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Foreword
This reportcontainsthe proceedingsof a oneday seminarheld at the SocialPolicy
ResearchCentreon 23 September1994. Thethemeof theseminar,Dependency,the
Life Course and Social Policy, was selectedin light of the increasedattention
focusedon the issueof dependencyin socialpolicy andwelfarereformin Australia.

The openingpaperby Diane Gibson discussesthe conceptof dependencyand the
differentwaysit is applied. It presentsauseful(though,astheauthoracknowledges,
not defmitive) classificationschemewhich is then used to examine the several
literatureswhich havegrown in the area. The otherpapersfall into thesecategories
in interestingways. Anne Edwardslooks at the socialconstructionof the category
'youth', examiningthe socialstatusandothercircumstanceswhich impingeon their
dependenceand independence. She draws upon Censusand other ABS data,
enrichedwith findings from a surveycarriedout by herselfandthe Brotherhoodof
St Laurence between 1989 and 1993, to discuss the 'problem' of youth in a
structurallycontradictorysituation.

Bruce Bradburydealsspecifically with the ways in which the social securityand
taxationsystemstreat the relationshipsof dependencyand interdependencywithin
the family unit in a society which has changing norms about labour force
participation,the conceptof 'dependentspouse'and child carearrangements.He
discusseshow thesechangingnorms are reflected in the social security reforms
announcedin the 1994WorkingNationWhitePaper.

Sol Encel discussesage dependency,the notion of the age dependencyratio and
aspectsof the treatmentof agein the media. He arguesthat the ideaof dependency
arisesfrom a social constructionand that a more appropriatedescriptionof the
situationof the agedin societyis one of 'interdependence'.Cherry Russellis also
concernedwith the 'construction'of dependencyfor older people and examines
someresearchwhich hastakenplace in the area. ShedrilwS on her own research
which shows that the conceptof 'control' emergesas a major factor in the way
dependencyis seenin thediscourseof olderpeople.

In the final overview paper,SheilaShaverreviews the five papersand locatesthe
conceptof dependencyin a context of individuation and individualism within the
welfarestate.

The Social Policy ResearchCentre is well placed to bring togethera range of
individuals, researchersandpractitionersin order to hold seminarssuchas the one
presentedhere. The Centreseesthis type of seminarand the publication of its
proceedingsas importantelementsin the processof raising the profile of debateon
socialpolicy researchandanalysis.

I shouldlike to expressmy thanksto JuliaMartin for assistingin the organisationof
theseminarandDianaEncelfor assistingwith theeditingof theproceedings.

PeterSaunders
Director
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Dependency: The Career of a Concept

DianeGibson
AgedCareUnit
AustralianInstituteof HealthandWelfare

Dependencyand.debatessurroundingit havea long and often honourablehistory,
both in social theory and social policy. Fearsthat social welfare benefitsmight
encouragedependencyrecurredthroughoutdebatessurroundingthe emergenceand
subsequentrevisionsof the English PoorLaws (Blaug, 1963). Suchthemeshave
beenexplored,to varying ends,by welfare state theoristsfrom JeremyBentham
(1789: 292-3) andJohnStuartMill (1848,bk.5, chap.11) throughCharlesMurray
(1984)andRobertGoodin(1988,ch. 12). Dependencyfeaturesas an ongoingissue
in historiesof American,British andAustraliansociallegislationandin the rhetoric
of their politicians. (For a selectionof illustrative quotes from politicians and
policy-makersin thesecountriesseeGoodin,1988:333-6,343-9.)

Beyondthosewelfare-statecontexts,dependencyis also a centralconceptin social
theorymore generally,exemplifiedby Durkheim's(1952) work on socialcohesion
and intrinsic to the argumentsof manyexchangetheorists. (See,e.g., the work of
Blau, 1964andGouldner,1960;1975.) Dependencyratiosarea standardconceptin
demographicand econometricwork, particularly that pertainingto labourmarkets
andsocial securityanalyses.Dependencyhasalso emergedas a critical conceptin
feministanalyses,mostcommonlyin relationto thewelfarestateandthefamily.

Dependencyis a term with myriad usesanda multiplicity of meanings.This paper
aims,first, to bringing someorderto this profusion.ill the first sectionI sketch out
the varied usesand meaningsof dependency,and in the secondsituateeachof
varioussensesof the termwithin eachof the severalrelevantliteraturesin which it
figures.The third sectionbuilds on andmovesbeyondthoseexistingliteraturesinto
less well charted territory. There, I address a generally neglectedquestion
concerningthenatureof dependencyitself: whatexactlyis it aboutdependencythat
givesit suchanunremittinglynegativeaura?

1 The Dimensionsof Dependency

Many authorshavetakendependencyto be a relativelyparticularandunambiguous
concept. Others,however, have recognisedvarious kinds of dependenciesand
attemptedto organisetheminto typologies.Oneof theearliestto developanexplicit
classificationschemewas Clark (1972). Her organisingframework was essentially
basedon the underlying causesof dependency: it included such categoriesas
developmentaldependency,dependencyof crisis, non-reciprocalrole dependency,
and neurotic dependency.ill an influential article publisheda decadelater, Alan
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Walker (1982) pointedto the continuing lack of consistentusagesurroundingthe
term. He outlined a fivefold taxonomy: life-cycle dependency,physical and
psychological dependency, political dependency, economic and financial
dependency,and structuraldependency.Most recently, in two alreadywidely cited
articlesNancy FraserandLinda Gordon(1994a,b) haveidentifiedfour 'registersof
meaning'- economic,socio-Iegal,political andmoral or psychological- associated
with dependency.

Someelementsof thesetypologiesoverlap,othersdo not. Moreover,discussionsand
debatesaround dependencyraise many aspectsnot referred to at all in such
typologies. These are descriptorsand attributes such as 'natural' dependencies,
'legitimate'dependencies,dependencyon thestateversusdependencyon thefamily,
and so on. While the one dimensionaltypologiesoutlined aboveare useful for a
variety of descriptiveand analytic purposesthey do not adequatelyrepresentthe
rangeof contextsandpurposesassociatedwith theterm.

Dependencyis simply not a onedimensionalconcept.The schemapresentedin this
paper(seeFigure 1) coversfive different dimensionsof dependency,but I do not
wish to arguethat this is the only or the definitive way of carvingup the term. My
intentionis illustrative ratherthanclassificatory: to establishthe multi-dimensional
natureof theterm,andto illustratetherangeof elementsandattributesinvolved.

Spheresof Dependency

This first dimensionis quite similar to thethreetypologiesalreadymentioned.Th ..�~

are generalareasor spheresin which dependencyrelationsoperate,and while not
consistentlydefmableas causeor contentof assistance,for example, they have
intuitive appealas relatively discreteareas.They include, minimally, economic
dependency,political and legal dependency,psychologicaldependency,emotional
dependency,anddependenciesarisingfrom mentalorphysicaldisabilities.

Within the economicsphere,it is important to recognisedependenciesassociated
with the informal economy, as well as the more commonly recognisedones
associatedwith the formal economy.So underthis headingshouldbe includedthe
dependencyof an employed spouse on an unemployed partner to undertake
domesticor caringwork, aswell as the dependencyof an unemployedspouseon an
employedpartnerto generatea cashincome.

Political and legal dependenciesinvolve that classof dependenciesassociatedwith
the absenceof legal or political citizenship,suchas the right to vote or the right to
ownproperty.

Psychologicaldependencyrefers essentiallyto inadequate or flawed personality
development,but is not limited in its applicationto the purely psychological.This
kind of dependencyhasalsoemergedasan important dynamicin the explanationof
patternsof entrenchedurbanpoverty in the cultureof dependencyliterature,that is
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Figure 1: Five Dimensionsof Dependency

1 Spheresof Dependency

Economic
Political/Legal
Psychological
Emotional
MentalDisability
PhysicalDisability

2 DependentonWhat?

Family Members
TheState
Non-governmentOrganisations
Non-family Individuals
Employment

3 Dependentfor What?

FinancialSupport
DomesticServices
Carefor Self
Carefor Others
Psychological/EmotionalSupport
Non-violationof Civil/Legal Rights

4 Causesof Dependency

PhysicalImpainnent
MentalImpainnent
NotEmployed
InadequateIncome
LegalSystem
Political System
Psychological/EmotionalInadequacy
CaringResponsibilities
Life Cycle Stage
EmploymentResponsibilities

5 Attributesof Dependency

Legitimacy
Permanency
Naturalness
Necessity
Avoidability
Relational

�'�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�_�.�~�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�~�~�~�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-�-
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the failure, exemplified by the black urban 'underclass'to develop and maintain
'normal' patternsof adult economicindependence.(I refer here to the writings of
Mead (1992), Moynihan (1973) and Wilson (1987), amongstothers. Seealso the
secondsectionof this paper.)

By emotional dependence,I refer to the relationshipswhich provide affective
support, such as spousal, parent-child, or friendship relations. The final two
categories,dependenciesarising from mental and physical disabilities, are self­
explanatory.

Dependenton What?

The seconddimensionconcernsthe sourceof support or assistance,put simply,
dependencyonwho or on what. In mostanalyses,althoughnot in all, dependencyis
at least implicitly recognisedas a relational concept.The first two types here,
dependencyon family membersor dependencyon the state,areprobablythe more
commonly recognisedforms in the literature. Indeed, in much of the relevant
literature,dependencyis viewedalmostexclusivelyin theseterms.

Yet given the growing recognitionworldwide of the importantrole playedby the
third or voluntarysectorin providinghumanservices,it seemsinappropriatenot to
includedependencyon the non-governmentsector.Recentwork undertakenin the
United States,the United Kingdom, Australiaand elsewherehasbegunto map the
size, roleandrangeof servicesandassistanceprovidedin this way, an interestwhich
hadpreviouslybeenalmosttheexclusivepreserveof socialhistorians.!

Moreover,therearealsothemanykinds of supportandassistanceprovidedby non­
family individuals,but not within the frameworkof charitableorganisations.Under
this categoryare included sucha diverserangeof dependenciesas relianceon a
friend or neighbour, for example to deliver shopping or gerform errandsfor a
disabledaged person,reliance on paid help, for exampleon a staff memberto
remove a bedpanin a nursing home, or reliance on the spontaneouscharity of
individuals,exemplifiedby thosewho supportthemselvesby beggingin the streets.

The last category,dependencyon employment,is a lesscommonunderstandingof
dependency. Indeed, for some it may appear counter-intuitive, as economic
independenceis often held to be synonymouswith having a secureand reasonably
paidjob. This is an issuewhich will recurlater in thepaper,but for now let it simply

! Both the United Kingdom (Association of Researchersinto Voluntary Action and
Community Development- ARVAC) and the United Statesof America (Associatonfor
Researchon Nonprofit Organisationsand Voluntary Action - ARNOVA) have long
establishedassociationsfor researchon thenonprofit sector,andrecentyearshaveseenthe
establishmentof a similar associationin Australia and New Zealand(Australianand New
Zealand Third Sector Research). For international material see the John Hopkins
ComparativeNonprofit SectorProject (Salamonand Anheier 1992a,b) andfor Australian
materialseeLyons (1993,1994).
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benotedthat in theabsenceof 'independentwealth',manypeoplewill bedependent
on employment,and perhapsa particularemployer,for their continuedeconomic
well-being.

Dependentfor What?

The third dimensioninvolves categoriesof dependencyclas!;ified in tenusof what
oneis dependentfor: thenatureof theservicebeingprovided.Financialdependence
includesthe relianceof unemployedfamily memberson the family wage-earner(s),
and reliance on the statefor one's income. It could also include reliance on an
employerto continueone'semployment,andto paytheagreedsalaryfor thatwork.

Personsmaybedependenton domesticservicesin a rangeof contexts.A child or an
employedpersonmay rely on a family member to undertakedomestic labour
responsibilitiesfor them or on their behalf.A disabledpersonmay rely on paid or
unpaidassistancewith suchactivities.

By care of self I refer to the range of caring work which may be required by
someonewho is not capableof self-carein the 'normaladult' sense.This includes
therangeof careactivitiesrequiredby afrail or disabledperson,or achild.

Careof othersbringsinto theclassificationtherangeof caringresponsibilitiesthata
personmay have, but for one reasonor anothermay be unable or unwilling to
undertake.Employedpersonsmayhaveto rely on othersto carefor their children,or
their agedand disabledparent.Othersmay have to do so owing to geographical
distance,or competingcaring responsibilities,or as a consequenceof their own
personaldisability or ill-health. This mayormaynot involve fmancialremuneration;
it is thefact of relying onothersto providethecarewhich is thedefiningfeature.

Being dependentemotionally or for psychologicalsupport refers to the range of
nonual and abnormal human relationships which contribute (positively or
negatively)to ouremotionalandpsychologicalwell-being.

Finally, we are all dependenton othersnot to violate our basic humanand civil
rights, not to abuse us physicallyor emotionally,not to stealor destroyour homes
andpossessions,andsoon.

CausesOf Dependency

A fourth way of looking at dependencyconcernsits causes.Physicaland mental
impairments are two obvious causesof dependency,as is unemployment.An
inadequateincomemay inducedependencyevenamongthe employed,however;it
is thereforeincludedasaseparatecategory.

A legal systemmay causedependencyby not providing a classof individuals with
basiccitizenshiprights, for examplein thecasesof covertureor slavery.Similarly, a

,--,-----
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political systemmaynot fully endowa classof residentswith citizenshiprights, such
astheTurkishworkersin contemporaryGermany.

Psychologicalor emotional inadequacy,as an individual attribute, may lead to
dependencyon other individuals, but as alreadymentionedhas also figured in the
debatesovertheemergenceof a cultureof dependency.

Referencesto dependencydueto caringresponsibilitiesfirst appearedin the feminist
social policy literature, and are well illustrated by the economic dependencyof
married women caring for young children on a male breadwinner.The point is a
more generalone, however; caring responsibilitieswhether they be for children,
agedparents,personswith a disability or in ill- health, all may renderthe caring
individualdependenton a rangeof fmancial,domesticor otherkindsof assistance.

Life-cycle stagereferstypically to the dependenciesof childhoodandadolescence,
but couldalsobe appliedto old agewith movementout of the labourforce. Finally,
one'semploymentresponsibilitiescanrender onedependenton othersto performa
rangeof functions, including for examplethe careof dependentfamily members,or
domesticservices.

Attributes of Dependency

The fifth andfinal dimensionto be considereddiffers from the previousfour in that
the elementsareessentiallynormative.They are thus lesskinds of dependencythan
labels (often evaluative)which are frequently associated(implicitly or explicitly)
with the term.

Legitimacy is perhapsthe mostcommonsuchattribute,referring to whetheror not
the particulardependencyis regardedas an acceptableone. This acceptabilitymay
be from the perspectiveof a particular individual, or the broadersociety or some
subsetthereof.

Temporality distinguishespermanentdependencies(disabledpersons,or the long­
term unemployed)from those which are linked to temporarycircumstances(ill­
healthor a shortperiodof unemployment)or life phases(childhood).

Natural dependenciesare not easilydefined,often reflecting (implicit) assumptions
rather than any more objectively ascertainablecriteria. The term is used in
associationwith life-cycle stages,and with regard to periods of ill-health and
disability, but thereis also not infrequentlya connotationof dependencywithin the
family beingthe defmingfeature.

Necessityand avoidability indicate the extent to which the dependentpersonor
groupis responsiblefor their situationof dependency.Necessityrefersto whetheror
not the individual has viable alternativesor options in their current situation,
whereas avoidability taps the notion of whether some previous individually
determinedbehaviouris responsiblefor their currentsituation: hencethe frequently
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differentmeaningspublicly attachedto the dependencyof AIDS victims if they are
haemophiliacs,ascomparedto thosewho areintravenousdrugusers.

The relational aspectof dependencyis somewhatdifferent, in that it lacks a
normative component.But while dependencyis most frequently discussedas a
relational concept- that is as involving a dependencyon somepersonor thing
external to the individual, in some of the dependencyliterature it is explicitly
claimedto beacharacteristicof theindividual, asin thework of MargaretBaltesand
SusanSilverbert(1994)which is discussedlaterin this paper.

Of TaxonomiesandTypologies

TheclassificationsystemI havejust describedis intendedas illustrative, ratherthan
exhaustiveor defInitive. The topicscoveredandperspectivesbroughtto bearon the
study of dependencyare diverse,however,and it is useful to be remindedof the
range of issues involved, and the potential to be working with quite different
assumptions,whena subjectsuchasdependencyis discussed.

Moreover, there are a numberof dependencieswhich I have excludedfrom this
analysis,on thegroundsthat they arelesscentralto the analysisof socialpolicy and
dependency.But the term is used in other, not unrelatedliteratures.One such
examplederivesfrom dependencyeconomics,the analysisof third world economies
asdependentonmoredevelopedcountries.Otherexamplescouldbedrawnfrom the
environmentalliteratureon sustainabledevelopment.Thereis also the dependency
of all membersof any developedsocietyon the continuingexistenceof the market
for the supply of their basic goods and services,and hence their continuing
existence.To thatcanbeaddedthe literatureon drugsof dependence,anddoubtless
a numberof otherareas,andindeedin otherhistoricalepochs.So the schemais not
by anymeansanexhaustiveone.

Furthermore,I do not wish to argue that in the classification of dependency
presentedhere,eitherthefive dimensions,or thecategorieswithin thosedimensions,
aremutuallyexclusive.So, for example,economicor financialmattersare included
as oneof the 'spheres'of dependency,as oneof the 'causes'of dependency,andas
one of the forms of assistance'dependentfor what' which can characterisethe
dependencyrelationship.And within the 'attributes'of dependencyclassification,
labelssuchasavoidability andnecessityoverlapandareunderpinnedby notionsof
responsibilityandblame,which themselvesimpingeon legitimacy.

It must also be'recognisedthat eachof the fIve dimensionsoutlined inter-relate,
combineand re-combinein a variety of ways. So, a university studentreceiving
AUSTUDY couldbeseento bereceivingeconomicsupportfrom the statedueto his
or her life-cycle stage- we would regardsucha dependencyaswithin theeconomic
sphere. However, a physically disabled student receiving AUSTUDY and
governmentfmancial assistancewith continenceaids, would add to this economic
supportfrom the governmentto allow self-caredue to a disability, which might be
regardedaswithin theeconomicspherebut alsowithin thatof physicaldisability.
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I am not interestedin where such a casereally belongs,but rather simply to
demonstratethat the different dimensionsdo interact, sometimesin a one to one
way,but sometimesnot; andthatwhile sometimesthedifferentdimensionsduplicate
eachother,sometimestheydonot.

Theaim of this sectionwasto sketchthe rangeof ways in which dependencycould
be classified, and to establish that dependencyis indeed a multi-dimensional
concept.The pUlposeof the classificationschemeis to help track the careerof the
concept,however,ratherthanto chopit up into mutuallydiscretecategories,or asan
endin itself. Thus,a simplified versionof the classificationschemewill be usedto
locateand contextualisethe review of the major literaturesundertakenin the next
section.

2 The RelevantLiteratures

This secondpart of the papertracksthe differentusesof dependencyacrossseveral
relatedbut diverseliteratures.Theseare the socialwelfare literature,the cultureof
dependencyliterature,the developmentalpsychologyliterature,and the ageingand
disability literatures,with brieferreferencesto the sociologyof the family literature,
thesocialnetworkliterature,andtheliteraturepertainingto dependencyratios.

The SocialWelfare Literature

The centralpreoccupationsof the socialwelfareliteratureon dependencyhavebeen
firstly that social welfare shouldadequatelyprotect thoseexperiencinglegitimate
dependenciesin a society,andsecondlywith whethersuchpublic assistancewould
mitigate againstself-reliance,self-help, and family support.Such debatescan be
traced to the emergenceof the British Poor Laws , and can also be found
surroundingthe emergenceof social welfare legislation in the United Statesand
Australia. Moreover, the debatescontinuedthroughthe interveningdecadesto the
presentday.

The argument is in essenceone about fmancial incentives. If the government
providesan adequatestandardof living without requiring individuals to work, then
there will be no incentive to work, and in the attemptto provide for a group of
personswith 'legitimate'dependenciesa castof parasitic,publicly dependentpeople
will havebeencreated.Thedebatesandtheevidencearoundthis questionhavebeen
canvassedat length elsewhere,and will not be rehearsedfurther here. (For early
examplessee Malthus, 1826; Emerson,1841; John Stuart Mill, 1848; Herbert
Spencer,1894;andBeveridge,1942;morerecentlyTitmuss,1958/1976;1968;Rein,
1970;andGoodin,1988.)

For present purposes,I wish to make several points about the way in which
dependencywas interpretedwithin this tradition. First, dependencywas generally
and uncritically assumedto be synonymouswith public dependency.Dependency
could thus be unproblematically'reduced'by decreasingthe numbersof persons
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relianton the public sector.Second,it focusedonly on economicdependencyin the
traditional senseof reliancefor financial support.Third, therewas little recognition
of theproblemsinherentin the categorisationof certaindependenciesas 'legitimate'
and others as 'illegitimate'. Fourth, there are notable exceptions to such
generalisations,with writers suchasRichardTitrnuss(1958/1976)andsubsequently
Martin Rein (1970) pointingto the normative assumptionsin such analyses,and
others such as Goodin (1988, ch.12) providing more sophisticatedaccounts
explicitly recognising,for example, that a reduction of (public) dependencyso
definedwasin fact likely to beanincreasein dependencywithin the family.

The late 1970sandearly 1980ssawthe emergenceof a seriesof feminist analyses,
largely emergentfrom this essentiallyBritish social welfare tradition, by such
authorsas David andLand(1983),Land (1978,1985),McIntosh(1978,1979)Rose
(1981),Tulloch (1984) andWilson (1977). The thrust of this work was that much
socialpolicy presumeda gendereddivision of labour,suchthat women'seconomic
dependencyon men was both assumedand reinforcedby the existing systemof
social provision. While this work consistentlypresenteda different account of
dependencyto that which had hitherto characterisedthe literature, recognisingthe
existenceof dependencywithin the privateaswell asthepublic sphere,andthe role
played by the family wage system as an underlying cause 'creating' women's
dependency,therewasalsoa notableconflict amongstfeminist accountsof the way
in which thewelfarestate'structured'women'sdependence.

Theearlyaccountscitedaboveemphasisedtheassumeddependencyof women: that
welfare provisionsfor single mothers,for example,simply assumedthat a woman
with children would be dependenton a man, and that only if there was no man
availablewould the statestepin and supportthat dependency.This was viewed as
reinforcingwomen'sdependencyon menandwithin the family, firstly by viewing it
asa naturalandlegitimatedependency,andsecondlyby providing womenwith only
unattractiveandstigmatisedforms of welfarepaymentasanalternative.

Theseanalysesdrew on andintermeshedwith earlierandcontemporaneousfeminist
analysesof the family, which emphasisedthewaysin which thefamily wascentrally
responsiblefor thecontinuedoppressionof women(Barrett,1980,ch 6; Barrettand
McIntosh, 1982/1991;Firestone,1979; Oakley, 1974; Segal,1983). Individualism,
isolation in the home, unequalsexualpower, responsibility for domestic labour,
caring responsibilities,a disadvantagedbasefrom which to engagein the labour
market - all of this and more was said to reinforce in both ideological and
institutional ways women'sdependencyboth within the family and more broadly
within society.

Suchanalyseswere also connectedwith the emergingconstructionin the 1980sof
welfare as a form of social control - the very structureof the welfare state was
viewed as increasingthe control exerted over women, and the oppressionand
dependencyexperiencedby them.Someauthorssuggestthat the form andnatureof
the state'scontroloverwomenis directly oppressive(seefor exampleBryson,1983;
Cox, 1983;Nelson,1990).In otherrelatedaccountsthe role of the statein requiring,



10 DIANEGIBSON

creatingandmaintainingparticularforms of women'sdependencylargely via their
continuedoppressionwithin the family is viewedwith equaldisfavour(Abramovitz,
1988;Barrett,1980;Gordon,1990).In its mostnegativeform, theseanalystsreferto
a virtual shuffle betweendependenceon the state or dependenceon men, with
dependencyon oneor the otheremergingasall butunavoidable(Zinn, 1984).

While sharingmanyof theseperceptionsof the patriarchalwelfare state,therehave
alsobeensomewhatcontradictorypropositionsput forwardby authorssuchasCarol
Pateman(1988) that dependenceon the stateis frequentlypreferableto dependence
on a man,or FrancesFox Piven'sargumentthatthewelfarestatehasactuallyleadto
increasedindependencefor women(1990).Certainly, in the debatesthatsurrounded
the introductionof the Child SupportSchemein Australia,women'spreference(and
the greaterassociatedindependence)for reliance on the state rather than former
husbandsor partnerswasput forward asanimportantissueby feministactivists.

Thesefeminist accountsaddedsignificantsophisticationto themainstreamliterature
asit existedin the 1970sand1980s.Theyfocusedattentionsquarelyon thereality of
dependencywithin the family, and specifically on women'sdependenceon men.
Dependencywithin the private sphere becamea legitimate object of analysis.
Moreover, the movement between spheres - from dependency on a male
breadwinner to dependencyon the state, was also recognised, and with it,
particularly in more recentwork, therecameat leasta tacit recognitionthat simply
transferringdependencyfrom one sphereto anotherdid not necessarilychangethe
fact of thatdependency.Finally, feminist writers revealedandcritically analysedthe
normativebasesunderlying various accountsof dependencies- most particularly
notionsof naturalnessandlegitimacy.

Therewereno majordevelopmentsin this literaturethroughthe late 1980sandearly
1990s,until the emergenceof Fraserand Gordon'sgenealogyof dependencyin
1994. However,Fraserand Gordonspecifically situatetheir task as an attemptto
explain and dispel currentconstructionsof dependencyas imbuedin the American
debates about welfare mothers. And indeed, given the emphasis on the
moral/psychologicalregister, andon dependencyas an individual trait, it seems
more consistentwith the American culture of dependencyliterature than the
predominantlyBritish socialwelfare intellectualtradition which hasbeendiscussed
here. The issuesraisedby Fraserand Gordon, then, are takenup in the following
discussionof thatliterature.

TheCultureof DependencyLiterature

The cultureof dependencyliteraturedatesfrom Moynihan'soften cited introduction
to his 1973 book on the politics of a guaranteednational income: 'the issue of
welfare is the issueof dependency'.Moynihan goeson to outline the undesirable
personalattributesassociatedwith dependency,and its 'abnormal'statusfor adults.
Theseideashavebeentakenup, developedandmodified by a rangeof writers, but
perhapsmost notably by CharlesMurray (1984), LawrenceMead (1986) William
JuliusWilson (1987)andChristopherJencks(1992).
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While thereis disagreementasto thecausalmechanism,with themoreconservative
writers arguingfor biology, psychologyandfamily pathology,andthe more liberal
for socialandeconomiccontext,therearenonethelesssomegeneralisablepoints to
be extracted.2 First, it is in thesedebatesthat dependencyemergesas a personal
attribute,in addition to the older relational senseof being dependenton the state.
Second,this dependencyis held to be created,in varying ways and to varying
extents,by social welfare. Third, the notion of blame, of targeting the victim,
emergescentrally in thesedebates.Fourth, while someof theseideashave been
takenup in Britain by writers suchasHardeyDeanandPeterTaylor-Gooby,this is
predominantlyan American literature. As such, it combinesa number of racial,
sexualand social stereotypessurroundingthe black urban poor, and particularly
black welfare mothers,which have not gone unchallengedby American feminist
writers (seeBarbaraNelson,1990andLinda Gordon,1992).

More recently, under the influence of Fraserand Gordon (1994a, b) as already
mentioned,of FrancesFox Piven (1994) andJacquelineJonesin her book on the
history of the Americanunderclassesfrom the Civil war onward(1992), this work
has gatheredmomentumand depth,emphasisingnot just the genderedand racial
nature of the culture of dependencyargument,but also the changingmeanings
attachedto dependency,andthe ideologicalcomponentsof suchdebates.Fraserand
Gordon'swork providesagoodexampleof recentdevelopmentsin this literature.

Fraserand Gordonprovide a detailedhistorically basedaccountof the changing
meanings associatedwith dependencyin four 'registersof meaning' (economic,
socio-legal,political andmoral-psychological).Their argumentis thatdependencyis
an ideological term, their concernin this paperis to 'dispel the doxa surrounding
currentUS discussionsof dependency'(1994b:310), andtheir intent is to dislodge
theforceof thestereotypeof 'welfaremothers':

In currentdebates,theexpressionwelfare dependencyevokes
the image of 'the welfare mother',often figured as a young,
unmarried black woman (perhaps even a teenager) of
uncontrolled sexuality. The power of this image is
overdetennined,we contend,since it condensesmultiple and
often contradictory meanings of dependency. Only by
disaggregatingthosedifferent strands,by unpackingthe tacit
assumptionsand evaluativeconnotationsthat underlie them,
can we begin to understand,and dislodge, the force of that
stereotype.(FraserandGordon,1994b:311-12)

This papersignalsa key developmentto the dependencyliterature.It takesaccount,
not only of the different spheresin which dependencyoperates,but also of the
changinghistorical meaningsassociatedwith the term in thosespheres.The self-

2 For a succint indication of someof the issuesand differencesof position within this
literature,seeFraserandGordon(1994b:328-9); a lengthierversionmay be foundin Dean
andTaylor-Gooby(1992,ch. 2).
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consciousrecognitionof dependencyas an ideologicaltenn, and the groundingof
that recognition in a detailedhistorical analysisof linguistic and social-structural
change, is another key advance.And of some interest is the inclusion of a
specifically moral/psychologicalregister of dependency,incOIporating both the
culture of dependencyliterature and a hitherto specifically feminist (or anti­
feminist) literature:

...a burgeoning cultural-feminist, post feminist, and
antifeministself-helpandpop-psychologyliterature[in which]
women's dependency was hypostatized as a depth­
psychological gender structure: 'women's hidden fear of
independence'or 'the wish to be saved'...[also] ... a spateof
books about 'codependency',a supposedly prototypically
femalesyndromeof supportingor 'enabling'thedependencyof
someoneelse. (FraserandGordon,1994b:325-6)

A particular usefulnessof this incorporationlies in the social problem to which
Fraserand Gordon's article is directed- the constructionof 'Aid to Familieswith
DependentChildren' (AFDC) mothersin contemporaryAmericanliterature.But it is
as noteworthy as it is perhapsinevitable that the particular construction(AFDC
mothers)with which they are preoccupiedshouldstrongly inflect their analysisof
dependency.

While initially a paperwhich self-consciouslytakesaccountof the culturally and
temporallyspecificnatureof dependency,FraserandGordonthenbring the power
of thatargumentto bearin explainingoneparticularhistoricallyspecificinstanceof
dependency.In doing so, theyfail to extendtheir analysisto exploreotherfonns of
dependency,or to examinewhy theseparticularsocialgroupshavebeensolabelled.
As they themselvespoint out, theirs is not a causal analysis. But the task of
identifying and seeking to explain generalisableattributes in this and other
constructionsof dependencyis an importantone,andoneto which I returnlater in
this paper.

ThePsychologicalLiterature

The predominantlypop-psychologyliteratureon co-dependencyand the Cinderella
complex referred to by Fraser and Gordon has some connectionsto a more
establishedandmainstreamacademictradition,thatof developmentalpsychology.It
is this broaderand more academicallysoundliterature which is the focus of the
presentdiscussion.

From this perspective,dependenceor independenceis explicitly an individual trait,
and the transition from dependenceto independenceis part of the naturally
occurring, developmentalprocess.Dependencyis thus a nonnal trait in the early
yearsof life, progressivelyshedthroughchildhood,adolescenceandtheyoungadult
stageof the life cycle until the nonnal,maturepatternof independentbehaviouris
reached.While originally a modelappliedto the early andmiddle stagesof the life
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cycle, interesthasrecentlybeenextendedto the latter yearsof the life cycle in this
literature. Margret Baltes and Susan Silverberg (1994) provide a valuable
introductionto this approachin their work on dependencythroughoutthe life-cycle.
(SeealsoHockeyandJames,1993.)

This approachshareswith the morepopillar psychologicalwork on co-dependency
and the Cinderellacomplexan assumptionthat while dependencyis normal at the
early life-cycle stages,any divergencefrom thesenormal and naturally occurring
dependenciesis pathological.Dependencyfor adults is thus a negativestate.The
paradigmwas, of course,predominantlyconcernedto analysedevelopmentfrom
infancyto adulthood,ratherthanthereverseprocessin old age.

The modelhasbeenextended,however,in the work which specifically focuseson
ageinganddependency,to incorporate'nonnal'increasesin dependencyassociated
with lossor declineof physicalandmentalfunctioning.BaltesandSilverbergargue
thatacceptanceof dependencyin old agecanrepresentpositiveadaptationstrategy,
if dependencein someareasis usedto protectreducedresourcesin orderto maintain
independencein 'key' areasfor that individual. Certain levels of dependencycan
thusbeseenaspositive(and 'normal')at latterstagesof thelife-cycle.

An interestingcorrelateof this approachis the potential for the constructionof
unnecessarydependencyvia care-givingbehaviour- what Baltes refers to as the
'dependency-supportscript' (Baltes, 1988; BaltesandSilverberg,1994).The point
at issuehereis the psychologicalcreationof dependency,ratherthan the socialor
structuralconstructionreferredto by earlierwriters} Baltesis hereconcernedwith
the creationor fostering of dependencyin individuals as a result of 'overcare',
particillarly in an institutional context. She warns that in suchcircumstances,the
reinforcementof higherthannecessarylevelsof dependencyresultingfrom physical
or organiccausesmaybecomeunnecessarilyequatedwith decisionaldependency.

At this point, we haveundoubtedlymovedinto an areawherethepsychologicaland
the gerontologicalliteraturescanno longerbeusefully separated.But beforeleaving
the developmentalpsychologyliterature,somegeneralpoints canbe made.First, it
uncritically positsnaturalandthereforepositivedependenciesat certainstagesof the
life-cycle, and departuresfrom thesenonnalpatternsare regardedas pathological.
Second, the unnecessarycreationof dependencythroughthe 'dependencysupport
script', and certainkinds of dependencysuchas decisionalratherthan organic,are
regarded as undesirable, suggesting that while certain kinds and levels of
dependencyareacceptablein old agetheyshould,whereverpossible,beminimised.
Dependencyremains,therefore,an undesirablestate.Third, while this perspective
startsfrom the premisethat dependencyis an individual trait, it is evidentin these
discussionsof the possiblecreationof dependencythroughthe 'dependencysupport
script', that at least some elementsof dependencyare unavoidably relational in
character.

3 For a discussionof the structuralcreationof dependency,in old age, seeWalker (1980,
1982),Townsend(1981)andGibson(1984). This point is alsodiscussedlaterin this paper.
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TheAgeingandDisability Literatures

Not surprisingly, dependencyhas long been a central issue in the ageing and
disability literatures.The predominantsense,however, has been with regard to
physical or mental disabilities. Curiously, the debatescharacteristicof the social
welfare literatureconcerningthe creationof economicdependencyseemedto have
relatively little saliencewith regard to the aged and income security. This may
reflect what a numberof commentatorshave claimed as the senseof legitimacy
associatedwith income support for the aged,4 or simply a lack of integration
betweenthe two literatures.However, it was not until the early 1980s that Alan
Walker (1980; 1982) and Peter Townsend(1981) drew attention to the social
constructionof dependencyin old age - by which they meantthe way in which
labour force participationand incomesecurityprovisionsstructuredthe economic
circumstancesof old people in contemporarysociety. Their work focused on
dependencyalmost exclusively in an economicsense,and largely with regard to
public dependency.In an earlier paper, I extendedthese ideas concerning the
creationof dependencyamongsttheaged,in termsof bothfamily andstateprovision
of care, and with regardto reasonsof physicaland mental, as well as economic,
disadvantage(Gibson,1985).

Probably the most common treatmentof dependencyin the gerontologicaland
disability literatureshasbeenasa virtual synonymfor disability. This is in a sensea
specialistusageof the term,althoughtheextentto which it is a characteristicof the
individual or of the level of care neededby the individual has remained an
unresolvedtension.S The commonmeasuresof functionalability in old age,the so
calledADL (Activities of Daily Living) andIADL (InstrumentalActivities of Daily
Living) scales,provide an excellent illustration of the interpenetrationof the
concepts.Usedas standardmeasuresof disability, individualsarescoredon a setof
physical items suchas capacityfor self care or ability to climb a flight of stairs,
using a set of responsesindicating whetherthe respondentcan perform the task
without difficulty, with difficulty, only with help or not at all. Level of disability is
thus measuredin terms of needfor assistance- or dependencyon the servicesof
others. In a sense this overlap is co-terminus with the definitional problems
surroundingsuch terms as handicap,impairmentand disability in both the ageing
anddisability fields, andthereis no reasonto think thatsuchissueswill beeasily,or
evenusefully,resolved.6

4 Seefor exampleKewley (1980,ch.l: 20) for an accountof the notion of 'an earnedright'
associatedwith theAustralianagedpension,or in theAmericanliteratureFraserandGordon
(1994a:14).

5 Forareviewof theuseof theterm in thegerontologicalliterature,incorporatingreferenceto
therangeof physical,mentaland socialattributeswhich influence dependencyamongaged
persons,anda numberof key measurementissuesseeRickwood(1994).

6 It is at leastarguablethatoneis unlikely to getconsistentterminologyin aresearchsensein
fields wherethepolitically correctusagecontinuesto evolve. In part, theusagefavouredby
activists at any point in time is informed by an attempt to avoid negative stereotypes
associatedwith a previousform of dominantusage,andalsoto drawattentionto a particular
aspectof their'case'.While it is possiblethatcurrentusagehasreacheda final evolutionary
endpoint,andno furtherchangeswill occur,this seemsunlikely. Note for exampleMorris's
(1993:x) reversionto andargumentin favourof the term 'thedisabled',in preferenceto the
currentemphasison 'peoplewith disabilities'.
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An areaof the ageinganddisability literaturewheredependencyandrelatedissues
are discussedfrom a third, and somewhatdifferent, perspectiveis the work on
caring. This literaturehasbeenheavily influencedby feminists,amongwhom the
main preoccupationhas been a recognition of the 'burden of care', and more
generallythe amountof unpaidwork, carriedout by womencaring for a rangeof
dependentpersons. (For early examplesof this work see Ungerson,1987 and
Woerness,1987; for a recentoverview seeGibsonand Allen 1993.) This work
began to emergeat the same time that governmentpolicies were pushing for
increasedcommunitycare, andamoveawayfrom (expensive)institutionalcare.The
essenceof the earlier accountswas that care in the community was care by the
community,careby the communitywas careby the family, and careby the family
wascareby women.

Herethenotionof dependencyis exploredlargely in theprivatesphere,andin terms
of its negativeimpacton thecarer.Dependencyis thusessentiallyconceptualisedas
externalto the carer,but experiencedby her - it is the otherperson'sattribute.In
their recentwork, FraserandGordon(1994a,b), following Sapiro(1990),arguethat
it is the care which women provide for dependentpeople which renders them
vulnerableto dependencythemselves.In all of this, dependencycontinuesto beseen
asinherentlyundesirable,but in this sensefor thosewho carrythe 'burden'.

The work on caring has also beenheavily influencedby researchersfrom a quite
separatebackground, psychologists operating from within a modified stress
paradigm.Again, thekeyfactoris the 'burdenof care',but this time with aparticular
focus on the 'coping capacity' of the individual. Dependencyis essentially a
characteristicof the care recipient.Only very recently, and it remainsto be seen
whether there is any influence on the more generalfield, has the role of the
relationshipbetweenthe personbeingcaredfor andthe carerbeenarticulatedas a
key determinateof well-beingandcopingcapacity.7

While virtually all of thesedebatesremaingermaneto botlrtheageingaswell asthe
disability literature,many of theseillustrationsare drawn from social gerontology.
The[mal aspectof this literatureto bediscussed,however,while relevantto both, is
drawnfrom thedisability literature.

In recentyears disabledfeminist Jenny Morris (1993a,b) has launcheda strong
critique of muchof the feminist work on caring,arguingthat this work neglectsthe
perspectiveof old anddisablepersonsthemselves- most of whom, shepoints out,
are also women. More generally,this is the literature (and theassociatedpolitical
movement) which argues for self-determination, empowerment and more
specifically the establishmentof independentliving arrangementsfor the agedand
disabled. (See,for example,Brisendon,1989andOliver, 1990.)

7 For prototypicalexamplesof this work seeLawton et al. (1991) andPearlinet al. (1990).
For a critical overviewof the field andthe argumentin favour of including dyadic aspects
seeBraithwaite(1994).
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Morris arguesthatliving independentlyis indeedpossibleevenfor severelydisabled
persons,andleavesthereaderin no doubtthatindependenceis not merelyto do with
not living in an institution. The issuewhich emergesstrongly is one of individual
control, control over what arrangementsand servicesare required,how they are
provided and by whom. ill thesearguments,it is control over the completionof
tasks,rather than being able to do them for oneself,which defmesindependence.
Hereagain,a different aspectof dependenceis emerging.But this heraldsa shift of
focus on to the natureof the dependencyrelationship,and the natureof dependency
itself, issueswhich havebeenrecurrentbut rarely central in the various literatures
reviewed up to this point. The questionof the nature of dependency,and what
constitutesits singularlynegativeaspect(s),is exploredfurther in the fmal sectionof
this paper.

DependencyRatios

The final literatureto be includedhereis describedonly briefly. Dependencyratios
are a simple indicator used predominantly by demographersand economists,
generallyin discussionspertainingto labourmarketsandsocial securityprovisions.
They indicate the relative proportion of the population which is of worlcing age
comparedto that which is not, andfor the purposesof this overviewI wish only to
note that they assume dependency to be an economicattribute, and essentially
related to non-labour market participation due to old age and/or youth. Other
dependencies,including thoseof adult womenwithin the family, havenot generally
beenregardedas dependencyin theseratios.Theseratios are discussedin detail in
Encel's(1994)paperin this volume.

Locating the Literature

In this secondsectionof the paper,I have describedthe emergenceand dominant
usageof the term dependencyacrossseveralliteratures.Sucha review necessarily
focuseson the contexts,situationsand problemswhereby the term is invoked or
employed.What sucha review fails to focus attentionon is the absences- the areas
wheredependencyhasnot emergedasa relevantissue.

In the first sectionof this paper,I outlinedfive different dimensionsof dependency.
In so doing, I arguedthat thosedimensionswere intendedto be neithermutually
exclusivenor completelyinclusive,but ratherto represent reasonablywell the range
of dimensions across which the concept was relevant. What remains to be
undertaken,then,is a comparisonof the way in which the termhasactuallyemerged
in the literaturesjust reviewed,with the rangeof useswhich could possiblyhave
emerged.Sucha task is a usefuldevicefor systematicallydirectingour attentionto
the non-usesof dependency,as well as its uses. In locating theseliteraturesin
relationto the key dimensionsoutlined,somesimplificationof the five dimensional
model is required if the task is to be a manageableone. To do so in a five
dimensional figure would be schematicallyand conceptually complex, and not
essentialto presentpurposes.
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The evaluativeor normative dimension(attributes)can legitimately be excluded
from the presenttask.The fact thatdependencyis beingconstructedin one wayor
another,asgoodor bador legitimateor whatever,is not actuallyat issuein this stage
of the analysis.Ratherit is the morebasicquestionasto whetherparticularkinds of
interactionsarediscussedin termsof dependencyat all which is underinvestigation.
From the remaining four dimensions, it is possible to create a simple two
dimensionalmodelwhich summarisesmostof the issuesraisedin thefirst partof the
paper.

To achievethis simplified version,I haveessentiallytakensix reasonablydiscrete
areas of dependency- economic (formal sphere),economic (domestic sphere),
politico/legal, psychological,emotionaland disability related- and crosstabulated
themagainstthe agencyor individual dependedupon.While a morefinely grained
chartingcould be achievingby incorporatingotherdimensions,suchas the kind of
serviceor assistancedependedupon,thetwofold versionis a sufficientillustration.

The result is presentedschematicallyin Figure2. Acrossthe top of the table,arethe
agentsor organisationson which onemight depend,- the family, the state,and so
on. Moving down the table are the main sets or broad areasof dependency­
dependencyassociatedwith the formal economic sector (essentially fmancial
dependency),then dependencypertaining to the informal economic sector
(essentiallyrelating to domesticand caring work). And so on. Using this simple
template,it is possibleto locate the relevant 'dependency'literatures,noting the
combinationswhich aretypically analysedin termsof dependency,andthosewhich
arenot.

To begin with the formal economicsector, it is clearly logically possibleto be
dependentin a financial senseon family members,the state, non-government
organisations,other individuals and one's employer. Yet the majority of these
relationshipsare not generallycodedas dependencyrelationshipsin the literatures
just reviewed.Financialrelianceon family membersandthe statehaveclearlyboth
beenincludedin theanalysisof dependencyin thesocialwelfareliterature,although
dependencywithin the family hasbeenmorecommonlyrecognisedin the feminist
aspectsof that literature.The sociologyof the family literatureis anotherarenain
which economicdependencywithin the family hasbeenexplored. The ageingand
disability literaturesboth engagewith notionsof economicrelianceon the state,as
doesthecultureof dependencyliteratureandwork ondependencyratios.

But fmancial reliance on the non-governmentsector, on individuals and on
employmentdo not figure strongly in debatesabout dependency.They are not
inscribedasdependencyrelationships.And yet suchrelationshipscould logically be
soregarded.Recentyearshaveseena growinginternationalacceptanceof therole of
the non-governmentsectorin welfare, many peopleare reliant on this sectorfor
emergencyrelief andcharitablesupport.Similarly, the presenceof streetbeggarsin
many EuropeanandAmerican,as well as third world cities, suggestsomereliance
on individual charity.Finally, asFraserandGordonnote,relianceon employerswas
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Figure2: A Schemaof DependencyLiteratures
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at onehistoricalpoint regardedas a dependencyrelationship(1994a,b). It is in the
modernworld thatemploymenthascometo be synonymouswith independence- but
thereis not reasonfor it to be. If we aredependenton our employersfor our income
- this too is a dependencyrelationship.

The secondline of the table concerns theinformal economy,or domesticservices.
Here,the relianceof men(usually)on the unpaiddomesticservicesof womenis the
subjectof scrutinyin the sociologyof the family (at leastby feminist commentators)
butnowhereelsedoesthis figure asa dependencyrelationship.Yet arguably,in a so­
called traditional family setting,a man in full-time employmentis as reliant on his
wife for her householdservicesandthe careof any dependentchildrenas sheis on
his income.An argumentcould evenbe madethat the husbandis potentiallymore
reliant, in that an alternativeincomemay at leastbe morequickly comeby than an
alternativewife and children.Yet the wife is traditionally seenas dependent,while
thehusbandis not.

Even if part-timepaid work by the wife were addedto this traditional scenario,so
that the wife contributesdomestic,caring and financial resourcesto the household,
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dependencywould remainassociatedwith the wife ratherthan the husbandin the
literatures discussed.Reliance on a partner for domestic and caring services is
simply not inscribedwith the label,dependency. Similarly,wheredomesticservices
are purchasedon the market , that is where one individual is reliant on the paid
servicesof anotherto maintainor contributeto the maintenanceof his/herdomestic
sphere,this is not generallyheld to be a dependencyrelationship,nor discussedin
thosetermsin the relevantliteratures.Yet, in reality, for thosepeoplewho havehad
to find replacementdomestic services at particular life stages, to help with
houseworkor thecareof childrenor frail agedparents,theseareindeeddependency
relationshipsof akind.

I do not intendto elaboratein furtherdetaileachof the particularcells of this table.
To someextentthe figure is self explanatory,and in any caseit is the blank cells
whichareparticularlypertinenthere.Focusingontheblankareasof the tablereveals
the areaswhererelationshipswhich havethe potentialto be describedandanalysed
in termsof dependencyhavenot beenso inscribedin the relevantliteratures.While
it is clearlypossibleto havedependencyrelationshipsin thoseareas,thesehavenot
beenseenasappropriatesubjectsor examplesof dependency.

The kinds of relationships which are discussedin the various literatures on
dependencyareessentiallyspotty - andnot the full rangeof possibleones.While a
simple explanationcould be offered for anyoneabsence(for example,economic
relianceon the non-governmentsectormay simply be an idea whosetime hasnot
quite yet come)thereis alsoat leastthe possibility that a moregeneralexplanation
mayalsoserve.In searchof suchanexplanation,it is fruitful to turn to thenatureof
dependencyitself, andin particularto thequestionof whatconstitutesor otherwise
constructs the unremittingly negative aura which characterises the term
'dependency'.

3 What's Wrong With Dependency?

Thereviewof dependencyaccomplishedin this paperrevealsavarietyof usesof the
term,butalsoasurprisingnumberof generalisablepoints.

First, dependencyis by and large treatedas dependenton something- in certain
aspectsof certainliteraturesit hasbeenheld to be an attributeof the individual, but
evenwhere thisis explicitly the casethereis a tendencyfor thatuseto breakdown,
and the relational aspectsof the term to recur. Moreover, this is an important
generalisation,becauseit is actually the fact of being dependenton someoneor
somethingonwhich manyof thesedebatesturn.

Second,it is clear that some dependenciesare acceptable,and someare not. In
certainof the literaturesreviewed,this preceptis takenuncritically to be thecase.In
others,particularly the work which exploresthe historical contextof dependency,
what doesanddoesnot constituteacceptabledependencyis seento be normatively
constructed- in certainsocietiesat certaintimes.
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Third, it is generallyheld that reducingdependencyis by definition a good thing.
Occasionalattemptshavebeenmadeto reclaim dependencyas a valuedquality, in
keepingwith moves,for example,towardmore 'womancentred'modelsof feminist
analysis (pearce,1990). This is not however, the dominantdiscourse.The more
nonnalfonnulationis thatof dependency,otherthanthatwhich is held to benatural
or unavoidable,as an undesirablestate.This perspectiveis illustratedby Fraserand
Gordonwho, while recognisingthatsomedependencyshouldbesupported,attempts
to resolve this issueby setting up a distinction between'socially necessary'and
'surplus'dependency(FraserandGordon,1994b:23-4).

This perspectivemight bestbe summarisedas the maximally reduciblemodel of
dependency,andit characterisesalmostall of the literaturecanvassedin onefonn or
the other. Theremay be disagreementabouthow to get rid of it - transferit from
public to private, or private to public, re-structure,re-inscribingand so forth - but
thereis certainlyagreementthatgenerallyspeakingit shouldbegot rid of. Why?

Inevitably, our social world will be characterisedby certain kinds and levels of
dependencyandinterdependency.Much of it cannotbe avoided, andmuchof it we
do not wish to avoid. The question 'what is really wrong with dependency?'
providesthe key to pushthe boundariesof thesedebatesin a more productiveand
positivedirection.

I havearguedin thepastfor a focusonwhat it is thatmakesdependencyundesirable
for those who are in a dependentstate, and on what can we do about those
undesirableattributes- ratherthanattemptingto eradicatedependencyitself (Gibson,
1985).Any attackon dependency,or attemptto reducetheamountof dependencyto
minimally necessaryamount,hasas a necessarycorollary the further reinforcement
of thenegativestigmaassociatedwith beingdependent.

Dependencyis largely ineradicablein societyas we know it - and dependencyas
suchis surelynot theproblem.As Durkheimpointedoutmembersof anincreasingly
sophisticatedandintegratedsocietywill be increasinglydependent oneachother- or
interdependentif that terminology is preferred. Indeed,the distinction between
dependenceand interdependenceis less important in this context than is often
assumed.There may be some initial intuitive appeal in assuming that inter­
dependencyis the acceptablefaceof dependency,andthatwherethereis someform
of mutuallybeneficialexchangethe 'problem'of dependencywill not arise.

Yet interdependencyis not the solution it is somehowand sometimespurportedto
be. Simply being interdependentdoesnot precludethe possibility that onepersonis
more dependenton the relationship than the other. And if interdependencyis
confinedto thoserelationswhere the exchangeis of exactly equalmagnitudeand
importanceto the two individuals or agentsinvolved, it becomesrelevantto sucha
smallproportionof potentialinterdependenciesasto renderit virtually useless.

If being interdependentdoesnot necessarilymakethe circumstancesof the 'more
dependent'person acceptable,the issue of what makes dependencyundesirable
cannotbe resolvedonly in terms of the inequality of the exchange.The relative
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importanceof the exchangeto the individual is the questionof centralimportance.
The underlyingdimensionis that of power, and canbe easily operationalisedin a
rangeof contextsin termsof alternativesanddiscretion.

If the serviceswhich I requireare availableat the discretionof a serviceprovider,
and if I haveno alternativesto thoseparticularservices,then I am inevitably in a
powerlessposition with regard to.those services - whether they be fmancial,
domesticor physical care.8 If the serviceswhich I require are providedby my
daughter,andshecanchoosewhetheror not to providethatassistance,andno other
potentialsourceof help is availableto me, I remaindependenton her assistance­
even if she lives in my house,usesmy income and has the completeuse of the
family car.If I ambed-boundin anursinghome,andmy personalcareassistantdoes
not chooseto givemeabackrubto preventbed-sores,or gives it in anunsatisfactory
or painfulway - thereis little I candoeventhoughsheis paidfor herservices.

At the individual level, then, I would argue that what is undesirableabout
dependencyis the lack of power and control over basic elementsof one's lived
existence,andhencethat it is thelack of powerwhich requiresaddressing.Attempts
to reducethe numberof dependentpersonsalways leaveunresolvedthe fact that
dependenciesexist,andinevitablyreinforcethenegativecircumstancesof thosewho
remaindependent.

This analysisof the negativeaspectsof dependencyat the individual level is one
which I, andothers,havedevelopedin earlierwork. (SeeGibson,1985andGoodin
1985; 1988, chI2.) In this paper,however, I wish to extend that analysisto a
societallevel.

It hasbeendemonstratedin this paperthat only certainkinds of relationshipsor life
circumstancesare separatedout by societyas constituting'dependency'.This leads
to thequestionasto whataspectsof dependencyareseparatedout asproblemsby a
particularsociety, and why and when this occurs.Fraserand Gordon trackedthe
selectivehistory of the usageof the term and demonstratedits changingmeanings,
thereby attempting to demystify the 'aura' of dependencysurrounding AFDC
mothers.I haveattemptedto directattentionto thoserelationshipsandcircumstances
which are not labelled 'dependency'in our society, but in logical terms could
equallywell be.It is theabsencesaswell asthepresenceswhich I havebeenatpains
to pointout in my own review.

What are the particularcharacteristicswhich allow certaindependenciesto be so
defmedin any society, and to carry the particular aura of lacking in legitimacy,
acceptability, naturalnessand normality that leaves dependency,as Fraser and
Gordon (l994b: 4) so aptly comment 'leak[ing] a profusion of stigmatising
connotations- racial, sexualmisogynist,and more'? Why are somedependency

8 This point is mostrecentlyexemplifiedin the work of JennyMorris, when sheanalysesa
rangeof possiblecaresituationsfor disabledpersons,emphasisingthe needfor maximising
controlof thoseservicesfor thedisabledperson.

--------------------------.• _--'.._--------
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relationsdefinedas 'dependent'in contemporarysociety,and othersnot? Why can
there be ready recognitionof the role played by many women in the 1980sand
1990sin carryingout the 'secondshift' - while the dependencyof menin particular,
andsocietyin general,on womencontinuingto so is not recognisedat all? Why are
certaingroupsin societylabelleddependent?

Dependencyat this societallabellinglevel is clearlyan ideologicalstrategy.Thekey
issueconcerningthe currentmajorvictims of the label - AFDC mothersin the US ­
is not somuchto debatethe legitimacyof the term,but ratherto askwhy andhow it
hasbeensuccessfullymanipulated.In othersocieties,suchlabelling of 'the other'
hasbeenusedto distractattentionfrom economicills and to justify reductionsin
welfarespending.Suchstrategiesduringperiodsof economic'belt tightening'allow
governmentsto shift potential blame from their own economicmanagementto
particular segments(or victims) within the society: so the 'dole bludgers' in
Australia in the economicdecline(andhigh unemployment)of the late 1970s,and
the Asian migrantsundersimilar circumstancesin the early 1980s,so too the East
Europeanmigrantsin contemporaryGermany.

Welfaremothersin theUnitedStatesareneitherincreasingrapidly in numbersnor in
terms of the proportion of the Social Security budget. In fact, the value of the
benefitshasbeensubstantiallyreducedin real terms.Nor is the careof childrena
particularly low priority in public attitudesto welfare in contemporaryAmerican
society(CookandBarrett,1992).Thelogic of thechoiceof 'welfaremothers'as the
current 'icon of dependency'does not lie in any of thesepossibleexplanations.
Rather, this is a group which is powerlessto defend itself, and which has little
alternativebut to acceptthe circumstancesin which they fmd themselves.Nelson
(1990), Gordon (1992) and others following their accountshave pointed to the
discretionaryaspectof AFDC asakey issuein the difficult positionin which AFDC
recipients fmd themselves.While such factors undoubtedlyaffect the individual
experienceof beinga welfaremother,andhencetheexperienceof dependencyat the
individual level, it has perhapsless explanatorypower to offer in terms of the
successfullabelling of such groups of peopleas dependentat the societal level.
Other dependencies,suchas the dependenciesof men on the continuedsupply of
servicesof women,are not so characterised.Were such labels to be applied,one
imaginesthat the political backlashwould bequite significantfor the governmentin
power.Thevoting block of youngblack innercity welfaremothershasundoubtedly
yet to flex its political muscle!

Theproblem,then,is not theproblemof dependencyperse.It is theproblemof how
dependencywithin social policy is constructed,at both the individual and the
societal level. At the individual level, it is the lack of alternativescoupledwith
discretionarycontroloverwhethertheassistanceis given,which rendersa particular
exchangean undesirableone. At the societallevel, it is the labelling of particular
groupsof peoplein particularcircumstances,mostnotably thosewho haveneither
alternativesto escapethe situationor the political power to do anythingaboutthe
way in which they are treated,which allows the constructionandapplicationof the
particularsociallabel - dependent.
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Youth (In)Dependence: Current
Theory and Policy Issues

AnneEdwards
Departmentof AnthropologyandSociology
MonashUniversity

1 Introduction

The socialconstructionof the category'youth' andits earliervariant 'adolescence'
is a recent,post-worldwar two phenomenon.Changesin the nature,timing and
length of the processof moving from childhoodto adulthoodin westernsocieties
haveresultedin theemergenceof a separateintennediatephasebetweenthe two. It
is this newstagein thelife coursethatis describedas'youth'.

Youth, which is usually locatedsomewherein the periodbetweenearly teensand
mid-twenties,is distinguishedfrom both childhoodand adulthood. Although they
are socially constructedcategories,youth and childhood at one end of the age
spectrumandold ageat the otherare categorieswhereageis the primary defming
characteristic.The identificationof eachof the thesethreesocialcategorieswith a
particularage-definedandhencebiologically detenninedstatemeans,therefore,that
in the social representationsof their characteristicsand status, physical and
psychologicalattributesaregivengreaterweight than socio-culturalfactors. On the
basisof their ageswhich placethem outsidewhat is perceivedas the averageage
span of adulthood,the young and the old are seenas lacking the full range of
capabilitiesrequiredof an adult, given the roles and responsibilitiesof adults in
societieslike our own. Age, however,for thosewithin the nonnativemiddle age
rangeis a far lesssignificantsocialindicatorandsocialdifferentiationamongadults
is much more dependenton social than on biological variables. Consequently,in
both social and sociologicalconceptionsof the characteristicsof those locatedat
different stagesof the life course,the relativeimportanceof biologicalversussocio­
culturalfactorsvariesaccordingto thestage.

It is probablyfair to saythatuntil recently,thoseacademics,mainly sociologistsand
psychologists,who were interestedin the study of childhood, youth or old age,
tended to accept the everyday conceptionsof these tenns and categoriesas
theoretically unproblematicand focused their attention on empirical and policy­
orientedquestions.It wasonly in the 1980sthat thecategories'youth' and'old age'
themselvesattractedcritical theoreticalattention,andthis waspartly for intellectual
andpartly for socialreasons.
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ill the first place,thereweremajorchangesin the natureandscaleof youth andold
age which forced some rethinking by academicwriters and researchersand by
professionalsand policy-makers about both these phenomena,their causesand
consequences,andtheproblemstheyposedfor society.

Secondlyandperhapsmoreimportantly,the 1970sand1980swerea time of critical
re-evaluationof a numberof thebasicassumptionsof westernsocialtheory. As part
of this, the nature/culturedichotomyand the justification this hadprovidedfor the
conventionaldivision of labourbetweenthebiologicalandthesocialsciencesbegan
to be questioned. This led within sociologyto new conceptualisationsof biology
and the body which avoided the earlier dualisms by firmly establishingthat,
whateverclaimsmightbemadefor theontologicalstatusof thebiologicalaspectsof
humannature,biology asbotha conceptanda substantivebodyof knowledgeabout
humanbeingsdoesnot existoutsideculture(e.g.Turner,1984;Shilling, 1993). Age
thuscomesto be seenlessasa factor in its own right, asa measureof physiological
andrelatedpsychologicalattributesandcapacities,andmoreasan indicatoronly of
a setof socialcharacteristicsnot derivedfrom biologicalageper sebut linked to the
occupancyof a particularsocial statusor role that is associatedwith age (Finch,
1986; Riley, 1987). Consistentwith this is the shift from the biologically-based
notion of life-cycle to the more sociologicalnotion of life-course,which recognises
more complex interrelationshipsbetweenage,biology and social conditions. The
conceptof life-coursethereforeallows for a greateremphasison variationin human
experience,even among individuals who are seen as membersof a common
biologically-definedcategory,suchvariation reflecting diversity of historical and
socialcontexts(Brymanetal., 1987;Cohen,1987).

2 Youth asa SocialStatus

Changesin the key institutionsof educationand employmentin the secondhalf of
the twentieth century have beenlargely responsiblefor the creationof this new
social categoryof youth. Youth occupiesan intermediatesocialpositionbetween
child and adult. If childhood is identified with dependencyand adulthoodwith
independence,then youth refers to that period in which in each generationthe
relevantcohort of individuals movesfrom dependencyto independence.Because
agealoneis not thedeterminant,thereis, however,no uniform or agreedsetof limits
to this period. The situation is further complicatedby the fact that there are a
number of culturally recognisedstatus markers each of which representsa
component of adulthood but which range over a broad age span, and the
relationshipsbetweenthesemarkersand particularagesvary within and between
societies. Gill Jonesand Claire Wallace (1992: 103), for example,show that in
Britain, dependingon the activity in question,an individual may be treatedas an
adult in law asearlyas10or 12 (theageatwhich oneattainscriminal responsibility)
or not until onehasreached25 (theageat which socialsecuritybenefitsarepaidat
thefull rate).
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The conceptof 'transitions'hasplayeda centralrole in the sociologicalanalysisof
the processesinvolved in moving from childhoodto adulthood. Transitionsis the
term usedto capturethe notion of patternedsequencesof changeexperiencedby
youngpeopleacrossa numberof spheres,theprincipal transitionsbeing: from full­
time educationinto paidemployment;from beingfmancially supportedby parentsto
havingan adequateincomeof one'sown; from living in the family hometo setting
up alone or with peers in separateaccommodation;from primary reliance on
relationshipswith family membersto establishingsocial and sexualrelationships
basedon choice,andextendingto marriageandbecominga parent. In thepast,for
mostyoungpeopletheseeventsoccurredin a particularsequenceandwithout much
apparentdifficulty, making the whole processmore predictable and easier to
accomplish,although there were some variations in the pathwaysfollowed by
individuals with different personaland social characteristics,such as income or
class,race,ethnicity, genderor geographicallocation (Wailace, 1987; Wilson and
Wyn, 1987; Hartley, 1989). The typical patterninvolved two main stages: first,
entry into paid work following immediatelyuponleavingschool(or otherfull-time
education);andsometime later,marriage,which wasaccompaniedby movingout of
theparentalhomeandsettingup anewhome.

In this sequence,the schoolto work transitionis seenasthe mostcritical andhence
it is the one·that has in the past receivedby far the most academicand policy
attention(for example,in Australia,Williams et al., 1980; Andersonand Blakers,
1983; PooIe, 1983). It is this transition that has also recently becomefar less
straightforwardandroutinefor the majority of youngpeopleandthereforeattracted
considerablegovernmentand academicattention(Roll, 1988; Dwyer and Wilson,
1991;Winderlich, 1991;Poole,1992). In the 1980s,structuralchangesin thelabour
marketandin thetypesandlevelsof occupationalskill demanded,relatedchangesin
educationandtraining,bothat schoolandpost-schoollevels,andothergovernment
policy changesin socialsecurityandfamily support,quiteapartfrom two recessions,
havehadprofoundconsequencesfor young peoplegenerallyandfor the way they
experiencethe variousprocessesinvolved in becomingadult. Writers in England
from the early 1980s on and more recently in Australia, when describing the
situationsfacing young peopletoday, use languagesuch as 'broken', 'fractured',
'dislocated'or 'disrupted'to capturethenegativeeffectsthesesocietalchangeshave
had on the processesof transition (Roberts,1984; Wallace, 1987; Polk and Tait,
1990; White, 1990). ChristineGriffm (1993: 2) gives a perceptiveaccountof the
influence of changingsocial and economicconditions on the 'causalstories and
conceptual categories through which "youth" and "adolescence"have been
constructed,representedandunderstood'in theyouthliterature.

While governments,policy-makers,andsocialscientistshavealwayshadto concern
themselveswith thosewho becauseof variouskinds of disadvantages- intellectual,
locational, economic,cultural, familial, psychological- encounterdifficulties in
makingthe transitionfrom dependentchild maintainedby othersto self-supporting
adult, what is distinctive aboutthepresentperiodis thatyouthasa phaseof life and
the circumstancessurrounding it are widely perceived as problematic for all
experiencingit. In the 1990s, thereis wide acceptanceby all political parties,by
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government,by business,andby manysectionsof the communitythat theproblems
many youngpeopleare facing are societally-caused,complexand inter-connected,
andwill requirestructuralsolutions.

ill this paper, I want to explore the implications of this situation at two levels:
firstly, at the empiricallevel, by presentingaggregatestatisticaldataon trendsover
the last 15 to 20 yearsandsomerecentcasestudymaterialI havecollectedwhich
illustrate what is happeningto youth in countrieslike Australia; and secondly,by
asking some critical theoreticalquestionsabout the value of such conceptsas
dependencyandindependencein providinga definition of adulthoodandin helping
us to understandthe processesandproblemsinvolved in the transitionto adulthood
in contemporarysociety.

3 TheChangingCircumstancesof YoungPeoplein
Australia

ill describingthe situationof youth and what the processof growing up entails,a
number of dimensionsof social life have been considered. These include the
following: education andtraining; employment;income and accessto economic
resources;housingand place of residence;family relationships;sexualand social
relationshipswith sameand other sex friends; recreationaland cultural activities;
interestand participationin public politics; psychologicalsenseof self and social
identity; involvementwith thepoliceandthe law. ill westernsocieties,in mostif not
all of theseareas,significantchangeshaveoccurredoverthe lasttwentyor so years.
Statistical data is available documentingAustralia-wide trends affecting young
peopleon only someof thesedimensions,principally thoseinvolving educationand
employment. On the others,the datacomesfrom researchstudieswhich arebased
on specificpopulationswith particularcharacteristicslocatedin particularplacesand
timeswith limited capacityfor generalisation,my own studybeingonesuch.

The total numberof young people,which is usually defmedas thosebetweenthe
agesof 15 and25 years,hasbeenincreasinggraduallyin Australia: accordingto the
Censusthere were1.35mmalesand 1.31mfemalesin 1991 comparedwith l.13m
malesand1.08mfemalesin 1971 (Table1).

EducationandTraining

The changeswith the most dramatic impact are the changesin educationaland
workforce participationof teenagerswhich becameprogressivelymore noticeable
during the 1980s. At the beginningof the 1980s,only slightly overonehalf of the
populationstayedat schoolto the endof year11, andaboutonethird to the endof
year 12; by 1993, the proportionswere over 80 percentto the endof year11, and
about75 per centto the endof year 12 (Table2). The patternsincethe 1970shas
beenfor higherproportionsof femalesthanof malesto remainat schoolto the end
of years10, 11 and 12 andthis is a long-establishedpattern,which hasmainly been
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Table1: Total Youth Populationby AgeandSex(a)(OOOs)

31

1971 1976 1981 1986 1991

Age M F M F M F M F M F

15-19 568.0 542.2 620.9 595.6 643.7 615.3 673.1 654.0 670.3 643.9
20-24 558,2 538.8 559.1 552.5 629.4 618.4 648.5 633.1 676.5 667.3

Total 1126.2 1081.0 1180.0 1373.1 1233.7 1341.6 1287.1 1287.1 1346.8 1311.2

Notes: a) M :::: Male; F :::: Female

Source: ABS, 1993a,Cat.No. 4123,Australia'sYoungPeople,Table1.2 (Census).

Table2: ApparentSchoolRetentionRatesby Sex

Males Females

1980 1984 1988 1993 1980 1984 1988 1993

To Year10 89.5 93.4 95.2 97.5 91.5 94.3 97.3 99.1
To Year11 50.8 63.6 72.4 84.5 57.3 67.5 78.7 90.5
To Year12 31.9 42.1 53.4 71.9 37.3 48.0 61.8 81.4

Source: ABS, 1984,Cat.No. 4221,NationalSchoolsStatisticsCollection,Australia,Table10.
ABS, 1993d,Cat.No. 4221,Schools,Australia,Table17.

attributedto the role playedby TAFE in providing a rangeof apprenticeshipand
other programs traditionally designedfor males (Ainley et aI., 1984). School
retention rates generallyare seento be relatedto a numberof factors, including
socio-economicstatus and ethnic/culturalbackgroundas well as gender at the
individual level, and at the broadersocietal level, employmentopportunities in
different areasand in different periods (see,for example,Andersonand Blakers,
1983;Merrilees,1981;Sweet,1987;RaffeandWillms, 1989;Whitfield andWilson,
1989).

Young peopleare not only stayingon longerat schoolbut also more of them are
continuing on into further and higher education. Between1985 and 1993, the
proportionof 22 yearoldswith post-schoolqualificationshasincreasedfrom 37 per
centto 46 per cent (Table3). For thosein employmenttherehasbeenan increase
from 43 percentto 51 percent,but interestingly,therehasbeena greaterpercentage



Table3: PersonsAged22 Yearsby SexandEducationalAttainment

Males Females

1985 1989 1993 1985 1989 1993

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %
(OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs)

Post-schoolQualification 53.6 40.6 43.5 37.4 66.7 45.2 46.0 34.5 43.2 36.0 69.1 47.7
Degree 9.3 8.1 8.1 7.0 12.1 8.2 8.7 6.6 8.5 7.1 18.2 12.6
Trade 42.5 32.2 26.8 23.0 36.4 24.6 34.7 26.0 2.7 2.3 6.0 4.1
Certificate/diploma 8.3 7.1 17.4 11.8 31.7 26.4 44.0 30.4

Without �P�~�s�t�-�s�c�h�o�o�l Qualifications 78.5 59.4 72.8 62.6 81.0 54.8 87.3 65.5 76.7 64.0 75.8 52.3
Attendedhighersecondarylevel 29.1 22.0 31.1 26.7 36.9 25.0 25.0 18.7 31.4 26.2 34.9 24.1
Did not attend 49.4 37.4 41.6 35.8 44.1 29.9 62.3 46.8 45.3 37.8 40.4 27.9

Total 132.0 100.0 116.3 100.0 147.7 100.0 133.3 100.0 119.9 100.0 144.9 100.0

Source: ABS, 1993b,Cat. No. 6235.LabourForceStatusandEducationalAttainment,Australia,February,Tables11 and12.
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jump for thosein the unemployedcategory(from 25 percentto 47 percent),which
probably reflects the current recession. Among those who are not in the labour
force, the percentagedifferenceis muchsmaller(a rise only from 20 per centto 26
percent) (ABS, 1993,Cat. No. 6235,Table 11). The generaltrendsare similar for
malesandfemales,but therearedifferencesin thekinds of post-schoolqualifications
being obtained: half of these maleshavea tradequalification comparedwith less
thanone tenth of the females,while two-thirds of the femaleshavea certificateor
diploma,andahigherproportionof femalesthanmaleshaveadegree.

Employment and Unemployment

At the sametime therehasbeena substantialreductionin the proportionof 15-19
yearolds in the work force. The employmentto populationratio is the appropriate
measureandthis showsthat theproportionof malesin the labourforce ascompared
with thosein thepopulationasa wholedeclinedbetween1982and1992from 52per
cent to 40 per cent, the biggestdrop occurring since 1988. The proportion of
femalesremainedfairly constantat 46-47percentuntil 1988,andthenfell by 1992
to 41 per cent. Over the sameperiod, therewas a slight increasein the proportion
employedin the 20-24 group (Table 4). For thoseyoung peoplenot in the work­
force in September1992, althougheducationwas the primary reasonfor most of
them (90 per centof malesand67 per centof females),for a proportionof young
women (29 per cent) it was their full-time domestic labour and/or child care
responsibilities(ABS, 1993a,Cat.No. 4123,Table5.10).

The labour-force participation rates, which are based on that section of the
population who are either in employment or seeking employment, and the
unemploymentratesreflect labourmarketconditionsover time and the availability
of employment for particular categories of the population. Labour-force
participationrateswere20-30percenthigherfor 20-24yearoldsthanfor 15-19year
olds throughoutthe period1972to 1992andsubstantiallyhigherfor malesthanfor
females(around90 per centcomparedwith 70-75 per cent) in the older agegroup
(Table5). The 1992figures were lower than thosefor 1972and 1982,exceptfor
femalesin the olderagegroup. In all categories,between1988and 1992,the rates
fell slightly.

Conversely,unemploymentrates were higher throughoutthe period in the 15-19
yeargroup,rising to apeakof 25 percentin 1992. Therateswereabouttenpercent
higherin 1982thanin 1972andthey roseagainmarkedlybetween1988and 1992,
with the smallestrise occurring in the female 20-24 age group. With this one
exception,maleandfemaleratesweresimilar (Table6). Youngpeopleexperienced
higher ratesof unemploymentthanall otheragegroupsthroughoutthe period,and
15-19yearolds thehighestratesof all (ABS, 1992,Cat. No. 6101,Table4.2). Data
on the agedistribution of unemploymentbeneficiariesshow that for women16-19
year olds constitutedthe largestcategoryof female unemploymentbeneficiaries
throughoutthe period1970to 1991 (rangingbetween30 and50 percent),while for
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Table4: EmploymentIPopulationRatiosby AgeandSex

1982 1985 1988 1992

Males
15-19 52.3 46.6 47.9 40.5
20-24 79.3 78.6 80.3 83.1

Females
15-19 46.6 46.4 47.1 40.8
20-24 63.8 65.9 67.6 65.2

Source: ABS, 1992,Cat.No. 6101,LabourStatistics,Australia,Table3.5.

Table5: LabourForceParticipationRatesby Age andSex

1972 1982 1985 1988 1992

Males
15-19 58.5 62.4 57.7 56.4 54.0
20-24 91.7 89.3 89.7 90.1 87.6

Females
15-19 56.2 56.1 56.0 56.0 54.2
20-24 61.7 70.0 73.6 75.8 75.6

Source: ABS, 1992,Cat.No. 6101,LabourStatistics,Australia,Table2.2.
ABS, 1985,Cat.No. 4111,Australia'sYouthPopulation1984,Table4.2.

Table6: UnemploymentRatesby AgeandSex

Males
15-19
20-24

Females
15-19
20-24

1972

5.6
2.6

5.9
3.8

1982

16.3
11.2

17.0
8.8

1985

19.3
12.4

17.1
10.4

1988

15.1
10.8

15.9
10.9

1992

25.2
18.3

24.8
13.7

Source: ABS, 1992,Cat.No. 6101,LabourStatistics,Australia,Table4.2.
ABS, 1985,Cat.No. 4111,1985Australia'sYouthPopulation1984,Table4.18.
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menthe proportionsweresimilar (around20 per cent) for eachof the youngerage
groups,16-19,20-24and25-34,until around1978; from thenuntil 1980they were
similar and higher for the 20-24 and 25-34 groups, and since then the largest
proportion (around30 per cent) hasbeenin the 25-34 group (Dixon, 1992,Table
17).

Thehigh unemploymentratesin 1983-84andagainin theearly 1990sareassociated
with periodsof recessionwhich causedoverall reductionsin employment,but the
effectswere greaterin the youngeragegroups. This periodof high unemployment
in theearly 1980swasa majorfocus,particularlyin Britain, of researchon families
andyoungpeople. A numberof studieswereconductedwhich exploredthe effects
of unemploymenton youngpeopleanddevelopeda morecomplexunderstandingof
theprocessof transitionfrom dependenceto adulthood(Roberts,1984;AlIen et al.,
1986; Coffield et al., 1986; Brown and Ashton, 1987; Wallace, 1987; Hutsonand
Jenkins,1989;seealsotherecentAustralianstudyby Winefieldetal., 1993).

The relatively low participationratesamongthe 15-19yearoldsparticularlyaredue
partly to higher levels of unemployment,but also to their weakerlabour market
position generally,resultingin an intermittentandunstablework history. For this
agegroup,while labourforce participationratesas measuredat a specific dateare
around55 per cent(Table5), a significantly higherpercentage,around70 percent,
haveparticipatedin the labourforce at sometime overa 12monthperiodandthis is
a higherproportionthan in the 20-24agegroup (aboutten percentdifference)and
far higher than in all other age groups (less than five per cent difference) (ABS,
1992,Cat.No. 6160,Table2.6).

Not only hasthe sizeof the teenagelabourmarketdiminishedoverthe last20 or so
years and particularly dramatically since the late 1980s, but there has been a
fundamentalchangein the typesof jobs availableto youngpeople. Between1972
and1992,of thoseyoungpeoplein employment,theproportionin full-time jobshas
declinedsignificantly. Thetrendhasbeenmostmarkedin the 15-19yeargroupand
for females: in 1972,around90 percentof bothmalesandfemalesin employment
were in full-time jobs,by 1982the proportionshaddroppedto 70-75 per cent,and
by 1992,thefigureswere55 percentof malesandonly 34 percentof females. For
the 20-24 yearolds, the reductionis much smaller,thoughagainfemalesaremore
affected: while for malestheproportionin full-time jobshasfallen from 97 percent
to 85 percent, for femalesthe proportionhasfallen from 89 percentto 72 per cent
overtheperiod1972to 1992(Table7).

Thosejobs that are availablefor teenagerstend to be part time, often casualand
shortterm. Occupationalcomparisonsovertime aredifficult becauseof changesin
the classificationsystem,but the generalpicture is that in the 1990steenagerswho
have jobs are working in low skilled occupations,either in the retail and service
sectorsor in labouring,with fewer (males)in tradesandfewer (females)in clerical
jobs (Table 8). The decreasein manufacturingand the increasein the salesand
servicesindustriesis reflectedin boththe maleandthe femaleemploymentpatterns
of youngpeople(Table9).



Table7: Full- andPart-TimeEmploymentby Age andSex

Full Time PartTime

1972 1982 1992 1972 1982 1992

No. % No. % No. % No. No. No.
(OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs)

Males
15-19 281.4 91.2 269.1 76.6 148.5 54.8 27.3 69.0 122.8
20-24 467.9 96.9 490.5 93.7 441.0 85.2 15.2 32.7 76.4

Females
15-19 258.6 88.9 199.5 69.4 88.2 33.7 32.4 87.8 173.8
20-24 280.3 88.6 337.3 82.0 332.3 71.8 36.1 74.0 130.2

Source: ABS, variousyears,Cat.No. 6203,TheLabourForce,Australia.
ABS, 1986,Cat.No. 6204,TheLabourForce,Australia,1966-84.
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Table8: Occupationof 15-24YearEmployedPersonsby Sex(Proportions)
CS

�~
�~

1968 1984 Occupations 1991 t;
�~

Occupations Males Females Males Females Males Females �~
tj

Managersandadministration 4.5 2.4 �~
�~

Professionalandtechnical 7.7 14.8 7.2 13.9 Professionalandparaprofessional 10.6 12.4 <J

Clerical 14.0 44.5 9.5 43.7 Clerks 6.6 27.3 �~
Sales 7.7 13.7 8.7 18.9 Salesandservices 13.6 36.3 �~
Services 3.2 11.1 7.7 13.7 �~

t't1

Trades,includinglabourers 48.3 11.8 52.5 6.9 Trades(excludingoperatorsandlabourers) 30.2 4.9
§5
""<:

Operatorsanddrivers 6.9 1.7 �~
�~

Labourers 20.4 8.5

�~Fannersetc. 11.2 1.2 8.6 1.5 Other 7.3 6.4 ""<:
t;)
V)

Total 100 100 100 100 Total 100 100 �~
V)

Source: ABS, 1984,Cat. No. 4111,Australia'sYouthPopulation,(ABS 6204),Table4.7.
ABS, 1993a,Cat.No. 4123,Australia'sYoungPeople,(Census1991).
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Table9: YoungPeoplein Employmentby Industry,SexandAge (Percentages)

\.).)
00

Females Males

15-19 20-24 15-19 20-24

Industry 1971 1981 1991 1971 1981 1991 1971 1981 1991 1971 1981 1991

--
Agriculture.forestry,fishing

andhunting 1.2 1.4 1.0 1.3 1.5 1.2 7.8 6.4 4.3 6.6 5.5 4.3
Mining 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.5 0.4 0.4 1.3 1.3 0.7 2.2 2.1 1.5
Manufacturing 14.9 10.3 5.4 17.1 10.7 8.0 26.2 24.8 15.3 24.0 22.2 17.1
Electricity,gasandwater 0.9 0.8 0.3 0.7 0.9 0.6 1.7 1.9 0.9 1.9 2.6 1.3
Construction 0.7 0.9 0.8 1.0 1.1 1.0 11.3 9.5 9.2 11.0 9.7 9.5
Wholesaleandretail 30.4 35.4 47.3 20.5 17.7 21.7 22.5 24.4 36.5 16.6 17.4 22.0
Transportandstorage 1.8 1.5 1.2 2.5 2.5 2.8 4.0 3.4 2.2 5.3 5.9 4.3
Communications 1.5 0.8 0.3 1.9 1.6 0.9 3.1 1.0 0.4 2.4 2.3 1.4
Finance,profa)rty andbusiness

selVicesa) 17.3 14.5 10.7 13.4 15.6 18.8 6.6 4.9 5.0 7.6 7.2 10.0
Publicadministrationanddefence 5.2 3.6 2.3 5.6 6.1 5.4 6.5 4.8 3.9 10.4 7.3 6.2
CommunityselVices 14.1 12.9 8.1 24.4 27.2 20.3 2.1 2.7 3.4 5.7 6.9 7.1
Recreation,nersonalandother

selVices(a) 7.8 8.1 13.2 7.5 7.9 12.5 2.4 4.0 8.0 2.6 4.4 7.9

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total No.(b) 270864 283431 240704 307271 398342 425494 304525 341322 251976 486962 517466 467420

Notes: (a) In 1971 and 1981 this categorywascalledEntertainment,Recreationetc. �~(b) Includesnot classifiableandnot stated.
tri

Sources: ABS, 1971,CensusofPopulationandHousing;Bulletin5 theLabourForce,Table8. �~
ABS, 1981,CensusofPopulationandHousing;Cross-ClassifiedCharacteristicsofPersonsandDwellings,Table37.

�~ABS, 1991,CensusofPopulationandHousing;Basic CommunityProfile, Cat.No. 2722.0.TableB21.
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Marriage

The increasedparticipationin the later years of secondaryschool and in various
forms of post-schooleducationandtraining andthe relateddeferralof entry to full­
time employmentfor themajority of teenagershasimportantconsequencesfor other
areas of young people's lives. Leaving home, establishing separatedwelling
arrangementsalone or with others,and getting married all becomepossibleonly
with adequateeconomicresources,which for mostyoung peoplemeansa full-time
job payinganadult ratewage. The trendhasbeenfor marriageratesto fall, andthis
canbe seenparticularly amongthoseunder30 and in the 1988-1993period (Table
10).

Living Arrangements

During the 1980s,therehas also beenan increasein the proportionof 20-29 year
olds living with their parents,though the figure is still below 50 per cent, and
substantiallylower for femalesthan for males(Table 11). This reversesa pattern
that was observedin the 1970sandearly 1980sfor youngpeople,especiallyyoung
women, increasingly to leave home and move into independentliving situations
prior to andunconnectedwith marriage(Jones,1987; Young, 1987; Harris, 1988).
Researchershave also noteda greatertendencyrecently for young peopleto have
temporaryperiodsliving awayfrom the parentalhomebut to returnsometimesmore
thanonce(Hartley,1993).

A detailedbreakdownof the family and living arrangementsof young peopleat
various ages was producedfor the 1991 Census(Table 12). This shows the
proportionliving with parentsdecreasingsteadilywith age,from over80 percentat
age 15-17years,to 60-70per centat age18-19,anddown to 30-40percentat age
20-24,with the lowerproportionat eachagebeingfemales.By theageof 18-19,two
per cent of males and sevenper cent of females are living as a couple, with or
without children, and by 20-24, thesefigures haverisen to 16 per cent and 30 per
centrespectively,with a further four percentof femalesas soleparents. In the 20­
24 agegroup,a similar proportionof eachsexis part of a grouphousehold(12 per
cent),or living alone(four to five percent).

Income

The 1991 censusalso providedinformation on the incomeof young people. This
shows,as would be expected,a strongassociationbetweenageand income(Table
13). There is also a clear relationshipbetweenincome and gender,with male
incomesbeingconsistentlyhigherthanthoseof females. The agedistributionshows
that, while in the youngestagegroup(15-17),two thirds havegrossannualincomes
below $3,000,in the next group (18-19) there is one third in eachof the two next
income categories,$3-8,000 and $8-16,000, and in the 20-24 age group, the
proportionsat eachof these incomelevelsfalls to around20 per cent, and45 to 50

------------------------ -_.,.._.""._------------
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Table10: Age,SexandMarital StatusSpecificMarriageRates

ANNEEDWARDS

1976 1983 1986 1993

Males: 1stMarriage
Up to 19 9.9 4.0 2.4 1.4
20-24 122.6 77.6 63.4 40.5
25-29 135.9 113.7 105.0 90.4
30-34 81.8 79.2 77.6 72.3

Females:1stMarriage-
Up to 19 49.0 23.4 15.2 7.4
20-24 187.5 129.8 112.0 73.7
25-29 138.8 122.2 120.2 105.9
30-34 86.5 73.7 74.0 69.8

Source: ABS, 1993c,Cat.No. 3306,Marriages,Australia,Table7.

Table11: Proportionof YoungPeopleLiving with Parentsby Age andSex

1981 1991

Males
20-24 42.5 46.0
25-29 13.1 17.1

Females
20-24 25.6 33.9
25-29 5.7 9.1

Source: ABS, 1994,Cat.No. 4102,AustralianSocialTrends,(Census).

per centhaveincomesbetween$16,000and$35,000. Thosein the lowest income
categoryarepredominantlyyoungmenandwomenwho arenot in the labourforce
at all (67-69percent),are in part-timejobs (14-19percent)or areunemployed(12­
14 per cent). In the next category($3-8,000),for malesunemploymentis the most
commonsituation(40 per cent), followed by not being in the labourforce (29 per
cent) and having a part-time job (20 per cent); for females being unemployed
describesonly 28 percent,while not beingin the labourforce andbeingin part-time
work eachaccountsfor 33 percent(ABS, 1993a,Cat.No. 4123,Table6.3).

For young peoplenot in the work-force, their only sourcesof income are either
governmentpaymentsin the form of Job SearchAllowance or Austudy with or
withouthousing/rentassistanceor specialbenefitor cashcontributionsfrom parents.



Table12: Household/ResidencyArrangementsby SexandAge, 1991
C5

�~
�~

Males Females 15
�~

15-17 18-19 20-24 15-17 18-19 20-24 �~
ti

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % �~
(OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs) (OOOs)

�~
(")

With two parents 284.7 73.1 163.4 58.1 254.8 37.7 258.3 69.5 140.7 51.7 184.5 27.6
�~With otherrelatives 2.0 0.5 3.8 1.3 9.9 1.5 1.6 0.4 3.1 1.1 7.4 1.1

With soleparent 57.6 14.8 34.9 12.4 56.4 8.3 54.9 14.8 30.6 11.2 41.3 6.3 �~Unrelatedin family household 2.3 0.6 5.8 2.1 18.2 2.7 2.7 0.7 6.0 2.2 13.5 2.0
Parentin couple 0.2 0.05 1.9 0.7 37.4 5.5 1.1 0.3 6.7 2.5 79.3 11.9 �~Soleparent 0.8 0.2 1.5 0.5 4.6 0.7 1.6 0.4 5.0 1.8 29.2 4.4 �~
Coupleswithoutchildren 0.5 0.1 4.0 1.4 69.1 10.2 2.9 0.8 13.3 4.9 120.6 18.1 �~
Living alone 1.5 0.4 5.4 1.9 33.0 4.9 1.4 0.4 5.5 2.0 25.9 3.9 '"<
Grouphouseholdmember 3.4 0.9 17.6 6.3 86.5 12.8 4.9 1.3 23.4 8.6 81.0 12.1

�~In non-privatedwelling 17.4 4.5 17.1 6.1 34.2 5.1 12.4 3.3 12.5 5.0 21.3 3.2
�~

Total 389.3 10.0 281.1 100.0 676.5 100.0 371.8 100.0 272.1 100.0 667.3 100.0 �~
(")
'"<

Source: ABS, 1993a,Cat. No. 4123,AustralianYoungPeople,Table3.1 (Census). t::i
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Table13: GrossAnnual Incomeby AgeandSex1991(Percentages)

ANNEEDWARDS

Males Females

Income 15-17 18-19 20-24 15-17 18-19 20-24

Up to $3,000 66.4 19.7 6.4 67.3 22.5 12.3
$3,001-$8,000 20.8 31.3 20.8 23.7 36.4 19.7
$8,001-$16,000 11.1 33.1 17.9 8.2 32.5 23.0
$16,001-$25,000 1.2 13.5 34.7 0.5 7.9 33.9
$25,001-$35,000 0.2 1.9 15.7 0.14 0.5 10.0
$35,001-$50,000 0.1 0.3 3.1 0.07 0.08 0.9
Over$50,000 0.07 0.1 0.8 0.03 0.04 0.1

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total No. (OOOs)(a) 283.0 253.4 628.4 270.7 244.2 608.9

Note: (a) Excludingthosewhereincomenot stated.

Source: ABS, 1993a,Cat.No. 4123,Australia'sYoungPeople,Table6.1 (Census).

For thoseunder 18 yearsliving at home,both JSA and Austudy are meanstested
againstparentalincomeandthe amountspaidwould not be sufficient to movetheir
recipientsout of the lowest incomecategory. Thougha parentalmeanstest is not
appliedto thosein the 18-20agegroup who areeligible for JSA, they are alsonot
paid at the full adult rate. The governmenttreats those under 21 and not in
employmentas primarily the fmancial responsibilityof their parentsand sincethe
early 1980sthe relative value of any direct income supportpaymentsto this age
grouphasdeclined. As a recentreviewby the Brotherhoodof St Laurenceshows,
only thoseentitled to the additionalpaymentof Youth HonrelessAllowance have
improvedtheir fmancialposition(Thomson,1993:86-7).

4 TheYouth Perspective:A MelbourneStudy

The studywas conductedjointly by myself and the Brotherhoodof St Laurence
between1989 and 1993. The purposeof the study was to investigatewhat was
actually happeningto young peopleand their families as a result of the kinds of
changesin education,employment,the youth labour market and income support
provisionsthathavebeendescribedabove. The focus wason 'average'or 'normal'
young peopleand their parents,rather than on particularknown disadvantagedor
problem groups (such as low income families, early school leavers, or homeless
youth). The study involved two setsof interviews witha small numberof young
peopleandsomeof theirparents,thefirst interviewscarriedout in thesecondhalfof
1990 with follow-up interviews during 1992. Thus, although the project was
initiatedprior to the recessionof the early 1990s,the interviewstook placeduring a
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periodof rising unemploymentandincreasingpublic andgovernmentrecognitionof
the problems this was causing for a large number of Australian families. The
individuals in this study are in no sensea representativesample,but were simply
studentsattendingtwo governmentschoolsin Melbournewho were willing to be
interviewed.

The study consistsof sixty-eight 15-19 year old secondarystudentswho were
interviewedin 1990while in years10, 11 and12, forty of whomwerereinterviewed
in 1992afterhavingbeenout of schoolfor at leastoneyear. In 1990,all wereliving
with family members,all but two with one or both parents, and in general
relationships were tolerable if not quite good, with no evidence of serious
incompatibility. In 1992,five wereno longerwith their parents,but of thesethree
were living with other family members. In the original group, there were equal
numbersof malesand femalesand a rangeof ethnic groups. The income range
coveredwas from below the poverty line to somewhatabovethe level of average
weeklyearningsandthe samplewasrepresentativeof low to middle incomegroups
andhada parentaloccupationalspreadthatwasmainly manualandlower to middle
white collar, with a relatively small proportion in the higher administrative,
managerialandprofessionalcategories.

The interviews produceda large volume of mainly qualitativedata on a rangeof
topics: - school,education,training, employmentand unemployment,the role of
government,family life, leisure, growing up, adulthoodand the future. A brief
summaryof the main findings is presentedin order to provide someinsights into
how the macro-socialprocessesoutlined earlier are experiencedand perceivedby
young people themselves. The descriptionis basedon the 1990 responsesbut,
where there are significant differencesbetweenthe 1990 and 1992 data, the later
responsesare also given. Although there are variations in responsesby gender,
socio-economicstatusandethnicorigin, thesecannotbe exploredhere(for detailed
analysis,seeEdwards,1992).

Education and Training

The most striking finding was that, despitesome reservationsabout school, the
overwhelmingmajority in 1990(andevenmoregirls thanboys) intendedto stayat
schooluntil the endof their final year. A very high proportionalso hadplansfor
further study, and mainly on a full-time basis,with a surprisingly large number
mentioninguniversity. Therewas almostuniversalacceptanceof the necessityto
getasmucheducationaspossiblein orderto gainaccessnot only to careerjobsbut
increasinglyto any jobs: in otherwords, thesestudentshad absorbedthe current
messagefrom teachers,politicians and employers. For some, however, more
educationwas justified only on the groundsof accessto jobs, not becauseit was
interestingor enjoyablein itself. For others,therewas doubt aboutjob prospects
even with further educationqualifications and considerablepessimismabout the
future for particularindividualsandfor youngpeoplein general.
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In fact, the follow-up interviewsrevealedthat of the 40 individuals, only four had
expressedthe intentionin 1990to stayuntil theendof year12 andthendid not (and
threeof thesewere boys). Thirteenhad said they plannedto go to universityand
did; 11 who plannedto go to university did not, but six of these,five femalesand
onemale,hadtakena non-degreecourseinsteadandtwo others,bothmale,hadgot
jobs. A further four, all males,hadintendedto do anapprenticeshipbut did not. Of
the 40 young peoplewho were reinterviewed,five had expressedno intention of
doing further courseswhen interviewedin 1990andnine had so far doneno post­
school education or training courses. However, all but seven in 1992 saw
themselvesasacquiringpost-schoolqualificationsof somekind at somestage.

EmploymentandUnemployment

In the 1990 interviews,only 20 per centhad expectedto go straightinto full-time
jobs whenthey left school,themajority expectedto undertakefurther study,mainly
full time. At the follow-up stage,five hadhadno furthereducationandwerein jobs
(which was what only two had expected)and 12 were unemployed(only two of
whom said in 1990 that they expectedto be), the other 23 were eitherapprentices
(three)or in full-time education. Only ten out of the 40 hadhad a full-time job at
somepoint sinceleavingschool,15 hador had hadpart-timejobsandthe othershad
hadnone. Apart from the threeapprentices,one in a para-professionalandthreein
clerical jobs, the other 18 currently with jobs were all in the sales/servicesjobs or
weresemi-andunskilledworkers.

The longer-termoccupationaldestinationsof the studentsin 1990 were associated
with their post-schoolfurther andhighereducationexpectations. Thirty-six of the
68 namedadministrative,managerialor professionaloccupationsand afurther 15
namedpara-professionaljobs (75 percentin all). At the sametime they recognised
that the jobs theywould be likely to get on leavingschool(andfor manythis would
hopefully be part time and temporarywhile they were studying) were far more
modest,with well over three quarters thinking in terms of semi- and unskilled
manualandsales-servicejobs. The educationalexperiencesinceleaving schoolof
thoseyoung peoplewho were reinterviewedin 1992was somewhatdifferent from
their expectationsandsuggeststhat someat leastwereunrealisticin their ambitions.
A numberhadnot goneon to take the coursesthat they plannedandof thosewho
hadcontinuedwith theireducationtherewasa tendencyfor themto bein lowerlevel
coursesthan they hadearlier intended. Therewas someevidencethat theseyoung
peoplethemselvesrecognisedthat this would affect their occupationalaspirations:
23 had changedtheir views aboutthe jobs they expectedto endup in andfor nine
this involvedloweringtheirsights.

Although 12 were unemployedat the time of the secondinterview, 20 of the 40
youngpeoplehadexperiencedunemploymentsinceleaving school,and for 13 this
hadlastedfor oversix months. Threeof thesewereamongthosewho hadexpected
to go to university and anotherfour hadexpectedto go straightinto a job. Of the
other 20, seven had managedto stay in employmentand 13 were in full-time
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education. The impactof unemploymentwas reflectedin the fact that mostyoung
peoplein 1992anticipatedthat they would at sometime be unemployed,a higher
proportionthanin 1990. While somestudentsin 1990includedindividual personal
failings amongthe causesof unemployment,thesewere not mentionedin 1992,
when the economywas seenas the primary factor. Therewere clearsignsevenin
1990that the economicsituationanduncertaintyaboutjobs wasa serioussourceof
concernto youngpeople. Oneof thefew majordifferencesbetweenthe studentswe
interviewedand their parentswas their perceptionof the problemsfacing young
people. Thetwo issueswhich parentsconsideredmostworrying weredrugs/alcohol
(39 per cent) andviolence/crime (31 per cent),which attractedonly nine per cent
andsix percentrespectivelyof studentresponses.Parentswerealsomorelikely to
mention declining moralsand threats to the family. By contrast,studentswere
preoccupiedwith the economicsituationand getting a job, which were of far less
concernto their parents,being mentionedby only eight per cent and 19 per cent
respectively.

FinancialCircumstances

In 1990,51 of the young people(75 per cent) were living with two parents,in 42
casesthis was with both naturalparents;13 were living with motheronly (who in
nine caseswas dependenton governmentbenefits),two with father only (in both
caseson a pensionor benefit) andtwo with grandmothers(againon pensions). In
1992,23werewith two parents,12with oneparent(six of theseparentswerewage­
earningandsix werereceivinggovernmentsupport), threewerewith otherrelatives,
and two were living separately.Ten of the youngpeoplewere anxiousto leaveas
soonastheywereable.

In 1990, all were studentsand therefore fmanciallydependenton their parents,
althoughaboutonethird hada job andaboutonefifth receivedAustudy. Two thirds
had no more than $30 per weekof their own, and this includedcashcontributions
from parents,andthe resthadbetween$30and$100. In 1992,only tenpercenthad
as little as $30 or less,50 per centhadbetween$30 and $100,over a quarterhad
$100 to $300, and the remainderhad over $300. Although this representsa
substantialincreasein income,it is not sufficient in mostcasesto allow theseyoung
peopleto leavehomeandlive independently.Further,for half of the groupthemain
sourceof incomewasAustudyor JobSearchAllowanceandlessthanhalf (18) were
currentlydrawingawage.

GrowingUp, AdulthoodandtheFuture

At the time of the first interview, the majority (70 per cent) of theseyoung people
wereaged15 or 16, with the otherseithera yearyoungeror older. In 1992,half of
thosereinterviewedwerenow 19, with onequarter20 andthe otherquarter18. In
1990,lessthanonequarterconsideredthemselvesadults,but by 1992two-thirdsdid
and three quarters believed they were much more grown up than two years
previously.
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A numberof questionswere askedaboutaspectsof adulthood. Individuals were
askedabouttheagesat which individuals reachedstagesassociatedwith adulthood:
fmancial independence,leavinghome,marriage. Answersshowedthat themajority
expectedto leavehomewell beforemarriageandlinked the decisionaboutwhento
leaveprimarily to fmancialcircumstances.It hadbeenexpectedthattheexperiences
of theseyoungpeopleafter leaving schoolandparticularlydifficulties in obtaining
jobs with somesecurityandadequatewagesmight havealteredtheir perceptionsof
what is involved in the transitionfrom teenagerto adult. However, there was no
suchgeneralpattern. Aroundhalf of the respondentsgavethesameanswersin 1992
astheyhadgiven in 1990,andwherethey changedtheir views, it was as likely that
theywouldadvancetheageat which theseeventsmight occuraspostponeit.

Individuals were also askedto rank a seriesof attributesof adulthood. Again,
perhapssurprisingly,it appearedthat the experiencesthat theseyoungpeoplewere
undergoingin the processof growing up and the problemsthey wereencountering
hadnot madethemchangetheir ideas. Although'aproperjob' and 'enoughmoney'
receivedthe largestnumberof mentionsas the secondand third highest ranked
attributesfrom the respondents,mostranked'beingsensible'first in both 1990and
1992. This wasconsistentwith otherviewsexpressedwhich indicatedthatgrowing
up is not only about gaining financial independencebut also involves the
psychologicaldimensionof socialandemotionalmaturity. Also significantwasthe
fmding that marriageand living away from parentswere the lowest rankedof the
five attributes. The priority assignedto materialfactorsasthe primaryprerequisite
for achievingadulthoodis understandablein the currenteconomiccircumstances,
but this may also be a reflection of a somewhatlessercultural significancenow
being attachedto marriageboth as a key adult statusmarker and as the only
institutionalform for developing(hetero)sexualrelationships.

5 Independenceand Dependency

Thekey questionshereare: Whataretheeffectsof all thesechangeson theprocess
of transition from childhood through adolescenceto adulthood? Is the changed
nature and prolonged duration of this processof transition causing significant
problemsfor a substantialmajority of the population? To whatextentis economic
independencethe defining characteristicof and the essentialprecondition for
adulthoodandcitizenship? In a contextwherevariouscategoriesof the population,
and not only youth, are unable to achieveeconomicindependence,what is their
statusin society,how can they participateas membersof societyand what must
societyprovide in orderthat they be enabledto participatefully as citizens? What
are the other forms of dependency,what relationshipsdo they have to economic
dependency,andhowdo theseaffectthestatusandrights of individuals?

While there is universal agreementamong academics,professionals,politicians,
policy-makers,the media and the community that youth is a problem in and for
society,therearedifferent interpretationsof wheretheproblemlies, whomit affects,
andwhatto do aboutit.
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Most analysestakea structuralapproachandplaceprimaryemphasison theway the
economicandlabourmarketconditionsandvariousareasof governmentpolicy and
provisiondeterminethepositionof youth in generalandin particularsubgroups(for
the most recentmajor exampleof this approach,seeJonesand Wallace, 1992).
(There are exceptions,for instance,Richard Eckersley[1988, 1992] who takes a
culturalperspectiveandarguesthatthewesternworld is sufferinga moralandsocial
decline. For him, the 'youth problem' is not primarily an economicor even a
governmentpolicy issue, rather it exposesa deepermoral and cultural crisis in
society, as evidencedby 'the alarming escalationof social and psychological
problems'suchassuicide,druguse,crimeandmentalillness.)

The principal problemthen is that young peopleare being placedin a structurally
contradictorysituation.

For just asyouth supposedlybecamepolitical citizenswith the
lowering of the voting age,so increasinglythey becomemore
and more dependenton the state for training and economic
support. fudeed with the growing dominance of the
Commonwealthlabourmarketprograms,the conceptof youth
asa dependentsocialcategoryhasbeenextendedsothat it now
goesbeyondthe old ageof majority at 21 to embracethosein
theirmid-20s.(SheringtonandIrving, 1989:18)

Someseethe economicand welfare policies of somewesterngovernmentsin the
1980s, as they grappled with continuing budgetary problems and a series of
economiccrises,as having exclusionaryintentions for certain groups,youth and
particularlyundereducated,unskilledandunemployedyouthbeing onesuchgroup.
ChapmanandCook (1988), for example,arguethatBritain underThatcherpursued
deliberatepolicies which resultedin the marginalisationof thosesectionsof youth
who lackedaccessto eitheremploymentor full-time educationandweredependent
on governmentprogramsandincomesupport. Forotherstheconceptof 'underclass'
bettercapturesthestructuralpositionof suchgroups,highlightingtheimplicationsof
policieswhich setsomesectionsof thepopulationapartfrom the restof society. fu
a recent article entitled 'the making of a youth underclass',Rob White (1994)
attributesoverall responsibilityto governments,in particulartheir macro-economic,
industrial, social security and welfare policies, pointing to the repressiveand
exclusionaryaspectsof thesepolicieswhich arereinforcedby policing practicesand
negativecommunityattitudes.

JudithBessant(1994) tracessomeof the political andideologicalunderpinningsof
the re-appearancein mediaandothercurrentdiscoursesof the conceptof underclass
asappliedto youth. As shenotes,thereis nothingnew in politicians,academics,the
mediaandothersfocusingon what areperceivedasthe different, deviantandoften
dangerouscharacteristicsof youth andthe threattheseposeto public order. Nor is
thereanythingnew in governmentsrespondingwith a whole rangeof socialcontrol
measuresdirected specifically at managing 'the youth problem' however this is
defmed.
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What is distinctive about the contemporaryanalysesof youth is the pretty well
universal acknowledgmentthat the difficulties many young people encounterin
gaining accessto those roles and resourcesthat give them adult status are not
individual but social in origin and thereforerequiresocialsolutions. Independence
is socially defmedandsocially facilitatedandwhereproblemsareencountered,the
stateandothersocial institutionshaveto providemeansfor overcomingthem. As
Kari Waemessconcludesfrom herwork on womenandthewelfarestate:

To discussthe principleswhich shouldguide the formationof
social policy in terms of independenceversusdependencyis
therefore misleading ... the question is '" what kinds of
dependencieswill be createdby different social policies and
what consequencesthesewill havefor different socialgroups.
(Waemess,1989:170)

Therearevariousstatusesandsituationsthat in our culturemark the transitionfrom
youth to adulthoodand,apartfrom legalandpolitical rights of variouskinds (which
are statutorily fixed and strictly age-determined),the timing and the processof
reachingthemvary for different individualsandsomestatusesareneverachievedby
some individuals. The crucial issues,therefore,are: which statuses,if any, are
essentialfor an individual to be consideredan adult? what happensto individuals
who do not achievefor whateverreasonone of the statusesregardedas essential?
what mechanismsare thereat a societal,group andpersonallevel for dealingwith
suchcases?

Becominganadultfor mostyoungpeopleinvolvesa sequenceof steps,of which the
two most important are the transitionsfrom educationto employmentand from
living with family in the parentalhometo establishinga separatehouseholdand,at
the sametime or later,marriageandchildren. Typically thesetransitionshavebeen
effectedat different agesdependingon gender,class,ethnicity, culture and other
factors. And, although there may be no questionthat someoneaged 15 at the
beginningof this processis not an adult and someoneaged23 and at the end is,
differentgroupsmakedifferent assessments,only partly basedon age,of individuals
who havechangedsome,but not all, of their statuspositions. For example,in the
caseof a youngwomanwho hasleft school,haslived awayfrom homefor a while,
who hasonly hadcasualpart-timejobs, is a singlemotherandis now backwith her
parents,how relevantis it whethersheis 17 or 27? Contrastthat with a youngman
who hasbeencontinuouslyin full-time tertiary education,as an undergraduateand
thenpost-graduatefor eight years,hasneverhada job, hasbeenliving in a flat with
his girl-friend for severalyears,financedby wealthyparents.

Thecommonassumptionis that theessentialpreconditionfor adulthoodis economic
independence.Having sufficient financial or materialresourcesto maintainoneself
comesfirst, andonly whenthis hasbeenachieved,canoneexerciseotherforms of
independence,physical,psychological,social,andso on. The usualmeanswhereby
individuals acquire an income sufficient to enable them to achieve economic
independenceis throughemployment.Employment,however,is also valuedin its
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own right as a signifier of an individual's willingness to make a full adult
contributionto the economicand social life of the society. Thus the problemfor
those who are not in the workforce, whether they are retrenchedolder workers,
youngpeoplein their twentiesundergoingfurthereducationandtraining,or married
womenwith childrensupportedby their husbands,is not only their lack of a regular
andadequateincomeof their own, but their marginalstatusas a non-wageworker.
As the levelsof employmentandtypesof workforceparticipationchangein modem
westerneconomies,andaslabourmarketsfail to providethekindsof jobsneededto
keep the adult populationeconomicallyself-supporting,significant sectionsof the
populationwill be forcedto rely on the welfarestate. But while only incomefrom
paid work is seento give the recipienteconomicindependenceand incomein the
form of socialsecurityis seenaswelfaredependency,individuals who might in all
other respectsbe consideredindependentadults and full citizens find themselves
deniedthis status.

There seemto be two main strategiesadvocatedin the literature on youth for
overcomingthis problem. The mostobviousis to tackle the economicissueandto
put pressureon governmentsto recognisethe legitimateclaims of youngpeopleto
an adequateincome of their own while they are undergoingfurther educationor
training, whatevertheir ageandparentalcircumstances.In this, one is recognising
that regardlessof maturity andotherdimensionsof growing up, youngpeoplewho
haveno option but to rely heavily on parentalsupportand to remain living in the
family home will fmd their economicdependencyon their parents is not only
restrictivein itself but it alsopreventsthemfrom negotiatingsomeindependencein
otherareasof their lives.

The secondstrategyinvolves a more complexconceptualisationof the notions of
independenceand dependency. In placeof the usualnotion of independenceand
dependencyas a dichotomy, which offers only two possibilities, adults are
independentandchildrenandyoungpeopleare dependent,bothneedto be seenas
multi-dimensionaland variable. One can then distinguish betweendegreesof
independenceand dependencyand even allow for other conceptualpossibilities,
such as interdependency. One can also compare degreesof dependencyand
independenceacrossthe various dimensionsof social life and trace connections
betweenthem, theoreticallyand empirically. This is an approachwhich feminists
havefound very usefulin their work on womenandthe issuesof public andprivate
dependency(Waemess,1989; Hobson, 1990; Orloff, 1993; Praserand Gordon,
1994). A majoradvantageof suchanapproachit that it avoidsthe dangersof over­
generalisation.This caneithertaketheform of makingcategoricalstatementsabout
'youth' asa singleundifferentiatedentity, which hasbeena commondefectof much
of the sociologicalandpolicy analysisof youth in contemporarysociety;a striking
exampleis Judith Bessant's(1993) thesisthat we are witnessinga new life cycle
phasefor youth for which sheinventsthe new term 'dependultcy'. Alternatively,
generalisationstakethe form of aparticularmodelof how independenceis typically
achieved, which makes assumptions about the relative importance of, and
relationshipsbetween,the variousaspectsof young people'slives. In eithercase,
the tendencyis to theorise at a high level of abstractionand to ignore known

--------- --_•._--------
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variationsin the circumstancesandexperiencesof different groupsof youngpeople
accordingto suchmajorstructuralvariablesasgender,class,ethnicityor locality.

The datawe havedoesnot supportthesekinds of broadgeneralisations.Growingup
has not becomea qualitatively different experiencefor all or even most young
people. Theperiodof fmancialandfamily dependencyhasreachedinto the twenties
for somegroupsbefore and now affectsnot only thosefrom mainly middle class
backgroundsattending universities. There is unquestionablygreateruncertainty
about the availability and security of employmentfor many younger (and older)
peopleandthe opportunitiesof obtaininga job at 15-16yearsof a type or in an area
that would provide a long-termfuture have pretty well disappeared. Changesin
eligibility criteria and levels of social security provision have imposedeconomic
burdens on families and young people and put added pressures on social
relationshipsbetweenteenagersand their parents. At the sametime, substantial
proportionsof young peopledo negotiatethe transition to adulthoodsuccessfully
even if it takes longer and there is more stressalong the way. The reportsfrom
youngpeoplethemselvesindicatethat therearehigh levelsof stressandanxietyand
thatmanyteenagersdo not look forward confidentlyandoptimistically to the future.
Subjectiveperceptionson the whole matchthe objectiveconditions. Certainly also
there are sectionsof the youth populationwho can be describedas marginalised,
who are outside the various governmentprograms,who are without regular or
adequatesourcesof income, whosefamily relationshipshave broken down, who
may be homeless,and so on. Whetherthis constitutesthe emergenceof a new
underclasswill dependon whathappensto theseindividuals as they move through
their twentiesandwhetherthesecircumstancesbecomepermanentlyassociatedwith
locationin thestructuresof poverty,disadvantageandinequality.

Thus,thereis no oneclearpictureof what is happeningto youth in Australia. If we
are to advance our sociological understandingand develop appropriatepolicy
responses,we needa perspectivethat fully acknowledgesthe differences,diversity
and complexity, as well as change, in the positions and problems of youth in
contemporarywesternsocieties.

References

Ainley, l., M. BattenandH. Miller (1984),PatternsofRetentionin Australian
GovernmentSchools,AustralianCentrefor EducationalResearch,Hawthorn,
Victoria.

AlIen, S. etal., (1986),TheExperienceofUnemployment,Macmillan,London.
Anderson,D.S. andC. Blakers(1983),YouthTransitionsandSocialResearch,

AustralianUniversityPress,Canberra.
AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1971),CensusofPopulationandHousing;

Bulletin5, TheLabourForce,ABS, Canberra.
AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1981),CensusofPopulationandHousing;

Cross-classifiedCharacteristicsofPersonsandDwellings,ABS, Canberra.



YOUTH(IN)DEPENDENCE: CURRENTTHEORYAND POliCYISSUES 51

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1984),NationalSchoolsStatisticsCollection,
Australia,Cat.No. 4221.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1985),Australia'sYouthPopulation1984: A
StatisticalProfile, Cat.No. 4111.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1986),TheLabourForce,Australia,1966­
1984,Cat.No. 6204.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1991),Census0/PopulationandHousing;
BasicCommunityProfile, Cat.No. 2722.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1992),LabourStatistics,Australia,Cat.No.
6101.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1993a),Australia'sYoungPeople,Cat.No.
4123.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1993b),LabourForceStatusand
EducationalAttainment,February,Cat.No. 6235.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1993c),Marriages,Australia,Cat.No.
3306.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1993d),Schools,Australia,Cat.No. 4221.0,
ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (1994),AustralianSocialTrends,Cat.No.
4102.0,ABS, Canberra.

AustralianBureauof Statistics(ABS) (variousyears),TheLabourForce,Australia,
Cat.No. 6203.0,ABS, Canberra.

Bessant,J. (1993),ConstitutingCategorieso/Youth:TowardstheTwenty1irst
Century,DiscussionPaper3, NationalCentrefor Socio-LegalStudies,La
TrobeUniversity,Melbourne.

Bessant,J. (1994), 'TheDiscoveryof anAustralian"JuvenileUnderclass":A
ReflexiveExercise',paperpresentedatNationalConferenceon
Unemployment:ChallengesandSolutions,QueenslandUniversityof
Technology,Queensland.

Brown,P. andD.N. Ashton,eds(1987),Education,UnemploymentandLabour
Markets,FalmerPress,Lewes,EastSussex.

Bryman,A., B. Bytheway,P. Allatt andT. Keil, T., eds(1987),RethinkingtheLife
Cycle,Macmillan,London.

Chapman,T. andJ. Cook(1988),'Marginality, youthandgovernmentpolicy in the
1980s',Critical SocialPolicy, 22, 41-64.

Coffield, F., C. Borrill andS. Marshall(1986),Growing Up At theMargins: Young
Adults intheNorth East,Open UniversityPress,Milton Keynes. .

Cohen,G., ed. (1987),SocialChangeandtheLife Course,Tavistock,London.
Dixon, D. (1992),Unemployment:theEconomicandSocialCosts,Brotherhoodof

StLaurence,Melbourne.
Dwyer,P. andB. Wilson (1991),StructuredPathways/orYoungPeople:A

ComparativeStudyo/YouthPolicy in Australia, UnitedStatesandSweden,
Working PaperNo. 6, Universityof Melbourne,Instituteof Education,
Melbourne.

Eckersley,R. (1988),Causeso/Change:ThePredicamento/Youthin Australia,
Commissionof theFuture,Melbourne.



52 ANNEEDWARDS

Eckersley,R. (1992),Apocalypse?No! YouthandtheChallengeto Change,
Australia'sCommissionfor theFuture,Carlton.

Edwards,A. (1992),Familieswith OlderChildren,InterimReport,Brotherhoodof
StLaurence,Melbourne.

Finch,J. (1986), 'Age' in R.C. Burgess,ed.,KeyVariablesin SocialInvestigation,
RoutledgeandKeganPaul,London,ch. 2, 12-30.

Fraser,N. andGordon,L. (1994),'A genealogyof dependency:tracingakeywordof
theUS welfaresystem',Signs,19(2),309-36.

Griffm C. (1993),RepresentationsofYouth:TheStudyofYouthandAdolescencein
Britain andAmerica,Polity, Cambridge.

Harris,N. (1988),'Socialsecurityandthetransitionto adulthood',JournalofSocial
Policy, 17(4),501-23.

Hartley,R. (1989),WhatPriceIndependence?,AustralianInstituteof Family
StudiesandYouthAffairs Councilof Victoria.

Hartley,R. (1993),'Youngadultsliving athome',FamilyMatters,36,35-7.
Hobson,B. (1991), 'No exit, no voice: women'seconomicdependencyandthe

welfarestate',ActaSociologica,33(3),235-50.
Hutson,S. andR. Jenkins(1989),TakingtheStrain: Families,Unemploymentand

the Transitionto Adulthood,OpenUniversityPress,Milton Keynes.
Jones,G. (1987), 'Leavingtheparentalhome:ananalysisof earlyhousingcareers',

JournalofSocialPolicy, 16(1),49-74.
Jones,G. (1988), 'Integratingprocessandstructurein theconceptof youth: a case

for secondaryanalysis',SociologicalReview,36(4),706-32.
Jones,G. andC. Wallace(1992),Youth,Family andCitizenship,OpenUniversity

Press,Milton Keynes.
Merrilees,WJ. (1981),'Theeffectof labourmarketconditionson schoolretention

rates', AustralianEconomicReview,3rdQuarter,56-60.
Orloff, A.S. (1993),'Genderandthesocialrightsof citizenship:the comparative

analysisof genderandwelfarestates',AmericanSociologicalReview,58(3),
303-28.

Polk,K. andD. Tait (1990), 'Changingyouthlabourmarketsandyouthlifestyles',
YouthStudies,9(1), 17-23.

Poole,M.E. (1983),YouthExpectationsandTransitions,Routledge,Melbourne.
Poole,M.E., ed. (1992),EducationandWork, AustralianCentrefor Educational

Research, Hawthorn,Victoria.
Raffe,D. andJ.D.WilIms (1989),'Schoolingthe discouragedworker: local labour

marketseffectsoneducationalparticipation',Sociology,23(4),559-81.
Riley, M.W. (1987),'Onthesignificanceof agein sociology',American

SociologicalReview,52(1),1-14.
Roberts,K. (1984),SchoolLeaversandTheirProspects:Youthin theLabour

Market in the1980s,OpenUniversityPress,Milton Keynes.
Roll, J. (1988),YoungPeopleat theCrossroads:Education, Jobs,SocialSecurity

andTraining, FamilyPolicy StudiesCentre,London.
Sherington,G. andT. Irving (1989),'Youthpoliciesin twentiethcenturyAustralia',

YouthStudies,8(3), 11-19.
Shilling, C. (1993),TheBodyandSocialTheory,Sage,London.



YOUTH(IN)DEPENDENCE: CURRENTTHEORYAND POliCYISSUES 53

Sweet,R. (1987),TheYouthLabourMarket: A TwentyYearPerspective,
CurriculumDevelopmentCentre,Canberra.

Thomson,L. (1993),GoingSomewhere?IncomeSupportforHomelessYoung
People,Brotherhoodof StLaurence,Melbourne.

Turner,B. (1984),TheBody andSociety,Blackwell,Oxford.
Turner,B. (1989), 'Ageing,statuspolitics andsociologicaltheory',British Journal

ofSociology,40(4),588-606.
Waerness,K. (1989), 'Dependencyin thewelfarestate',in M. BulmeretaI., eds,

TheGoalsofSocialPolicy, Unwin Hyman,London,ch. 7,170-5.
Wallace,C. (1986a),'Betweenthefamily andthestate',in M. White, ed.,TheSocial

WorldoftheYoungUnemployed,Policy StudiesInstitute,London.
Wallace,C. (1986b),'Fromgirls andboysto womenandmen: thesocial

reproductionof genderrolesin thetransitionfrom schoolto work', in S.
WalkerandL. Barton,eds,Youth,EmploymentandSchooling,Open
UniversityPress,Milton Keynes.

Wallace,C. (1987),For Richer,forPoorer: Growing Up In andOutofWork,
Tavistock,London.

White, R. (1990),No SpaceofTheir Own: YoungPeopleandSocialControl in
Australia,CambridgeUniversityPress,Melbourne.

White, R. (1994), 'Themakingof a youthunderc1ass',Policy IssuesForum,
Autumn,22-8.

Whitfield, K. andR.A. Wilson (1989),Stayingon in Full-TimeEducation:The
EducationalParticipationRateofSixteenYearaIds,DiscussionPaperNo. 40,
Instituteof EmploymentResearch,Universityof Warwick.

Williams, T., J. Clancy,M. BattenandS.Girling-Butcher(1980),School,Workand
Career:SeventeenYearaIdsin Australia,AustralianCentrefor Educational
Research,Hawthorn,Victoria.

Wilson, B. andJ. Wyn (1987),Shaping Futures:YouthActionfor Livelihood,Allen
andUnwin, Sydney.

Winderlich,D. (1991),Surplusto Requirements-YouthUnemployment:Towardsa
StrategicApproachto EmploymentGenerationandVocationalTraining,
Youth Affairs Councilof SouthAustralia,Adelaide.

Winefield, A.H., M. Tiggemann,H.R. Winefield,andR.D. Goldney(1993),
Growing Up with Unemployment:A LongitudinalStudyofits Psychological
Impact,Routledge,London.

Young,C. (1987),YoungPeopleLeavingHomein Australia,AustralianFamily
FormationProjectMonograph9, Canberra.

YouthResearchCentre(1989),Transientsor Citizens?TheEconomicsofthe
Transitionto Adulthood,Report2, Instituteof Education,Universityof
Melbourne,Melbourne.





The Transformation of Dependencyin
the Australian SocialSecurity System:
Beyondthe White Paper

BruceBradbury
SocialPolicy ResearchCentre
Universityof New SouthWales

1 Dependencyin the Australian Tax and Transfer System

The primary goal of currentsocial securitypolicy in Australia is the alleviationof
poverty amongstpeoplefor whom neither the marketnor the family are able, or
expected,to provide sufficient economicsupport.One of the key featuresof the
ongoing debateover the role of the state in industrial nations is whether the
dependencyon the statethat this supportentailsis betteror worsethandependency
upon family or market. This questionof state dependency,however, is not the
subjectof this presentpaper- though someaspectsof this questionare touched
upon. Rather this paper considersa somewhatnarrower question - how social
security (and taxation) policy deals with the relationshipsof dependencyand
interdependencywithin thefamily unit.

Someaspectsof this questionare relatively uncontroversial: young children are
assumedto be dependentupon their parents(or parentsubstitutes)andparentsare
expectedto usually have their children'sbest interests 'at heart'. The boundary
betweenchildhoodandadulthoodposesmanydifficult questionsfor incomesupport
policy, andtheseareconsideredin AnneEdwards'paperin this volume.My focus is
on the dependencyrelationshipsbetweenmenandwomen,both betweenhusbands
andwivesandfor the looserrelationshipsof cohabitationandblendedfamilies.

The descriptionof married women as 'dependants'of their husbandshas a long
history in Australia. Thougha substantialproportionof womenhave alwaysbeen
engagedin the labourmarket,their exclusionfrom the new labourmarketscreated
by the growthof industrialcapitalismprovidedthe impetusfor thestatisticiansof the
late l800s to defme employedmen as 'breadwinners'and married women and
childrenas 'dependants'(Cass,1985).A centurylater,alongwith the transformation
to post-industrialcapitalism,termssuchas 'dependentspouse'now seemcuriously
datedand awkward. This changehas, and will, necessitatemajor changesin the
structureof socialsecurityandtaxationpolicies.

Thoughdependencyin this contextis oftendescribedas 'economicdependence'it is
important to understandthat it is a social rather than an economic concept of
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dependency.The economictheory of the family seesthe marriagerelationshipas
essentiallyone of interdependency. Whilst the wife in the traditional family of
industrialcapitalismmay be dependentuponherhusbandfor incomeandhencefor
market commodities,the husbandis equally dependentupon the wife for home
productionandchild-rearingservices.That it shouldbe the wife who is termedthe
dependentspousereflects the intersectionof the genderbasisof socialpowerwith
thesocialhegemonyof themarketin capitalistsocieties.

The fact that 'dependentspouse'is now an almostarchaicterm reflects first and
foremost the significant increasein the labour market participation of mamed
women over this century (Caldwell, 1980). At the sametime as women'slabour
force participationhasbeenincreasing,however,thatof menhassteadilydecreased.
In 1964,84 percentof menwerein the labourforce. By 1990this hadshrunkto 75
percent(FosterandStewart,1991). In part, this reflectsincreasedearly retirement,
population ageing and increased educational retention, but all age groups
experiencedat leastsomefall in participation. For somegroupshowever,this fall
hasbeenrelatively small. Theparticipationratefor menaged35 to 44, for example
only fell from 98 to 94 percentbetween1965and1990.

Perhapsas a consequenceof this small fall in men'sparticipation,the increasein
women's labour market participationhas been associatedwith only a negligible
increasein men'shome productionand caring work. Data on time-usepatterns
reveal that caring work is still predominantlydone by women,and that this has
changedlittle over the pasttwo decades(Bittman, 1991).The increasein women's
labour market participation has, however, been associatedwith an increased
commodificationof caring work throughthe growth of stateand commercialchild
care.Indeed,given the low level of caringwork undertakenby men, theseservices
arein manycasesanecessarypreconditionfor women'sparticipation.

The focus of this paper,however, is on how incomesupportand taxationpolicies
haveadaptedto thesechangingnormsof labourforce participation.In summary,the
conclusionis thattherehaveindeedbeenmajorchangesin thesepolicies- but that
we areonly halfway towardsanew setof principlesandpoliciesthatmight beused
to characterisea 'postdependency'incometransfersystem.

2 The New SocialSecurity System

TheWorkingNationWhite Paperreleasedby theAustralianGovernmentearlierthis
year(Keating,1994)providesan interestingindicationof the challengeof changing
genderroles for socialsecuritypolicy. The primary goal of the White Paperwas to
get unemployedpeople back into employment or, if you like, to reduce the
dependencyof working agepeopleon the state.But with respectto socialsecurity
policy at least, the most radical changesproposedin the paperactually had a lot
moreto do with the issueof dependencywithin thehousehold.

In particular,theWhite Paperinitiateda fundamentalmoveawayfrom thefamily as
the unit of eligibility for incomesupportpayments.Under the post-warsystemof
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incomesupport,wives (andsometimeshusbands)couldqualify for incomesupport
by virtue of their role as dependantsof someonewhose earning capacity was
restricted(such as through unemploymentor old age). Post White Paper,adult
dependencyasajustificationfor incomesupportis very muchamarginalcategoryof
entitlement- thoughaswe shallsee,it hasnotbeenentirelyeliminated.

Thenewstructureof dependency-relatedpaymentsin the Australianincomesupport
andtaxationsystemsis summarisedin Table 1. The table seeksto describethemain
featuresof dependencyrelatedpaymentsas they will exist in the secondhalf of
1995.1 A largeproportionof the paymentslisted in this tablehaveonly existedfor
the last two or three years, with the White Paperbeing just one of the many
announcementsof changesto the socialsecuritysystem.An indicationof the rateof
changeis that one payment,Home Child Care Allowance (HCCA), has had its
abolition announcedevenbefore its introduction! However its abolition primarily
(thoughnot entirely) amountsto a changein nomenclature,asit will be incorporated
as a minimum paymentof ParentingAllowance (PgA). Since the details of this
incorporationhavestill notbeenfmalised,HCCA is retainedin thetable.

Table 1 groupsdependency-relatedpaymentsinto threecategories,thoserelatedto
the dependenceof spouses,thoseproviding assistanceto peoplewhoseworkforce
participationis constrainedbecauseof caring responsibilities,andpaymentswhich
assist in meeting the additional expenditureneeds of families with dependent
children. The latter group of family paymentsinclude basicand additionalfamily
paymenttogetherwith child caresubsidiesandrelatedpayments.

It is in the fIrst two categoriesof payment,however,that recentpolicy changeshave
had most impact. The most important changewas the introduction of Parenting
Allowance. This paymentreplacesthe additionalallowancepaid to recipientswith
not-employedspouseswhenthe family hasdependentchildren.Therationalefor the
payment has thus been changed from one of spouse dependencyto caring
responsibilities.

Indeedspousedependencywill now only imply eligibility for incomesupportfor
marriedpeopleagedover 40 who haveno recentlabourmarketexperience.In this
case,if their partnerqualifiesfor a socialsecuritypayment,theywill receivePartner
Allowance.2 Younger spouseswithout dependentchildren will be required to
personallyfall into a particulareligibility group- suchasunemployment.

The mainelementof continuity with thepreviousspousedependencybasedregime,
has beenthe retentionof the dependentspousetaxationrebate(DSR) for families

1 Some disability-relatedpaymentssuch as Domiciliary Nursing Care Benefit and Child
Disability Allowancearenot included.

2 It appearsthat this agelimit will bebaseduponaparticularfixed birth dateratherthanage­
sothattheagethresholdwill steadilyrise.

'---------------_....,-----------
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Table1: Dependency-relatedPaymentsin theAustraliaSocialSecurityof Tax Systems,1995

Eligibility Max Income Income Income
Rate(l) Unit Period Threshold(l)

DependentSpousePayments

Dependent Taxpayerfor a dependentspouse $1,188pa Personal Financial $282pa
SpouseRebate withoutchildren (spouse) year

Partner Partnersof alloweesandpensioners $132.65pw Mixed Fortnight $231(spouse)
Allowance withoutchildren,over40 andwith $30(allowee)

no recentlabourmarketexperience pw

Wife No newgrantsfrom July 1995. $132.65pw Family Estimated $78comb.pw
Pension Existingwife pensioners annual

continueto beeligible.

Caring-relatedPayments

SoleParent Soleparentcaringfor at least $1,116pa Personal Financial $282pa
Rebate onedependentchild (dependent) year

SoleParent Soleparentcaringfor at least $159.05pw Personal Estimated $57pw
Pension onedependentchild annual

HomeChild Parentwith at leastone $30pw Personal Estimated $30pw
CareAllowance dependentchild (carer) annual

Parenting Primarycarerof children $132.65pw Mixed Estimated $231(partner)
Allowance under16 annual $30(allowee)

pw

Carer Personprovidingconstantpersonal $231.65pw Family Estimated $78comb.pw
Pension care10 a 'severelyhandicapped' annual (10 hr limit)

pensionerlbeneficiary (educ/emp)

Child-relatedPayments

BasicFamily Parent/guardianhavingcare $10.65pw Family Financial $60,OOOpa
Payment andcontrolof child under16 year

Additional Parent/guardianreceivingBFP $32.1«13) Family Financial $21,350pa
Family $45.3(13+) year
Payment pw

Child Care Parentof child under13 in $28.20
Rebate formal or informalchild care ($1,466pa)

LongDay Carerof child in approved $94pw Family Estimated $475pw
Care full-time longdaycarecentres annual

andfamily daycareschemes.

Outside Carerof child in beforeand a) 68cph Family As for AFP Eligible AFP
School afterschoolcare b) 36cph a) full rate
HoursCare b) partrate

Note: 1) RatesandthresholdsasatSeptember1994. Tax rebatesandthresholdsfor 1993-94tax year.
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without dependentchildren.The old DSR for families with children, however,has
beenrecastas Home Child CareAllowance (HCCA) - a Social Securitypayment,
ratherthana tax rebate.The new rationalesfor this paymentareas a recognitionof
the caringwork carriedout by non-employed(married)parents,andasa counterpart
to the child careassistancereceivedby employedparents.There is a tight income
test on the income of the carer,but no income test with respectto their spouse's
income.

Not includedin the table,but foreshadowedby the Government,is the introduction
of a Maternity Allowance. This will probablybe implementedas a componentof
ParentingAllowance availablefor the first 12 weeksafter childbirth which will be
only incometestedon the incomeof themother.

3 BeyondDependency

Whilst the last few yearshasseena generalwinding backof the conceptof spouse
dependencyin the social security system, the processof formulating a set of
principlesand policies to replacedependencyis still far from complete.Where do
we go from here?The remainderof this paperconsidersa numberof challenges
facing thenewpost-dependencyincomesupportsystem.

Cultural Heterogeneity

Oneof the reasonswhy social securitypolicy in this areahasbeenso piecemealis
that the socialtransformationof genderrelationshipsin Australiansocietyhasitself
beenextremelyvariable.

Thereneverwasa time whenthe 'typical family' of employedhusbandtogetherwith
wife caringfor childrenwasanadequatedescriptionof all families. However,in the
earlypost-waryearswhenthemodernwelfarestatewasestablished,this family type
was preponderantenoughfor it to provide a clear ideal type againstwhich to
structurepolicy. This hegemonyof the single-earnernuclear family has now
vanished- to be replacedby a multitude of arrangementsfor market and home
production(of which the 'traditional' family of industrial capitalismremainsone).
This variationmakesthe structuringof family supportincreasinglydifficult. Whilst
thevariationin women'semploymentpatternswith ageis increasinglybeingusedto
target policy to appropriategroups (e.g. Partner Allowance) strong systematic
variationsbetweenclassand ethnic groupsare more difficult to deal with. Any
policy which is appropriatefor onegroupwill oftenbe inappropriatefor another.

Some indication of the extent of variation acrossthe different ethnic groups in
Australian society is given in Figure 1. This shows the 1986 labour force
participation ratesof married mothersborn in selectedcountries. Only married
mothersagedunder40 andwith at leastonechild agedunder15 living with themare
includedin the figure. Sincethis figure is calculatedfrom the Censusoneper cent

--------------------------_.-'-'-----------
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Figure1: LabourForceParticipationRatesof MarriedMothersAgedUnder40 by
Birthplace:1986
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Notes: Only includeswomenwith at leastonechild agedunder15 living with them. Women
who did not statetheirbirthplaceor labourforce statusareexcluded.Full-timelabour
forceparticipationincludeslooking for full-time work aswell asworking full time
(andsimilarly for part time). A smallnumberof employedwomenwith no hoursof
work in thesurveyperiodaregroupedherewith full-time workers.

Source: Calculatedfrom 1986Census'Sectionof State'1% samplefile.

samplefIle ratherthanthefull Censustheestimatesaresubjectto samplingerrorand
shouldbe interpretedwith caution. This appliesparticularly to the countrieswith
fewer immigrantssuchas India, Poland,MalaysiaandBrunei, Malta andGermany
wherethe standarderrorfor the total participationrateis overfive percentagepoints.
It wouldbea valuableexerciseto repeatthis calculationfrom thefull 1991 Census.

Despitethe limited samplesize,however,it is possibleto concludefrom this figure
that substantialand significantvariationsin labour force patternsdo exist between
different birthplacegroups.For example,70 per cent of mothersborn in Vietnam
were in the labourforce in 1986,comparedto an Australianaverageof 49 percent.
Lebaneseborn women,on the otherhand,are much less likely to be in the labour
market,with only 27 percentworking or looking for work. Thedifferencebetween
Lebanesewomenandthe overall averageis almostentirely due to their lower level
of part-timeemployment.
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Whilst therearemanyfactorswhich could lie behindthesedifferences,it would be
reasonableto expectthat they partly reflect very different ways in which families
engagewith the labour market. Coping with this diversity will remain a major
challengefor social security policy, and given this diversity it is perhapsnot
surprisingthat politicians andpolicy makersshouldwant to treadvery cautiously.
Hencewe shouldexpectthat policy developmentin this areawill continueto be a
continuous,butpiecemeal,processfor manyyearsto come.

Simplification/Integration

One implication of a piecemealapproachto policy development,however,is the
developmentof complexity - and the currentarrangementsfor family supportare
certainly very complicated.Simplification and integration of paymentsis rightly
highon thegovernment'scurrentreformagenda.Thereareanumberof issueswhich
standout asrequiringattention.

The first is simply the multitudeof different payments.This is probablymostacute
for families with children aged16 or 17, where income supportadministrationis
divided betweenthe Departmentof Social Security (DSS) and the Departmentof
Employment,EducationandTraining (DEET) - two departmentswith very different
administrativecultures.Someof theseissuesare coveredin Anne Edwards'paper
elsewherein this volume.

Evenif we put asidethis very difficult issue,complexitiesstill aboundwith respect
to family paymentsfor youngerchildren. Incometestingarrangementsarejust too
complex. At present there are basically three different types of income test:
allowance,pensionand taxable.Allowances(e.g. Job SearchAllowance,JSA) are
assessedon the basisof incomeover the previousfortnight. Pensions,however,are
assessedby a complicatedprocedurewhereby current income is 'annualised'.In
principle this meansthat casualearningsshouldbe effectively spreadacrossthe
whole year beforeapplying the incometest. As far as I canascertain,the pensions
incomedefinition (but not the incometest) will apply to ParentingAllowance, so
that a family with one spousereceiving JSA and another receiving Parenting
Allowancewill facetwo differentdefmitionsof income.

For families not receiving pensionsor allowances,the primary form of income
testingfor basicandadditionalfamily paymentsis with respectto taxableincomefor
thepreviousyear.Howeverwhenincomesvaryby a significantamount(basically25
percent,but thereareexceptions)incomeis assessedon thebasisof anestimatefor
thecurrentyear.This means,for example,thatwhenapersonfmds employmentand
leavesJSA the amountof Additional Family Payment(AFP) will dependon when
duringthefmancialyeartheyactuallystartwork.

The complexities associatedwith these different income tests stem from the
competingdesiresto track income movementsover time (so as to most directly
targetshort-termpoverty)andthe desirefor administrativesimplicity. Also, systems
which uselongerterm incomedefinitions suchas taxableincome,provide lessof a

,--- "_0_' _
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disincentivefor peopleto increasetheir income.The inevitablecomplexity that this
compromiseengendersis likely to be of increasingimportancefor family payment
recipientsastheproportionof peoplewith casualandfluctuatingincomesincreases.

This posesa dilemma.Shouldfamily paymentsbe mademore responsiveto short
term fluctuationsso as to track theseincomemovements,or are incomesbecoming
so variable that the administrativecomplexity of such tracking will becometoo
muchof a burden,andit would bebestto retreatto a simpler,annualincome-based,
incometest?This is anareawheremoreresearchis clearly requiredto both identify
the relative importanceof thesedifferent complexities,and their likely changesin
thefuture.

Anotherway of producinga simplersocialsecuritysystemwould be to integratethe
variouschild-relatedpaymentsinto one singleFamily Payment.This could include
integrating Sole ParentPensionwith ParentingAllowance. In other words, there
would be a singlepaymentpaidto thosewith parentingresponsibilities,thoughwith
two ratesof payment: halfmarriedrate(for marriedparents)andsinglepensionrate
(for sole parents).(An equivalentto GuardianAllowance would remainas part of
AFP). Sincecouple-headedfamilies seemto beableto mustermorepolitical support
than sole parentfamilies, this might help in assuringan adequatelevel of income
supportfor soleparentfamilies.

There are disadvantagesof such an integration, however, which should not be
overlooked.Many soleparentswould be worseof undersucha changebecausethe
ParentingAllowance income test is less generousthan the pensionincome test.
Parenting Allowance is withdrawn at 70 cents in the dollar for incomes over
$70/week,whilst pensionis withdrawnat only 50 centsin thedollar. Thefree areais
alsogreaterfor pensioners, andthepensionerfringe benefitsaremorevaluable.

Sincean increasein the baserateof paymentto soleparentswith no other income
can certainly be justified in terms of the relativities of sole parents to other
pensioners,thebestway to addressthis questionmightbevia apackageof measures
which includedan increasein the baserate of paymentto sole parentpensioners.
Dependingon the amountof increase,however,this would not necessarilyensure
that no sole parentswere worseoff. As for fringe benefits,it may well be time to
fmally remove the artificial fringe benefit distinctions betweenpensionersand
beneficiaries.

Finally, any decisionto link sole parentpaymentswith ParentingAllowance must
take carefulaccountof the strengthof the rationalesfor ParentingAllowance itself.
This questionis consideredfurtherbelow. Beforedoing so,however,it is important
to consideranotherquestionof centralrelevanceto sole parents: the definition of
soleparenthooditself.
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Unit Defmition: Whenis a Parent'Sole'?
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Though the new eligibility criteria for the Australian income support systemis
becoming very much basedupon the individual, the level of entitlement to
assistanceis still primarily family based.That is, whilst a not-employedmarried
mother may qualify for Parenting Allowance on the basis of her caring
responsibilities,the amountshereceivesdependson herhusband'sincome(oncehe
is no longerreceivingJSA).Sincethe level of entitlementremainsfamily-based,the
defmitionof thefamily remainscrucialfor socialsecuritypolicy.

An ongoingissuein. this respectis the definition of soleparenthood.If a soleparent
enters what the departmentterms a 'marriage-like relationship' they lose their
eligibility for sole parent pension and become instead eligible for Parenting
Allowance,which is paidat a lower rateandincome-testedon theirpartner'sincome
(andalso disadvantageousin otherways,seeabove).But thesenew 'stepfamilies'
are not really like the typical 'marriage-likerelationship'.There is evidence,for
example, that there is much less household income pooling among defacto
partnershipsof previously married people (Glezer, 1993, cited in Perry,1994). It
seemsinappropriateto most peoplethat a new partnershould automaticallytake
over responsibility for providing for a sole parentand their children. Indeedthe
approachof the social security systemis also at odds with the conceptof child
dependencyin theAustralianChild Support,or maintenance,system,wherethenon­
custodial 'natural' parent still has a fmancial responsibility for their child
irrespectiveof their spouse'smaritalstatus.

On the otherhand,economiesof scalein householdexpensessuggestthat it would
not be fair to continueto pay a full sole parentpaymentto sole parentswho re­
partner.While someshort-termtransitionalassistancecouldbejustified, in general,
thepresentsystemis probablyreasonablyappropriatewith respectto thebaserateof
paymentin thesecircumstances.It is primarily the incometestthatshouldbe altered.

Thereare two options that could be considered.One would be to defmeparental
incomefor Basic andAdditional Family Paymentas the incomeof the child's co­
residentnaturalparents.After a certainperiodof co-residence(suchastwo years)a
non-biologicalparentmight be consideredto be 'natural' in this sense.This would
bring the family paymentssysteminto greaterconcordancewith the Child Support
Act (Perry,1994).

An additionaloptionwould be to not includethe incomeof new defactopartnersin
the incometest for ParentingAllowance (providedthe defactopartnerwas not the
parentof the ParentingAllowancerecipient'schild). If thesetwo optionswereboth
implementedit would imply only a small drop in incomefor soleparentswho re­
partnered.

Thesechangeswould makethe transitionback into a long-termrelationshipmuch
easierfor manysoleparents,andin consequenceprovideoffsettingcostsavingsfor
thegovernment.
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Family IncomeSupportandtheSelf-employed

Both AFP andParentingAllowance canbe claimedby families with low incomes,
but who are not eligible for other categoricalpaymentssuch as JSA. Currently
aroundone in five AFP recipientsin this group are self-employed.Most of these
families (except somewho are income splitting) would be eligible for Parenting
Allowance.The higher ratesof paymentmight also encouragea greaternumberof
self-employed people to take up the payment. The introduction of Parenting
Allowancewill thus representa major increasein the amountof fmancialassistance
directedtowardsself-employedfamilies.

Given the well-known difficulties in measuringthe living standardsof the self­
employed,this is likely to poseparticularadministrative problems.The solutionsto
theseare not likely to be easy,given that thereare sure to be someself-employed
with low measuredincome who havequite high living standards,just as thereare
somewho areundeniablypoor.

TheDependentSpouseRebate

The most obvious remnantof the old dependencymodel in the Australian tax and
transfersystemis the DependentSpouseRebate(DSR). This is a tax rebatefor
peoplewho havespouses(or daughter-housekeepers)with low incomeandwho do
not haveany dependentchildren.Thejustificationfor this rebateis thata dependent
spousereducesone'scapabilityto paytax.

Canthis rebatestill be justified in the 'activesociety'? For the mostpart, it would
seemthat the answer to this question is 'no'. This conclusion arises from the
principle that taxationshouldbe relatedas closely as possibleto people'scapacity
to obtain an income. Tax and transferpolicies should not provide incentivesfor
peopleto withdraw from the labourforce unlessthereis somestrongequity reason
for doingso.Spousedependencyis no longer,andperhapsneverwas,sucha reason.

The key questionwith respectto DSR is whether the low income of the spouse
(usuallythe wife) is due to a) a choiceto stayat homeandrun the householdor to
enjoy leisure,or b) is due to constraint.A tax concessionfor thosechoosingto have
a low incomecannotbejustified. Whenthereareconstraintson behaviour,however,
the questionis more complicated.Constraintscan take severalforms including a
lack of job skills in consequenceof a lifetime of raising a family at home,caring
responsibilitiesfor people other than dependentchildren, illness or disability, or
unemployment.

Whilst all theseconstraintsare certainly reasonablegroundsfor statesupport,it is
lessclearthat this supportshouldbeavailableto middleandhigh incomefamilies as
providedby the DSR. Whilst a casecould be madethat evenhigh incomefamilies
with individual memberswith particularlabourdisadvantagesdeservesomesupport,
it does seemdiscriminatory that this support is available only to higher income
couples.Thussinglepeoplewith disabilitiescanreceiveDisability Support,but this
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is an incometestedpayment,anddisabledpeoplewho havea higherincomedo not
receiveanyincomesupportassistance(unlesstheyareblind).

If it is desired to provide some universal assistanceto those people who face
particularlabourmarketdisadvantages,thenthis assistanceshouldbe availableto a
much wider group than just dependentspouses.One option thereforemight be to
abolishthe DSR but introducea generalminimum incomepayment(or possiblya
tax rebate)for thosepeoplewho satisfy certain categoricalrequirementssuchas
unemployment,disability, or significant caring responsibilities.The sole parent
rebate fits into this category,but many other categoriesof need could also be
included.

A lessradical,andmorepolitically andadministrativelyfeasible,meansof ensuring
horizontalequitybetweenthesedifferentgroups,would be to limit the scopeof the
DSR. The bestway to distinguishthosewho are constrainedin their employment
prospectsfrom thosewho choseto stayat home,would be to income-testthe DSR
on the basisof the taxpayer'sincome.Sinceleisureis a luxury good,wives of low
incomehusbandswho are not working are more likely to be constrainedin their
behaviourthan arewomenmarriedto higher incomehusbands.To put this another
way, it is primarily the spousesof the rich who havethe luxury of choosingwhether
to seekemploymentor not.Why shouldthis choicebesubsidised?

Home Child Care Allowance

Whilst the DSR is a concessionavailable to high income single earnerfamilies
without children, the Home Child Care Allowance (HCCA) is the corresponding
payment for families with dependentchildren. Rather than being a concession
provided to the higher income earner,however, HCCA is paid directly to the
primarychild carer.It is incometested,butonly on theprimarychild carer'sincome.
The allowanceis describedas servingtwo key goals:as a partial socialrecognition
of the caringlabourundertakenby primary child carers,andas a counterpartto the
childcaresubsidiesreceivedby employedparents.Somewould arguethat HCCA
doesnot go far enough.The AustralianFamily Association(1994), for example,
arguesthat HCCA shouldbe increasedto the level of ParentingAllowance, and
hencebecomea 'Homemakers'Allowance' paid to all families in which a parent
devotesfull-time attentionto thehomeandchildren.

Therearetwo reasonswhy the presentstructureof HCCA is wrong. Theserelateto
the two rationalesfor thepaymentdescribedabove.Thefirst problemis that it is not
necessarilythe bestway to recognisecaring responsibilities.The secondis that, as
currentlystructured,thepaymentis avery poorcounterpartto childcaresubsidies.
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Choiceand CaringResponsibilities

SinceHCCA is essentiallya cashingout of the DSR for families with dependent
children, similar questionsof choice arise. The 'choice-based'critique of this
paymentcanbeexpressedmostsimply by consideringa simpleexample.

Considertwo householdswherethe husbandsarebothemployedandwith the same
(mediumto high) income.In househoidA the motheris employedandthe children
attenda child carecentre.In householdB the motherstaysat hometo carefor the
children.In the first household,the family receiveschildcarebenefitsfrom the state
(at leastthe Child CareRebate)but paysadditionalincometax which will generally
muchmore than offset thesechild caresubsidies.In family B, the motherreceives
HCCA. The mother in householdA will typically have less leisure and be more
stressedthanthemotherin householdB.

Why then,shouldthestateprovidea subsidy(in the form of HCCA) to family B but
not to family A? Certainlyparentsstayingat homeundertakesociallyusefulwork in
raising childrenand so it may be appropriateto provide social recognitionof this.
But all parentscarefor their children:the careprovidedby formal child careis only
a smallpartof thetotal.

The counterto this choice-basedargumentis that different employmentpatterns
often reflect constraintsand attributesover which peoplehave little choice. Thus
motherswho havethe skills to obtainhigherwagesaremorelikely to be employed
than low wageworkers,and earningsreceivedmay be a goodproxy for attainable
earnings.If this is the case,then the generalprinciple of tax progressionmakesit
appropriatethatthesewomenwith higherincomesshouldpaymoretax.

How canthesetwo views be reconciled?Essentiallythe argumentrevolvesaround
the questionof which is the better indicator of married women'sincome earning
potential. Is it their actual income, or someother indicator suchas the incomeof
their husband.In the contextof a discussionof ParentingAllowance (but equally
applicablehere), Savage(1994) has arguedthat assortativemating, togetherwith
wide variations in preferencesby mothers for employment,mean that in fact
husband'searningsmay be a betterproxy for the total incomeearningcapacityof
thehousehold.If this is the case,thenequityconsiderationssuggestthat thereshould
beno incometestonpaymentsto secondaryearners, thoughthereshouldbeateston
the incomeof theprimaryearner.3In otherwords,HCCA shouldbeavailableto all
primary carersof children - whether they are employedor not (though a family
incometestmightbeappropriate).

A full resolutionof this debate,which potentiallyhasquite far-reachingimplications
for the optimal structureof income support and taxation policy, remains to be

3 A closely relatedefficiency argumentbasedupon the higher labour supply elasticity of
carersreinforcestheseconclusions.
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undertaken.In particular,empiricalquestionsas to the extentof assortativemating
andthedetenninantsof femalelaboursupplymustfIrst beresolved.

But in the absenceof fIrm empirical evidencewe can still say something.The
essenceof this debateis that the currentsystemof income testing HCCA on the
basis of the primary carers' income can only be justifIed if you think that the
variationsin employment(for families of the samedemographiccomposition)are
primarily dueto constraints(suchasdifferentwageratesor unemployment).To the
extentto whichmotherssimplyvary in theirdesiresto beathomewith theirchildren
thereis nojustifIcationfor anincometestedpaymentsuchasHCCA.

If this is the case,thenany paymentto assistcarersof childrenshouldbe universal
or near-universal:in other words, an extensionof Basic or Additional Family
Payment.The best way to increasethe freedom of mothers to choosebetween
stayingat homeandbeingemployedwould be to increasetheir incomeirrespective
of their labourmarketstatus.

HCCA vs Child CareAssistance

Ontheotherhand,evenif this argumentis rejected,this still doesnot imply that the
current structurefor HCCA is appropriate.If we think that variations in married
women'sincomesactuallyreflecttheirpotentialearningsvariations(andsochoiceis
not relevant), then the casefor treating the tax they pay as part of generaltax
progressionis stronger.4 In this caseit might seemreasonablethat HCCA should
exist as a counterpartto the Child Care Rebate (CCR) (and other child care
assistance)availableto working parents.It might be arguedthat having thesetwo
symmetric paymentsis better than simply a universalpaymentto families with
childrenbecauseit targetsassistanceat thosewho arenot ableto usefreechild care.

This symmetryrationalewas clearly to the fore in statementsby the government
when thesetwo paymentswere introduced.However, the most interestingthing
about this comparisonis the very different age rangesfor children that thesetwo
classesof paymentscover. HCCA is availablein respectof caring responsibilities
for any dependentchild still at school (and not receiving Austudy). The CCR,
however,is only availablein respectof childrenunderage 13. Indeedin practice,
mostrecipientsof theCCRwill havemuchyoungerchildren.

Figure 2 showsin fact that expenditureon child caredeclinesmarkedly oncethe
youngestchild in the householdreachesschoolage.If the symmetryjustifIcation is
to begivenanyweight, thensurelyHCCA shouldbeconfmedto thosefamilies with
only youngerchildren.

4 Though there is still the questionof differential labour supply responsesto be considered
(seepreviousfootnote).
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Figure2: CouplesWhereBoth HeadandSpouseareFull-time Employees,MeanChild Care
Expenditureby Age of YoungestChild: 1988-89
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Source: ABS 1988-89HouseholdExpenditureSurvey,Unit RecordFile.

In addition,for the samereasonsas wereadvancedin respectof the DSR, it makes
senseto income-testHCCA on family income.Given the shortperiodof time since
the introductionof HCCA, this is probablythemostpolitically feasibleoption. It is
hard to justify paying a Home Child CareAllowance to the wife of a stockbroker
whenworking classmothersareforcedto look for work in orderto makeendsmeet.

ParentingandCaring: Whenis CaringSufficient?

Finally we considerwhat is perhapsthe jewel in the crown of the new, non­
dependencybasedincomesupportsystem,ParentingAllowance. This paymentre­
definesthe wives (usually)of beneficiariesasno longerdependantsbut ascarers.

In this new context, the future integration of this paymentwith carersand sole
parentspensionmight seemalogical way to simplify andrationaliseincomesupport
for carers.It is interesting,however,to reflecton how the different conceptsof care
associatedwith thesepaymentsfit together.In particularthereis a majordifference
betweenthe level of carerequiredby a currentrecipientof CarersPension,andthat
requiredby ParentingAllowance recipientswith older children. My feeling is that
this comparisonwill inevitably leadto a loweringof the ageof qualifying child from
its current thresholdof 16 years.What this will meanin practiceis that a woman
marriedto anunemployedmanwith a child aged13, say,will berequiredto register
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for JSA and to searchfor full-time work in order to receivetheir currentrate of
payment.

Thesesortsof changesare, I suspect,an inevitableconsequenceof the move away
from dependency-basedpayments.Whethertheyendup beingjudgedasharshor not
will dependuponthe degreeof supportprovidedto carersto re-enterthe workforce
astheirchildrengetolder.

This alsohasimplicationsfor soleparents.It certainly is muchharderto carefor a
teenagechild andwork full time whenthereis only oneparentin thehousehold;and
so thereis no reasonto arguefor a lowering of the ageof qualifying child for sole
parents.But an integrationof sole parentpensionwith ParentingAllowance may
increasethepolitical pressuresfor sucha change.This is perhapsthemostimportant
reasonwhy anysuchintegrationshouldbeconsideredvery cautiously.

4 Conclusion

To sumup: the conceptof spousedependencyis now ahnostdeadin the Australian
social security systemand on its last legs in the tax system.Its replacementwith
paymentswhich recognisethe contributionof carersis still incompleteand many
important policy issueshave still to be addressed.This paperhas catalogueda
numberof issueswherefurtherchangesin policy will benecessary.

Whetheror not thesesuggestionsaretakenup, thiswhole areaof policy is likely to
be in state of flux for some time for two reasons.First, the changesin gender
relationships in Australian society have been highly varied with no clear
predominanttype of family labour market/caringmode of organisationyet to
emerge.Second,despitethelabourmarketparticipationchangesthathaveoccurred,
mencontinueto be reluctantto takeup caringresponsibilities.Women,who remain
the primary carers,feel that their caring labourshouldbe recognisedandrewarded,
andthattheyshouldbegiventhe ability to maketheir own choicesaboutcaringand
marketwork. On the otherhand,if the stateonly rewardscaring whenthe careris
notemployedit will discouragecarersfrom participatingin the dominantinstitution
of our society- the labourmarket.Thesetensionsaresureto makefor an interesting
debatein theyearsahead.
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Age Dependency: Myths and Realities

SolEncel
SocialPolicy ResearchCentre
Universityof New SouthWales

Age dependencyis not, of course,a new phenomenon. It figures in many of the
greatworks of literatureand drama. Virgil givesus the powerful imageof Aeneas
carrryinghis agedfatherAnchiseson his backastheyescapeform theruins of Troy.
(A negativeversionof this story is to be found in the ArabianNights tale of Sinbad
andthe Old Man of the Sea). King Leararrangesfor his old ageto beprovidedfor
by his daughters.Whentheythrow him out, heplumbsthedepthof his dependency.
Turnedout of doorsto face thewind andthe rain, he cursesthe elementsfor joining
forceswith his unnaturalchildren:

I tax notyou,elements, withunkindness;
I nevergaveyou kingdom,calledyou children,
You owemeno subscription...
HereI stand,your slave,
A poor, infirm, weak,anddespisedold man.
But yet I call you servileministers,
Thathavewith two perniciousdaughtersjoined
Your high-engenderedbattles'gainsta head
Soold andwhite asthis.

Lear'scontractwith his daughtersis an accuratereflection of the practicesof that
period, when many peasantproprietorsmade contractswith youngerrelatives or
acquaintancesby which they were guaranteedbed,boardand care in the medieval
equivalent of a granny flat (Hanawalt, 1985). Such arrangementsstill exist,
sometimes with unfortunate or even tragic outcomes. The Russian writer
Turgenev'sstory, Lear of the Steppes,portrays the outcomeof such a contract,
wheretheprotagonistfmdshis dependencyunbearableandendsby pulling downthe
househe hasbuilt for one of his daughters. Somerecentcourt casesin Australia
haveprovidedus with real-life examplesof similaroccurrences.

The modemperiod - i.e. since the onsetof Europeanindustrialisationin the 18th
century- differs in that dependencyhasbecomea large-scalephenomenon,which
requiresinstitutionalisedforms of socialactionto dealwith it. In the early stagesof
industrialisationin WesternEuropeand North America, children enteredthe work
force at an early age and older people continuedto work as long as they were
physically able. Exit from the work force meantdependencyfor mostpeople. The
prohibition of child labour and the introductionof compulsoryschoolingchanged
the meaningof dependencyfor children. The introduction of pensionsand their
corollary, compulsory retirement, led to prevalentconceptionsabout dependency
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ratios, intergenerationalequity, and the 'burden'of pensionsand agedcareon the
youngergeneration.

In the past15 years,therehasbeena notableincreasein the literaturedealingwith
the conceptof dependency.One importantstrandof this literatureis concernedto
emphasisethat dependencyis not a demographicor biological inevitability, but a
social construct. In the very first issueof the British journalAgeingand Society,
PeterTownsendarguedthatthedependencyof olderpeoplewas 'structured',andthe
structurewasa creationof socialpolicy. Townsendsummedup his argumentin the
following words:

The conceptsof retirement,pensionablestatus, institutional
residenceand rather passiveforms of community care have
beendevelopedin bothcapitalistandstatesocialistcountriesin
wayswhich havecreatedandreinforcedthe socialdependency
of the elderly. Such'structured'dependencyis a consequence
of twentieth-centurythoughtand action, andespeciallyof the
managementof modem economiesand the distribution of
powerandstatusin sucheconomies.Theseverityandextentof
that dependencycannotbejustified by appealto certainmajor
typesof evidence. Empirical studiesof capacityanddesirefor
productiveoccupation,reciprocationof services,and familial
and social relationships,as well as self-care,challengethe
assumptionswhich prevail. There is clearly room for an
alternativeinterpretationof the rolesto beplayedby theelderly
wherebymany more of them continue in paid employment,
[md alternativeforms of substantialandproductiveoccupation,
haverights to much larger incomes,andhavea much greater
control over the placeand type of accommodationwherethey
live, and the kind of community services to which they
contributeaswell ashaveaccess.(Townsend,1981:23).

It is worth pausingto commenton Townsend'suseof the term 'elderly'. If he were
writing his article now it is unlikely that he would usethe term 'elderly', which is
clearly disfavouredby the greatmajority of olderpersons. A surveycommissioned
by the Departmentof Human Servicesand Health in 1994 found that the words
'mature' and 'senior' were the preferred terms, each attracting 25 per cent of
preferences. 'Elderly' was favoured by no more than four per cent (Shanahan,
1994). Similar resultswerefound in a surveycarriedout in WesternEurope,where
the two favouredtermswere 'senior'and'olderperson',while 'elderly' receivedthe
samethumbsdownresponse(Walker,Eurolink-Age,1993:14-15).

A similar progressionmay be noticedhere in New SouthWales,wherean annual
programarrangedby the stategovernmentis now called 'Seniors'Week' insteadof
'Senior Citizens' Week', which itself replaced 'Old People'sWeek'. General
approvalof the term 'senior'mayberelatedto the introductionof theSeniors'Card,
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which hasbeengivena stronglypositiveconnotationin all thestateswhereit is now
in use(Pfeffer, 1991).

Townsend'spaperwas followed very shortly by an article by Alan Walker, which
endorsesthe conceptof structuraldependency,but with much more of a Marxist
flavour. WhereasTownsendrefers to both capitalistand statesocialist societies,
Walker is quite clearthatagedependencyis a creationof capitalism. Dependency,
he maintains, is an enforcedcondition, i.e. a structurally createdinferior status
involving compulsorywithdrawalfrom thework force ata fixed age. Socialpolicies
sponsoreddirectly or indirectly by the stateplay a centralrole in the creationor
managementof this dependency.The assignmentof dependentstatusto the agedis
a social,not abiologicalconstruct,andthereis no necessaryconnectionbetweenage
anddependency.He concludeswith this strikingpassage:

The increasingdependencyof elderly people in Britain has
beensocially engineeredin order to facilitate the removal of
olderworkersfrom the labourforce. At theheartof this social
changehasbeenthe narrow fmancial goalsof capitalism,and
particularly its constantneedto increaseprofitability. In this
interest mass superannuationhas been managed through
retirement,early retirementandunemploymentamongstolder
workers. Age-restrictivesocialpolicieshavebeenusedby the
statebothto excludeolderworkersfrom the labourforceandto
legitimate that exclusion through retirement. Retirement
pensionsare one of the meansby which capitalismis able to
enforcechangesaimed at reconstitutingthe workforce. This
changingsocialrelationshipbetweenageandthe labourmarket
hasformed the basisfor a more generalspreadof dependency
amongstthe elderly. Age-restrictivepolicies in health and
personal social services have been reviewed, but also in
housing,the failure to provide a sufficient stock of sheltered
housingfor olderpeoplehastendedto increasethe likelihood
of institutionalisation, and therefore increaseddependency.
(Walker,1983:161)

A similarview is takenby Phillipson,who arguesthatagedependencyis a resultof
the exigenciesof the labourmarketin a capitalistsociety (phillipson, 1982). In a
detailedanalysisof early retirement,Phillipson also suggeststhat the conceptof
early retirementis amyth which concealstheexistenceof prolongedunemployment
amongolderworkers,especiallymen,andthatthecorrecttermshouldbe 'earlyexit'
from thework force (LaczkoandPhillipson,1991). In thelanguageof thelaw, early
retirementis a term of art or, more brutally, ideologicalcamouflagefor the high
incidenceof unemploymentamongmenover50.

A reportby an Australianparliamentarycommitteein 1992 takesa similar view.
Known commonlyas the 'Jonesreport' (Houseof Representatives,1992)after the
nameof its chairman,thecommitteeobservedthatmuchso-calledretirementwas in

--_._._._----_._---------------------
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fact involuntary. Therewasa paradoxicalrelationshipbetweendemographyandthe
labourmarket,so that peoplewere living longerbut spendinglesstime in the work
force.

They concludedthat many workers resentedthe compulsion to retire, and that
restrictionson the employmentof older peoplewere inequitable. Peopleshould
havethefreedomto choosewhetherto retireor to continueworking, insteadof being
forcedinto a situationof dependencyat an arbitraryage. Thereportalsonotedthat
therewasno substantialevidenceto supporttheargumentthatjobswould becreated
for young peopleif older workers left the work force (Houseof Representatives,
1992).

In the United States,Binstock (1985) hasdescribedthe remarkableturn aroundin
public attitudestowardsolderpeoplesincethe 1970s. The aged,he maintains,are
being used as a scapegoatfor failures of public policy and for the growth of
unemploymentin a depressedeconomy. The so-called'crisis' in the socialsecurity
systemstimulatedconcernthat the costof pensionsandof agedcarewas imposing
an intolerable burden on American society. Previously, the stereotypeof older
personswasthattheyneededcarebecauseof their dependency.Theywereregarded
as the deservingpoor becausetheir dependentsituationwas forced upon themby
compulsoryretirement. Theserelatively tolerantstereotypeshadbeenreplacedby
threenewnotions:

• theagedarerelativelywell off becauseof welfareprograms;

• theagedhavetoo muchpolitical influence('greypower',etc.);and

• longevity is makingtheproblemworse.

PresidentJimmy Carterrespondedto theseconcernsby appointinga commissionof
inquiry, which reported in 1981. The commission's report (White House
Conferenceon Aging, 1981) paintedan alarmingpicture of impendingcrisis, and
was immediatelyseizedupon to justify the widespreadconservativeclaim that the
United Stateswas spendingtoo much on welfare programs,a claim translatedinto
actionunderCarter'ssuccessor,RonaldReagan.

The daily press,the businesspressand a numberof conservativeeconomistsused
the Carter commissionreportas a hook from which to hangtheir own anti-welfare
arguments. A columnist in Forbes magazinedeclared:'The myth is that they're
sunkin poverty. The reality is that they'reliving well. The trouble is therearetoo
many of them - God bless'em' (Flint, 1980). One of the Reaganadministration's
economicanalystspublishedan article in a professionaljournal arguing that the
choicefor public policy was 'gunsversuscanes'- an allusionto the notoriousNazi
sloganof 'gunsbeforebutter'. Martin Fe1dstein,who wasappointedchairmanof the
Council of EconomicAdvisors under the Reaganadministration,maintainedthat
manyolderpersonsweregainingasmuchfrom socialsecuritybenefitsas they had
earnedwhile theywerestill working (Binstock,1985:489-91).
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The Cartercommission'sreportmadegreatplay with the agedependencyratio, i.e.
theratio betweenpeopleaged15-64andthoseaged65 andover. Thecommission's
reportestimatedthatthe ratio would climb from 18percentin 1980to 39percentin
2035. It called for a 'renegotiation'of the social contract. Friedmannand
Adamchak(1983), in a detailedcritique of the commission'sreport, point out that
thesecalculationsignore the contributionsmadeby older peopleto the welfare of
youngerpeople,in the form of direct servicesor of cashpaymentswhich drawupon
accumulatedcapitalor pensionincome.

They point out, further, that the Cartercommissionuseda 'segmental'ratio, which
dealswith only one-dependentgroupandrelatesits numbersto the total 'productive'
population. This wasthenusedto infer thatchangesin the ratio representedchanges
in the ability of societyto carrythe load. Thereportdid not considerotherkinds of
dependency,including young peoplewho are not 'productive'. They suggesttwo
otherkinds of dependencyratios,onebasedon labourforce participationandoneon
a comprehensive'societal'picture. For an adequatepicture,they maintained,three
kinds of dataarenecessary:

• changesin thetotal, 'societal'ratio;

• relativecostsof eachdependentsegment;and

• contributionsmadeby olderpeopleto theeconomyandto societygenerally.

Obsessionwith the agedependencyratio concealsthe fact that the sizeof the labour
force is increasing(e.g. throughhigher femaleparticipation),and that the level of
dependencyrelatedto childrenis falling becauseof thedeclineof thebirthrate. With
an increasedlabourforce, contributingto thesocialsecuritysystem,andthe transfer
of resourcesfrom the decliningyouthfulpopulationto the growingolderpopulation,
thesystemneednotexperienceacrisis. Therealproblemsarosenotfrom a pensions
crisis,but from theeffectsof prolongedunemploymentandinflation (Friedmannand
Adamchak,1983:57-60).

Over-emphasison agedependencyratios is criticisedfrom a differentstandpointby
thewell-knownAmericandemographer,RichardEasterlin(1991). He observesthat
the use of the ratio is characterisedby a lack of historical and comparative
perspective,and an excessiverelianceon simple projections. To test the value of
projectionsinto the middle of the 21stcentury,he examineda similar time spanin
retrospect, i.e. from the 1870s to the present, covering 10 Western European
countries as well as the United States. Over this period, the general trend of
economic growth, despite fluctuations, was upward, while the general trendof
populationgrowthwasdownward.

Dealing with the contentionthat a growing populationof retiredpersonswill place
an insupportableburdenon the work force becauseof rising public expenditureon
incomesupportandhealthcare,Easterlinpointsout thatthis ignorestheneedto look
at the total dependencyratio, which includesjuvenile as well as ageddependants.
On this basis, the total ratio has not increasedin secularterms, although it has
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fluctuatedconsiderably.In theUnitedKingdomandtheUnitedStates,hecalculates,
the total dependencyratio will be lower than it was in the 1880s. In the US, it will
be lower in 2050 than it was in the period of the baby boom. This calculation
produced similar results for all 11 countries in his study, except France and
Switzerland.

Easterlin (1991) maintains that increasingage dependencyand decreasingchild
dependencytend to offset eachother. Although public expenditureper headon
older personsis relatively high, the evidenceis that combinedprivate and public
expenditureis much the samefor both young and old. Somestudiesof relative
expenditureactually concludethat the cost per headof supportingyoung people
(under20) is greaterthanthatof supportingpeopleaged60 andover. He concludes:

Given that total expenditure per dependantis not much
different for older and younger dependants,then the total
economicburdenof dependencyon the youngerworking age
populationis unlikely to benoticeablyhigherin thefirst half of
the 21st centurythan in the pastcentury. This meansin turn
that the real issueto be faced is not economicbut political ­
how to capturevia taxation the savingsof householdsfrom
supportingfewer youngerdependantsto fund the costof more
olderdependants(Easterlin,1991:309).

In Australia,the questionof agedependencybecamea front-pageissueasthe result
of anEPACreport,Australia'sAgeingSociety(ClareandTulpule, 1994),published
in January 1994. The report used the standardargumentsbased on the age
dependencyratio to painta gloomypictureof a growingburdenon existingsystems
of incomesupport,agedcareandhealthcare. Someof its majorconclusionsareas
follows:

• thetotal dependencyratio will risefrom 50to 100personsof working ageto 60
or moreby theyear2051;

• an ageing population is likely to have negative effects on international
competitiveness,domesticdemand,and the availability of a skilled labour
force;

• while the declinein dependencyof the youngmay releasesomeresources,the
agedtendto involvegreatercostsfor thepublicpurse;

• increasedlabour force participationby womenmay decreasethe volume of
supportprovidedto theagedby theircloserelatives;

• welfare expendituresare projectedto rise from $23 billion in 1989 to $105
billion in 2051,Le. 9.3percentof projectedGDP;
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• healthexpenditurewill rise from 8.4 percentof GDP to 11.1 percentin 2051,
by which time more than50 per centof healthexpenditurewill be devotedto
theelderly;

• thereis a particularproblem(which will need'specialscrutiny') regardingthe
high levelof expenditureonpatientsin their lasttwo yearsof life; and

• the proportionof the populationwith disabilities will rise from 10 to 15 per
cent(ClareandTulpule,1994).

The generaltone of the report could be describedas one of cautiouspessimism
temperedby cautiousoptimism. The authorsobviouslyseethe growth of the aged
populationas a problem,but they also believethat increasedcostscan be met by
modestrises in taxation,especiallyas GDP perheadis expectedto double in real
terms by their projectedyear of 2051. However, reactionsto the report in the
newspaperscouldonly bedescribedashysterical. Herearesomeexamples:

• 'PickpocketPensioners':headlinein TheAustralian,16.2.94. Thearticlewent
on to claim that mostof the savingsof the young would go into consumption
expenditureby theirgrandparents.

• 'Baby BoomersWon't Just Fade Away': headline in the SydneyMorning
Herald, 7.2.94. The following editorial maintainedthat the 'baby boomers'
would becomeanintolerableburdenon societyasthey grow older, threatening
a 'generalsclerosisof Australianattitudesandculture'.

• 'HealthCostA Life andDeathIssue': headlinein the SydneyDaily Telegraph
- Mirror, 31.1.94. The writer drew on the imageryof Aldous Huxley'sBrave
New World, where all the physiological stigmata of old age have been
abolished,but dying is a state-controlledaffair. To be fair, however,theDaily
Telegraph-Mirroreditorial in the sameissuewarnedagainsttalk of euthanasia
andthewithdrawalof medicaltreatmentfor terminally ill people.

We mustbe carefulnot to let economicconsiderationsoverride
the rights of theelderly to enjoy theirlastyearswithout feeling
guilty for burdening the young. If the elderly come to be
regardedas an unfair burdenon the health dollar, it is only a
shortstepto a scenarioin which elderly, inconvenientrelatives
may be persuadedthat they want an easyand painlessdeath.
(Daily Telegraph-Mirror,31.1.1994)

The referencesto euthanasiain the EPAC report, and the shock-horrorresponsein
themassmedia,bring to mind amucholderproposalfor a solutionto theproblemof
poverty in Ireland, broughtaboutby the awkwardpropensityof the Irish to have
large families. In 1729,JonathanSwift wrote his celebratedshock-horroressayA
ModestProposal,subtitled'for preventingthe childrenof poorpeoplefrom beinga
burdento theirparentsor thecountry- by usingthemasfood for therich'.

._------_._-------------
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An idiosyncratic note was struck by the columnist P.P. McGuinness in the
Australian (31.1.94). The problem,he argued,wasnot the demandsof the elderly
but the selfishnessof thebaby-boomers,who expectedto live on 'generous'old age
pensionsfor which they have not saved, or even more generouspublic sector
superannuationbenefits to which they had contributedlittle or nothing. Having
benefitedfrom socialexpendituresall their lives, they were now lobbying strongly
for more social expenditureson themselvesand their parents. Mr McGuinness,
althoughonly a few yearsolder than the babyboomers,evidently believesthat the
youngergenerationhasgoneto thedogs.

Themostprovocativecommentwasto befound in a cartoon,reproducedhere,in the
SydneyMorning Herald of February1, 1994. This cartoonapparentlyprovoked
more irate responsesfrom older people's lobby groups than anything else that
appearedin thepress.

As I observedabove,theEPACreportis considerablymorebalancedthanthemedia
reactionwould suggest.My own criticismsof it areasfollows:

•

•

•

•

•

•

Thereis little in theway of internationalcomparisons,which is a pity sinceit is
worth stressingwhat is typical andwhat is untypical. Ageingof thepopulation
is characteristicof all the advancedindustrial countries,but their responses
showsomemarkedvariations.

It lacks historical perspective,the data being derived almost entirely from
projections.Thearticleby Easterlin(1991),citedabove,illustratesthevalueof
looking backwardsaswell asforwards.

Although thereis a brief referenceto changingrulesconcerningretirementand
paid employmentafter retirement, the subject is not pursued. This is a
significantgap,especiallyin the light of anearlierreport (EPAC, 1988)which
arguesthecasefor easingrestrictionsonpost-retirementearnings.

Although the report notes that the trend to early retirementseemsto have
ceasedin a numberof DECD countries,it fails to observethata similarpattern
is now evident in Australia, as shown in the ABS quarterly Labour Force
report, which reviewsparticipationratesby ageover a 10-yearperiod (ABS,
1993).

Specialissuesrelatingto womenreceiveonly six paragraphsandjustonetable,
projectinglabourforce growthto 2051.

Somedataare contestable,especiallythe assertion(Clare and Tulpule, 1994:
27) that the agedmakegreaterdemandson the public pursethan the young.
This assertionis not quantified,and is contraryto the fmdings of someof the
authorscitedabove.
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RepTOducedwith the pennissianof A. Mair.

• fu general, the report is dominated by the rhetoric of care, need, and
dependency. Although the authorsinclude one table (1994: 71) on support
givenby olderpeopleto their families, they appearto regardthis as relatively
unimportant. Considering the emotive characterof some of the matters
referredto, the reportalsoshowslittle evidenceof a feel for socialandpolitical
issues.

Writing in thejournalof the Australianfustituteof Family Studies(AlFS) its former
director, Dr Don Edgar(1991),arguesstrongly againstthe alarmistuseof the age
dependencyratio. Like a numberof overseasauthors,he points out that increased
labourforce participationratesfor womenreducethedependencyratio andarelikely
to reduceit still further. This point is almosttotally ignoredin the EPAC report,
althoughit is stressedin a reportby theNationalPopulationCouncil (1991:74).

Researchby the AIFS (Edgar, 1991) emphasisesthe extentto which older family
members are involved in assisting other family members. Table 1 gives a
breakdownof variousforms of assistance.
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Table1: Family SupportOfferedby OlderPeople

Typeof Support

Direct Assistance

Child care
Emotionalsupportduringcrisis
Carein caseof illness
Assistancewith homerenovations

FinancialAssistance

Major purchases
Tertiaryeducation
Depositfor houseor flat
Money for travel
Bondmoney

Source: Edgar,1991.

Percentage

76
76
61
38

37
27
33
14
12

SOLENCEL

Similar resultswerefound in the surveyof agedpersonsdirectedby Kendig in the
1980s,using a samplebasedin Sydney. Kendig also found that olderpeoplewere
morelikely to beprovidersthanrecipientsof manykinds of support. Olderpersons
were more likely to give fmancial supportto their families than the reverse. A
quarterof the olderpersonsin thesurveyserveasvolunteersandwork longhoursin
various social services,of which Meals-on-Wheelsis perhapsthe best known
example(Kendig,1986).

The role of grandparentsin providing child careis highlightedin the recentfamily
survey published by the ABS. Table 2 shows the relative contribution of
grandparentsin providingchild carein NewSouthWales.

Dr Edgarforeseesthat, asthebabyboomgenerationreachesold age,therewill bea
'seniorboom',which will requirean extensiverethink of existing attitudes,values,
and structures. The stereotypeof dependencyreflects the assumptionthat older
people are 'unproductive'. The meaningof productivity shouldbe redefinedto
includemorethanemployment.At present,wehaveasystem,

riddled with outmodedstructures,outmodedwork regulations,
outmodedretirement and superannuationprovisions..... and
mediastuck in the cult of youth and pushingan imageof the
'aged' that deniestheir statusas elderswhose resourcescan
andshouldbedrawnupon. (Edgar,1991:17)
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Table2: Main Providersof Informal Child Care,NSW,1992(%)

Grandparents 55
(grandmother) (42)

Neighbours/friends 20

Otherrelatives 18
(siblings) (6)

Privatelyemployedperson 4

Spouse,not usuallyresident 3

100.0

Source: ABS (1993),Family Survey,Cat.No. 4426.0.
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By recognisingthe contributionwhich olderpeoplecanmaketo society,it will be
possibleto movebeyondthe artificially framedpolicy debateaboutyoung andold
competingfor resourcesand reducethe dependency- real or perceived- of older
people.

GeneralConclusions

Demographicprojectionsfor advancedindustrialcountriesassumelow or negative
populationgrowth anda sharprise in agedependency.The'agedependencyratio'
hascometo be regardedas the ark of the covenant,as in the report of the Carter
commission(White HouseConferenceon Aging, 1981)in the US, the recentEPAC
reportby ClareandTulpule (1994),andmostrecently,aWorld Bankreport(illRD,
1994). Detailed analysis of the projections made in these reports, plus a re­
examinationof the conceptof dependencyitself, suggeststhat theseconcernsare
over-rated.

A number of writers maintain that the idea of dependencyarises not from
demographicor biological inevitability but from social construction. This has
occurred through the introduction of pensions, compulsory retirement,
institutionalisedresidentialcare,and othereconomicand socialpolicies which see
the 'aged'asa distinctgroup. Dependencyand'ageism'go handin hand.

While there may be longer-termproblemsarising from a 'mortality revolution'
which will generatesignificant numbersof very old people(90 and over), in the
mediumterm (Le. the next50 years)the problemis exaggerated.This is especially
so becausethe currentand expectedpopulationof peoplebetween60 and 80 are
betteroff in termsof healthandmaterialresourcesthananypreviousgeneration.
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Concern about dependencyignores the substantialcontributions made by older
people,especiallythe 'young old', to family membersin a wide rangeof areasof
need. Australiandataare in line with overseasfmdings on this point. This concern
alsoignoresor under-ratesthe significanceof increasedlabourforce participationby
women.

Interdependencebetweengenerationsis a muchmoreappropriatedescriptionof the
actualsituationthan 'dependency',andprovidesa moreequitableandrealisticbasis
for social policies addressedto the growth in the proportion of older people in
society.
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Older People'sConstructions of
Dependency: SomeImplications for
Aged Care Policy

CherryRussell
Schoolof CommunityHealth
Universityof Sydney

1 Introduction

Maximisationof independencehas emergedas a central tenet of Australianaged
carepolicy. Programmatically,it has cometo be expressedunderthe rubric of a
'balanceof care' in the differential evaluationandprioritising of variousresidential
environments: 'home' is the 'least restrictive environment' where maximum
independencecanbeachieved; nursinghomesarelocatedat theoppositeendof the
'continuumof care';andhostelsaresomewherein between.Relatedtermsareused
to describethe peoplefor whom theseenvironmentsare supposedlysuitable,with
nursinghomesbeingseenasappropriatefor themost'dependent'.

In part this policy goal drawsits supportfrom studieswhich havedemonstratedthe
high value placed by older people themselveson 'independence'. Large scale
surveysandsmallerqualitativeinvestigationsconsistentlyrevealthe salienceamong
olderpeopleof maintainingtheir independenceanda fierce commitmentby mostof
them to 'stayinghome'. The fact that the vast majority of older peoplewish to
remain in their own dwelling, often in the face of substantialdifficulties, is
frequentlycommentedupon. Althoughanumberof positiveconsequencesfor well­
beinghavebeenidentifiedwith remainingat home(seee.g.Willcocks et aL, 1987;
Rowland, 1991), the most highly rated factor is maintenanceof independence.
Indicatorsof the difficulties experiencedby home-dwellershavebeeninterpretedas
evidence that 'older people place a high value on their independence'(NSW
Departmentof Housing,1990:7) andthata significantproportionarewilling to pay
aconsiderablepricefor this commitmentto 'independentliving'.

Within socialgerontology,'dependency'hasbeenacentraltheoreticalconcern,from
the influential structureddependencythesis(Townsend,1962;Fennell,1986),which
locateddependencyin the contextof the wider political andeconomicinequalities
experiencedby older people,to the sustainedcritiques of institutional life which
flourishedin the 1980s(seee.g.Baldwinet aL, 1993). It alsofiguresprominentlyin
the burgeoningliteratureon 'successfulageing',where independenceis seenas a
key determinantof well-beingandsatisfactionin laterlife (seee.g.Day, 1991).
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Despite such intense scholarly scrutiny and political action, there has been
remarkablylittle attentionpaid to the constructionof independenceby olderpeople
themselves.We know theywant it, butwhatexactlyis it theywant?

2 ResearchBackground

Onething is clear: '(in)dependence'cannotbe treatedasa free-floatingvalueout of
context(seee.g. RussellandSauran,1991;Brody, 1977). At the macrolevel, it is
well establishedthatthepositionof independenceasa corevaluefor olderpeopleis
socioculturallyvariable. In a recentcross-culturalstudyconductedby JennieKeith
and her associates(1990), for instance, the responsesof older Americans to
questionsabout'successfulageing'sharedwith olderAustraliansa centralthemeof
the needto be independent.However,that of elderly Hong Kong Chineserevealed
anoppositefocus:

peoplewerefar morelikely to identify dependence,ratherthan
independence,asareasonwhy anolderpersonwasdoingwell.
What they meantwasthat their dependencyneeds...werebeing
met through the efforts of others,primarily membersof their
family. (Keith etal., 1990:256)

The centrality of independencewithin the American value system emergedin
variouskinds of information. For instance,a clusterof attributesthat theresearchers
label 'self-sufficiency',predicatedon the ability to live alone,was highly valued.
'By contrast,in Hong Kong, peopledid not evenseethe senseof evaluatingthis
ability: "Why would anyonewant to live alone?" they askedtheir interviewers'
(Keith etal., 1990:256).

Recentin-depth studiesof community-dwellingolder Australians(Davisonet aI.,
1993; Fine, 1992) and Americans(Cohen,1992) reveala sl!:.ongly held conviction
that 'staying home' is the way to achieveindependence.In the American study,
'''(l)iving independently"was equatedwith avoiding or postponing'a move to a
residentialestablishment(Cohen,1992:96). Similarly for mostof theSydneysiders,
'the homewas regardedas the naturaland the preferredplaceto live, the placein
which they could best remain independent'(Fine, 1992: 63), a finding replicated
amongfrail olderpeoplein amiddlesuburbof Melbourne(DavisonetaI., 1993).

The meaning of independenceto older people themselves,however, remains
essentiallyproblematic. Both Australian studies,for instance,identify a similar
conceptualdilemma: how to reconcilethe 'fierce commitment'of their subjectsto
independencewith their often considerableuseof formal and informal supportfor
manyactivitiesof daily living.

Davisonandherassociatesframetheissuein theseterms:

In examiningthe whole questionof help andwhat it meansto
the older person,we need to ask ourselvessome questions



OWERPEOPLE'SCONSTRUCI'IONSOF DEPENDENCY

aboutthe natureof independencein old age. Are olderpeople
living in the community truly self-reliant with the everyday
household tasks of cleaning, meal preparationand in the
laundry? To what extent do they depend on others for
assistanceto remainliving independentlyat home? Do those
older people that we describeas being fiercely independent
actuallyadhereto anethic of independencewhile seekingand
accepting help from many different sources, in order to
maintain an outwardsemblanceof self-reliance?(Davison et
at, 1993:103)
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Following a descriptiveaccountof 'managingthe household',the authorsconclude
that:

eventhe mostself-reliantolderpeopleliving at homerely on
many sourcesof support to enablethem to continue living
independentlyat home...(O)ur study underlines...how strong,
andhow importantfor survival, is the ethic of independence,
evenamongfrail olderpeople. Belief in theethicis compatible
with a wide variety of lifestyles and degreesof real physical
andpsychologicaldependence'.(Davisonet al., 1993:121)

Fine (1992:66) alsosuggeststhat, for his frail communityserviceclients,stayingat
homeshouldbe interpretedas a 'symbolof independence'which is 'expressedin
theircontinuedautonomy'.Themeaningof home,hecommentslater:

appearsto haveundergonea transformationas it becamethe
centre for care...At home they could...escape manyof the
problems of dependencythat their condition inflicted on
them...They were thus sustainedat home with considerable
apparentindependence... (Fine,1992:99-100)

In otherwords,theparadoxis resolvedby assumingthat thereis a differencein the
way that researchersand old peopleconstruct'(in)dependence'.To researchers,
thereis a 'real' stateof dependence,associatedwith physicaland/ormentalfrailty.
Peoplein this statemustrely onothersto do thingsfor them. But old peoplesaythat
while they are at home, they are 'living independently'. Clearly, the researchers
seemto be saying,this cannotreally beso. Their independenceis only 'apparent'or
'symbolic'. Or, what they 'actually adhereto' is not a reality, but an 'ethic' of
independence.

But whatexactlydoesthis meanfrom theperspectiveof frail olderpeople? How is
it possible to be dependentin reality and simultaneouslybelieve that only an
independentlifestyle is desirable?Theanswerfrom an 'outside'perspectiveappears
to be that olderpeoplearepracticinga kind of cognitiveself-delusion,clinging to a
'belief' or symbolicrepresentationof a statethattheycannotin fact attain.
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In order to unravelthis conceptualconfusion,we needto prioritise older people's
own views andexperiencesof independencewithin a contextualisedapproach(see
e.g.Hazan,1990;Baldwin et al., 1993). Since1990I havebeenengaged,with co­
researcherDr Vera Sauran,in a researchprogram investigating the relationship
betweendifferent kinds of residentialenvironmentsand older people,especially
thosewho are approachingor experiencingfrailty. Qualitativeresearchtechniques
of in-depth interviewing, focus group discussionsandparticipantobservationhave
beenemployed.

The first two projects,both of which were fundedby the AustralianRotaryHealth
ResearchFund, were evaluativestudiesof the experiencesof elderly residentsof,
respectively,a hostelandaretirementvillage (RussellandSauran,1991;Russelland
Sauran,1992). The other project, which is still in progress,is supported bya
RADGAC grant. It comparesthreepopulationsof olderpeople(an envisagedtotal
of about70 persons)living in suburbanhomes,a majority of whom receivevarying
levelsof assistancefrom communityservices.

This paper draws on data from completedinterviews with 55 of these home
dwellers. Onesub-sampleof 33 peoplewho did not useanyformal supportservices
was recruitedthrougha variety of sources. It comprised10 membersof a social
groupwho met at an innerwesternCommunityCentre,sevenmembersof a branch
of the CombinedPensionersandSuperannuantsFederation,nine membersfrom two
other older people'sorganisationsand a further nine peoplewho had attendeda
public consultationon 'Building BetterNeighbourhoodsfor Older People'held in

. Sydney in 1992. In this way we obtaineda geographicallydispersedgroup of
relativelymobilepeopleovertheageof 60years.

Another sub-sampleof 22 frail residentsof the lower North Shorewas recruited
through two local community centres. All usedat least one formal community
service. In addition,abouthalf werefound to receivesomeinstrumentalhelpfrom a
relative (typically a daughteror niece). Only four of these 22 people retained
sufficient mobility to move aboutthe neighbourhoodwithout help; half rarely left
homeatall andonly threecouldusepublic transport.

The interviews were largely unstructured,guided within broadlimits by two main
topic areas: the meaning of 'home' to the individual and the meaning and
significanceof 'independence'.All interviewswere taperecordedand transcribed.
At this stage,the datahavenot beenfully analysedandthis paperdoesnot aspireto
the statusof a comprehensiveresearchreport. Rather,it focuseson thoseaspectsof
respondents'accounts which reveal the way they construct the meaning of
independence.

I shouldalsomakethe point that only interviewswith womenhavebeenincluded.
Despite concertedefforts to recruit male participants,their representationin the
study thus far remainsdisappointinglylow. Overseasfindings suggestthat gender
may well be a highly significant variable in the constructionof independence.
Americanwomen in the cross-culturalstudy referredto earlier, for example,were
found to 'talk more frequently than men about independenceand being "active'"
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(Keith et aI., 1990: 258). There is some indication that a similar factor may be
operatinghere,but giventhe smallnumbersof menthis remainsatbesta tantalising
speculation.

3 Findings

In broad terms, the findings have largely confirmed the evidencefrom previous
work. Without exception,all respondentsemphasise- andusually spontaneously­
the importanceof 'independence'to them. Whenthe inquiry is focused- 'Why is
independenceso importantto you?'--theresponseis invariablya look of incredulity:
Why would anyoneasksucha question? Almost like the needto breathe,the need
for independenceis seenasself-evident.

It is possibleto identify a numberof recurring elementsin the way respondents
talkedaboutindependence.Expressionssuchas 'I amvery independent'or 'I have
beenindependentall my life' werecommonlyusedto describethemselves,andthey
all usedsimilar termsto describewhat 'independentliving' meantto them:

Independenceis doingeverythingyou want.
I do asI please.
I cando whatI like here.
...if I wantto do somethingI cando it.
I cando whatI like andgo whereI like.
I like to bein control.
I ammy ownboss.
(Independence)is doingwhatI think is bestfor me.

Clearly, the centralreferenthere is the conceptof autonomyor control, which has
beenidentified in numerousstudiesasa key elementof well-being in later life (see
e.g. Rowe and Kahn, 1987; Day, 1991). Serviceusers,not surprisingly,referred
morefrequently to someinability to performdaily activities andto varioussources
of assistancethey receivedwith them. But, usually in the samebreath,they would
maintain that they were 'independent'. There was, for them, no contradication
betweenthesetwo propositions.

It wasamongthis groupthattheachievementof independence,whateverits meaning
to them, was potentially most problematic. Interview and observationaldata
revealedthemanydifficulties their oftensubstantialdisabilitiesposed,andtheeffort
theyhadto expendin dealingwith basictasks.

I mademyself a big calendarand I crossoff the days - that's
theway I canbeatmy pooreyesightandfind out theday it is. I
havelearnedto managemy life. I wheel this tea-tableto the
kitchenandbring my mealsto this chair in the lounge. I can't
carry things easilybecauseI needthesesticks to walk, but by
leaning on the table and one stick, I found a way to do these
things. (Mrs J,76, serviceuser)

---,---------
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For some,life revolvedarounda single room, or evenan arm chair. One woman
spentmuch of her day sitting nearthe screendoor throughwhich shewatchedthe
corningsandgoingsfrom neighbouringflats. Nonetheless,whenthey spokeabout
what they could and could not do, it was clear that they did not seethemselvesas
'dependent'in anyway. On thecontrary,theyemphasisedthattheywere in control:

I canlook aftermyself.
I've alwayslookedaftermyself.
I amself-sufficient.
I'm prettywell organised.
I manage-alright.
I've goteverythingarranged.
I canmanagein my own flat.
I amnot aburdento anyone.
I don'tfeel readyto dependonpeople.
I supposeold agemeansthatyou aredependentonother
people...andI amnotvery fond of that.
I am79, soyou do needsomesortof helpwhen- sayfrom
Council - whenin need...Independenceis very importantto me.

Howeverthe full significanceof the topic is not revealedthroughselectedphrases
and statementstakenout of context. Respondents'discoursesrevealeda complex
interweavingof relatedthemes. The dominantfeaturewhich hasemergedfrom this
preliminaryanalysisis the recurrentpatterningof talk about'independence'in terms
of contrastwith its perceivedopposite. In his discussionof community service
clients' preferencefor remainingat home,Fine remarksthat it 'was perhapsmost
clearlyexpressedin termsof their attitudeto alternativeaccommodation'(1992:95).
Howeverif we approachthesetranscriptsfrom anotherperspective,they canreveal
far morethanexpressionsof preferencein relationto wherethey live.

Within mainstreamgerontology,we are usedto adoptinga 'conventionalscientific
attitude' in analysingthe ageingexperience. Having suchan attitudemeansthree
things,accordingto GubriumandWallace:

(1) thinking of the ageing experienceas a world essentially
separateand distinct from the world of theory, (2) empirically
orienting to age and ageingas a configurationof principally
self-evidentfacts,and(3) assumingtheoryto beanexplanatory
languageinformed by science,not derived from the world of
experiencein its own right. (GubriumandWallace,1990:132)

We areusedto thinking aboutthe 'world' of the elderly as the
world of data: experiences,behaviours,attitudes,and the like
which old people have or exhibit in relation to 'real life'
practical concerns,of which 'maintaining independence'is a
particularly importantone. We do not, by and large, seeolder
peopleas 'theorising'aboutsuchmatters,'at least, not in the
sameway as...theoristsdo' (GubriumandWallace,1990:133).
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But I would proposethat this is preciselywhat theseelderly peopleare doing. In
responseto an inquiry about the meaningto them of living at home, they have
engagedin a processof analyticactivity which 'give(s)shapeandsubstanceto their
experiencesin their own right, separatefrom how we, as socialscientists,interpret
them' (GubriumandWallace,1990: 146-47). We canseethem, in otherwords,as
engagingin what Gubrium andWallacehave called 'ordinary theorising'. When
olderpeopletalk aboutindependence,theyreveal'awholeworld of reasoningabout
themeaningof growingold, becomingfrail andcaregiving...' (1990:147).

Gubrium and Wallace proposethat we needto 'refocussocial gerontologyfrom
behavioursto meaningsembeddedin ordinary discourse'(1990: 147). Discourse
analysishasemergedoverrecentyearsasa powerful tool for the analysisof verbal
communicationsin their social,political andcultural context. Themethodreliesfor
validationof its interpretationson the 'extensiveuseof the actualtextualmaterial'
(Lupton, 1992: 148). Accordingly, I have reproducedbelow three substantial
interviewextracts.

Eighty-oneyear old Mrs B's dark flat is in an old dilapidatedbuilding in North
Sydney. She 'lives' in the front room, which opens onto a gloomy covered
passagewayleading to the half dozenother flats on the first floor. Nearher arm
chair is a low table with the telephone,a dish for the expectedMeals on Wheels
delivery,somemagazinesandtheTV remotecontrol. Shehasherlegsup onastool.
Shehasa 'nastyulceratedtoe' and is recoveringfrom shingles. Sheis completely
housebound.A neighbourtakesouthergarbageandcalls in daily to seeif shewants
anything. Shereceivesoccasionalvisits from family membersandregularassistance
from HomeCare.

I get Home Care coming in once a fortnight. They put my
washingthroughthe machine. The nursescomethreetimes a
week...to dressmy toe andbatheme. A womancomesoncea
fortnight to do thefloors, I canno longerdo it. But I don'twant
to go to a hostel,full stop... I can'tseewhy I should. I cando
whatI like here. I getup whenI want to andgetto bedwhenI
wantto, sit downwhenI want to. It's abig differencebeingin
your own home,doing what you want. A homerun by other
peopleis not for me, andwhile I canmanagein my own flat,
why should I go into a home? I would lose a lot of my
independence.I don't worry here if things aren'tdone, they
don't get done. The girls who comein just do what they can,
the rest can wait.. I managealright exceptthat I can't walk
aroundmuch...Here I do as I please. I read a bit, I watch
televisionall night if I want to...with the CommunityCareand
the lady upstairs, I managequite well...I don't want to be
surroundedby people.WhenI hadthis kneedoneI wassentto
...Hospital for respite. I simply hated it with all those old
people,half of themspewingup their meals...It's too upsetting
andtoo muchworry to seetheold peopleall the time...Thereis
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nothingworsethanhearingotherstalk abouttheir sicknessall
the time...Thereis not a personaroundin my agethathaven't
got achesandpains. It's not averyexcitingperiodin your life.
And you getthatmoreif you werein a retirementhome...When
I was...in the nursing home,I'd go to therapyand I'd seeall
thoseold people...too depressing. I could not get homequick
enough. If you canstayin your own home,you arebetteroff.
(Mrs B, 81, serviceuser)

Clearly Mrs B is sayinga numberof things. Shebeginswith the observationthat
otherpeopleperfonna varietyof householdtasksfor herbecause'I canno longerdo
it'. Shefollows this by introducingthe topic of hostels: shedoesn'twant to go to
one,and'can'tseewhy' sheshould. Shedoesn'twantto go becausethereis 'abig
difference'betweenthetwo settings.Thecontrastis presentedin termsof control: at
home'I cando what I like' but 'ahome' is 'runby otherpeople'. Shecan'manage
alright', even if the conditionsare less than ideal. If shewent anywhereelse, 'I
would lose a lot of my independence'.Latershereturnsto the topic of residential
facilities to make a further point, which she illustrates through her personal
experienceof convalescencein a nursinghome. Shehatedbeing 'with all those old
people'. Old peoplearenot only sick ('Thereis not a personaroundin my agethat
haven'tgot achesandpains')but they 'talk abouttheir sicknessall the time'. It is
'too depressing'so,sheconcludes,'If you canstayin your ownhome,you arebetter
off'.

Mrs T, aged85, is also largely housebound.Shesufferspoor balancefollowing a
brokenhip four yearsagoandcanonly go out whena family memberaccompanies
her. Shelives alonein a two bedroomflat which openson to a landingjust opposite
the staircase.Fromherloungeshecanseepeoplegoingby, andshespendsmuchof
her days watching thesecomingsand goingsthrougha screendoor. Shereceives
assistancefrom neighbours,relatives,andthelocalCommunityCentre.

I can look after myself. I get three meals a week from the
Community Centre - only three a week becauseI feel that
while I cancook for myself it will keepmy brain activeandI
won't develop into a vegetable.I mean, elderly people are
inclined to do that, you know, they lose all interest in
everything. And I think to keep yourself interestedis very
important. It keepsyourmind activeandkeepsyou young,and
to mix with youngerpeople,not a lot of older people. I don't
like old people,not really. They changeand becomedull. I
like the atmosphereof youngpeople,they are alwaysbrighter
andhappy. Olderpeoplearenot, that'swhy I like to be in my
ownhome.Also, if I wantto go to bedand1wantto lie down,I
can do that without someonetelling me I can't do this and I
can'tdo that. That'swhat I don't like....(At home)If I want to
do somethingI can do it and if I don't want to do it I am not
going to do it, that's all there is to it.. ..(In a retirementplace
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whereherfriend lives) it is a very lazy life, you feel you don't
want to do anything. They even read the newspapersto
you...Sheloves that, she is in her 90s. It would not suit me.
I'll get bored...! would want to go into the kitchen and do a
little baking. I think thoseplacesare marvellousfor people
who arenot ableto cook. (Mrs T, 85, serviceuser)

Mrs T's discoursecontains many of the same themes articulated by Mrs B.
Howeversheelaborateson someof these. Thefirst thing shesaysis that 'I canlook
aftermyself'. Sherefersto themealsshereceivesin relationto the onesshecooks
for herself. Cookingfor herself,shemaintains,is importantnot for its dietaryvalue
but becausethe activity itself hasmeaning: beingactiveis an importantvaluein its
own right. It 'keepsyou young'. Young peopleare preferableto old people­
indeed,'I don'tlike old people'. Theyaredull and unhappy.She'likes to be in my
own home'becausethere sheis not surroundedby old people. Another reasonis
that at home she is in control; she can do whatevershe wants 'without someone
telling me I can't'. Shethendrawson herown observationsof a friend to elaborate
on the characteristicsof 'retirementplaces'and the kind of peoplewho live there.
Such an environmentproducesa 'lazy life' in which people 'don't want to do
anything'becauseeverythingis donefor you. That is goodfor her friend who is in
her90sandfor peoplewho can'tcook. But 'it would not suitme'.

Finally, let us considerMrs S, the 79 year-oldwidow of a professionalman and
herselfa retiredsocialworker. Shelives alonein a luxuriousapartmentoverlooking
the harbour. Shehasseveremobility problemsandpaysher own housekeeperto
comein for severalhourseachday.

People are better in their own home, if it is any way
possible....(After eight weeks in hospital following a joint
replacement)I hadto decidewhat to do, whereto go whenI
was discharged. Thereare so many differing opinions about
thesethings...Beinga socialworkermyself, I realisedI needed
coordinatedopinions and help (Describeshome visit and
minor modifications and arranging of home nurses)...Three
different sisterscome. They are all highly trained. They are
marvellouspeople....Then I have to have homehelp. I had
help throughhomehelp (i.e. HomeCare)at (suburb)over the
last five years. They sometimessendpeopleI don't like too
much. Now I haveKatherine..Shecomesfive daysa weekfor
two hours. She doesthe things that needto be done - bed,
dusting, cleaning. She is very pleasant...At leasthere I am
surroundedby my booksandmy hi fi system. I would hateto
live in a village...I'll try to keep living by myself as long as
possible...You see,I havealwaysworkedall my life...andI feel
that my generationof womendid not do that...I feel I've got
different ideas from people of my generation. I probably
wouldn'tfind anyonecongenialin anold people'shome...A lot
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of my friendsaretelling me, 'You oughtto go into somesortof
care',but I don't want to! I just couldn'tbearthe thoughtof
living with a lot of dull people...! payKatherine$120a weekto
come...! could get communitycare,but they only comeoncea
fortnight and it's not the same. I've got everythingarranged.
I've got a washingup machine,ablender,a food processor--all
thesethings that make life easierand Katherinedoes all the
thingsI can'tdo.....(Independence)is doing whatI think is best
for me, not taking too seriously the well-intendedadvice of
otherpeople. I've alwayslookedaftermyself,I've lookedafter
otherpeople...! supposeit's becauseI like to be in control. I
supposeold agemeansthatyou aredependenton otherpeople
to acertainextentandI amnotvery fond of that. Why shouldI
moveto anold people'shomeif! canpossiblystayhere? I am
not a burdento anyone. I am still relatively alert for my 80
years. I pay for my own housekeeper. (Mrs S, 79, service
user)

Mrs S's explanationopenswith the generalobservationthat 'Peopleare better in
their own home'. Then she clearly locatesherselfat the centreof the decision
making processwhich followed from her hospitalisationand resulting disability.
Sherefersto varioussourcesof assistanceshehasreceived: the visiting nursesare
describedas 'highly trained' and 'marvellouspeople',but Home Care 'sometimes
sendpeopleI don'tlike too much'so shehasusedherfmancialresourcesto employ
a private housekeeperwho 'does the things that need to be done' and 'is very
pleasant'.Shecontrastshercontinuedcapacityfor involvementathome- 'hereI am
surroundedby my booksandmy hi fi' - with herexpectationthat she'wouldn'tfmd
anyonecongenialin anold people'shome'.

Others,shetells us, believesheneeds'somesort of care',but shelists her reasons
for rejecting this 'well-intendedadvice': she 'couldn'tbearthe thoughtof living
with a lot of dull people'andanywayshehas'goteverythingarranged'.Shehasthe
independenceto do 'whatshethinks is best. She'supposes'that 'old agemeansthat
you aredependentonotherpeople'but doesnot seethis equationasapplyingto her;
shemaybe81 but sheis still 'alert' andin control.

Thediscoursesof otherwomenreveala similarstructureof topicsandthemes.They
emphasisethe mentalapathyand disinterestwhich they perceiveas characterising
the category of people who move to retirement accommodation,contrasting
themselvesas active and interestedpeople. One respondentcomparesher own
commitment to independencewith a friend who was both a 'bingo lady' and
'dependenton herhusband'andwho now lives in a village. The otheralsoknows
'thatkind of woman'- sheoccasionallygoesto a daycarecentre'to cheerthemup'.

... a retirementvillage with all thesepeoplesitting there,people
who can't get themselvesmoved to do somethingbesides
playing bingo and crochetingcoat hangers...it's not for me.
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The majority of people who live there are like that...She
(friend) was a bingo lady. She was very dependenton her
husband.Onceshelosthim, shewaslost. I amtheopposite. I
amvery independent.In thatvillage at (place),peopleseemto
sit aroundandwait for theend. All thesewomennot knowing
whatto do with their time...the village buswasalwaysempty­
no-onewas interestedin going anywhere. Thesewomenwere
not living in the now...1 couldnot seeany connectingpoint to
talk to suchpeople.no ideasto exchange...!t would not be for
me...(l: And what if you neededsupportin later years?) I am
not too keento think aboutthat at this stage. I'll be a good
candidatefor Meals on Wheels,I've done it for years. But I
would not rely on other services. I hope my friends...would
help...Theyarefriends from way back. For little things I can
call onmy nextdoorneighbours.Theyalwaysoffer theirhelp,
they are very caring...! have alwaysbeena good giver but a
very bad receiver...! fmd it very difficult to receive... (Mrs V,
70,non-serviceuser)

It is not importantfor me to be in this place,it is not the place
itself, but a place where I can be myself...Never enteredmy
mind (to look at alternatives). No, retirementvillagesarenot
for me. I havebeenindependentall my life!...! haveno idea
(what life in a retirementvillage is like). But in my present
conditionI'd ratherbe herethanwith lots of peoplewho have
lost their marbles...!t has enteredmy head that if anything
happenedandI couldn'tcarryon,my nephewwould comeand
live with me. If the worst cameto the worst, he would look
after me...I hope that will not be necessary...I have never
thoughtaboutgoing to a retirementplacebecauseI don't feel
old. I know I amold, but aslong asI cankeepgoinghere,I'll
stayhere. It would drive me madto haveto interactday after
daywith thekind of womenwho moveto retirementplaces. It
would be boring and tiresome. They haveno interestsat all.
They are perfectly happy to talk aboutnothing. I meet that
kind of womanat the day centrewhereI go from time to time
to cheerthemup. (Mrs P, 85,serviceuser)

A further recurringthemeis that 'retirementplaces'may well suit otherpeople,but
would representan intolerablelossof control as far as thesewomenare concerned.
The contrastis expressedin relation to the nature of 'care' that is seento be
characteristicof thedifferentsettings.

When one stays home, one keepsone's independence. But
naturally - I am79 - so you do needsomesort of help when ­
sayfrom Council - whenin need... (Describessix servicesshe
uses)Independenceis very importantto me. Independenceis
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doing everythingyou want ...just after my husbanddied, ten
yearsago,therewasa delightful lady who was the presidentof
Legacywhich I joinedat the time. Shehada very nice,happy
atmosphere...So for severalmonthsI washappyto belongand
help. Suddenlythe presidentdied andthe vice presidenttook
over and she turned into a monster...She becameso arrogant
and overbearingand everybodyhatedher...1f I bought into a
retirementplaceor went into a homeor anything like that...!
would be in that sort of situation where a persondominates
your life. Perhapsotherpeoplecould acceptit, but I can't. I
feel thatllnlessI amreally bedriddenor not ableto do muchfor
myself, I'd ratherstay in my home...! supposeaslong as I am
here. (Mrs T, 79,non-serviceuser)

Well, I'd like to (remainat home)if I can. Everybodylikes to
remainin their own home,don't they?.. Claire (worker from
the local communitycentre)comesanddoesmy work andany
messageI want. In thoseplaces- what do you call them?­
hostels,you've got to be up by a certaintime, be dressedand
all that sort of thing - too regimented...I manageherealright,
you know...Clairedoesmy work, shedoesmy washing...! have
not dressedfor a week, but I've got to go and pay the rent
today or tomorrow...Claire goesand gets otherthings for me.
Shepopsin a lot just to seeif I needanything. Shedoesit out
of her own kind heart...I don't (get lonely)...! like my own
company. If you dependon your children, you'vehad it...1f
my daughtercomesdownshe'sabit bossy. Shetried to tell me
whatto do...I manage...I'm pretty well organised.I don'tthink
I could standpeople aroundme in one of those retirement
places. You've got to makeaneffort to makeconversation.I
can't be botheredwith people I don't know...What do you
know about the placedown there (namesretirementvillage)?
Do you haveto getup for breakfast?...No (don't fmd out for
me)...! don't think I could standit. If not for breakfast,you'd
still got to be there for the other meals I've got plenty of
peopleI can talk to here if I wantedto No, I think I'll just
leaveit as it is. BecauseI smoke...1f theymademe give it up
in one of thoseplaces,I'd be a nervouswreck. (Mrs D, 87,
serviceuser)

No, no, no - not for me (a retirementvillage), no. The
Council,theyarewonderful,theyhavesomuchgoingfor older
peoplein their own homesandI havegot a wonderfulson,and
whenI get too old, I cangetsomeoneto comein andhelp me,
andI cangethomecare. I'll stayhereuntil theend. I know I
am old, but I would not like all thoseold peoplearoundme.
No, I don't think I would like that, all thosepeopleon walking
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sticks. I neverwant to be like that. I havea dearfriend...You
know, shewas sucha beautiful woman. When shestartedto
losehermemoryshewasput in a home. By then,shedid not
evenrememberme. I madea decisionthat I'm not going to be
like that. I'd ratherdie. I cannotseeanypointmeleavinghere
to go into a retirementvillage, beingboxedup in oneroomand
I'd haveto go out for mealswhen told. I have someprivate
means. I could afford to havepeoplecomein and help me,
besides...Council. (Mrs W, 84, serviceuser)

Only the occasionalvoice was raised against the possibility that using formal
servicesmaynot becompatiblewith continuedindependence.In the text below,we
canseehow Mrs H hasweighedup theoptions:

I haveHome Careand (after a fall andhospitaldischarge) a
lady from the CounciL.arrangedfor Meals on Wheels. I
thought, 'I havearrived, I am old'. But now I am improving
and I can walk aroundwithout a stick...I am 76. I don't feel
it. ..SometimesI think perhapsI shouldlook aroundfor a good
retirementplace,but thenjust as quickly I think, 'Oh no, it's
too soon...I am still getting the mealsfrom the Council, but I
don'tknow how long I shouldkeepthatup...I don't really feel
ready to dependon people. I am very independent,and to
dependon peopleto do this andthat and the other,makesme
wonder whetherI am wrong aboutnot wanting to go into a
retirementplace. I amjust living in the hopethat I'll passout
beforeI haveto makea decision...I really don't know what to
think. I don't want to becomea cardsandbingo lady. I have
been independentfor so long, I just could not face being
recruited into those kinds of activities with a lot of others.
(Mrs H, 76, serviceuser)

Otherserviceusersdrewonpersonalexperiencesof residentialcareto illustratetheir
accounts. Uniformly negative, these experiencesare often recounted with
considerableemotion. Mrs W gives severalexamplesof the loss of control she
associateswith being 'in a home' in contrastto the freedomof choiceof being 'at
home',a freedomwhich includestheability to rejectunsuitableassistance.

I wantedto go home (from hospital) becauseyou can't sit
down all damnday anddo nothing...(I: What aboutthe option
of a retirementplace?).Therearetoo manyotherpeoplethat's
got thingswrong with them. I know a friend of mine who was
very active,thenshegot sick andtheyputherin a convalescent
home. Sheonly lasted12 months. Shefound it wasno good.
She told me she loves to sing...but they told her, 'For God's
sake,stop thatnoise'...My sisterwaspretty crook andshewas
in a home. Shecouldn'teatthe food...If I don't like themeals

------------------ ----_._._-------------
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(from the Council) I just have a sandwich. I've got a lot of
food in the cupboardif I don't feel like eating theirs. Here I
cando what I like andgo whereI like...it's hardin a hometo
do that...In thoseplaces,you'd be looking at four walls all the
time. I'd be lockedup. I'll be on my own. What difference
would there be betweendropping dead in my yard or the
hospital? (Mrs W, 78,serviceuser)

Othershad comecloserto thinking aboutresidentialaccommodationas a possible
optionfor them. Onehadactuallymadethemovewhenshewas 'not well', buthad
sincecometo regretthedecisionandis now backin herownflat.

r wasnot well for a while (so shemovedinto a privatehostel
which shehassinceleft) but ...! got well...You hadto beup at 8
0'clock to getyour breakfast...And whentheystartedto takein
peoplewho werementallyill, r thought,'That'sthe lastdrop,I
can't standthat'. They put a man and his wife next to me.
They both hadAlzheimer. They would fight and screamand
he would beltherup. r just couldn'ttakeit. Thenthey started
all that business,'You must eat your vegetablesraw'. I just
couldn'teatanything...! am betteroff here...! ammy own boss
again. r don'thaveto watchsomeof the ladiesbeingnastyto
theold oneswho couldnot hearwell. I wasalwayshelpingthe
ones who could not bend down to pick up what they
dropped...!t was also upsetting for everyone to have these
peoplewalk into your room. I knewtheycouldn'thelp it, andI
felt sorry for them...I hopeI neverget like that. (Mrs M, 84,
serviceuser)

I don'tparticularlywantto go to aretirementvillage. Lastyear
r spentsometime in respitecare. r initially thollght, 'That's
good, it will give me someidea of what it is like to live in a
hostel'. I found that only four or five peoplewere not senile
andcouldhaveaconversation...! realisethat it maybedifferent
in a retirementvillage, but I have becomeapprehensive. I
haven'tany choice. I don't want to go, but r cannotstayhere
unlesssomeonecameto live with me. Without that, r would
run out of goodwill from theneighbours.You can'tgo around
asking neighboursto do things for you...Whenr feel the blues,
I start cleaningout the wardrobe... I just won't let myself sit
here and do nothing becauseI'd go to pieces. (Mrs H, 82,
serviceuser)

I haveconsidered(a retirementvillage or hostel)... I haveput
my namedownjust roundthecornerfrom my daughter'splace
in (country town), but...! don't want to go until I've got
to...You know, because...how can r say this? r am self-
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sufficient. 1cando my own cooking. 1don'tevenneedMeals
on Wheels. With the hot summer,who needsa cookedmeal?
So1managewith salads... 1preferto stayhereandlive my life
aloneas long as1canmanage...Anotherthing thatputsme off,
although1 realise that there will come a day when I'll need
help, is that they takeyourbankbook. A lady 1wastalking to
told me they do, and a bank book is your last independence
item. I'd hate that to be taken from me. 1 couldn't stand
it...Thereis alsosomethingaboutretirementplacesthatbothers
me. While 1 remainhere and1 am independent,1 cankeep
going. But if you shutme off, 1know 1would not battleon. 1
would let go. This is a fear I have. The surroundingswould
have nothing to stimulateme. Here 1 have my videos, my
books on tape, my music, my radio and can also attendthe
meetingsof the (local) communitygroup... In this manner,1
remainself-sufficient. (Mrs J,76, irregularserviceuser)

...1 went and saw (two retirement villages)...Both were
enormousplaces. 1 don't like largeplaces. At my age- I am
81 - andthough1forgetnames,1amnot senile. Therearestill
lots of things1like to do... (Mrs R, 81,serviceuser)

4 Discussion

99

We canseethat all thesediscoursescontaina remarkablysimilar patternof topics
and themes. Theseelderly peoplehaveput forward an explanatorymodelof their
experiencewhich links in systematicwaysthedimensionsof (in)dependence,ageing
and 'care'. This model is basedon comparisonand contrast,both implicit and
explicit, betweentypesof peopleand typesof care. (In)dependenceunderpinsthe
constructionof the resultingtypology.

Like the elderly people describedin a recentBritish researchstudy (Thompson,
1992:27), thesewomen'do not feel, in their realselves,thattheyareold':

1don'tfeel old. 1know1amold.
I am76,1don'tfeel it.
I know1amold, but1wouldnot like all thoseold people
aroundme.
My memoryisn't asgoodasit was,butat least1remember
what1saidaminuteago.
... a lady from theCouncil...arrangedfor MealsonWheels.1
thought,'I havearrived,1amold'. But now1amimproving,
and1canwalk aroundwithout astick.

Denial of old ageis defianceof a spoiledidentity...The old to
them - as to so many social scientists- are typified by the
dependentinmatesor membersoL.institutions; they will call
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them 'old' even when chronologically younger than
themselves,especially when working for them as volunteer
social assistants,to emphasisetheir distance from such a
condition.(Thompson,1992:27)

Theseelderly women are keenly aware that an outsidermight put them in this
categoryon the basisof ageand/orlack of self-reliance,but they makeit clearthat
this is not the case. It is others, not themselves,who exhibit the undesirable
characteristicsof 'really' old people:

... all thoseold people,halfof themspewingup theirmeals.

... elderlypeople..Joseall interestin everything.
Theyhaveno interestsat all.
I don'tlike old people...theychangeandbecomedull.
... olderpeoplearenot (bright andhappy).
... old agemeansthatyou aredependenton otherpeople.
I've got differentideasfrom peopleof my generation.
.., thekind of womenwho moveto retirementplaces.
.., a lot of dull people.
.., acardsandbingolady.
.., peoplewho werementallyill .
.., peoplethat'sgot thingswrongwith them.
.., all thosepeopleon walking sticks. I neverwantto be like
that.
.., theold oneswho couldnothearwell.
.., senile.
.., lots of peoplewho havelost theirmarbles.
.., peopleI just couldn'tgetalongwith.
.., inmates.
.., all thesepeoplesitting there...who can'tgetthemselves
movedto do something.
.., people...sit aroundandwait for theend.
.., no-onewasinterested.
.., theycouldn'thelp it, andI felt sorryfor them. I go... to
cheerthemup.

In contrastto these'dependentinmates', theyemphasisethat they are in control of
their 'care'. Whateverthey can do for themselvesthey do, and they are still in
chargeof anyhelp theymight receive. A majorthemein this contextis whatwe can
interpretasthepersonalisationof serviceprovision.

Hazanhassuggestedthat the membersof a Jewishday carecentrehe studiedhad
adoptedcertain 'behaviouralstrategies'in their 'struggle to achieve autonomy'
(1983: 485) in the face of the implied dependencyconferredby participation in
centreactivities. One of thesewas 'a persistentendeavorto obliteratecognitively
the presenceof staff' (1983:485). This wasachievedby reducingmembersof staff
'to their nonprofessionalidentities. Hence,memberstendedto relate to staff as
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"nice" or "unpleasant"peopleratherthanto addressthemin their official capacities'
(1983: 485-86). Theseelderly Sydneysidersappearto be doing this when they
distinguishthe personalnatureof the help they get at homefrom the anonymous,
controlling 'care'which is metedout to 'old people'.

Theyaremarvellouspeople.
HomeCare... sometimessendpeopleI don'tlike too much.
Now I haveKatherine... Shedoesthethingsthatneedto be
done. Sheis very pleasant.
Clairecomesanddoesmy work... Shedoesit outof herown
kind heart.

Being in control, they assert,is worth a reductionof standardsor limited choice;at
leastthereis a choice,evenif it is to go without:

I don't evenneedMeals on Wheels. With the hot summer,
who needsa cookedmeal? So I managewith salads.If I don't
like the mealsI just havea sandwich....why shouldI go into a
home? I would losea lot of my independence.I don't worry
hereif things aren'tdone,they don't get done. The girls who
comein justdo whattheycan,therestcanwait.

Really old people,on the otherhand,areno longer in control of what othersdo to
andfor them,somethingwhichwould 'notsuit' anyof thesewomen:

...ahomerunby otherpeopleis not for me.
I would losea lot of my independence.
I don'thaveto do whatsomeoneelsetells meto do.
...theyarea goodplaceif you can'tdo muchfor yourself.
...thoseplacesaremarvellousfor peoplewho arenotableto
cook.
...it is a reasonablething for others,butnot for myself.
...theyevenreadthenewspapersto you...[my friend] lovesthat,
sheis in her90s.
...apersondominatesyour life.
'You musteatyourvegetablesraw'.
..theytakeyourbankbook.
...too regimented.
...lockedup.
...it's bardin ahome(to do whatyou like).
Theyputherin a convalescenthome.

'Old people',in otherwords,aresimultaneouslyrecognisablethroughtheir 'spoiled
identities' (Russell,1981)and their relinquishmentof activity, interestandcontrol.
Thesewomen can be seento sharewith professionals abelief that there is 'real'
dependenceandthat this is appropriatelycateredfor by certainkinds of 'agedcare'
services.Thepoint they areemphasising,however,is that this is a conditiononly of
otherpeople,not themselves.They distinguishbetweenchronologicalageandage-

----,-._._._,_.--
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as-dependency.They themselvesare not 'really' old becausethey are still active,
interestedandin control of whateverhelp they receive. This is in sharpcontrastto
theportrayalof 'really' old people. The intervieweesemphasisewhat theycanstill
do, while clearly acknowledgingthat therearesomethingsthey can'tdo. They are
not sayingthat theyare'apparently'independent,nor that theybelievein anethicof
independence.They are saying that they are independent. Peoplewho are not
independentbelongto adifferentcategory: old people.

5 Conclusion

British sociologistBryan Greenhasarguedthat the conceptof dependency,though
renderedwith a variety of meanings,underpinsthe entire field of gerontological
discoursethrough its articulation within a 'care-dependencycontinuum': 'the
category[old] is constitutedin actsof carecorrespondentto dependency'(Green,
1993: 82). 'What the agedhavein commonis subjectionto certainconditionsand
proceduresof recognition, certain methodsof knowledgeproduction, central to
which is thegrammarof dependence'(1993:95).

Discourseanalysisrevealsunderlying meaningsinherent in the way the issue of
independenceis framed by ordinary older people. In one sensethesemeanings
parallel in significant ways the scientific and political constructionof the same
phenomena.What is distinctabouteachdiscourseonly becomesvisible throughits
articulationwith the constructed'self' of eachindividual. 'Thesewomencould be
heard, outside gerontology, to be resisting the categorial basis of care for
dependency,andchallengingthevalidity of thegrammar'(Green,1993:89).

It is Green'sargument

that whateverdisagreementsexist aboutthe particularsof old
agepolicy, thereis an implicit agreementaboutthemeaningof
a rational provision of care: a sharedway of recognisingit.
Moreover,this agreementrunsthroughthefield of gerontology
as well as social administration,being part of a grammatical
contractof discourseaboutcare. In the contractis a rule that
the term care can...be mappedonto a measurablecontinuum
running from independenceto dependence. Its grammarof
usagedictatesthat careis a measurableand distributablekind
of thing... The 'continuumof careis not simply a responseto
prior needsof theold, it is, in conjunctionwith thedependency
continuum, a means of making the old a determinate
knowledgeobject.(Green,1993:81, 82)

As theBritish sociologistPaulThompsonhas observed:

there has beena growing acceptancein the policy field that
'older peopleare entitled' to selecttheir own destiny,within
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given limits. It thereforefollows thatwe needto know what it
meansto beold, to them... (Thompson,1992:24).
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Oneof the more striking featuresof Australianagedcaredevelopmentover recent
yearshas,indeed,beenthe extentto which policy hassoughtto incorporatewhat is
usuallyreferredto asa 'consumerperspective'.Processesof consumerconsultation
and 'appropriate'socialresearchdesignedto providetheviews of olderpeoplefrom
'groundzero' arenow fIrmly entrenchedin the rhetoric of needsidentifIcationand
service development (Sax, 1993; Howe, 1992; DHHCS, 1991; Russell and
SchofIeld,1994).

Yet the perspectivethat only professionals(researchersor providers)canrecognise
'real' dependencecontinuesto underpin the 'continuum of care' with its way­
stations markedby 'outside'assessment.Since 'real' dependenceis a productof
objectively measurableconditionswhich attachto individuals, accessto services
mustbe controlledby expertswho canrecogniseit whentheyseeit.

Gubrium and Wallace (1990: 132) have argued that there are often 'striking
parallels' between the everyday theorising of older people and the scientific
constructionsof gerontologists. The data reported here suggestthat the care­
dependencycontinuumhasbecomepartof a public cultureof ageingwhich is used
not only by gerontologistsand policy makersbut by older people themselvesto
theorise about ageing. These 'theories analytically reproduceand empirically
confIrm' (GubriumandWallace,1990:147-8)the existingsocialcarearrangements
for' old people'.

However, sucha perspectiveis at odds with the way that individual older people
give meaningto the lived experienceof ageingfor themselves.They denythat they
belong - yet - to the categoryof 'old people' for whom such arrangementsare
appropriate. They fear that one day they might and, significantly, when
contemplatingthis prospectthey do so in relation to placesalong the formally
defmedcare-dependencycontinuum.

Eachbringsto this scenarioa differentsetof resources.Thosewith fmancialmeans
cancontemplatewith relativeequanimitythe deploymentof paidhelp in their own
homes,with or without recourseto public servicesaswell. Others,particularlythose
still in goodhealth,expectto be ableto coordinateanacceptablemix of formal and
informal assistance.Both thesegroupsenvisagea future in which failing physical
capacitieswill not necessarilybring with themthe loss of control over their lives.
Still others,however,are keenly awareof their limited resources. As they seeit,
their only hopeis that they will 'passout' beforethis time comes. Ordinaryolder
peoplemay not befamiliar with rock songsof the 1960sand1970s,but they would
no doubt recognisethe sentimentunderpinningThe Who's emotiveplea: 'HopeI
die beforeI getold'.
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An Overview: Five Paperson
Dependence,the Life Courseand Social
Policy

SheilaShaver
SocialPolicy ResearchCentre
Universityof NewSouthWales

The five papersthat we haveheardhavedealt in interestingandoriginal wayswith
socialcircumstancesandpolicy regimesat differentperiodsof thehumanlife-cycle.
They haverangedacrossseveralintellectualtraditions,anddrawnupona variety of
researchmethodologies.I havemuchenjoyedhaving somebrief time to reflect on
themandthequestionstheyevokewhenbroughttogether.

Given the diversity of the speakersand their papers,there is remarkableagreement
amongthem,thoughof coursethe five do not representall possiblepointsof view.
All regarddependenceandthe life courseas socialconstructions,andmoreoveras
social constructionswhich are at variancewith social facts in importantrespects.
All arecritical of suppositionsaboutdependenceandthe life coursewhich underlie
contemporarysocialpolicy, and a numberof authorsregardthesesuppositionsas
oppressiveof the group concerned.Finally, all thepapersnotethe complex,multi­
dimensionalcharacterof dependenceandthe life courseasthey affect the ability of
researchersto generaliseandpolicy makersto respond.

It mightbe usefulto standbackfor amomentandtry to placesomeof thequestions
aboutdependency,thelife courseandsocialpolicy consideredin thesepapersin the
broadercontext of the meaningof the individual and individualism. I want to
suggestthat dependenceand the life courseare problematicpreciselybecausethe
natureof thehumanindividual is problematicin modem- andperhapsespeciallyin
'post-modern'- society. Thereis little thatis newin thecontradictionsthatsurround
the characterof the individual and the individual life in contemporarycapitalist
society,but thesecontradictionshavebeensharpenedby the socialchangesof recent
decades. Thesecontradictionsmake invisible the complex interdependenciesof
whichhumansocietyconsists,obscuringat thesametime therelationsof powerand
controlthatstructuretheseinterdependencies..

Contemporaryperceptionsof 'dependency'havetheir origins in the conceptof the
personas an individual born of the Enlightenmentand westerncapitalist society.
With the adventof modemsocietythe interwovensolidaritiesof kinship,village and
estatewere fragmented. New separationswere establishedbetweenthe sacredand
secular, rural and urban life, the economy and the polity, production and
consumptionand in paid andunpaidwork, and in the family betweennuclearand
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extendedgroupings. Underlyingall went a new emphasison the importanceof the
person,who was conceivedas having an individual self with individual �r�i�g�h�t�~�,

freedomsandobligations.

The individuality of the modernpersonis expressedin a variety of socialdomains.
As a person,he or shehas individual values,beliefs, and identities. As a family
memberhe or she may be the partner, parent, child and cousin of others, in
relationshipsthe meaningand contentof which are likely to undergochangesover
the life course. As an economic actor the person is a participant in market
transations,asa workerandasa consumer,only someof which arecontinuousover
a periodof time.- In the communitythe personis likely to be the memberof oneor
more organisations:religious,cultural, recreational,or social; andas a citizenmay
participateboth individually astaxpayerandvoterandthroughorganisationssuchas
political partiesandinterestgroups.

Sometheoristsarguethatmodernityis now giving way to 'post-modernity'.Whether
or not we acceptthis claim, it is clearthat profoundchangesaretaking placein the
social and economic fabric of contemporarysociety in countries like Australia.
These include the emergenceof a 'post-industrial',service-basedeconomywith
associatedchangesin full-time, part-timeandcasualemployment;changesin family
and genderrelationsin which the two-incomehouseholdis increasinglythe norm,
but in which other householdforms are also common;and increasingethnic and
culturalheterogeneity.Life stagesof education,employment,marriage,parenthood,
andretirementareno longerexperiencedaslinear, to be lived in fixed, serialorder.
Thesechangeshaveheightenedthe contradictionssurroundingthemodernnotionof
the individual.

Centralto all thesedimensionsof socialparticipationis the recognitionof theperson
asunique, separateandautonomous,andof personalbehaviouras an expressionof
individual circumstancesand values. Included in the notion of the individual is a
strong, psychologicallyboundedself, and the possessionof the social, physical,
mental and material resourcesto act out a personalhistory of social and moral
choices.

Plainly 'dependency'is the obverseof individualism of this kind, a condition in
which full andproperpersonhoodis not, or cannotbe,attained. DianeGibson's six
'spheresof dependency'make this point very clearly. Economic dependency
reflects the failure of the individual to achieveself-sufficiencyin commandover
resources,through the market or informal economy. Psychologicaldependency
refers to weaknessin the personality of the individual due to flawed personal
development or cultural transmission in, for example, the formation of an
'underclass'or 'cultureof poverty'. Emotionaldependencysheseesas the lack of
affective supportthroughclosepersonalrelationships,andpolitical and socio-Iegal
dependenciesas defects in legal or political rights of citizenship. Dependencies
arising from mental and physical disabilities have to do with inabilities to fulfil
socialor behaviouralexpectationson one'sown account.
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In mapping of the social meaningsof dependencyGibson makes a number of
importantpoints. Shenotesthat thecontentof dependencyvarieswith the life cycle
of the individual, andI think we shouldassumeherethat this also capturesrelated
variations associatedwith gender, culture and geography as they shape the
transitionsand passagesassociatedwith ageingandmaturation. Sheobservesthat
dependencyis fundamentally relational in character,that one is dependenton
someoneor somethingfor some neededor valued object, and that while some
dependenciesare socially legitimateothersarenot. This relationalcharacteris the
key to dependencyas stigma,wherethe discourseservesto transformdependency
from a relationalstatementaboutneedto a flaw in thecharacterof thepersonwho is
dependent.

In unpacking the complexities of dependencyit may be helpful to distinguish
betweentwo strandsof changein thesocialindividual. I referhereto the distinction
betweenindividuation and individualism.

Individuation describeschangeover the last two centuriesor so in the way people
understandthemselvesandrelateto eachother. It refersto theemergenceof persons
as increasingly separate and distinct entities with individual personalities,
preferences,and life trajectories. It is most importantwith respectto associated
changein natureof groups,in which the membersseethemselveslessaspartof an
undifferentiatedwhole and more as an aggregationof distinct and individual
persons.This is characteristicnot only of themodemfamily but alsoof manyother
groups,includingthoseof theworkplaceandin culturalandreligiouslife.

Thesuggestion,andI think it is persuasive,is thatsocietyis increasinglymadeup of
individuals and groupsof this kind. Social structuresare looser,mobility greater,
people'scircumstancesmorevaried,and life coursesequencesmorevariable. The
solidaritiesof kinship,neighbourhood,class,religion andethnicidentitywhichmake
up society continueto exist, but are lesseasily perceivedas the interdependencies
that they are. They are undoubtedlyalso less secureas sourcesof supportand
assistancein timesor conditionsof need.

Anne Edwards'paperprovidesa superbexpositionof the meaningof individuation
in the life trajectoriesof youngpeople. Historically, youth is a newly differentiated
periodin the life course,providing for a complexandmulti-facetedtransitionfrom
childhooddependenceto adulthoodindependenceand full statusas an individual.
Anne givesus both an accountof the presentsocialcircumstancesof youngpeople
and an intellectualhistory of their treatmentin sociologyand social policy. She
arguesthat an adequateunderstandingof this transitionmustbe similarly complex,
recognisingthe many basesof individual and social differenceand the possibility
thatpathsthroughit maybenon-linear. Her datafrom interviewswith youngpeople
show how shifting and multi-dimensionalthe notion of adulthoodis, with young
people themselvesclearly separatingits psychological, economic and familial
dimensionsin theirmindsandexpectations.

In The Division ofLabor in Society(1933) Durkheim arguedthat the complexand
cross-cuttinginterdependenciesof modemsociety would provide a new basisfor
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social cohesion. He thought, however, that on its own what he called 'organic
solidarity' would not be enoughto ensuresocialorderand stability and that there
would beacontinuingrole for politics and governance.Themodemwelfarestateis
in parta fulfilment of thatprophesy.

Individuation has made the complex interdepenciesof humanneed increasingly
problematic,and it is no wonder th:at this is the central concernof much social
policy. Titmuss' (1970) definition of social policy as 'institutionalisedaltruism'
nicely capturesits role in overcoming the vulnerabilities of modem social life
throughthe sharingof commandover resources.Nineteenthcenturysolutionssuch
as working classmutual aid andmiddle classphilanthropyhavebeenreplacedby
public provisionssuchas incomesupport,socialandcommunitycare,andmuchof
fields suchashealth,employment,housingandeducation.

Much modemsocialpolicy hasservedto defmedependencyasa collective issuein
which certainsocialgroupsaredependenton societyandthe state. Much of this is
defmedandorganisedon the basisof ideasaboutfamily structureandthe life cycle.
BothDianeGibsonandSol Encelmakereferenceto the 'dependencyratio' asa term
takingfor grantedthedependenceof someagegroupson others. Sol Encel'spaper
is concernedwith the social and political argumentssurrounding demographic
expectationsthat the relativeproportionsof peoplein olderagegroupswill increase
in coming decades.As Encelpointsout, the supposeddependenceof this groupis
not a natural phenomenonbut a social construction. It reflects both the social
organisationof work, family and the life course,and social policy arrangements
which put people in the position of dependency. Like Anne Edwards,Sol Encel
argues that the life course is not appropriately understoodas a uniform and
necessarilylinear progressionof stages: there is a greatdeal of variation in the
needs,circumstancesandpreferencesof individuals.

Bruce Bradbury turns to the questionof social security and the constructionof
dependencyand interdependencywithin the family unit, and to the way in which
social policy is reflecting and reinforcing changesin marriage and the sexual
division of paid andunpaidwork. Bradburyarguesthat Australianincomesupport
paymentshave themselvesbeguna processof individuation in which the family
policy normof breadwinneranddependentspouseis beingsupplantedby oneof two
individuals, both with the capacity to take part in paid employment,who share
responsibilityfor their dependentchildren. He expectsfurther changesin the next
few yearsand the emergenceof whathe termsa 'post-dependency'incometransfer
system. Like Edwards and Encel, Bradbury argues that there is considerable
heterogeneityin expectationsconcerning dependencyand autonomy within the
family, taking as one instancedifferencesin labour force activity amongwomen
from differentethnicbackgrounds.

If individuation describesthe underlying tensions of an individualistic society,
individualism refers to its ideological celebration. Individualism refers to an
ideologicalvaluationof the individual ratherthanthe group as the rightful basisof
society. According to C. B. Macpherson(1962), 'possessiveindividualism' is the
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core ideology of capitalistsociety. It startswith the fundamentalpropositionthat
what makesthe personhumanis freedomfrom dependenceon the wills of others.
Possessiveindividualismderivesfrom theview of thehumanbeingasthe ownerof
one'sbodily capacities,including the capacityto labour, and of humansocietyas
enactedthroughrelationshipsof freely chosenexchanges.The notionextendsmore
broadlyto seelife asa processof individual self-realisation,andthatself-realisation
occursthroughtheprocessof makingchoices.

Individualism is, among other things, the source of stigma associatedwith
'dependency',and this has comeup in severalof the papers. Thus Diane Gibson
notesthat someforms of dependenceareviewedaslegitimatewhile othersarenot,
andbriefly reviewsthe argumentthata 'cultureof dependency'corruptsthe rugged
individualismthat is properfor a membercapitalistsociety. Sol Encel arguesthat
the supposeddependenceof older agegroupsis usedin ageistways. As his paper
shows,giving andreceivingcutbothways. In anotherareanot coveredin thesefive
papersonealso might note the slur of 'welfaredependency'appliedto indigenous
peoplesin AustraliaandNorth America,andthe ability of this imageto evokeracist
political biases.

Cherry Russell's paper explores some of the more subtle dimensions of
individualism as it is expressedin the views of older womenthemselves. Russell
suggeststhat thenotionof a 'continuumof care'widely usedin gerontologyis only
partially reflectedin thewayold peoplethemselvestheorisetheirown situation. The
womenshestudiedconstructeda discoursein which thereceiptof assistancewasnot
inconsistentwith the independenceof afully adequateindividual. She identifiestwo
importantthemesin the way they madesenseof their presentcircumstances:these
were a distinctionbetweenthemselvesasactiveandindependentin mentaloutlook,
andotherswho were 'old' in the senseof passiveanddull, andthe constructionof
themselvesas in control of their lives andthe assistancethey received. This latter
construction was quite compatible with the receipt of substantialamounts of
assistancefrom kin, marketservicesandformal servicesfrom publicproviders.

The contradictionssurroundingindividuation, individualism and dependencyare
most problematic in our particular kind of welfare state. Needs and inter­
dependenciesare the basis of social policy in all the countriesof Europe,North
America,andAustralasia,but theyhavebeengivenamarkedindividualist inflection
throughtheheritageof Englishliberalism. Thesecountries,Australia,New Zealand,
the United States,Canada,and to some extent Great Britain, are often grouped
togetheras 'liberal welfarestates'(Esping-Andersen,1990,but seealso Castlesand
Mitchell, 1992) becauseof the primacy given to the market in their social
arrangements.Theseare the countriescurrently attemptingto roll back the state,
especiallythe welfarestate,andarethosein which the rhetoricaboutthe problemof
'dependency'is moststrident.

It is relevant,then, to considerthe particularcharacteristicsof thesewelfarestates.
Though they vary significantly among themselves,what distinguishesthe liberal
welfare states from those of Europe is their narrownessof social provision,
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especiallyin incomesupport,and their increasingrelianceon instrumentstargeted
throughmeanstesting. Theseare the classicallyresidualistwelfarestatesin which
Titmuss' institutionalisedaltruism is limited to support in the event of market or
family failure. It is importantto recall that otherwelfarestatesbalancedependence
as the basisof socialinterventionmoreequallywith othersocialgoalsincluding the
relative equity of life courseand other populationgroups. This doesnot always
meanthat they aim for redistributiveequality: the intendedoutcomesmaybe quite
conservative. But it doesremind us that there are other discoursesthan thoseof
dependency.
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