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Introduction

Poverty of course is a complex and multi-faceted problem. No one cause can fully explain the situation. Undoubedly different organisations will emphasise different aspects of the debate. This will be our approach as well. We will focus on just one component of the problem.

The Australian Family Association believes that a major part of the problem can be attributed to family breakdown and single-parent families. That is, the breakdown of families and the resultant rise of single-parent families is a contributing factor to the rise of poverty in Australia. It is certainly not the only factor, and may not be the main one, but it is an important element in the overall equation.

The evidence for this can be found at home and overseas. A growing body of research suggests that family breakdown often leads to impoverished single-parent families, which in turn can become an inter-generational problem. The evidence can be briefly summarised in the following manner.

There is widespread agreement that single parents (usually women) and children face severe economic consequences due to divorce or illegitimacy. Numerous studies have shown that single parents and their children are much worse off economically than parents and children of intact families. Here are just some of the findings.

Harvard University professor Lenore Weitzman in her important book, The Divorce Revolution (1985), found that, on average, women with dependent children experienced a 73 per cent decline in standards of living during the first year after divorce whereas their husbands experienced a 42 per cent increase in their standard of living. She predicted that a two-tier society would emerge with women and children as an underclass. (It should be noted that this claim is no longer widely accepted however. More recent studies suggest that divorced women experience a 30 per cent drop in their standard of living, as compared to a 10 to 15 per cent increase for divorced men.) (Galston 1996)

A 1992 book edited by Weitzman and Mavis Maclean contains more documentation on the economic hardships single-parent families endure. One chapter, by Sara McLanahan, focuses on the economic insecurity of mother-only families. After examining a number of studies on the subject, she concludes by stating that “Mother-only families have substantially higher poverty rates than other groups . . . and children in mother-only families are much more likely to be poor than children in two-parent families, in terms of both absolute income levels and income stability”.

This “feminization of poverty” can be spelled out in specifics. Statistics from America, for example, clearly demonstrate this. The U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991, found that while the poverty rate for all families rose from 10.7 per cent in 1990 to 11.5 per cent in 1991, “married-couple families continued to have the lowest poverty rate (6.0 per cent in 1991).” Moreover, mother-only families “represented 12.7 per cent of non-poor families, but 54.0 per cent of poor families in 1991.” Also, among families with dependent children, only 8.3 per cent of married couples were living below the poverty line, compared to 47.1 percent of female-headed households.

In Australia, a recent study of 500 divorcees with children five to eight years after the separation found that four in five divorced mothers were dependent on social security after their marriages dissolved. Also, mothers still suffer income losses of up to 26 per cent five to eight years after divorce. (Funder) Moreover, figures from Monash University’s Centre for Population and Urban Research show that family break-up, rather than unemployment, is the main cause of the rise in poverty levels in Australia. (Seccombe)

Research from the Centre for Population and Urban Research at Monash University has further demonstrated this strong link between poverty and single-parent families. As of September 1996, 43.3 per cent of poor families were headed by lone parents. (Birrell and Rapson) Recent research by the Australian Bureau of Statistics has found that half of single parents are on welfare. The study showed that 52 per cent of one-parent families are living in a household where the parent is not working. (Cited in Baskett)

When US vice-president Dan Quayle criticised television character Murphy Brown in 1992 for viewing out-of wedlock births as just another lifestyle choice, journalists should have read the speech in which these remarks were made. In addition to quoting the above kinds of statistics, he noted the tragic situation in the black community. For example, in 1967, 68 per cent of black families were headed by married couples. In 1991 this figure dropped to only 48 per cent. In 1965, the illegitimacy rate among black families was 28 per cent. In 1989 the figure was 65 per cent. 

Quayle cited other figures about poverty in broken families and then made this comment: “For those concerned about children growing up in poverty, we should know this: marriage is probably the best anti-poverty program of all”. The evidence certainly seems to bear this out. 

It can be asked whether single mothers were poor before their marriages ended or before they gave birth to children out of wedlock. Sara McLanahan looks at some of the figures suggested concerning poverty before the formation of mother-only families, and makes this conclusion: “Although these figures show that becoming a single mother does not cause all spells of poverty among mother-only families, they beg the question of whether such families would have escaped poverty sooner if the parents had remained married or married in the first place.” (McLanahan, 1992)

And the social costs of broken homes and illegitimacy are very great. Individual choices have public consequences. Family disruption and depressed fertility erode the tax base, drive up the nation’s medical bills, and create higher costs for the institutional care of the sick and elderly. For example, it is estimated that every unwed teen mother in America costs the taxpayer $100,000 in medical and welfare costs. One 1977 study found that Americans were paying “uncounted billions of dollars” to care for divorced and single people who stay in hospitals longer than married people with the same illnesses. 

Indeed, a 1988 study from Rutgers University noted that unmarried mothers and their children “disproportionately constitute a population which is chronically dependent on the state for basic necessities, including health care.” (Cited in Christensen)

In Australia it has been estimated that marriage breakdown costs $2.5 billion annually. Each separation is estimated to cost society some $12,000. (Andrews) Also, Australian industry is reported to lose production of more than $1 billion a year due to problems of family breakdown. (Milburn) Moreover, single mothers cost Australia more than $5 billion a year. Pensions and allowances paid to 335,000 single mums, along with 24,000 lone fathers, make up the figure. (Rees)

More recent Australian figures show the trend is getting worse. The increase of family breakdown is adding billions of dollars to Australia’s welfare budget. According to 2002 figures, single-parent payments have increased 60 per cent over the past six years. These payments alone cost taxpayers $4.1 billion a year, and are set to pass $5 billion by mid-2005. (Wallace)

Homelessness is also closely linked with family breakdown. A recent Australian study conducted at two Melbourne universities has found that children whose biological parents stay together are about three times less likely to become homeless than those from other family types. The research shows that about 75 per cent of homeless youth come from other than two-parent families. (Pegler)

Clearly, family breakdown exerts a huge social cost in addition to many personal costs.

Conclusion

The social science research indicates that marriage breakdown and the rise of single-parent families contributes to the problem of poverty in Australia. These are not the only factors, but they do play an important part in the overall problem. Thus governments should seek to minimise the chances of marital disolution and family breakdown.

Recommendations

1) The Federal Government should seek an ideal in family policy just as it does in foreign policy or trade policy. 

2) That ideal should include the emphasis on seeking to limit situations wherein single parent families are encouraged and two-parent families are discouraged. That is, it should seek to identify policies such as welfare provision, for example, which may in fact undermine marriage while rewarding single-parenting. Do economic incentives based on government policies work for or against marriage and stable families? For example, do certain policies make it more financially attractive to remain single than to be married?

3) If the assumptions are correct as presented above, then easy divorce laws may need to be reconsidered. Maybe for the interests of children, and the social good, a tightening up of divorce laws might be in order.

4) In a similar manner, governments should not so freely encourage the notion that any and all lifestyle arrangements are of equal value. Married two-parent families seem to better for children, and they seem to act against the rising tide of poverty.

5) If family breakdown does indeed contribute to rising rates of poverty, perhaps to help turn things around we need to judge every government policy by a family impact statement. Just was we have considered the environment to be important, and have made use of environmental impact statements, so too here we should assess policies, at least in part, by how they impact upon marriage and family.
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