indicative
tively poor, denying individuals the full budget standards for seven basic houseopportunity to participate in contempo- hold types.
rary society and the basic options it offers.
In the case of the food budget, this
In practice, the difference between the simply means summing up the require-

W
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ments of each individual in the household, ensuring that the ingredients specified are capable of being made into menus,
and making allowances for visitors and
wastage. Each individual's recommended
energy and nutritional intakes are calculated according to their sex, age, assumed
body weight and height, using a combination of dietary survey information and
expert advice on nutrition.
A different solution is required for
housing. Some features of a house are
jointly consumed by all household members. Using the hallway for access is not

like eating a banana - one can use the hall
without denying the use of it to other
members of the household. Nevertheless, a family of five has different housing
needs from a single pensioner.
After analysing census data, the
Hurstville Local Government Area was
selected as a representative housing locality in Sydney. The housing chosen meets
certain 'standards' as to sleeping arrange-

using the hallway
for access is not
like eating a banana

ments, including: a parent or parents
should have a bedroom to themselves,
different sex siblings below the age of five
may share but not those over the age of
five.
Standards for the condition ofhouses
is such that they meet all relevant safety
standards. Type (see table opposite) and
condition of housing was informed by
the stock of housing in the Hurstville
area together with Bureau of Statistics
information and other relevant literature. A Californian style bungalow, built '
between 1910 and 1930, and a post war
bungalow, were assigned to those households living in houses at the modest-butadequate standard. Post-war strata title
units were selected for other households
at this standard of living
Each of the seven basic household
types was then assigned a housing tenure. Outright ownership, purchasing a
home and renting privately are the three
forms of tenure assigned at the modest- .
but-adequa te level. Rent for public hous-

ing is assigned only to a few of the
household types at the low cost level. T he
purchase price of the houses selected falls
between the median Sydney house price
and the Hurstville median house price.
Mortgage repayments reflect the equity
held in the property at different stages of
the life course.

it should be possible to
determ ine whether the
ha lf-median standard falls
above or below the
threshold of poverty
Budget standards are in some important respects derived normatively. The
tender brief for the Budget Standards
Project indicates that the modest-but-adequate standard should fall 'somewhere

around the median living standards experienced withi n the Australian community' and that the low-cost standard should
correspond to the half-median.
Both of the normatively derived standards will ultimately be compared with this
behavioural benchmark. The BSU is
un dertaking ana lysis of the Household
Expen diture Survey to test the sensitivity
of the median measure to different assumption s, such as selecting households
by median income compared with median expenditu re, or alternative methods
of establishing equivalence between the
seven basic household types.
As a result of this investigation it
sho uld be possible to describe the living
standards of 'middle Australia' and to
determine whether the half-median standard falls above or below the th reshold of
poverty. Further information about the
Budget Standards Project is available
through regular BSU Newsheet and Research Discussion Papers. See page 9 of
this Newsletter for details.

Another Dimension to Public Spending Priorities?
BY GEORGE MATHESON
he adjacent graph, produced as
part of the SPRC study of Universality and Selectivity in Income
Support (the project is described in SPRC
Newsletter No. 58), shows the pattern of
Australians' responses to a number of
questions concerning priorities for government spending.
Respondents to the International Social Survey Programme's 1990 Role of
Government survey were asked whether
they wanted more or less spending in
each area on a five-point scale from 'much
more' (1) to 'much less' (5), with a preference for the status quo included as a
midpoint (3). A multi-dimensional scaling exercise on responses to me eight
items yielded the two dimensions depicted.
As can be seen from the grouping of
items, health care and education drew
fairly similar patterns of responses, with
pens ions, law enforcement and the environment not far away. However, de-

T

fence, the arts and assistance to the unemployed emerged as
largely unrelated concerns .
• defence
Perhaps the most inlaw
teresting questions ,
enforcement
however, concern the
age per sions •
interpretation of the
health care
two dimensions them~
• unemploy• education
selves. The vertical axis
ment benefits
suggests something like
• environment
Ronald Ingleharr's disculture and
the arts
tinction between 'materialist' values of
security (e.g., defence)
and 'post-materialist'
concerns with lifequalityand self-actualisation
(environment, culture) .
defence, which is surely a collective conThe horizontal axis presents more of sumption. Readers are, of course, wela conundrum, however . While there is a come to suggest their own in terpretations
hint of universality/selectivity to it - wit- for the two dimensions.
ness the collection of high-spending mass
social services on one side versus unemReference
ployment and arts spending on the other
Zen t r ala rch iv
fur
Em pi ri sch e
- this does not account for the position of Sozialforschung, Study No. 1950, Koln.
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Income Support fo r Parents
and Other Carers
BRUCE

BRADBURY

SPRC Reports and Proceedings N 0.12 7
n 1994 the Department of Social
Security commissioned the SPRC to
research the varying social and economic principles and rationales for providing income support to parents and
other carers. This report is an outcome of
that research and provides an overview of
the historical development of support for
carers since 1912 and a summary of
current arrangements.
The concept of 'dependent spouse',
so long a central plank ofincome support
and taxation policy in this area, now
seems curiously dated and awkward.
Women are increasing their attachment
to the labour market but, despite some
increases in male responsibility, still retain primary responsibility for child rearing and other caring labour. How should
income support (and related taxation)
policies adapt to these changes?
Examining societal changes and the
transformation of caring labour, the report looks at the concept of the 'active
society'. The author considers various
principles upon which state support for
carers might be based, in particular citizenship and resource paradigms, and
proposes a number of options of how a
single generic payment for carers might
be structured.
It would appear that the case for
providing support to carers of people
with disabilities or chronic illness is
stronger and clearer than that for providing support for parents. This is because
the caring labour required is often greater,
and because many people choose to become parents, whilst none choose disablement or frailty for themselves or
someone that they care about.

I
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Since this question of choice mean s
that there is less consensus about the role
of the state in providing support to parents, much of the report focuses on the
situation ofparent-carers, However, many
of the issues raised in considering support for parents apply equally, and often
more so, to other carers.

Retirement Income for
Australians: An Annotated
Bibliography
DIANA ENCEL (ED .)

SPRC Research Resource Series No. 12
his bibliography is concerned with
a number of aspects covering the
provision of retirement income
in Australia, including superannuation
and private income. It covers works published in Australia or about th e Australian
situation, mainly since 1980. However,
some earlier works have been included
because of their seminal nature.
The bibliography does not comprehensively cover management of superannuation funds and the effects of
superannuation and other retirement savings on the level of national savings. It
cites whole books, parts or chapters of
books, papers in series and journal articles. All items have been sighted.
Newspaper material or items of one
page or less are excluded. Each annotated
record is defined in mo re detail by being
assigned one or more keywords and these
are listed in an alphabetical index at the
back of the publication. Keywords include Adequacy, Lump Sum, Pensions,
Self-Employed, Superannuation, Taxation, and Women. T here is also an alphabetical listing of authors, including joint
authors. The bibliography also directs the
reader to other sources of published material not included.

T

The 1995 Asia Social Policy
Forum Report
SOCIAL POLICY
RESEARCH CENTRE
AND THE
ASIA AUSTRALIA INSTITUTE

Special Report
Id in Chiang Mai, Thailand in
November last year, the Asia
ocial Policy Forum brought together 43 participants from Australia and
14 countries in South-east and East Asia
to discuss social policy in a time of rapid
economic development. The Forum
brought together peo ple with social policy
responsibilities, others from government,
business, the media and NGOs with
sufficient influence to affect policy and
research agendas.
T his Report from the Foru m contains
an overview of the participants' discussions , the keynote add ress delivered by
Stella R. Quah from the National University of Singapore entitled 'Family and
Economic Development: the Social Policy
Challenge', and two appendices, including a list of participants.
All societies in th e Asian region are
currently grappling with social policies
for health, education, social housing,
migration, social security and the family.
Governments are examining how economic development can be facilitated by
managing the process of adjus tment and
by sharing the costs equitably across the
community. Inappro priate social policies have the potential to undermine
economic progress. Despite the fact that
many of the issues are common to all
countries in the region, social policies
tend not to be dea lt with from any regional perspective.
The purpose of the Asia Social Policy
Forum was to identify the important
issues, to establish a framewo rk for bring-

H

ing social policy into the main stream
discussion of Asian regional co-operation
and integration, and to address the question of how collaboration can contribute
to the creation of a prosperous and carin g
Asian com munity.

Household Income Sharing,
Joint Consumption and the
Expenditure Patterns of
Australian Retired Couples
and Single People

BRUCE

BRADBURY

SPRC Discussion Paper No. 66
at leVel of household income
is required so that a household member will have the
same levelof consumption thattheywould
have when living alone?
The answe r to this question depends
on the extentto which household income
isdirected towards the consumption needs
of the particular person, together with the
extent to which there is shared consumption of household goods . This paper
proposes a framework which permits
data and assumptions obtained from several sources to be used together to identify
these different relationships. T his framework is applied to estimate the intrahousehold distribution of income and
the economies of sharing for Australian
married couples over retirement age.
The main conclusions of the paper
are that income is shared relativelyevenly
(and the hypothesis of equal sharing
cannot be rejected), and that on average,
couples require about one and a half
times the income of singles to reach the
same living standard. This suggests that
Australian pension payments to singles
are relatively too low.
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Connecting Gender and Ageing
SARA ARBER AND
JAY GINN (EDS)

Open University Press, Buckingham,
1996. Distributed by Alien & Unwin.
199 pp. plus index, RRP $37.95 (pb)
Reviewed by Sh eila Shaver

recognises gender and ageing as interacting in the experiences of later life, and
which places that interaction at the centre
of its theory.
Two chap ters d iscuss how such an
approach might be developed. Mike
Bury's 'Ageing, gender and sociological
theory' suggests that concerns of social
geronto logy and social policy have done
too much to shape understandings of

ike several other boo ks that have
appeared recently, Connecting . . . . - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - ,
Gender and Ageing seeks to integrate fields of study that have grown up as
separate specialties. In th is case, the aim
is to demonstrate th e relevan ce of studies
of gender and ageing for one ano the r.
This the book achieves very well, illumiA sociological
natin g such relation ships in sociological
ap proach
theory,empirical research and social policy
implication s.
In their introduction,Arber and Ginn
describe the isolation of feminism and
the sociology of ageing from one ano ther.
While sociologists concerned with ageing have recognised that wom en predominate among aged peop le, they have
done little to develop thi s observation
theoretically. For its part, feminist sociolsot It' '' /, )'
ogy has centered on th e experiences of
Sa
r
a Ar b e r
women in childhood, as parents and in
a 11,/
employment, but has given little attenJ a y Ginn
tion to women in later life. Arber and
Ginn want to see a new approach th at L..-----l
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sociologists have
recognised that women
predominate among aged
people, but have done
little to develop this
observation theoretically

later life, and the broader sociological
imagination too little. He calls for an
app roach integrating micro and macro
levels of analysis and sen sitive to the
interplay of social hierarch ies of class,
gender and ethnicity.
Bury reviews thr ee areas of contemporary work in the sociology of ageing to
draw out their implications for an understanding of its gendered character. The
first, the structured dependency model of
the 1960 s and 1970s, portrayed ageing as

women have the most to
gain from embracing the
possibilities of Laslett's
theory of the Third Age
a process of social disengagement through
the loss of valued roles. The analysis was
succeeded in the 1980s by the political
economy of ageing. Bury argues that thi s
an alysis needs to give more attention to
the structure of social hierarchies, in
which gender inequalities have cultural
as well as economic origins and which
entail differences among as well as between men and women.
The second area of study, Laslett's
(l989) theory of the Third Age, situates
the experience of ageing in the demographic transition to low fertilityand long
life expectancy. One consequence is the
emergence of a new life-course period in
which maturity offers enhanced potential
for personal fulfilment. This period has
particular significance for women, who
have most to gain from embracing its
possibilities.
The third approach, that of life-course
perspectives, emphasises ageing as at once
a social process and a structural feature of
changing societies. In its structural version, this approach highlights the sources
and consequences of dependency, disability and inequality in later life. Its postmodern variant deconstructs cultural
changes.
In 'Theorising age and gender relations ', [ulie McMullin attempts to show
what an integrated social theory of gender
and ageing might look like by reformulating an integrated theory of gender and
class to incorporate ageing as a third
dimension. Doris Ingrisch's approach in

'Conformity and resistance as women
age' is still more rounded. Using three
historicallysituated lifehistorie s ofwomen ,
she reflects on the norms and resistances
surrounding the play of gender roles in
Austria over the life course.
The nine topical chapters deal with
marriage and gender roles in the household, employment and retirement, and
care and support. While these are too
many and vario us to discuss in detail, a
number are of particular interest. I most
enjoyed G ail Wilson's paper, titled "'I' m
the eyes and she's the arms": changes in
gender roles in advanced old age' . Wilson
develop s a rich and nuanced account of
masculinity and femininity in a sam ple of
men and wom en in their late 70s and
80s. Sh e shows them as pr eservin g and
renegotiating gende r identities in a lifecourse perio d wh ere social dictate s are
comparatively weak.
In 'T he marri ed lives ofolde r peo ple' ,
Janet Askham reviews British literatu re
on the married lives of older people.
With very little written on th is subject
gene rally, she turns to recent work in the
study of marriage in earlier life for ideas
abo ut how to develop such a literature.
Movin g insi ghts into marital relationships are found in th e chapter on spo use
care in later life marri age, 'Mutual care
but differential esteem: caring between
older couples ', by Hilary Rose and Errollyn
Bruce. Lookin g at the interplay of ageing ,
gender and dep endency in a multicultu ral
city in th e north of England, the autho rs

found that necessity tended to un dermine conventional gender boundaries in
housekeeping and personal care. Gender
hierarchy remained, however, in males
getting social rewards for work which,
when done by women, was seen as their
natural duty .

a more powerful
sociology would be
concerned with ageing as
it bears on gender
structure s and ide nt it ie s
The book is well edi ted, and convincing in its case for a unified sociology of
gende r and ageing. It is a pity, then , that
the sociology that it offers is limited and
superficial.
T he treatm ent of gender is parti cularly weak. In effect, gender is often
redu ced to an interest in women and their
disadvantage. Most chapters rely heavily,
and uncritically, on the concept of social
role to connect ageing and gender. Role
is easy to un derstand and a convenient
way of linking aspects of social structure
with expectatio ns abo ut behavio ur , but it
is not up to the job asked of it here.
C onnell (1995 : 26-7) suggests that the
th eatrical metaph or is ap pro priate only
where expecta ted performa nces are well

defined, the required audiences are available, and the situa tion can be understood
as a form of play. T hese conditions apply
well to neither gender nor ageing. The
discussions of roles presen ted here point
to the problems with whic h an integrated
sociology of gender and ageing might be
concerned, but do little to help us understand them.
A more powerful sociology of ageing
and gender would be concerned with
ageing as it bears on gender structures and
identities - mascu linities and feminities and on how these in their turn shape the
social construction of the life course. A
number of authors suggest that femini st
theory has lessons for the sociology of
ageing, but nowhere is there discussion of
current directions in, and debates among,
th e multiple and conflicting schools of
con temporary feminist thought.
Finally, the subject matter covered by
the collectio n is unhappily narrow. Vital
area s of socia l experience go unrem arked
up on, such as art and cultu re, politics and
religion , sexuality, and the body. As a
result, the vision of sociology of ageing
and gende r is largelylimited to those areas
with most direct relevance for social policy.
W e can do better than that.
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Social Security for the Self-employed
.... continued from page 3
recipients . The use of tax assess ment as
the basis for incom e testing for Family
Payments in Au stralia mean s relyin g primarily on th e accrua ls meth od. W hile this
is broadly eq uitable in that it applies to
both wage earn ers and th e self-emp loyed,
it could be argued th at for self-emp loyed
recipients in particular it may not produce
a sufficien tly contemporary measur e of
the shortfall of need over available income .
The SPRC proj ect Incomes and living Standards of the Self-Employed will
be examining these question s with the
benefit of th e British expe rience, and

sho uld provide a useful pictu re ofa group
who are likely to be of inc reasing impo rtance within th e Au stralian econo my.
Reference s
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MORTGAGING OUR
FUTURE?

SPRC One Day Seminar
Friday 19 July 1996
9.15 am - 5.00 pm
_(Registration from 8.45am)

Families and Young
People in Australia
Program

Professor Peter McDonald, Demography Department,
Research School of Social Sciences, Australian National University
Youth in Australia: A Sodo-demographic Perspective

Professor Stein Ringen, Department of Applied Social Research,
Oxford University
How Much is the Family Worth?

Associate Professor Peter Travers, School of Social Sciences,
Flinders University
Deprivation Among Low Income DSS Australian
Families: Results from a Pilot Study

Or Judy Cashmore, Social Pol icy Research Centre
State Wards Leaving Care: A Longitudinal Study
in New South Wales

Mark Lynch-Blosse, Department of Anthropology and Sociology,
University of Queensland
Determining the Causes of Juvenile Delinquency/
Criminality: ATest of the Relative Deprivation Theory

r-------------------,
REGISTRATION AND PAYMENT

Payment Amount:
Registration fee ($60 or $30)
Proceedings (to be published later in 1996) $10
TOTAL

Commentators:

Ms Adele Horin, Sydney Morning Herald
Associate Professor [anet Chan, Director, Institute of Criminology,
University of Sydney Law School

PAYMENT METHOD

o Cheque 0 Money Order
o Visa 0 Mastercard 0

Venue: Social Policy Research Centre, 3rd Floor, Samuels Building, University
of New South Wales (see page 4of this Newsletter for a map)

Expiry Date:
Cardholder Name:
Cardholder Signature:

Cost: $60 (concessions $30), includes morning coffee,lunch and afternoon tea

REGISTRATION DETAILS

Further information: Contact Julia Martin on telephone: (02) 385 3857 or
3853833. Fax: (02) 385 1049. Email: sprc@unsw.edu.au
As seating is limited we suggest you register by Friday 12 July.

Bankcard

Name:
Organisation/Address
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I
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