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Foreword
"Miss D, a perfectly fit and healthy young woman, is a pensioner. And a well-paid 
pensioner at that... Why? Because Miss D is an unmarried mother who claims she 
doesn't know who or where the father of her child is."

These comments from a letter sent to the Brotherhood of St Laurence illustrate 
why this study of teenage sole parents was undertaken in 1980 and why the 
Brotherhood updated the study 10 years later.

La&<?Mr/brce or /a&OHr war& M f/us a choice young women are making? looks at 
some of the beliefs behind the statement above by examining the recorded 
experience of ex-nuptial births to teenagers. It shows, firstly, that the rate of 
ex-nuptial confinements among teenagers has barely changed over the 1969 to 1988 
period, despite substantial increases in ex-nuptial births in older age groups of 
women. Secondly, there is no evidence to support the belief that increases in the 
ex-nuptial confinement rate followed the introduction of social security supports. 
(In fact, the two highest rates of ex-nuptial births occurred in 1971 and 1972, before 
the Supporting Mothers' Benefit was introduced in June 1973.) Thirdly, the belief 
that teenagers turn to parenthood as unemployment rises has no factual evidence; in 
the 20-year period examined in the report, the unemployment rate among teenagers 
increased by a factor of over six (from 11 per cent in 1969 to 62 per cent in 1988) 
whereas the corresponding ex-nuptial confinement rates were 14 and 15 per cent 
respectively).

The truth is that the majority of sole parent families are formed following 
separation, divorce or widowhood from a marriage.

Sole parents and their children are one of the poorest groups of Australians. The 
growth in the number of sole parent families was a major contributor to Australia's 
unacceptably high level of child poverty throughout the 1980s (Carter 1991).



Whatever causes a woman to be in the position of bringing up a child or children 
alone, the fact is that sole parenthood is almost synonymous with poverty in 
Australia. Our research and policy work throughout the 1980s documented the 
disadvantaged social and economic circumstances of sole parents and recommended 
the policies and programs required to improve their position (Montague & Stephens 
1985; McClelland & Trethewey 1987; Montague & McClelland 1987; Morris & 
Trethewey 1988; Trethewey 1989). Some of our research recommendations have 
been implemented by the Federal Government: the reform of the child support 
system, the introduction of the JET (Jobs, Education and Training) labour market 
program and the improvement of income support payments for children, for 
example. There is still much to be done.

The Brotherhood's concern about teenage sole parents arose because of the lack 
of community support for sole parents, the extent of prejudice towards them and 
their entitlement to social security assistance. It seemed that a great deal of this 
prejudice was fuelled by myths about sole parents. The growth in the number of 
sole parent families was thought to be due to young unmarried mothers purposely 
having children and a government pension outside marriage. This is simply not true 
in most cases.

The 11 case studies of teenage mothers presented and discussed in this report, 
also remind us that very young, single mothers face great personal, social and 
economic difficulties. Another recent Brotherhood report, Giving women voice 
(Taylor 1990) provides useful insights into effective support services for young 
women, based on what the young women themselves say they would like, and what 
the people who work with them End works best.

This report was Erst published in 1981. A decade later, there are still two great 
challenges: policies and programs which guarantee a decent living standard and fair 
opportunities for sole parent families and a community which treats sole parent 
families as part of Australian society.

iv Labour force or tabour ward

Jan Carter 
Director

Social Policy and Research Centre 
Brotherhood of St Laurence
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introduction

This research was originally designed in 1980 to examine the hypothesis that there 
was a relationship between rates of teenage single parenthood and rates of 
unemployment among young women. The work was begun in response to concern 
felt by the Brotherhood of St Laurence that there appeared to be an increasing 
number of very young single mothers in the community who were giving signs of 
extreme vulnerability both in the economic and the emotional sense. This concern 
was compounded by the awareness that there seemed to be a belief among sections 
of the public and of the social and community services industry that young women 
were opting for single parenthood as an attractive alternative to unemployment. If 
this view had any foundation it was serious enough, but was even more so where 
the belief stemmed from a judgmental stance which sought to stigmatise these 
young women and to blame them for their situation. As the Brotherhood of St 
Laurence has always endeavoured to give a structural view of poverty and has 
sought to dispel any tendency to blame the poor as being personally responsible 
through their own inadequacies for their poverty, then this was clearly seen as an 
area with which it should be concerned.

Ten years later in 1990 it was proposed that this report should be updated with a 
further 10 years of statistical data. The 1980 report was by this stage out of print but 
still in demand: papers from the Federal Government's Social Security Review 
1986-1989 extensively referenced the paper, and, apart from a small New South 
Wales project (Clark 1984), there appeared to have been little other Australian work 
done since the first edition on the same topic. It was felt that sections of the 
community still harboured the idea that there had been and continues to be a 
teenage baby boom, with young women deliberately choosing single motherhood as 
a more attractive and remunerative role than that of unemployed person. It was



thought to be important to continue to make available data such as contained in this 
paper, to counter such views by making available the statistical evidence.

There is much greater awareness by governments now of the severe labour 
market disadvantage of sole mothers and in particular of those who became very 
young sole parents. The Federal Government's initiatives around the JET program 
(JObs, Education and Training) and their focus on three groups of sole parents one 
of which is teenage sole parents, demonstrate this awareness and the desire to do 
something about this labour market disadvantage. The discussion here provides 
some useful background to such initiatives. There is still a lack of community 
sympathy for sole parents, an attitude which helps to uphold the myths explored in 
this report. Despite a considerable growth in understanding of the disadvantaged 
position of sole parents and the problems they face in entering the labour market, 
many people continue to believe these myths and to blame sole parents for their 
situation.

Originally the research was designed  ̂to cover three areas:
* to examine in statistical terms the existence of teenage single mothers as a group, to 

consider any changes in this group's character and to relate such changes to other 
social, political and economic factors and in particular to unemployment rates among 
young women;

* to investigate community attitudes towards young single mothers and to assess the 
basis, if any, on which they are founded, and the effect they may have;

* to undertake a general social investigation of young single mothers as a group, to 
elicit their characteristics and circumstances and to assess their vulnerability and 
needs.

The Erst area of concern, the investigation of the numbers of teenage single parents 
and the relationship between changes in their numbers and other factors, was 
approached in a purely statistical fashion. Efforts were made to examine relevant 
material in the literature and to extract the appropriate statistics from the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics' publications, the major maternity hospitals in Victoria, the 
Family Planning Association, the private abortion clinics, the Registrar of Births, 
the Departments of Community Welfare Services and Social Security. It is this area 
which, in this second edition, has been updated with, when available, a further 10 
years of statistics. This now gives a 20 year view of the issue.

The second and third areas were concerned with community attitudes and the 
circumstances of single motherhood and have not been extensively updated. 
Originally these were explored by collecting newspaper and magazine articles 
which reflected attitudes, and by holding discussions with people working in a 
range of agencies and organisations. The agencies are listed in Appendix 1.

In 1980 discussions were also held with 11 teenage girls who were at that time or 
had once been pregnant with an ex-nuptial child. These were unstructured 
interviews which lasted about two hours and covered the background to the 
pregnancy and the circumstances and the experiences of the mother. The number of

2 Labour force or iabour ward



introduction 3

young women was not great, nor were they in any way a random sample, but the 
information they gave was seen as providing valuable illustrative material to place 
alongside the statistical background. Eleven young women were contacted and their 
circumstances are summarised in Appendix 1.2

Attempts were made to find related material in the international literature; at that 
time the United States in particular had produced the most closely related work. 
Relevant aspects of this were introduced as appropriate throughout die report rather 
than being presented in a separate literature review.

No attempt has been made in this second edition to update these interviews, 
however a search of the literature was undertaken so as to update references to more 
recent research that has been completed both in Australia and overseas.

1 See Montague, M (1981) Labour /orce or la&our ward.- M duF a  cAorce young woTwen are 
/nnRfng?, Brotherhood of St Laurence, Melbourne.
2 Pseudonyms are used throughout this report.



chapter 1 !s there a teenage 
baby boom?

There has long been the impression in certain sections of the community that 
Australia is experiencing an epidemic of adolescent births and in particular an 
explosion in the number of ex-nuptial births to young teenagers. On close 
examination this view can be exposed as a myth. The rate of ex-nuptial births to 
teenagers is barely different today to what it was 10 years ago and indeed to what it 
was 20 years ago. The actual number of ex-nuptial births to very young teenage 
women under 18 years has in fact decreased over the last 15 years from 4 745 in 
1975 to 3 848 in 1988.

The time period over which the figures were originally scrutinised lor this report 
comprises the 10 years 1969 to 1978. Where possible figures for 1979 to 1988 have 
now been added. In 1980 the reason that the original 10 year time span was chosen 
was because it was in those years that a number of changes had occurred which 
could have had a significant impact on the ex-nuptial birth rate. These will be 
explained in more detail later, but they included more tolerant community attitudes 
to out-of-marriage births, the introduction of a universal social security payment for 
single mothers with dependent children and the increasing availability of 
contraception and abortion. It was also the period which spanned a time of low and 
of high unemployment and was hence seen as an appropriate one over which to test 
the hypothesis.

Tables 1 and 2 set out the actual number of ex-nuptial confinements  ̂ to women 
in the various age groups in the 20 years 1969 to 1988.

These tables demonstrate that over the last 20 years there has been an increase in 
the number of ex-nuptial confinements in every age group. However, the increase 
has in fact been lower among teenagers than it has among other age groups. Women
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Tabte 1 Number and percentage increase in ex-nuptiai confinements by age, Austraiia, 

1969-1978
Year Under 

20 Years
20-24
Years

25-29
Years

30-34
Years

Over 35 
Years

Tota)

1969 7 361 6 514 2 737 1 539 1 263 19414
1970 8 291 6 983 2 963 1 640 1 277 21 154
1971 9 951 8 488 3 685 1 904 1 360 25 388
1972 10512 7 908 3 846 1 858 1 274 25 398
1973 10 022 7 222 3 767 1 787 1 157 23 955
1974 9 556 7 068 3 733 1 762 1 044 23163
1975 9 401 7165 3 991 1 903 1 025 23 485
1976 8 712 7143 4 095 1 891 1 016 22 857
1977 8 796 7383 4 068 1 907 970 23124
1978 9 056 8155 4 275 2 024 1 018 24 528
percentage change over 
the 10 year period +23.0 +25.2 +56.2 +31.5 -19.0 +26.3
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, BlrtAy catalogue V oJSO S.l.

Tabte 2 Number and percentage increase in ex-nuptiai confinements by age, Austraiia, 
1979-1988

Year Under 
20 Years

20-24
Years

25-29
Years

30-34
Years

Over 
35 Years

Totat

1979 9 404 8 759 4 582 21 6 4 975 25 884
1980 9 465 9 806 5 011 2 462 1 073 27 817
1981 10 076 11 031 5 881 2 752 1 200 31 200
1982 10 248 11 862 6 229 3 040 1 285 32 958
1983 10 452 12 755 7211 3 439 1 466 35 646
1984* 9 529 12 477 7159 3 588 1 562 34 629
1985* 9 879 13 847 8 210 41 1 4 1 829 38 275
1986 10 180 14 496 9 096 47 1 6 2 064 40 950
1987 10 348 15 221 10 099 5 303 2 377 43 806
1988 10 472 16 189 11 119 5 818 2 637 46 768
percentage change over 
the 10 year period +11.4 +84.8 +142.7 +168.9 +170.5 +78.6
*  Abnormal delays in the registration process in the New South Wales Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages 
resulted in lower than expected figures in 1984 and then higher than expected figures in 1985 when the backlog 
was being made up.
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Br'rt/n catalogue IVoJSOS.l

in their late 20s and early 30s have had significantly higher increases in their 
ex-nuptial confinements than have teenagers. An interesting change appears for 
women over 35. In the 10 years to 1978 the number of ex-nuptial confinements to 
these women declined by 19 per cent. In the next 10 years to 1988 they experienced 
the greatest percentage increase of 170.5 per cent (although the numbers still remain 
relatively small). One could speculate on the reasons for this including the effect of 
the Women's Movement on the career and marriage patterns of these "post-war 
baby boom" women.

These tables also indicate that the proportion of all unmarried mothers who are 
teenagers has declined over the past 20 years. In 1969 37.9 per cent of unmarried 
mothers were teenagers, in 1978 38.5 per cent were and in 1988 only 22.4 per cent 
were.



A word of caution does need to be sounded here: an ex-nuptial confinement does 
not necessarily reflect the fact that the mother is without a partner, or is living alone. 
The last 20 years have seen a good deal of change in community attitudes to 
marriage, and deleft? partnerships. It is suggested that the terms "ex-nuptial" and 
"out-of-wedlock", will, if they have not already, become redundant, and statistics on 
births will need to be framed or reported in some other way.

Finally, the small overall rise in the number of teenage ex-nuptial confinements 
includes a few rises and falls over the 20 years. Most notably these were: a rise to 
the early 70s, then a decline to the late 70s, followed by a rise to the early 80s, a 
slight fall and then indications of a rise again in the late 80s.

Before turning to a comparison of these figures on confinements with the 
statistics on unemployment, abortion and contraception, let us first pursue the 
question of whether the change in the numbers of teenage ex-nuptial confinements 
does in fact have a great significance and does indicate some kind of "boom" in 
teenage pregnancy.

In order to determine whether these overall increases in numbers indicate a 
radical change in the trends of conception and confinement of teenagers the rate of 
ex-nuptial conception and confinement must be examined. Age specific ex-nuptial 
confinement rates can be expressed in two different ways: firstly ex-nuptial 
confinement can be seen as a proportion of the total confinements in a specific age 
group and, secondly, the rate can be expressed as the number of ex-nuptial 
confinements per 1000 women in a specific age group. Both of these will be 
considered for they reveal different aspects of the phenomenon under scrutiny.

Looking first, then, at ex-nuptial confinements as a proportion of the total 
confinements in specific age groups, the figures for both 10 year periods reveal a 
very significant rise in the proportion of ex-nuptial births to teenagers, a much 
greater rise than is evident for any other age group.

Tables 3 and 4 demonstrate that there have been significant increases in the 
proportion of ex-nuptial confinements to teenagers and women in their early 20s

6 Labour force or tabour ward

Table 3 Ex-nuptia) confinements as a proportion of tota) confinements by age, Austratia, 
______  1969-1978 (%) _____ ______ _____
Year Under 

20 Years
20-24
Years

25-29
Years

30-34
Years

35-39
Years

40+
Years

1969 28.3 7.5 3.6 4.1 5.7 7.4
1970 30.1 7.8 3.7 4.4 5.9 7.7
1971 32.5 8.7 4.3 4.9 6.2 8.3
1972 34.8 8.8 4.4 5.0 6.9 7.8
1973 36.3 8.6 4.5 5.3 7.2 8.2
1974 36.6 8.6 4.3 5.1 7.1 8.9
1975 39.0 9.4 4.7 5.7 7.8 9.2
1976 40.4 9.7 4.9 5.6 8.5 9.0
1977 43.6 10.4 4.9 5.1 7.8 10.3
1978 47.6 11.9 5.1 5.1 8.1 10.1
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, B M ts cofo/ogMa M?-?307.i
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Tabie 4 Ex-nuptia! confinements as a proportion of totai confinements by age, Austraiia 
__________ 1979-1988 (%)
Year Under 20 

Years
20-24
Years

25-29
Years

30-34
Years

35-39
Years

40+
Years

1979 51.6 13.3 6.7 5.3 7.6 10.1
1980 53.8 14.8 6.1 5.7 8.0 11.2
1981 56.6 16.1 6.7 5.9 8.3 11.8
1982 59.1 17.6 7.0 6.3 8.1 10.9
1983 62.8 18.9 7.9 7.0 8.8 12.6
1984 65.6 20.0 12.1 5.8 9.3 11.5
1985 68.3 22.0 8.7 7.5 9.8 12.1
1986 71.5 24.8 9.7 8.5 10.3 15.0
1987 74.4 27.7 10.7 9.2 11.3 14.0
1988 75.5 30.7 11.8 9.6 11.7 15.2
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, BrMts caM/ogue No JSO f .B.

and by implication a comparable drop in the proportion of nuptial confinements. 
Thus in 1969 only 28.3 per cent of births to teenagers and 7.5 per cent to women 
aged 20 to 24 were outside marriage, compared with 75.5 per cent and 30.7 per cent 
respectively in 1988.

These tables are usefully considered together with the Tables 5 and 6 which give 
details of the proportion of nuptial confinements which occur within the first eight 
months of marriage and which were, therefore, presumably commenced prior to the 
marriage taking place. It can be seen from these tables that there has been a 
considerable drop in the proportion of ex-nuptial conceptions to teenagers which 
result in a nuptial confinement. What we may be seeing, then, is not so much a rise 
in ex-nuptial confinement rate as a decline in the marriage rate of pregnant 
teenagers. This is discussed in the next chapter (see Table 12).

Tables 3 to 6 indicate that fewer teenagers now legitimate a pre-nuptial 
conception before the birth of a child, in fact, one could almost match the rise in the 
number of ex-nuptial confinements to the fall in confinements within eight months

Tabfe 5 Confinements in the first eight months of marriage as a proportion of totai confine
ments by age, Austraiia 1969-1978 (%)

Year Under 20 
Years

20-24
Years

25-29
Years

30-34
Years

35-39
Years

40+
Years

1969
1970 DATA NOT AVAiLABLE

1971 40.9 9.3 1.6 1.0 - -

1972 39.1 8.5 1.5 1.1 0.9 1.0
1973 36.1 7.6 1.4 1.2 1.2 1.0
1974 32.2 6.6 1.4 1.2 1.1 1.3
1975 27.7 5.6 1.4 1.2 1.6 1.4
1976 26.3 5.3 1.6 1.5 1.7 1.9
1977 22.9 5.3 2.0 1.9 2.0 2.5
1978 22.4 5.8 2.0 1.9 2.0 2.3
Source: 1972-1978 data from Australian Bureau of Statistics, Social /ruA'ca/orr n o .2 ,1978. Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, BtrBtr catalogue No.J701.1.
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Tab!e 6 Confinements in the first eight months of marriage as a proportion of totai confine-

ments by age, Austraiia 1979-1988 (%)
Year Under 20 

Years
20-24
Years

25-29
Years

30-34
Years

35-39
Years

40+
Yeais

1979 21.1 4.3 3.0 2.3 3.1 2.1
1980 22.2 7.6 2.7 2.3 3.0 2.5
1981 20.6 7.9 3.0 2.6 2.9 2.4
1982 19.0 8.2 3.2 2.8 3.1 3.6
1983 16.9 7.5 3.1 2.5 2.6 2.7
1984 16.1 7.6 3.1 2.5 3.0 2.9
1985 14.3 7.5 3.0 2.5 3.0 3.2
1986 13.1 7.3 3.0 2.6 3.1 3.3
1987 11.5 7.4 3.0 2.5 3.3 3.3
1988 11.3 7.7 3.2 2.7 3.1 3.5
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Sir;As catalogue A b JJO f .0.

of marriage. This change is striking for teenagers, marginal for those in their early 
20s and minimal for the other groups.
The circumstances of the girls who were interviewed provide a glimpse of the type 
of attitudes young pregnant women expressed in the late 70s and early 80s on the 
subject of a hasty marriage. One said she did not get married because she did not 
want to appear pregnant at the wedding; she lived with her boyfriend on and off but 
despite the fact that the child was then nine months old they had not yet married. He 
had been mainly unemployed and she received the then Supporting Parent's Benefit. 
Another prospective mother said directly that she could not get married because the 
father of the child was unemployed and they had no money. Eileen, whose 
boyfriend was also out of work, found that he expressed no interest in getting 
married when she announced she was pregnant, even though he did get a job soon 
afterwards. Susan and her boyfriend decided to live together first and "see if it 
worked" before getting married. The other seven interviewees expressed no interest 
in getting married. Some went so far as deliberately to exclude the father's name 
from the birth certificate so that he would have no claims on, or responsibilities to, 
the child. The feeling came through strongly from a number of these girls that they 
wanted to have sole rights to the child and marriage did not enter into their plans at 
all.

The next question is, are teenagers getting pregnant outside marriage and staying 
pregnant more often than they used to?

Tables 7 and 8 combine ex-nuptial births and births within eight months of 
marriage to give a total figure of before-marriage conception carried through to 
confinement. (It must be remembered that a large number of out-of-marriage 
conceptions are likely to be terminated by abortions.) This shows that the 
pre-nuptial conception rate of teenagers has declined significantly; where 39 
teenagers out of every 1000 bore a child conceived out of marriage in 1972, only 24 
did in 1978 and 17 in 1988.2 This is in contrast to the patterns of change observable 
for the other age groups, all of which experienced a decline in the 10 years to 1978, 
followed by a rise in the next 10 years to 1988.
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Tabie 7 Pre-nuptiaP conception numbers and rate by age, Austraiia, 1972^-1978
Year Under 20 20-24 25-29 

Years Years Years
30-34 35-39 40+ 
Years Years Years

1972 Number 22167 15 557 5 168 2 280 1 084 325
Rate per 1000 38.8 28.2 10.6 5.9 3.0 0.9

1973 Number 19 638 13 613 4 986 2 190 1 031 287
Rate per 1000 33.8 24.4 9.6 5.3 2.7 0.8

1974 Number 17531 12 494 4 960 2 163 916 269
Rate per 1000 29.6 22.0 9.2 5.0 2.4 0.7

1975 Number 15 924 11 464 5 192 2 315 966 236
Rate per 1000 26.5 20.0 9.2 5.1 2.4 0.7

1976 Number 13 970 11 050 5 412 2 410 986 206
Rate per 1000 22.9 19.2 9.4 5.1 2.4 0.6

1977 Number 13 268 11 167 5 731 2 622 969 221
Rate per 1000 21.3 19.2 10.0 5.2 2.3 0.6

1978 Number 15130 12 151 5 980 2 740 1 044 298
Rate per 1000 24.0 20.5 10.4 5.1 2.5 0.8

"That is, ex̂ -nuptial confinements and confinements within the first eight months of marriage.
"No age bteakdown available prior to 1972.
Source: Australia Bureau of Statistics, Births catalogue IVo.7707.7.

Table 8 Pre-nuptia) conception numbers and rate by age, Austraiia, 1979-1988
Year Under 20 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40+

Years Years Years Years Years Years

1979 13 250 11599 6 626 3 091 1 110 228
Rate per 1000 20.6 19.0 11.2 5.5 2.5 .6
1980 13 369 14 827 7293  3 470 1 187 225
Rate per 1000 20.9 23.7 12.2 6.0 2.6 .6
1981 13 749 1 6 459 8 507 3 955 1 321 268
Rate per 1000 21.6 25.7 14.0 6.5 2.7 .7
1982 13 724 17 449 9 047 4 383 1 482 287
Rate per 1000 21.7 26.5 14.6 7.2 2.8 .7
1983 13 258 17 847 9 916 4 675 1 571 299
Rate per 1000 21.2 26.9 15.8 7.6 2.8 .7
1984 11 871 17 231 9 912 4  838 1 756 295
Rate per 1000 18.9 25.9 15.5 7.8 3.0 0.6
1985 11 942 18 552 11 060 5 761 2 043 330
Rate per 1000 18.7 28.0 17.0 9.2 3.4 0.7
1986 12 051 18 762 11 893 6177 2 260 405
Rate per 1000 18.3 28.6 17.8 9.8 3.6 0.8
1987 11 953 19 268 12 946 6 739 2 588 463
Rate per 1000 17.6 29.6 19.0 10.4 4.1 0.9
1988 12 038 20 267 14 174 5 984 2 820 505
Rate per 1000 17.4 31.2 20.4 9.1 4.4 0.9
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Births caM/ogue N oJJO i.O  and &timotcd resident population catalogue

These two tables indicate that not only has the overall number of babies conceived 
ex-nuptially to teenagers declined between 1972 and 1988 but also the rate of 
conception per 1000 teenagers. Thus the numbers have almost halved from 22 167 
in 1972 to 12 038 in 1988, with a commensurate decline from 38.8 per 1000 to 17.4 
per 1000. The changes have been nowhere near so significant for any other age 
group.



The next two tables (9 and 10) supply statistics on the rate of confinements per 
1000 women in specific age groups. This provides supplementary data to tables 7 
and 8 which showed ex-nuptial conception rates. As can be seen the ex-nuptial 
confinement rate of teenagers has barely changed over the 20 year period; 
contrasting with the significant upward trend in ex-nuptial conception rates.
Tabte 9 Ex-nuptia! confinement rate: number of ex-nuptia) confinements per 1000 women
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in specific age groups, Austraiia, 1969-1978
Year Under 20 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40+

Years Years Years Years Years Years

1969 13.6 12.9 6.7 4.2 2.5 0.9
1970 15.0 13.3 6.9 4.3 2.6 0.9
1971 17.4 15.3 8.2 4.7 2.7 0.9
1972 18.1 14.3 7.8 4.5 2.6 0.8
1973 17.0 15.6 7.2 4.2 2.3 0.7
1974 15.8 12.4 6.8 4.0 2.1 0.6
1975 15.4 12.4 7.0 4.2 2.0 0.5
1976 14.0 12.4 7.1 4.0 2.0 0.5
1977 13.9 12.7 7.1 3.8 1.9 0.5
1978 14.2 13.8 7.4 3.8 2.0 0.5
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Btrfitr co/o/ogue No-3307.7.

Table 10 Ex-nuptia! confinement rate: number of ex-nuptiai confinements per 1000 women
in specific age groups, Austraiia, 1979-1988

Year Under 20 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40+
Years Years Years Years Years Years

1979 14.6 14.3 7.7 3.9 1.8 0.5
1980 14.8 15.7 8.4 4.2 1.9 0.5
1981 15.8 17.2 9.7 4.6 2.0 0.5
1982 16.6 18.0 10.0 5.0 2.0 0.5
1983 16.7 19.2 11.5 5.6 2.2 0.6
1984 15.1 18.8 11.2 5.8 2.3 0.5
1985 15.5 20.9 12.6 6.6 2.6 0.6
1986 15.5 22.1 13.6 7.4 2.8 0.7
1987 15.2 23.4 14.8 8.2 3.2 0.7
1988 15.2 24.9 16.0 8.8 3.5 0.7
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Catalogue M u .3201.0 atui 3307.0.

These tables clearly indicate that over the last 20 years there has not been a 
significant overall rise in the rate of ex-nuptial confinements for teenagers. This is 
in contrast to the other age groups particularly those in their 20s and early 30s 
which have experienced quite significant rises. For teenagers, over this period there 
have been some fluctuations in die rate: there was a rise peaking in the early 1970s 
followed by a slow decline for women of all ages until 1978, this was followed by a 
rise to the early 80s followed by a steady rate until today. The extent to which these 
changes are related to any other factors is explored in Chapter 3.

So what does all the information in these tables mean? It seems to give the basis 
from which three major conclusions can be drawn.



* In 1972,39 teenagers per 1000 bore a pre-nuptially conceived child; in 1978,24 per 
1000 did; in 1988 17 per 1000 did.

* In 1969, just over 13 teenagers in every 1000 had an ex-nuptial child; in 1978 14 
teenagers in every 1000 had one; and in 1988 15 in every 1000 had an ex-nuptial 
child.

* In 1969,28 out of every 100 babies bom to teenagers were bom outside marriage; 
in 1978,48 of every 100 babies were bom outside marriage; in 1988 75 of every 100 
babies were bom ex-nuptially.

This then poses the question of how the ex-nuptial confinement rate of teenagers 
can have remained the same while the proportion of out-of-marriage to within 
marriage confinements has risen. It appears that the nuptial confinement rate has 
declined as the ex-nuptial rate has stayed the same (in 1969, 33 of every 1000 
teenagers had a nuptial child, in 1978 only 16 per 1000 and in 1988 only 5 per 1000 
did). At the same time, the overall confinement rate for teenage girls has declined 
from 49 per 1000 in 1969 to 30 in 1978 and to 20 in 1988. Thus, about the same 
proportion of teenagers are having out-of-marriage babies now, at the same time as 
a decreased proportion of teenagers are having babies at all.
Summary of basic statistica! evidence
The evidence presented here provides the ammunition with which to explode some 
of the myths about teenage parenthood.

Firmly: there has not been a dramatic increase in the proportion of teenagers who 
are having ex-nuptial children over the past 20 years, in fact the increase has been 
minimal.

Secondly: proportionately fewer teenagers are bearing pre-nuptially conceived 
children than did so 10 or 20 years ago.

Underlying these two clear statements are a number of other supplementary 
conclusions which can bear reiteration.

Firmly: the overall confinement rate (nuptial and pre-nuptial) for teenagers has 
declined over the last 20 years.

Secondly: teenagers who bear a pre-nuptially conceived child are now more 
likely to remain single rather enter into a premature marriage.

Thirdly: although the actual number of teenagers experiencing an ex-nuptial birth 
has gone up, it has risen much more slowly than the number of women in other age 
groups bearing an ex-nuptial child.

FoMrddy: teenagers are now a smaller proportion (22.4 per cent) of all unmarried 
mothers than they used to be 10 years ago (38.5 per cent) or 20 years ago (37,7). *

!s there a teenage baby boom? 11

* Confinements are the number of pregnancies resulting in the birth of one or more children. 
2 This does not of course necessarily reflect an overall lowering of the pre-nuptial 
conception rate for it fails to take account of those pregnancies resolved through 
termination. Figures from South Australia are available for those 17 years and below and are 
given in Table 11.



chapter Ex-nuptia!
conception and 
confinement

In the previous chapter the general statistical picture was established. In this chapter 
the available information is scanned to determine the extent to which it can help to 
explain the trends or patterns of teenage parenthood.

A number of factors can be suggested as to why teenagers are not giving birth to 
children conceived outside marriage as often as they used to, and why babies are 
bom ex-nuptially at about the same rate as they were 10 and 20 years ago. 
Teenagers may be less sexually active now than they were 10 or 20 years ago. They 
may be more efficient in obtaining and using contraceptives. Teenagers who 
become pregnant may be choosing different options outside of marriage to the ones 
they chose 10 or 20 years ago, for example, more could be living in a de ,/acfo 
relationship.
Sexua/acfMfy
The evidence seems to point to an increase in sexual activity among teenagers 
rather than a decrease. American research certainly confirms this. In her detailed 
review of research into adolescent sexuality, Chilman (1980) concludes that:

Trends in rates of adolescent pre-marital intercourse appear to have increased even more 
sharply than those of petting in recent years, with a clear and continuing rise since about 
1967. This is particularly true for white females, (p.133)

She cites figures giving a rise of pre-marital intercourse rates for white females of 
about 300 per cent between 1967 and 1974, and of 50 per cent for white males. In 
another article, Chilman (1979) estimates that about half of today's youth are



sexually active by the time they are 18, and about 75 per cent by the age of 21. 
Zeinik (1972) found that 35 per cent of unmarried teenagers interviewed in 1976 
had experienced sexual intercourse, as compared to 27 per cent of a comparable 
group in 1971. He later reported in 1979 (Zeinik et al. 1979) that 66 per cent of 
teenagers were sexually active by the age of 19.

What Australian evidence there is confirms this picture. Hepburn (1979) reports 
that an unpublished study done in 1978 by the Family Planning Association of New 
South Wales found that 47 per cent of Year 10 students in a Sydney school (15-16 
year old boys and girls) admitted to having experienced sexual intercourse. Bell 
(1974) and Leeton (1975) surmised that the then young Australian women had 
higher rates of pre-maiital coitus and had their first experience at a younger age 
than had older women, a finding confirmed by Wainer (1979). She reports that, of 
abortion seekers in 1973, 79 per cent of teenagers had first coitus at 17 years or 
younger, compared with only 37 per cent of women in their 20s and 29 per cent of 
women in their 30s. Szirom (1988) reviews the overseas and Australian literature on 
sexual activity of young people confirming that rates of pre-marital sexual 
intercourse continue to increase especially for young women.
Co/7fracepf/on
It does appear therefore that teenagers are more sexually active than they used to be. 
If this is so and their rate of ex-nuptial confinement has not gone up, then teenagers 
may be more efficient at preventing unwanted pregnancies.

Again, there is a paucity of appropriate Australian data. Contraceptive advice 
was not freely available prior to the 1970s*, and it was only in the early years of that 
decade that Family Planning Associations were established throughout Australia 
and local clinics were opened.  ̂ Figures from the Family Planning Association 
Clinic in Melbourne which opened in 1973 and their Action Centre for teenagers 
which started in 1976 show a marked increase in young people's attendance to the 
point where over 200 teenagers a month were seeking contraceptive advice by the 
late 70s. There is some indication that women with unwanted pregnancies are at 
least attempting to use contraceptives to a greater extent than they used to. Wainer 
(1979) reports that of the teenagers approaching the Melbourne Fertility Control 
Clinic for a pregnancy termination some 74 per cent admit that they did not use any 
form of contraceptive at all at the time of conception.(Incidenta!ly this was also true 
for 64 per cent of women in their 20s). Treloar and Snyder (1977) give similar 
figures (74.9 per cent) for under-21-year-olds seeking abortion at Sydney's Preterm 
Clinic in 1974. This seems to be a rather low level of contraceptive use, but earlier 
studies show an even higher rate of non-contraception (Connon (1971) gives a 
figure of 82 per cent, Connon (1973) 77 per cent, Miller (1973) 87 per cent). More 
recent work suggests slightly higher levels again of contraceptive use. Siedlecky 
(1978) found in her Melbourne survey that ... "only about one-third of never 
married sexually experienced males and one-half of females always use some 
precautions and around 10 per cent.... often take a risk", (p.66). A survey by Do%y
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magazine in 1983 brought in a response from over 6000 women. They reported that 
only 28 per cent of sexually active 11 to 13-year-olds were not using any form of 
contraception, 24 per cent of sexually active 15-year-olds and 14 per cent of 16 to 
17-year-olds. Kovacs et al. (1986) reported on results from a survey of 460 
teenagers attending the Action Centre of the Family Planning Association of 
Victoria. Seventy eight per cent were sexually active and 52 per cent used 
contraception at the first time of intercourse. The evidence is not conclusive but 
does seem to indicate slightly higher rates of contraceptive use, they are however 
still relatively low at around 50-60 per cent.

All of the girls interviewed for this study in 1980 had some knowledge of and 
access to contraception, but a large number either deliberately misused it or were 
vague and inconsistent in their usage. It appears both from the responses of these 
young women and from other research in the area that it is often lack of motivation 
or lack of a sense of being able to take control of one's life as much as lack of 
knowledge which is responsible for poor contraceptive use.
Aborf/on
The opportunity to terminate an unwanted pregnancy has also increased 
considerably over the last 10 years or so .̂ Estimates of the number of abortions 
vary considerably as South Australia is the only state which officially records all 
abortions. Leeton (1975) estimates that there were around 20 000 abortions induced 
in 1970. Hepbum (1979) reports that an analysis of Medibank claims for 1976 
reveals that refunds were made for 50 000 abortion procedures and comments that 
this figure is well below the true incidence as it omits those not claiming a refund, 
claims made on private insurance funds and scheduled items such as D and C 
(dilation and curettage, 130 000 claims) which may or may not be associated with 
spontaneous or induced abortion.

In Melbourne the Royal Women's Hospital opened a Pregnancy Advisory 
Service in 1975 which saw 49 women in its first five months. In the same months of 
1977, 354 women came to them seeking terminations and in 1979, 500 did. Table 11
Tabte 11 Teenagers and abortions notified: South Austratia, 1971-1987
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Year Iota! no. Number under 
20 years of age

Percentage under 
20 years of age

1971 2519 663 26.3
1972 2 672 746 27.9
1973 2 833 867 30.6
1974 2 852 804 28.2
1975 2 916 799 27.4
1976 3216 1 024 31.8
1977 3 590 1 161 32.3
1983 4 034 1 109 27.5
1984 4 091 1 122 27.4
1985 4 081 1 019 25.0
1986 4 323 1 128 26.0
1987 4 227 1 028 24.3
Source: Sour/t AtMrra/M/! %<rr RocA, 1988.



shows the South Australian abortion figures and indicates that there has been a 
growth in the total numbers performed, but that the proportions of women under 20 
having abortions has remained the same at around one quarter of the total.

It is not easy to get a nation wide picture of the changing rates of contraceptive 
use and pregnancy termination. Siedlecky (1985-1987) has attempted to extrapolate 
on the South Australian figures, combining these with the data given in the 
literature over the last 30 years. She claims on this basis that the dropping overall 
birthrate for teenagers between 1971 and 1985 can be attributed on a two-thirds 
basis to better contraceptive use and on a one-third basis to an increase in abortion 
rates.
Marr/age
A further change in behaviour could account in part for the unchanging ex-nuptial 
confinement rate and the declining nuptial rate; this is, that fewer of those 
premahtally pregnant now marry. Evidence for this is shown clearly in Tables 5 and 
6.

In 1971, the first year for which these figures are available, 41 of every 100 
babies bom to teenagers were conceived outside, but bom within, marriage. By 
1978, only 22 of every 100 babies were conceived outside, but bom within 
marriage. By 1988 the figures were only 11 out of every 100 babies. Tables 3 to 6 
indicate that the proportion of children bom ex-nuptially has gone up over the last 
20 years from 28 per cent in 1969 to 47 per cent in 1978 and 75 per cent in 1988, 
almost matching the decline in the proportion bom within eight months of marriage. 
This would seem to indicate a reduction of the pressures on a young girl to marry 
and to "legitimate" her pregnancy, and a tendency to continue on ex-nuptial 
conception through to an ex-nuptial birth.

Census figures on first marriage rates indicate a steady rise until the mid-70s, 
from then they have declined to the present day rate of just under 13 per 1000 
teenagers marrying in 1988.

Ex-nuptia! conception and confinement j  5

Tabfe 12 First marriage rates° for teenagers and women in their 20s, Australia, Census 
years, 1947-1988

Age 1947 1954 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 1986 1988
15-19 49.1 57.7 56.7 61.5 72.4 50.9 31.8 15.2 12.9
20-24
a r.-- iru-tn „

222.4 267.1 266.3 272.0 293.1 198.4 147.5 112.0 99.9
"  Per 1000 mid-year population of single persons at each age.
ScHrces: 1947-1981: A BS, Marriage Ca/a/agae, 1984, No.3306.0, Table 5.1986-1988: ABS, Marriage Cara/ogae, 
1988, No.3306.0, Table 6.

St/mma/y
We therefore seem to have a situation where, on the one hand, certain changes have 
occurred or are occurring which could lead to an increase in the level of ex-nuptial 
confinement among teenagers: increasing and earlier rates of sexual activity; 
decreasing pressures to marry and a lessening of the social pressure to legitimate a 
pregnancy through marriage. On the other hand, certain changes are occurring 
which could lead to a decrease in the level of ex-nuptial confinement to young
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women: increasing availability, knowledge and use of contraceptives and of 
abortion. In a sense, then, one would not necessarily be surprised to find that these 
countervailing changes may have cancelled each other out resulting in an 
unchanging ex-nuptial confinement rate.



chapters Outcomes of 
ex-nuptia! births

A young, pregnant unmarried woman who intends to cany her child to term is faced 
with a number of options. She can give the child up for adoption, she can marry the 
father of the child or another man after the birth of the child, she can live in a stable 
or unstable dg /aero or group relationship, she can remain single and live 
independently or return to her family. If she keeps the child and remains single she 
can return to work or school and arrange for the child to be cared for during the day 
by family, friends or professional child carers, or she can attempt to live on the Sole
Tabte13 Number of adoptions, Australia, 1968-1977 and 1979-1985*
Juiy-June 1968-69 6 453

1969-70 7 355
1970-71 8 113
1971-72 9 464
1972-73 8 151
1973-74 6 291
1974-75 5 384
1975-76 4 990 (provisional figures only)
1976-77 5 188 (provisions) figures only)
1979-80 2 718
1980-81 2 872
1981-82 2 805^
1982-83 2 884
1983-84 2 560
1984-85 2 045°

*The pre and post 1979 Egures may not be strictly comparable as statistical collection methods have changed. 
°  NSW Egures not included, 
c  Figures from 1979 include adoptions by relatives.
&?Krcas:1968-1977: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Socta/ /ndtcaiorF, N o .2 ,1978, Table 6.19.
1979-1985: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Adoptions, Aastrah'a, No.4406.0, Tables 6  and 9.
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Tabte 14 Births and adoptions" at the Royai Women's Hospitai, 1969-1979
Year Iota)

deiiveries
Ex-nuptia!

births
Ex-nuptia) 
births as" 
% of tota) 
deiiveries

Adoptions
arranged

Adoptions 
as a % of 
ex-nuptiai 

births
1969 7 549 1 398 18.5 333 23.8
1970 8 008 1 506 18.8 382 25.4
1971b 8 325 1 463 17.6 400 27.3
1972 7 787 1 568 20.1 344 21.9
1973 7 033 1 198 17.0 217 18.1
1974 6 986 1 076 15.4 163 15.1
1975C 6 699 923 13.8 124 13.4
1976 6 615 829 12.5 122 14.7
1977 6 272 774 12.3 84 10.9
1978 6 269 791 12.6 60 7.6
1979 6 155 762 12.4 54 7.1
"The proponion of adoptions to ex-nuptial births is a rough guide only, see notes b and c*.

*̂In this year the hospital began to arrange adoptions of children of married as well as unmarried women.
**In this year the hospital began to arrange adoptions for an unspecified number of babies channelled to them 
through the then Social Welfare Department, now Community Services Victoria.
Source: Royal Women's Hospital records.

Parent's Pension. The likelihood of her making any one of these decisions may have 
altered over the last 20 years; each one of these options will be examined in turn to 
ascertain if this is in fact what has happened.
Adopt the ch/Vd oot
The available figures on adoptions show a similar pattern to those on ex-nuptial 
births —  they rose until 1972 and since then have declined. See Table 13.

Since 1979 we have access to data on the proportion of these children who were 
bom ex-nuptially and it ranges from 92 per cent in 1979 to 89 per cent in 1985. The 
children who are adopted out are, however, a very small proportion of all the 
children bom ex-nuptially (see a comparison of Tables 1 and 2 and Table 13).

Some figures are available for the 1970s from the Royal Women's Hospital in 
Melbourne which allow us to gain a rough indication of the relative changes in birth 
and adoption rates in that decade.

The conclusions which can be drawn from this have to be tentative, but it does 
appear from both Australian adoptions and those arranged through the Royal 
Women's Hospital that 1971-1972 was a peak period and there has been an overall 
decline since that time. It seems probable that there is a relationship between this 
decline and the introduction of the then Supporting Mother's Benefit in mid-1973. 
Prior to this time, each state had its own arrangements regarding income security for 
unmarried mothers; these varied considerably, but all of them resulted in low and 
inadequate incomes. Again, the fact that the decline in adoptions occurred about the 
time the unemployment situation began to worsen may indicate some relationship 
between the two trends.
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M any fde pufaf/ve father or other mate
There is no clear source of information about how frequently this option is chosen 
by mothers of ex-nuptial children in Australia, nor at what stage in their career. 
American research on teenage motherhood indicates that being an unwed adolescent 
mother does not necessarily stand in the way of future marriage. Furstenberg 
(1976), Sauber & Corrigan (1970), Bowerman, Irish & Pope (1966) and Cutright 
(1973) all come to this conclusion and a national sample of 15 to 19-year-olds, 
Zelnik & Kantner (1974), found that 21 per cent of women who had an ex-nuptial 
first confinement married after the birth.

Two Australian States have aggregated figures from 1968 to 1979 on the number 
of parents of ex-nuptial children who legitimated the birth by subsequent marriage 
(see Table 15), but this gives no indication of the number of marriages between 
mothers of ex-nuptial children and other males. It was not possible to update this 
table as the statistics are no longer collected by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

Tab!e 15 Legitimations(a) of ex-nuptiat births: South Austratia and Queensiand, 196'8-1979
Year South Austratia 

%
Queensland

%
1968 15.4 13.8
1969 17.2 15.6
1970 18.8 13.4
1971 18.9 15.6
1972 16.4 14.6
1973 15.5 12.3
1974 16.2 13.3
1975 16.8 13.3
1976 19.6 14.2
1977 19.5 16.7
1978 - 16.0 DNA
1979 13.2 DNA

as the lawful issue of the marriage.
.Scarce: Australian Bureau of Statistics, # M ts Saa/A Australia an4 Qaecae/a/af, catalogue Alas. SS07.4 anti SSOf .<5.

This table indicates that, although there have been changes in the proportion of 
legitimations, no significant trend emerged in the 70s which can either be linked to 
the introduction of the Single Mother's Benefit or to changes in unemployment 
rates'*. It appears that in any one year between one in 10 and two in 10 ex-nuptial 
births were likely to be legitimated.
Live in stable or unstable de facto or group situation
Again, we have few longitudinal Australian data in this area. American census data 
reveal that in 1970, 50 times as many men and 16 times as many women aged 18- 
24 were reported as living together without a legal marriage compared with the 
number in 1960, and this increased as much again between 1970 and 19743. An 
ABS survey in 1982 gives us a few figures. Of 15 to 19-years-olds 7100 males and 
2100 females were living in a yhctc marriage relationship. Twenty to 
24-year-olds showed much higher figures with 41 400 males and 50 100 females



living in this way. (AB5 puMcafiow .4777.0 PopufafioH 7954, a
5r<arzlyK'ĉ 7 Pro/i'/g.)

Given the evidence which indicates that non-marital unions between individuals 
are becoming more common and more accepted in the eyes of society and the 
obvious implications this may have for family policy, income security and even 
housing and employment policy, it is important that more accurate statistics are 
collected on such unions.
Remain S/np/e
It is sometimes assumed that many more women, and adolescents in particular, 
remain single nowadays when they become pregnant and that the introduction of a 
social security payment to single supporting mothers is hugely responsible for this. 
We have already seen that marriage rates have declined significantly over the last 
intercensal period, and that "shotgun marriages" of premaritally pregnant women 
have also declined. The introduction of the Supporting Mothers' Benefit in June 
1973 resulted in fairly large numbers of women receiving a payment. Unfortunately, 
the way in which the statistics have been published is inconsistent. From 1973 to 
1978 and from 1985 to 1989 figures for die number of social security payments 
granted during each financial year to women in various age groups are available. 
Figures for 1979 to 1984 are not. The available data are presented in Tables 18 and 
19. From 1976 to 1989, the number of unmarried women  ̂ on the payment in the 
different age groups on 30 June is available, but not prior to 1976 (see Tables 16 
and 17). The four tables below summarise the available data. As the social security 
payment to sole parents has changed its name three times in the last 20 years there 
may be some terminological confusion. Efforts have been made to use the name 
current at the time of the statistics with an indication of when the name changed.
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Tabte 16 Unmarried Supporting Mothers' ,̂ beneficiaries by age, Australia, at 30 June, 1976- 
1979

Age 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979
Under 20 b b 4218 4 586 4 921 4 919
20-29 13 040 14 048 16 296 17196
30-39 2 209 2 643 3 257 3 635
40-49 526 539 640 716
50-59 93 92 103 117
60+ - 1 8 2

Totai 13 684 17 365 20 086 21 909 25 225 26 585
**The Benefit was extended to fathers in t977 and its name changed to Supporting Patent's Benefit. 
"A n age breakdown of recipients is not available for 1974 and 1975.
Saurcc: Department of Social Security, Annual StafiMcr.

Tables 16 and 17 detail the number of women there have been receiving the Sole 
Parent's Pension, as it is now named, on 30 June each year. Over the period the 
percentage increase (29.6 per cent) has in fact been considerably lower for 
teenagers than it has for any other age group, and the numbers have remained
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Tabie 17 Unmarried Supporting Parent's beneficiaries" by age, Australia, at 30 June 1980- 

1989
Age 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989" % Change 

1976-89
Under
20 5156 7146 7 373 7 398 6 855 6 510 6 329 5 866 5 622 5 468 +29.6
20-29 18 750 22 312 24 424 26 601 27 674 28 267 28 874 28 358 28 740 28 834 +121
30-39 4 180 4 962 5613 6 338 7016 7 767 8 513 9018 9 632 10 447 +406
40-49 813 941 1 039 1 131 1 252 1 380 1 453 1 568 1 524 1 696 +222.4
50-59 142 151 168 181 192 205 206 203 135 143 +53.8
60+ 4 6 5 5 5 13 10 4 2 2 b
Total
a Tx . .

29 045 35 518 38 622 41 654 42 994 44132 45 385 45 017 45 655 46 590 +131.9
*  Figures for 10/6/89 reflect inclusion of Class A Widows from l/3/89.The Supporting Parent's Benefit became the
Sole Parent's Pension in March 1989.
** Number too small for meaningful percentage change.
Source: Dept of Social Security, C/torocrerishce qfperMtoners— yeoto/e supportirtg porenf herte/ici'ortM by age and

relatively stable and between 4000 and 5500. In contrast unmarried women in their 
30s on the pension have increased from 2000 to 10 500, a rise of over 400 per cent.

These two tables give the figures for the number of women who were granted the 
pension in each of the years. This figure is of necessity lower than the numbers 
actually receiving the pension at the end of each year, as many women continued to 
receive it over a period of years. Again the percentage increase over the period has 
been lower for teenagers than for any other age group (except women in their 50s 
whose numbers are very low).
Table 18 Supporting Mothers' (Parent's)" Benefit granted to unmarried women, Austraiia, 
_________ during the years 1973-1979
Age 1973-4 1974-5 1975-6 1976-7 1977-8 1978-79^
Under 20 5 423 3 256 3 432 3 195 3 268
20-29 8 312 2 909 2 965 2 684 2 992
30-39 1 309 361 387 324 435
40-49 327 79 80 68 60
50-59 69 12 9 12 14
60+ - 1 - 1 1

Total 15 440 6 618 6 873 6 284 6 770 7 713
j*See footnote to Table 16.
"Age breakdown not available for 1978-1979 

Department of Social Security, Annuc/

A number of features emerge from these four tables. Firstly, teenagers are now a 
smaller proportion of all unmarried beneficiaries than they used to be: in 1976 they 
made up 21 per cent of beneficiaries while in 1989 they are a mere 11.7 per cent of 
all beneficiaries. The number of grants made to beneficiaries has increased for all 
age groups, but this has been a much smaller increase for teenagers than it has been 
for any other age group.

Interestingly, the increase has been greatest in the 30-39 group, over twice as 
large as the increase for any other group, which leads to speculation on the 
possibility of there being different influences at work for people in this age group.
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Tabte 19 Supporting Parent's Benefit" granted to unmarried women, Austraiia, during the

years 1980-89
Age 1979

-80
1980

-81
1981

-82
1982

-83
1983 1984 

-84 -85
1985

-86
1986

-87
1987

-88
1988%changeb
-89"

Under
20 4 590 4 818 4 928 4 606 3 838 +17.9
20-29 6 281 7 295 8 204 8 578 8 565 +194.4
30-39 949 1 195 1 509 1 738 1 856 +414.1
40-49 114 141 210 220 224 +183.5
50-59 16 16 23 6 30 -43.5
60+ 24 23 15 12 11 c

Totai 8 198 12 446 12312 n.a. n.a. 11 974 13 488 14 889 15160 15 296 +131.1
"The Supporting Parent's Benefit became the Sole Parent's Pension in March 1989.
b Percentage change taken from 1974, the second year of availability of the benefit so as to allow for the large in
flux of the first year.
* Number too small for meaningful prcentage of change.
Source: Department of Social Security, Statistics.

As mentioned before, one that immediately springs to mind is the consideration that 
changes in values about sex roles and the relevance of marriage may have had more 
impact pn women in their 30s, who may thus have deliberately delayed child 
rearing and eschewed marriage.

It is also worth noting that if a comparison (see Table 20 below) is made between 
firstly, the number of women having an ex-nuptial child each year, secondly, the 
annual increase in the number of unmarried women on the Sole Parent's Pension,

Table 20 Comparison of ex-nuptial confinements, Soie Parent's Pension grants to unmarried 
women, and increase in unmarried soie parent pensioners, Austraiia, 1974-1989

Date Number of 
ex-nuptial 

confinements"

S.P.P. grants to 
unmarried women**

Increase in number 
of unmarried women 

receiving SPP**
1974 23 200 15 440 d
1975 23 510 6 618 3 681
1976 22 873 6 873 2 721
1977 23 134 6 284 1823
1978 24 538 6 770 3 316
1979 25 884 7 713 1360
1980 27 817 8198 2 460
1981 31200 12446 6 473
1982 32 958 12 312 3 104
1983 35 646 n/a 3 032
1984 34 629 n/a 1340
1985 38 275 11974 1138
1986 40950 13 488 1253
1987 43 806 14 889 -368
1988 46 768 15 160 638
1989
a rv .___ i

n/a 15 296 935

"During financial year July - June.
**At 30 June.
"Number not noted as the benefit was introduced in this year so number of grants made is not comparable with 
those made in other years.
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, B/rf/tr catalogue No J J 0 J . J ,  Department of Social Security, Annua/ Sra/ist/cs.



and thirdly, the number of unmarried women who have been granted a Sole Parent's 
Pension each year, then it is clear that only a small proportion of the total number of 
women bearing a child outside of marriage actually receive a social security 
payment from the government. To illustrate this take-1988 as an example; in that 
year there were 46 768 ex-nuptial confinements yet there was only an increase of 
935 in the number of unmarried women on Sole Parent's Pension and only 15 296 
grants to unmarried women were made that year. This gives clear support to the 
suggestion that large numbers of women having ex-nuptial confinements are 
actually living in a partnership or they are in the paid labour force and so are not 
eligible for or do not seek the Sole Parent's Pension.
Su/nma/y
Australia currently lacks any means of accurately reporting on the number of 
women who chose each one of the options discussed above or the number who seek 
a termination when becoming ex-maritally pregnant. There is some evidence given 
in Betts (1980) that unwanted fertility has declined more that wanted fertility. There 
is one small study which gives a tantalising glimpse of what could be known if the 
relevant information was kept. Hartnett (1975) looked at the incidence of pregnancy 
in South Australian girls aged 12 to 17 years. She produces evidence that over the 
three years 1971-1973 the proportion of ex-nuptial conceptions that were terminated 
increased from 39 per cent to 45 per cent. She also shows that changes in the 
decisions made by mothers of ex-nuptially conceived children has led to an 
increasing proportion of unmarried under-17-year-olds keeping their children.
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Tabie 21 Outcomes of ex-nuptiaiiy conceived confinements (under 17-year-oids), South 
Austraiia, 1971-1973a

Outcome 1971
%

1972
%

1973
%

Marriage (1 -8 months) 33.0 35.0 22.0
Adoption 32.0 23.0 23.0
Retention 35.0 42.0 55.0

Totai Number 231 288 311
"Efforts to update these figures to the present day have failed. 
SoMrce: Hartnett (t975) p.23.

These data, however, give no indication of the proportion of single parents who live 
in dg yhcfo relationships. A longitudinal study? completed in New Zealand gives 
details of the circumstances of mothers of ex-nuptial children 10 months after the 
birth. Twenty eight per cent of the 135 mothers had given their child up for 
adoption. Nine per cent married the father of the child and 21 per cent lived with 
him. Two per cent married another man, while 36 per cent remained completely 
unattached (the remaining 3 per cent claimed to be planning to marry either the 
putative father or another man). Clearly, circumstances may be very different in 
Australia and the situation in 1990 may be quite different to that of 1974 (the year



of the study). However it remains interesting that only one-third of mothers 
remained completely unattached to a partner.

The limited number of interviews with a selective sample of Victorian girls 
which were completed for this study in 1980 include young women who had chosen 
or who were in the process of choosing quite a range of different options about how 
they would live. Two lived in de yhcro relationships with their child's father (one 
stable and one unstable) and both hoped to marry later. Two were living at home 
with relatives and one in a hostel until their children were bom and then hoped to 
move into flats on their own. One of these girls planned to marry her boyfriend at a 
later date. Two lived at home with their parents and had no immediate plans to set 
up a separate household. One was firmly established as an independent unit with her 
little daughter, and two pregnant girls planned to give their children up for adoption. 
None o f the women were working or studying, all five of those with children were 
on the then Supporting Parent's Benefit and all five who were pregnant were on 
Special Benefits.
Contusion
The statistical data presented here allow a number of explanatory statements to be 
made to elucidate the factors behind the relatively stable nature of the teenage 
ex-nuptial confinement rate.

Young women are now more sexually active than they used to be, but they are 
also more likely to prevent or terminate an unwanted pregnancy by the use of 
contraceptives or abortion.

There has been a marked decrease in the marriage rate of teenagers between 
1971 and 1988 after a steady rise since the 1940s, and it is tentatively suggested that 
this may be related to rising unemployment over this period, but is almost certainly 
also related to changing attitudes towards marriage and cohabitation.

There is an indication that legitimations of ex-nuptial children by parents who 
marry after the birth have not changed significantly.

Adoption rates have declined since 1973, a time at which a universal social 
security payment became available for unmarried women with dependent children 
and also a period which saw the beginnings of high unemployment rates among 
men and women.

Although significant numbers of single mothers now receive a Sole Parent's 
Pension, the proportion in their teens has actually declined and the rate of increase 
of their numbers on Sole Parent's Pension has been lower for teenagers than for 
women in any other age group.

In any one year, the number of women granted the Sole Parent's Pension is 
approximately one-third of the women who give birth to an ex-nuptial child. Of all 
the women who have an ex-nuptial child, it is clear that only a small proportion are 
receiving the Sole Parent's Pension.

The information is not available which can enable a detailed statement to be 
made about the sort of options women take up once they have had a child outside
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marriage and whether this has changed in recent years. Certainly, fewer give the 
child up tor adoption, fewer marry before the birth of the child, about the same 
proportion legitimate the child after its birth, and more women receive a social 
security payment from the state, but whether there has been a change in the 
proportion of women who keep the child and remain unattached or keep the child 
and live in a stable /hero relationship is as yet unknown.
1 Wilhelm (1974)
2 Apart from the few isolated climes such as that started by the Brotherhood of St Laurence 
in 1969.
2 See McMichael (1972) for the history of the establishment of abortion clinics and changes 
in the law.
** See Chapter 3 for further discussion of employment rates.
5 Reported in Baldwin (1976).
6 These are figures for never-married women. Separated, divorced and some widowed 
women also receive the Sole Parent's Pension, but have not been included in these statistics. 
 ̂ The Society for Research on Women (1979).

s The eleventh interviewee had had four abortions and was not pregnant at the time of 
interview.
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chapter 4 Babies, jobs, and 
benefits

In the previous chapter the changing pattern of the ex-nuptial birth rate over the last 
20 years was examined. This chapter now examines the relationship these patterns 
may have to trends in unemployment rates. Table 22 gives the number of 
unemployed, the rate of unemployment and the rate of labour force participation for 
young teenage women and men in Australia.

In considering this table, it must be remembered that the unemployment rate for 
any group is the number of unemployed expressed as a percentage of the labour 
force (that is, employed plus unemployed) in the same group. The actual number of 
people who are unemployed is, to some extent, unreliable, especially as far as 
women are concerned, for they can define themselves as neither employed nor 
unemployed (that is, engaged in home duties), and thus reduce the numbers 
recorded as unemployed and distort the rate of unemployment. On the other hand, 
unemployment rates for young people may be overstated as they may include 
numbers of people who are in fact studying and yet have been recorded as being 
unemployed.

Table 22 shows that the level of unemployment for teenage girls seems to have 
been steady until 1971, when it began to creep upwards; there was a small dip in 
1973 and then from 1975 a sharp increase, continuing to 1986 followed by an 
irregular pattern of decline.

Table 23 attempts to present in diagrammatic form the extent to which the 
patterns of change of teenage ex-nuptial birth rates may relate to teenage 
unemployment rates. The adoption rate for all women is also included and the years 
of the easing of availability of abortion and contraception and the introduction of 
the Supporting Mothers' Benefit are marked.



Tabie 22 Unempioyment numbers and rates among teenage femaies and males, Austraiia, 
1968-1989
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Year Femaie
15-19 year oids

Mate
15-19 year oids

Number
unempioyed

('000)

Unempioy
ment rate

Number
unempioyed

fOOO)

Unempioy
ment rate

1968 12.2 3.9 9.4 2.9
1969 10.9 3.6 7.5 2.3
1970 11.3 3.6 9.6 2.9
1971 13.1 4.3 10.6 3.2
1972 18.8 5.9 18.6 5.6
1973 15.4 4.9 16.2 4.6
1974 21.6 6.7 17.2 5.0
1975 51.7 15.1 39.5 10.8
1976 52.9 15.8 47.5 12.7
1977 73.1 20.3 62.3 15.8
1978" 62.1 17.2 65.5 16.5
1979b 74.1 20.5 62.3 15.2
1980 70.0 18.9 60.7 14.8
1981 60.5 17.1 45.1 11.2
1982 59.3 17.1 66.1 16.4
1983 78.4 22.2 86.8 23.0
1984 69.4 19.7 85.5 22.1
1985 61.7 17.1 74.0 19.3
1986 73.0 19.5 75.1 18.7
1987 70.6 19.4 73.0 18.1
1988 61.5 16.0 60.9 15.2
1989

— — — -- — ---- ----
57.4 14.6 55.0 12.9

may not be strictly comparable with estimates for post-1979.
b From April 1986 definition of unemployment revised to include persons working l-14hrs/weelt without pay in a 
family business or farm.
Sources: 1968-1979: A BS, 77te Tc&oMr Force AuMro/id, August figures, Cat.No.6203.0, Tables 35 and 36.1980-89: 
A BS, 77te tohour Force Aurtrafid, August figures, Cat. No.6203.0, Tables 10 and 35.

This table is a fairly crude way of comparing the various rates. A number of features 
stand out which are summarised under the headings below.
Adopf/ons, benef/'fs and unemployment
Firstly, as has already been mentioned, adoption figures began to decline at the 
same time as a Supporting Mothers' Benefit was introduced in 1973. Some people 
have claimed that this is a negative aspect of the provision of social security 
payments to unmarried mothers, that the stock of babies for adoption has been 
depleted and so many married women who cannot have children can no longer 
acquire them through adoption. One can, however, take a different view and see the 
fact that unmarried women are no longer forced to give up their babies because of 
the sheer economic impossibility of keeping them as a very positive aspect of the 
introduction of a payment and of the decline in adoptions.
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Tabie 23 Teenage ex-nuptial confinement, young women's unempioyment rates and adop

tion figures, Australia, 1969-88
Year Teenage 

ex-nuptiat 
confinement rate

Teenage women's 
unempioyment 

rate

Adoption
figures

1969 up steady" up
1970 up 1.4 steady up
1971 up 2.4 steady up
1972b steady up 1.6 begins to go down
1973" down 1.1 steady down
1974 down 1.2 up 1.8 down
1975 steady up 8.4 down
1976 down 1.4 steady down
1977 steady up 4.5 down
1978 steady down 3.1 down
1979 steady up 3.3 down
1980 steady down 1.6
1981 steady down 1.8
1982 steady steady
1983 steady up 5.1
1984 down 1.6 down 2.9
1985 steady down 2.6
1986 steady up 2.4
1987 steady steady
1988 steady down 3.4
"Steady —  a movement up or down of per 1000 or less
^Maries the year in which abortion and contraception begin to be more readily available. 
*-Marks the year of the introduction of the Supporting Mothers Benefit.

Adoption figures also began to decline after contraception and abortion became 
more readily available in the early 1970s. This could reflect the fact that young 
women who do not want to keep an ex-nuptial child now have more of a chance of 
avoiding or terminating a pregnancy before the birth and so do not have to seek 
recourse to adoption.

Finally, the fact that adoption figures began to decline as unemployment rates 
began to climb could indicate some kind of link between the two changes. It is a 
little difficult to know whether this is in fact a significant relationship. If it is seen to 
be one on the grounds that in the absence of good employment prospects a young 
woman may opt for a career of motherhood where previously she would have given 
up the child in order to continue an employed career, then this should have had the 
effect of raising ex-nuptial confinement rates. This has not happened. It is more 
likely that the combined effects of the availability of social security payment for 
single women and of contraceptives and abortions have coincided with a time of 
rising unemployment.
BeneMs and bab/es
A second feature which stands out in Table 23 is the fact that the introduction of a 
social security payment does not appear to have been followed by an increase in the 
number of ex-nuptial births, as has been claimed by a number of sources.



Confinement rates actually began to decline at about the same time that the 
Supporting Mothers' Benefit was introduced.

The rationale behind claims of the incentive nature of social security payments is 
based on the relative levels of the Sole Parent's Pension and of Unemployment 
Benefit and the absence of a work test attached to eligibility for the pension. As 
shown below, a young woman is superficially better off in dollar terms on the Sole 
Parent's Pension than on Unemployment Benefit. The figures for average weekly 
earnings indicate how far below them all social security payments tend to be.
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November 1980 July 1989

Unemployed - single
16-18 years $36 per week 16-17 years up to $53 per week

Job Search Allowance, depending on 
parents income

Over 18 years $54 per week 18-20 years $98 per week
Over 21 years $122 per week

Unemployed - married or de/ncfo
No children $ 107 per week No children $215 per week
One child $117 per week One child $215 plus $24 per child under 13

and $34 per child 13-15 years
and $17 per student aged 16-24 not on
Austudy

One child under 6 years 
$82 per week

Sole parent
Basic $129 per week plus child 

payments as above

Under 20 years 
Males $140 per week 
Females $117 per week

Average Weekly Earnings 
Under 20 years 
Males $253 per week 
Females $239 per week

Note: Figures rounded to the nearest dollar

Various authors* and politicians have, on the basis of these sorts of figures, 
suggested that the payment of a social security income to unmarried mothers 
encourages women to have ex-nuptial children. This has usually been proposed in a 
highly judgmental manner, implying a high level of conscious calculation by the 
young woman concerned and a direct causal relationship between the availability of 
payments and the pregnancy. Cutright (1971) attempted to examine this proposition 
in a number of developed countries including Australia and concluded that "our 
analysis of the hypothesis that government programs providing economic security



to families act to stimulate illegitimate fertility found no evidence that would 
support this idea" (p.49).

The work in the United States by Furstenberg (1976), Ross & Sawhill (1975) and 
Moore & Caldwell (1977) all point to the same conclusion. The availability of 
public assistance clearly does not cawse out-of-marriage pregnancy. However what 
this availability may do is affect the decisions a young unmarried women makes 
about the future and circumstances of her pregnancy.

The Australian data presented here would seem to confirm these conclusions in 
that ex-nuptial rates have not increased following the introduction of a social 
security payment, even though child retention rates may have. Despite the decline in 
adoption numbers the proportion of all single mothers who receive the Sole Parent's 
Pension remains low, see Table 20. Even if it could be assumed (which it cannot) 
that grants were only made to new mothers in any one year, then only a quarter of 
single mothers actually receive the payment. Here as elsewhere there does not 
appear to be evidence of a causal link between the availability of social security 
payments for unmarried women and the rate at which ex-nuptial births occur.
Teenage unemp/oymenf and teenage s/ng/e motherhood 
The question of the existence and quality of a relationship between employment and 
fertility has long been a contentious one. A variety of assumptions are made, in 
particular that high unemployment is accompanied by a high rate of ex-nuptial 
births. Factors seen to be associated with this include the view that fewer 
pregnancies are legitimated by marriage because people cannot afford to marry and 
establish a household. Another perspective which is given is that young women 
consciously or unconsciously act to become pregnant and opt to keep the child as an 
attractive alternative to the prospect of joblessness.

This again, as by those who see a causal link between ex-nuptial babies and 
social security payments, has often been presented in a negative and judgmental 
manner implying that the young women should be blamed and perhaps even 
punished for their actions.

If the underlying assumption that there has been a link between unemployment 
and ex-nuptial birth rates is examined Erst, it can be shown that in Australia there is 
no clear statistical evidence of any such relationship. Table 23 shows that the 
teenage ex-nuptial confinement rate rose when unemployment rates were steady in 
the late 60s, began to decline as unemployment rates started to climb in the early 
70s, and have remained steady throughout the late 70s and 80s when unemployment 
rates went up and then began to decline. Confirmation of the absence of a link 
between births and unemployment rates would seem to exist in overseas research. 
Cutright (1971) considered the situation in a number of developed nations and 
found that there was "no relationship between trends in unemployment rates, and 
illegitimacy; nor... relationship between national wealth and illegitimacy rates".

Janowitz (1976) working on illegitimacy rates in the United States found a 
"failure of the female wage and unemployment rate to be consistently and
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significantly related to illegitimacy" (p.493) and this in the context of a country 
which has an income support system similar to that of Australia in that economic 
support is given to unmarried women with dependent children.

The indication is then that y&MMficgMy there is no obvious link between 
unemployment and ex-nuptial confinement rates, either here or in the United States. 
However, smaller-scale studies in America have indicated that poor employment 
opportunities may be seen as related to unmarried parenthood. Presser (1974), Ross 
& Sawhill (1975), Cutright (1972), and Furstenberg (1976) all imply that high 
unemployment rates among young people inhibit marriage for teenage couples, 
even though the girl may be pregnant. Khoo & McDonald (1988) discuss the 
possible relationship between the increase in rfg /oca? couples and in the overall 
ex-nuptial birthrate in Australia and the uncertain economic circumstances which 
make couples hesitate to many.

There seem to be some indications that this could be the case in Australia where 
marriage rates for teenagers have declined significantly since the mid-70s (see 
Table 12). The American authors of the late 70s also indicated that, when good job 
opportunities are not available for adolescent girls and young women, their 
motivation not to have a child may be reduced because alternative roles are not 
available.

The responses of the young women interviewed in the course of this research, 
although admittedly from a very selective sample, would seem to lend some support 
to the findings of these qualitative studies. The results will be discussed in greater 
detail in the next chapter, but, briefly, two of the respondents claimed that they 
could not marry before the birth of the child because both parents were unemployed 
and had no financial resources. One reported that unemployment and a total absence 
of income drove her into prostitution which resulted in a pregnancy. Five had been 
unemployed for most of the time since they had left school and indicated, either 
directly or indirectly, that, once pregnant, they found or had found the prospect of 
motherhood one of a very limited range of alternatives. One 14-year-old had been 
playing truant from school for some time and had no educational or occupational 
aspirations or promise. Another young woman of 17 years had had two jobs since 
leaving school, but being unable to read or write she soon lost them. Joblessness 
among young women and their partners may be one of the factors creating the 
environment within which they are making conscious and unconscious decisions 
about the conception, birth and future of an ex-nuptial child.

It must be emphasised here as it will be again later, that this suggestion is not 
made here in such a way as to place "blame" on the young women but rather to 
explore the structural factors in our society which come into play in influencing the 
lives and, options of these young women.

The overall statistical picture in Australia of little change in teenage ex-nuptial 
confinements may thus cover less obvious and more difficult to detect internal 
changes. It is suggested that even though recorded ex-nuptial confinement rates for
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teenagers have not changed significantly the situation in which these confinements 
take place may have. Similarly, it is possible that the overall absence of statistical 
change may mask an internal change in the characteristics of die young women who 
are having and keeping an ex-nuptial child. For example, teenagers from different 
socio-economic backgrounds may react in different ways to the changing social 
climate which allows for different sexual, contraceptive, abortion and marital 
behaviour. As yet, little is known of the extent to which the background of the 
young woman affects her decision about the outcome of a pre-nuptial conception 
and as usual the relevant statistical data to provide an answer to these questions are 
noticeable by their almost complete absence in Australia.
/s soc/a/ c/ass an /mporfanf /acfor ?
In the past the assumption has been that unmarried mothers tend to come from low 
socio-economic backgrounds, but more recent overseas research implies that a 
change is occurring and more women from middle-class families are now becoming 
single parents. Illsley & Gill (1968) give evidence that in the United Kingdom 
"illegitimacy is becoming more frequent in the upper socio-economic groups", a 
finding confirmed by Weir (1970) and Crellin et al. (1971). On the other hand, 
Outright (1973) and Chilman (1980) report that the United States data on the effects 
of socio-economic status are equivocal, but that poverty and racism do seem to play 
an important part in higher rates of pre-marital intercourse and motherhood, lower 
marriage rates and a greater incidence of marriage breakdown.

In 1972 Wilson & Smith (1974) conducted a study of 105 unmarried mothers of 
all ages in New South Wales. Of these 58 had their child adopted, 74 kept their 
babies. They found that "there appeared to be nothing to differentiate die two 
groups of keeping and adopting girls (sic) in terms of age, education, employment 
level and living arrangements" (pl5). Very little other work of this type seems to 
have been done.

Efforts to acquire longitudinal statistics for Australia were fruitless. Neither the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics nor the Registrar of Births could assist; in 1980 
approaches were made to the Queen Victoria and the Royal Women's Hospitals in 
Melbourne in an attempt to ascertain whether they had kept longitudinal records of 
socio-economic data on the mothers of ex-nuptial babies. Such records were not 
kept The few studies of single mothers in Australia are not very helpful on this 
point. Shanmugan and Wood (1970) considered 100 single women who gave birth 
at the Queen Victoria Hospital in 1968: of them, 9 per cent were at school or 
university, 11 per cent were nurses, 38 per cent were unskilled workers, 28 per cent 
were clerical workers and 9 per cent were skilled. A prospective study of pregnant 
adolescents from a Melbourne-based pregnancy support centre will provide useful 
information as it follows 100 young women and their children over five years from 
late 1987 (Littlejohn 1988).

We are even less well informed about whether working-class or middle-class 
women have altered their sexual, contraceptive, abortion or marital habits, or even
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the extent to which women from different classes differ in their approaches. One of 
the few pieces of research on Australian women which took social class into 
account was that done by Wainer (1979). She found some indication of class 
differences among women seeking abortions at a private clinic. On matching 
abortion seekers to the Victorian population she found that tertiary-educated (that is, 
likely to be of higher socio-economic status) women were significantly 
over-represented as clinic users. However, she notes that this does not indicate a 
causal link between higher education and abortion seeking, but rather is consistent 
with the tendency of working-class women to use public hospitals rather than 
private clinics. Data from the Royal Women's Hospital confirm this: there, nearly 
half of those seeking a termination  ̂were either unemployed or working in unskilled 
or semi-skilled jobs. Wainer (1979) also found that working-class single women 
were more likely to think of their pregnancies as shameful, tended to view 
non-marital sex with greater moral indignation and were more anxious to exclude 
others from knowledge of the abortion. It is possible, however, that working-class 
women who have overcome the financial and communication difficulties inherent in 
finding their way to a private abortion clinic are likely to have very strong negative 
feelings about their pregnancy. The difficulties to be overcome are likely to he less 
for middle-class women so they may appear to be less negative in their attitude (that 
is, the finding may reflect the influence of class in access to abortion rather than in 
attitude to pre-marital sexuality and pregnancy)^

Some other overseas but older research upholds this view that women from 
lower socio-economic groups may be slightly more conservative as far as sexual 
intercourse is concerned and, when sexually active, are less likely to contracept 
efficiently. Rainwater (1960) and Lorrimer (1963) noted that a pre-condition for 
family planning is the general belief that one can control one's destiny and plan for 
tomorrow, a belief more likely to be absent for low-income people who feel 
powerless in the face of external forces in society. Cartwright (1970) found that 
"more middle-class mothers use effective contraceptive methods, and they have 
fewer unintended pregnancies" (p.210). On the other hand, some slightly more 
recent American research (Chilman 1980) implies that adolescents from 
low-income backgrounds are tending in larger numbers to become sexually active:

... the life situation, needs for self-expression, the desire to be a real man or woman, and 
the forces of "fate"... there are so few other ways for them to gain a sense of self-expression 
and status. Jobs are in short supply and low in status... schools are apt to be of poor quality 
and education has little demonstrable pay-off in terms of future employment, (p.142)

Schwarz (1984) writes of her experiences with over 700 young people in a 
Community Youth Support Scheme in a low-income Brisbane suburb. She writes 
that the young unemployed person does not have the opportunities of middle-class 
young people "basic aspects of life are not planned. Sexuality is not planned — 
when to have sex, with whom, in what circumstances, what happens if a pregnancy 
occurs —  none of these things are planned". During the 1980s a few Australian
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writers have commented on the possibility of links between unemployment, low 
levels of education and labour market skills, and sexual habits and attitudes. 
Siedlecky (1983, 1985,1987), Wilson (1989), Clark (1985), Resnick (1984), Irwin 
(1984), but as yet there is little rigorous research or any that can provide a 
longitudinal view.

Efforts were made to determine the extent to which pregnancy was a cause of or 
accompanied early school leaving (in the United States, 50 per cent to 67 per cent of 
school drop-outs are pregnant )̂ and whether there was a social class bias in 
evidence. In 1980 the Victorian Education Department expressed surprise that they 
should even, be expected to have such information. In 1990 there was more interest 
and concern from the Department but still no statistics.

It therefore appears that there are not as yet any reliable or extensive data on the 
sexual mores of young Australian men and women, let alone any systematic 
indication that they differ for adolescents from different socio-economic groups. In 
1980 this research provided an Australian based qualitative perspective. It is, 
admittedly, limited information from a very small selective sample, but it does 
present a somewhat different picture from the purely statistical data hitherto 
considered. This material is discussed in the next chapter.

Finally a few comments on the "structural bind" in which adolescents can find 
themselves. The whole question of adolescent sexuality and motherhood is 
surrounded by a mass of contradictory views, attitudes and influences, some of 
which were aptly summarised by Hepburn (1979) and remain largely relevant 
today:

Girls are encouraged to be sexually attractive, and there are few (if any) restrictions on 
opportunities for sexual activity.

Girls are subtly discouraged from being well-informed about sexuality and birth control. 
They are led to think that obtaining such information is premeditated, unfeminine and rather 
nasty —  certainly something that "nice girls don't do".

Obtaining contraceptive services is still a terrible hassle for most young couples.

Young women are placed under a strict obligation not to become pregnant.

As if to challenge such a hypocritical society, 40  per cent of them do!

Ten years later Wilson (1989) also commented:
... these young mothers hold traditional views on the role of women and have very high 
standards for themselves as mothers. That is they conform closely to the dominant social 
values which ... decry abortion and advocate a home-based role for mothers. At the same 
time they are rejected by mainstream society as "welfare bludgers" or selfish kids who 
should relinquish their babies to more materially advantaged adoptive mothers. It is ironic 
that these young women often share the values of their strongest critics. (p20)

Conclusion
This chapter has provided evidence of the presence and absence of statistical 
relationships between a number of factors.
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Adoption rates declined as unemployment rates rose, a change which occurred at 
the same time as a social security payment was introduced for unmarried mothers, 
thus indicating that there is probably a relationship between these three factors.

There appears to be no relationship between the introduction of a social security 
payment for unmarried mothers and ex-nuptial confinement rates, in fact, 
confinement rates began to decline about the time the payment was introduced.

-SYafMK'caJ/y, there appears to be no relationship between unemployment rates and 
ex-nuptial confinement rates among teenagers.

It is possible that an unchanging ex-nuptial confinement rate among teenagers 
may mask a change in the characteristics or background of young women becoming 
single mothers. There is some indication that women from lower socio-economic 
groups are less likely to know or make use of contraceptive or abortion services. 
They may also be more conservative with regard to pre-marital sexual intercourse 
and extra-marital motherhood and yet more vulnerable to both.

It is possible that the level of unemployment among the young may affect the 
environment within which they make decisions concerning the conception, birth and 
future of an ex-nuptial child.

Babies, jobs and benefits 35

i See Hartley (1966) and Senator Shed and Dr Forester Cline as reported in The Age, 8 
(October 1980), Wigmore (1982), Williams (1984) in the Daily Mirror.
3 It must be remembered that in Australia far more women obtain abortions in private 
clinics than in public hospitals. Both types of abortion services are reluctant to divulge their 
figures, but an indication of the difference can be gleaned from the fact that one Melbourne 
public hospital now performs approximately 1800 abortions a year, a number which was 
being completed in seven months in 1973 by one of the private clinics and one which has 
long been exceeded by that clinic.
3 Other studies, for example, MacIntyre (1977), Triseloitis and Lobban (1971), Thompson 
and Aitken-Swan (1973), and Steinhoff (1973) have found that middle-class women are 
considerably more likely to abort pregnancies than working-class women (these results have 
to be seen in the context of restricted, that is not on demand, abortion).
4 Phipps-Yonas (1980), p .414.



chapters Case studies of 
teenage mothers

When the first edition of this paper was in preparation in 1980 interviews were held 
with young, single mothers and young pregnant women, to supplement the 
statistical data presented in the first three chapters. These efforts resulted in 
extended interviews with eleven women, all under 20, all except one were mothers 
or were about to become mothers of ex-nuptial babies. The exception was Penny 
who was included because of her long history of unemployment and her numerous 
abortions.

The interviewees were not randomly selected, they were initially approached by 
workers in a Community Youth Support Scheme group, a community health centre, 
a youth training centre and a maternity home. If they agreed to take part, then a time 
was made and an interview held, which was frequently of two hours' duration. The 
workers who had referred these young women were also interviewed and many of 
their comments are incorporated here where they help to illuminate the 
interviewees' situation. In two cases, the mothers of the young women were also 
interviewed. They proved to have some very strong views on the experiences and 
attitudes of their daughters, as did the boyfriend of one of the young mothers who 
was also present on one occasion. This selective sample provides illustrative but not 
conclusive data and therefore has to be seen in this light only.
Rose
When interviewed Rose had a nine-month-old baby whom she had given birth to 
when she was 17. In theory, she lived alone with her little girl in an eighth floor 
Ministry of Housing flat in Richmond, a long and difficult journey for her from her 
friends and family in West Heidelberg. In practice, her boyfriend (aged 23) and 
father of the child lived with her most of the time. They had a rather tempestuous



relationship and Rose received a lot of support from a community worker who 
"helps a lot when we're having hassles".

Rose was unemployed for the whole of the two years between leaving school and 
becoming pregnant. She was bored at home and was "nagged by me mum". Life 
seemed rather tedious; she used to hang around with friends, go to the local 
Community Youth Support Scheme group and find time lying heavy on her hands. 
She started to hang about with John —  "we couldn't go out like because we didn't 
have any money". She does not "know how it happened" but was quite pleased 
when she found she was going to have a baby. "We was going to get married but 
then I didn't fancy going fat down the aisle, then John was out of a job and we 
couldn't afford it. He's just got one now and we plan to get married in July"!

She seemed to have accepted the fact of her being pregnant as pretty normal, it 
gave her "something to do" and they were going to get married anyhow, but then 
would speak of her little girl as "all I've got" with no mention of John. Rose knew 
of young women who had become pregnant as a response to being unemployed, but 
she thought stronger reasons were "wanting to produce the first grandchild" and "be 
like your friends". She did not try to terminate the pregnancy. "Well, I was quite 
pleased, really, it was better than just being at home all the time with nothing to do; 
me mum was quite happy about it. Dad was ropeable at first, but now he's OK"!

She was living on a Supporting Parent's Benefit at the time of the interview and 
found she managed quite well except when she had to support her boyfriend as 
well. She hated living in the high rise flats, was terrified to go out, found the 
neighbours unfriendly and was pestered by men when her boyfriend was not around 
so she could not go and sit outside with her daughter. The last straw came the week 
before the interview when a woman was found with her throat cut in the laundry 
next to her flat, at which point Rose moved out to her sister's place until the 
Ministry of Housing could find her somewhere else.
Jenny
Jenny was 17, but looked much younger. She was six months pregnant when 
interviewed. Jenny had had a very unhappy and disrupted background, her parents 
were separated and her siblings scattered while she herself lived with an aunt who 
was also a single mother. She had worked and still did in a casual way looking after 
other people's children. She had never had any other job and had been on 
Unemployment Benefit since leaving school.

Jenny said she deliberately became pregnant, in order to "have a life ah of my 
own". In fact, she had been pregnant a couple of other times though she had 
miscarriaged because of kidney trouble. She had been on the pill, but would stop 
taking it every now and then so as to get pregnant. She seemed tq have a fairly 
steady relationship with her boyfriend, but was adamant that she did not want to get 
married. "We're too young. My parents did when they were young and look what.a 
mistake that was". In fact, Jenny seemed not to want the father involved much at all, 
She was looking forward to getting a Ministry of Housing flat to herself (though she
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did not want a high rise one). "I don't want anyone interfering with my baby, I hate 
it when people tell me what to do. Like, I was minding this kid and my aunt kept 
telling me how to change it, well I got fed up. I want a place to be on my own." Her 
pregnancy seemed to be a quest for independence, for some kind of security and for 
something of her own. What she liked doing best in her limited experience was 
baby-minding so she had deliberately designed a full-time career of it for herself.
f//een
The interview was held at Eileen's parents' house where she lived with her parents, 
sister and five-month-old baby. She was 17, unable to read and write and although 
she had had a couple of jobs since leaving school she had lost them as soon as her 
employers found she was illiterate. She spent quite a bit of time at the local 
Community Youth Support Scheme group, but was obviously very shaken by the 
experience of losing jobs so quickly. She was "really rapt" when she started to go 
out with Wayne, a young unemployed man who also went to the Community Youth 
Support Scheme. She was on the pill, but "had a break from it because I thought the 
doctor said I ought to have a break from it". The Community Youth Support 
Scheme worker who knew Eileen well said she suspected that she got pregnant on 
purpose in order to persuade Wayne to marry her and because her prospects of 
Ending and keeping a job seemed so dismal. Eileen herself did not say this. Soon 
after she became pregnant Wayne got a job and stopped seeing her. Eileen's parents 
were so angry that they refused to allow her to put Wayne's name on the birth 
certificate. Eileen stayed at home all day while the other members of the family 
went out to work; she was bored to tears, very overweight and smoked 
continuously. She received $152.00 a fortnight in Supporting Parent's Benefit, but 
said she would like to work. She made contradictory statements about wanting to 
live at home "for ever" and wanting to move into a flat with a girlfriend who was 
about to have a baby. There was obvious conflict between Eileen and her mother. 
They argued, in the interviewer's presence, about who was to do the housework, 
about the father of the child, about Eileen wanting to leave home and about her 
wanting to have a job. Eileen herself seemed to have few plans for the future and 
was rather bored with the present, but did not have any clear vision about what she 
wanted to do.
Susan
Susan was 18 and her baby was two weeks old. She lived in a pleasant but tiny 
privately rented two-bedroom flat with her boyfriend and another woman. Daryll 
was 22 and working as a delivery driver. Susan was very matter of fact in her 
statements about why she had had the baby. She was unemployed on and off for a 
long time before becoming pregnant though she did do a bit of casual child minding 
when she could. "I got pregnant because I didn't want to work. All I could get was 
factory work, I can't stand that. I want to do child-minding work but I can't get that, 
I've no training so I thought I'd have a child of my own!
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Susan told Daryll she wanted to become pregnant. "He was not too keen on the 
idea but was rapt when I actually fell pregnant!" Her parents were "mad at first but 
when they realised Daryll was going to stand by me they were OK." She lived at 
home until she was three months pregnant and then she and Daryll moved in 
together. They didn't get married because "we thought we'd see how things go" if it 
works out we'll probably get married at the end of the year". She said she would 
like to have another child in two years' time hopefully a boy that time, and then no 
more children. In contrast to Eileen she did seem to have thought a certain amount 
about the future and to be fairly clear or at least articulate as to her motives.
Sharon
A very shy, retiring girl of 19, Sharon seemed much younger than she actually was. 
She was still living at home, but hoped to get a Ministry of Housing flat when her 
baby was bom in three months' time. She was terrified of the interview she has to 
have in order to get the flat, but was determined to move from the parental home 
and set up on her own. She was on Unemployment Benefit and had been on and off 
it ever since leaving school three years before. She, like Jenny and Susan, had done 
quite a bit of casual work looking after other people's children, but was doing 
nothing at the moment and was extremely bored at home all day.

Sharon admitted that she wanted to get pregnant, but was very unforthcoming 
about why. Her keenness to leave home seemed to be part of her motivation; she 
had a boyfriend but they "didn't get married because we haven't got any money". 
He too was mainly unemployed with the occasional casual job at odd intervals. She 
knew quite a number of girls in the same position as herself and was looking 
forward to having the child, getting away from home, and having something to 
occupy her time.

She, like many of these young women, seemed to shy away from thinking about 
the future. She had no plans or dreams she could articulate and seemed to get no 
further than her fears of the interview with the Ministry of Housing.
7*er/y
Terry was 14 and nominally still at school when she became pregnant though she 
had actually turned 15 when the baby was bom 10 weeks prior to the interview. She 
had been truanting from school since she was 13 and all her school reports said that 
the sooner Terry could leave school the better. Despite the fact that she was under 
leaving age, the school took no notice when she stopped going completely as her 
pregnancy advanced. Terry said she had been "mucking around with the boys for a 
while. Me mum put me on the pill when I was 14. We didn't talk about it, she just 
arranged it". Terry often stayed away from home and was supposedly at a 
girlfriend's place. "I just didn't get around to taking pills. I'd look at the packet, 
think about taking one and then go off and do something else and forget. I sort of 
knew I was pregnant quite soon but I didn't want to know. The guy I was going 
round with —  he's still at school — well, we split and I met this new guy and I 
didn't want to say anything" Terry continued as if she were not pregnant, going to
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discos, drinking, smoking, taking drugs, mucking about, until her mother suspected 
something, made her go to the doctor who then told her she was five and a half 
months pregnant and it was too late for an abortion.

Even at that stage Terry tried to deny what was happening to her. She resisted 
any attempts to help her understand what was happening to her body, she did not 
change her lifestyle at all, her friends thought "it was great", and "had fun sort of 
showing me off'. She was not going to school anyway, so it made little difference 
in a day-to-day sense. When the child was bom she refused to listen to the nurses 
telling her what was happening. "It was horrible, I just wanted it to be over with", 
and she still did not want to know how babies grow and are bom.

Terry's parents promised to stand by her decision about what she wanted to do 
with the child. There was no question of Terry getting married; she passed a number 
of disparaging remarks about a friend whose "shotgun" marriage had proved 
disastrous, and who was beaten by her husband. Terry's own mother, pregnant at 
16, rushed into a marriage and did not encourage her daughter to do the same thing, 
and Terry had an 18-year-old unmarried sister with a child. Terry's mother was 
interviewed on a separate occasion; she adored Terry's baby and seemed to have 
taken over almost complete management of it. At the same time, she said if Terry 
wanted to leave home she'd have to take the baby with her. She was both angry 
with and supportive of her daughter and very protective of the child, she refused to 
let the father's name be put on the birth certificate, had the child with her most of 
the time and handled her far more than Terry did.

Terry was receiving the Supporting Parent's Benefit and was very indignant at 
the thought of people saying she had a child deliberately so as to get the money. At 
$152.00 a fortnight it was considerably more than she could get on Unemployment 
Benefit ($72.00 a fortnight) which she would not have received until she was 16 
anyway. Her long term denial of her pregnancy and her generally vague and 
unplanned approach to life would seem to uphold this it was very unlikely that she 
would have made such a concrete calculation.

Terry was not working at the time of the interview. Her mother cared for the 
child most of the time so she had returned to the life she led, hanging around with 
Mends, going down to the pub, to discos, to the drive-in, occasionally visiting the 
local Community Youth Support Scheme. She said vaguely she "wouldn't mind a 
job" but had no idea what she could do. Terry gave a general impression of ennui, 
of aimlessness. She appeared to have no aspirations beyond having "a bit of fun". 
She had no plans, was neither unhappy nor contented — she struck one as just being 
alienated. She seemed to have distanced the whole process of having the child from 
herself. When asked about current contraception she was again vague, but 
"supposed" she would have a loop fitted. When asked if the men she had 
intercourse with used any form of contraception, she replied "no, why should they?" 
Nor did she see why the guy should bother to ask if she were protected against 
pregnancy. She had no .concept of expecting the man to accept any responsibility
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nor did she even want him to —  pregnancy was something that happens to women, 
with the emphasis on "happens". Terry seemed to take a very fatalistic view of life 
—  it "happens to you, so you might as well let it".
V/cAy
We talked in her tiny half-house, eating home-made biscuits and interrupted every 
now and then by her three-year-old daughter. Vicky was then 18, she had been sent 
to a Youth Training Centre four years previously for running away from her 
adoptive parents, went to a local high school, but left in mid-Fourth form. Vicky 
was desperately unhappy at home and afterwards had a boyfriend and in fact lodged 
at his parent's home. She decided she wanted to have a baby, she asked her 
boyfriend and he said he didn't want one. She just stopped taking the pill and as 
soon as she was sure she was pregnant she left. The first he knew of the child was 
when the then Social Welfare Department made Vicky take out a paternity suit 
against him.

Vicky's calculated approach to this pregnancy was because she "really wanted 
someone to love me and for me to love that was really mine". She deliberately did 
not tell the father because she did not want him involved. Melissa was her own little 
girl and she did not want to share her with anyone. Vicky did not like anyone to 
give Melissa presents; partly because she did not want her to become accustomed to 
large numbers of consumer items, but partly because she wanted to remain her sole 
benefactor. The father had never paid die $5.00 a week maintenance granted by the 
court, became unemployed soon after that, and was in jail at the time of the 
interview.

Six months after Melissa was bom, Vicky found herself pregnant again and had 
an abortion. She did not want another child, her urge for love had been fulfilled and 
she said she would like to be sterilised, but they would not do it as she was so 
young.

In complete contrast to Terry, Vicky made things happen. She planned ahead, 
buying three-year-old Melissa a grown-up size single bed which she could then take 
with her when she leaves home. She was very conscious of why she had the child 
and three years afterwards felt quite contented with her choice. She had not worked 
since Melissa's birth, but felt that she wanted to go back and study the next year 
when Melissa could go to kindergarten.

She, too, received the Supporting Parent's Benefits and could just manage. Her 
house cost $32 a week, she spent $15 on food, bought only second-hand clothes and 
tried to save something for emergencies —  the simultaneous arrival of the gas and 
electricity bill constituted an emergency. She was planning to move soon, as she 
found living alone increasing lonely. Vicky believed she* did have some personal 
problems and felt very depressed at times. She was trying to trace her-natural 
parents through Jigsaw and was both excited and fearful all at once. She understood 
why she had Melissa, but felt it was an appropriate choice as she would probably 
have acted out her heed for love in some other more anti-social way.
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Penny
This young woman was in a Youth Training Centre when interviewed. She was 19, 
began menstruating at 16 and had had four abortions in the previous three years and 
had been in the Youth Training Centre a number of times and when not there 
alternated between casual waitressing jobs and periods of unemployment

She had a girlfriend who "decided to have a kid because it gets pretty boring on 
the dole, like you get fed up having nothing to do and no money". She herself felt 
that way at times, but then got scared of "being tied down". Penny knew about 
contraception, she had been given a considerable amount of instruction at the 
Training Centre and in the local hospital after each of the abortions. Why didn't she 
use it? "I dunno, I don't think about it. The doctor gives you a big rave about it 
every time you go but I just walk out the door and forget it." "Screwing" among her 
friends was casually done, in the same manner contracepting was not done. The 
young men did not use anything nor did they inquire whether their partner was 
protected. "My guy usually pulls out," said Penny.

She and her friends moved in and out of one another's houses, the women on the 
Supporting Parent's Benefit often living with men who in fact lived off the 
women's benefit. None of them wanted to get married. "What for? It'd just tie you 
down and they haven't got any money anyway".

A subsequent conversation with staff of the Youth Training Centre confirmed 
that many of the girls who were sent there either were or feared they might be 
pregnant, they were erratic in taking the pill and their young bodies usually rejected 
an intra-uterine device (IUD). The nursing staff there felt that the mental antipathy 
to IUDs resulted in bodily rejection. Girls were encouraged to accept and many 
received Depo Provera injections — a long-term hormonal contraceptive the use of 
which is now banned in the United States because of its negative side effects. Many 
of the girls had a strongly negative view of abortion, but many like Penny had had a 
number of abortions and few actually had given birth to and kept the child. How 
much this was due to the pressure of staff at the institution and how much to the 
feelings of the girls was unclear.

A number of contradictions were apparent here (as was true for many of these 
young women). These young women had sufficient motivation not to have a child 
that they accepted a potentially dangerous drug to protect them, but they could not 
remember to take a daily pill. Many of them were ambivalent about the pill and the 
IUD because of what they had heard of their negative side effects, yet they received 
injections of depo provera which were more likely to have undesirable effects. They 
expressed little desire to marry or have a child and therefore be tied down, but they 
were casual in their contraceptive behaviour. They considered abortion to be 
moraHy unacceptable, but many accepted it. This point will be raised again later, 
but it became increasingly clear in the course of this research that it was not only 
these young women in a Youth Training Centre who were muddled in their attitudes 
and actions regarding sexuality, but very large sections of the community as well.



The next two young women provided quite a contrast to the world of Penny and 
her friends. Kathy and Jane were both eight and a half months pregnant and had 
both been living in a hostel for single mothers-to-be for three months prior to the 
interview.
Kathy
She became pregnant at 17 halfway through her first year of an interior decorating 
course. Kathy was on the pill, but described herself as, "fiddly diddly —  I kept 
going on and off it". She said she was on the pill for painful menstruation and as 
some subsequent comments indicated she seemed to have been and still was 
ambivalent about seeing herself as sexually active. She told her parents as soon as 
she knew she was pregnant and an abortion was arranged and performed at the local 
hospital. Three post-operative check-ups later her pregnancy was reconfirmed, and 
by then it was five months advanced and too late for an abortion. Kathy had not told 
the father of the child, only her parents, sister and two friends knew of the 
pregnancy. Even her 14-year-old brother believed she was up North on an extended 
holiday. Kathy had arranged a year's deferment from her course of study and would 
go back the next year as if nothing had happened.

She had no thought of getting married, no one tried to force her. She was full of 
plans about how she wanted to travel and work and save before she settled down in 
seven or eight years' time. She had no doubt that the best thing she could do was to 
have the child adopted and she was just marking time until it was over with and she 
could "get on with things". Kathy seemed to believe she could view this nine month 
experience as an inconvenient interruption in her life which would resume its 
normal course as soon as she could hand the baby over for adoption. When asked 
what she would do about contraception once the baby was bom, she replied "Oh, I 
won't be needing it, I won't be doing anything".
Jane
Although a little younger than Kathy, Jane's circumstances were similar. She, too, 
was eight and a half months pregnant and had spent the last three months in the 
hostel. She was still at school doing her Higher School Certificate when she 
suspected she was pregnant. She went to the local family planning centre which 
confirmed her pregnancy and sent her to the Family Planning Association's Action 
Centre in the city. They referred her to Queen Victoria Hospital where, after a three 
hour wait, she was told that they did 10 abortions a week and had 70 people on the 
waiting list. She then went to the Royal Women's Hospital who told her she would 
need her parents' signature and referred her to a doctor in St Kilda. When she 
finally got to him she was told her pregnancy was too advanced for an abortion, 
then she told her parents. They proved more supportive than she had thought they 
would be, but wanted her to go to the maternity hostel because her father tan his 
business from their home and felt it would be embarrassing for his clients to see his 
pregnant unmarried daughter. They also felt Jane would be embarrassed by the 
comments of her younger brother and his friends. She was determined to have the
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child adopted, there had been no suggestion at home that she should keep it and 
Jane had many plans to work and travel and meet people for the next few years 
which would not be compatible with having a small baby. The father of the child 
knew of the pregnancy and they still saw each other, but "would never have sex 
again". Between her Higher School Certificate year and coming to the hostel she 
did a short travel consultancy course and had high hopes of employment in that 
held once she had recovered from the birth.
Ma/y
The eleventh and final young women talked to was Mary, aged 19 and six months 
pregnant, also living in the maternity hostel, but of a completely different character 
and background to Kathy and Jane. We talked for a long time on two occasions, on 
the first of which she asked for the second interview, because she felt a sense of 
relief in sharing her story with someone quite uninvolved with her life.

Mary's mother was a prostitute in England and Mary remembered going around 
the pubs with her while she was working. At 10, she was sent out alone to Australia 
to live with an uncle and aunt in Melbourne. Over the next four years she became 
more and more involved in drugs, alcohol and bikies and finally ran away from 
home and school at 14. She was then placed in a Youth Training Centre for a while 
and then into care with a 75-year-old women. She immediately went back to the life 
she had been leading though she did have a job in a bank for a while which she lost 
because of a petty swindle she tried to execute.

For the previous four years or so Mary, who had by then acknowledged that she 
was a lesbian, lived on her wits, on Unemployment Benefit when she could get it, 
on handouts from various welfare agencies, on casual employment in massage 
parlours, on the profits of a small scale drug pushing and prostitution. As she put it, 
she mixed with "the gay scene, the bikie scene, with pimps, prostitutes, druggies 
and criminals —  they are the only people I know".

She was not using contraception because her physical relationships were with 
women, but a few months before she had found herself with no money and was 
thrown out of her accommodation so she hustled on the streets and became pregnant 
to an unknown client. At first she arranged to have a abortion, a familiar procedure 
as she had had two already. However, she began to have second thoughts. A bad 
attack of a sexually transmitted disease, previous abortions and a long history of 
physical abuse made her worry about her ability to remain fertile. More telling, 
perhaps, she felt herself to be at the bottom of a trough. "I was in the gutter, right 
down at the bottom, maybe a child could save me. I thought it might be the only 
way I could drag myself out." So she did not go to the hospital, but began to look 
around for some way to survive and to have the child. She ended up at the maternity 
hostel, and found hers,elf in a new environment, a young woman who had 
experienced some of the hardest knocks in life among a group of middle-class 
school girls from country towns and affluent suburbs.
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Mary was at the time of the interview uncertain about whether to keep or give up 
the child. I She saw having a baby as a means of saving herself from the type of life 
she had been leading, giving her some security, someone to love and trust, who 
would care for her, a means of having a steady income and a place to live, a way of 
breaking free from the round of drugs, alcohol and physical abuse. (She had already 
stopped taking any substance she felt might harm the child and was very conscious 
of the fact that after only three weeks in the hostel she felt quite different as a result 
of having regular nutritious meals.)

On the other hand, she was very realistic about the pitfalls and about the fact that 
she would probably fail in this attempt to change her life. She knew single 
motherhood was hard, she saw friends "...who are going mad. They're like a pickle 
in a bottle —  they just stay there until they go mad or stale or rotten. They're 
trapped with their kids, they can't get away, they're stuck with them all the time, 
they resent them and start to bash them".

She knew her only friends were "druggies, pimps and bikies", that she would 
need them for friendship and support, but that they didn't really care for her; they 
would abuse her, rip off her money, drag her back into their way of life, "but what 
can I do, they are the only people I know". She envied the women in the hostel for 
their parents, their friends, the life they can go back to.

Mary gave voice to some aspirations for the future, she would have liked to be a 
nurse or in the army or a social worker. She felt she had experienced so much she 
could be very valuable to people in similar circumstances, but then she said, 
"What's the point, it's too late, I won't have a chance now". She knew a child 
would handicap her yet further were she to strive to realise any of these dreams.

"My mind's a pendulum, it swings: keep-adopt-keep-adopt". What a terrible 
choice, keep and try and save herself and start a new life; keep and perhaps set 
another person on the path she was already on; adopt and let go of her last chance to 
change her life; adopt and save the child from a similar fate. This is how Mary saw 
her choice and her clear-sightedness caused her quite considerable mental anguish.
Discussion
The contrasts and similarities between these 11 young women served to illustrate in 
a microcosmic way their attitudes, values and experiences both as modem teenagers 
and as young women from different types of background. The examples of Kathy 
and Jane provided a vivid foil to the other young women; they were the only two 
from a middle-income family background whose formal education had proceeded 
beyond or even up to the bare minimum, and the only two who, at the time of 
pregnancy, had concrete and realistic plans and aspirations about what they wanted 
to do in the next few years. They made diligent efforts to terminate their 
pregnancies and also proved to be the only two who gave their babies up fdr 
adoption.
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It will be argued that young girls from their type of background are less likely to 
carry an ex-nuptial child to term and to keep it at birth than young girls from a 
low-income and more disadvantaged background.

All women are, to an extent, deprived and disadvantaged. The relevant areas of 
deprivation and disadvantage to be discussed here can be broadly subsumed under 
three headings. In our society women tend to be emotionally, educationally and 
occupationally disadvantaged and all of these handicaps are related to and 
exacerbated by the very fact of their being female in a male-oriented society, and 
for the women studied here by the fact of being young. Some women are more 
disadvantaged in some areas than in others. It is suggested here that it is the actual 
configuration of these various factors which make some young women more likely 
or less likely than others to experience sex at a young age, to practice contraception 
effectively, to terminate a pregnancy and to keep a child.

It is the contention here that the more disadvantaged a young women is 
emotionally, educationally and occupationally, then the more likely she is to have 
low self-esteem, to have few plans for the future, to feel that she has little control 
over her life.2 Under these circumstances, it is hypothesized that she is more likely 
to grasp at an opportunity to give meaning and focus to her existence and to take the 
option of bearing and then keeping an ex-nuptial child. There is, of course, nothing 
new about this situation; young women have long been discriminated against and 
low self-esteem combined with a tendency to see motherhood as the most 
appropriate way of finding fulfilment and a respected role in life have long been 
characteristic of women in our society. In effect it is the role our society has offered 
to women as a means of acquiring a valued role. What high levels of unemployment 
may do is exacerbate an already existent situation by reducing still further the areas 
in which women can find alternative means of self-expression and creative 
occupation. They may also, because of economic hardship, reduce the viability of a 
marriage between two young non-working people. If these factors are seen in 
conjunction with changes in society which have reduced the social stigma and the 
economic penalties of single motherhood, then this may have produced a situation 
where young women who, in former years, sought marriage as a desirable goal and 
may have hastened its arrival through pregnancy, may now settle for motherhood 
alone.

It is not suggested that young women make highly conscious decisions regarding 
these choices, just that their social and economic environment has an influence on 
their sexual experiences and the outcomes of these. At the same time as these young 
women differ because of their background and relative levels of disadvantage, they 
also share common facets related to the shared characteristics of being young and 
female. These two factors interplay and at times it may be difficult, not to say 
impossible, to delineate the effects of shared or varied characteristics. For example, 
ambivalence in the use of contraceptives among adolescents has, on the one hand, 
been linked to an incomplete acceptance by the girl of herself as a sexually active
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person, a denial of her fecundity and a youthful tendency to take a narrow, 
short-term and non-analytical approach to planning and decision-making.3 All these 
factors can be seen as a function of age. On the other hand, these factors themselves 
can be seen as being exacerbated by socio-economic background as can problems 
of, knowledge of and access to contraceptives themselves.

All of the young women in the sample had some knowledge of and some accesp 
to contraception, but all failed to make effective use of it. Their sexual partners 
seemed to abrogate responsibility completely and the young women allowed this to 
happen by failing to see contraception as a joint responsibility. The ambivalence of 
these girls regarding their use of contraceptives varied; for some, it was so great that 
they "half hoped" to get pregnant or actually planned to, for others it was weak, so 
that the fact of becoming pregnant galvanised them into action to terminate an 
unwanted pregnancy. Rose, Jenny, Susan, Sharon and Vicki openly admitted that 
they wanted to become pregnant, and there was a strong probability that Eileen may 
have wanted to also. All these women had been largely unemployed since leaving 
school, had no educational qualifications, few skills, narrow prospects and, in many 
cases, a deprived emotional background. Some openly acknowledged a connection 
between wanting a child and their feelings about work or rather the lack of it, Susan 
being the most explicit. The only type of work she could get was factory work 
which she hated. She wanted to work in child-care and saw having her own child as 
a means of achieving a meaningful and rewarding existence.

Penny, Terry, Jane and Kathy were all vague in their practice of contraception, 
they had all used the pill but in an ambivalent manner—"fiddly diddly", as Kathy put 
it. Of these four young women Penny had become pregnant a number of times, but 
had a termination on each occasion. She had had a long association with a Youth 
Training Centre, the staff of which provided both positive pressure and support for her 
to seek abortions. Jane and Kathy both made strenuous efforts to end their 
pregnancies, but failed through circumstances largely outside their control. Terry, 
on the other hand, made no attempt even to confirm her pregnancy until her mother 
noted her changing figure and took her to a doctor. This denial of a suspected reality 
has been quite frequently observed among very young girls who become pregnant.

The eleventh girl was Mary whose lesbianism led her to be unprotected when she 
unexpectedly found herself forced to have intercourse with males. She actually 
arranged to have an abortion, but decided against it at the last moment.

Acceptance of sexuality and acknowledgment of being at risk of pregnancy may 
well be associated with peer and parental attitudes to sex and contraception. It was 
noticeable that those girls who half wanted to become pregnant and who, when they 
found that they were, proceeded to have and keep the child  ̂appeared to belong to a 
social environment which was quite supportive and perhaps even encouraging, of 
the occurrence of pre-marital sex and of pregnancy. A number of the girls 
mentioned the positive reactions of their peers to the pregnancy. Terry talked about 
how her friends took pleasure if not pride in squiring her around to pubs and discos
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when heavily pregnant; Mary recalled how gay friends were delighted, even 
envious of her pregnancy, how she was wooed by a transexual and by a gay couple 
to give them the child. The Community Youth Support Scheme workers told of how 
the girls who became pregnant were often the focus of considerable attention. They 
acquired a status which drew positive feedback, inquiries and concern. Parents, 
though angry at first, often proved very supportive and less inclined to nag about 
aimlessness, joblessness and apathy.

And this was all happening to girls who got little positive feedback for any other 
of their activities, who were achieving little in terms of society's normal view of 
what constitutes a successful person. They had not done well at school, they had no 
job and no money and could not buy the sort of possessions like clothes and cars 
which would indicate to the world that they were successful. They made no obvious 
contribution to society and had little to do to occupy their time. The only area open 
to them to achieve status was that of their "womanliness" — they could be an active 
sexual being and they could bear a child. They could be creative in motherhood 
when they could not be creative in any other sense, they could gain approbation 
from their peers, a sense of achievement, a focus for existence, a recognised and 
more valued role (that is, mother rather than "dole bludger" or school drop-out or 
delinquent). Ail this was happening to young girls whose self-esteem was low, 
whose home life was in some cases poor, who had little experience of a warm and 
loving emotional environment, who did not have a developed sense of themselves 
as competent individuals who were valuable, in control of their lives and capable of 
making things happen. American and some Australian research  ̂supports this view 
that, for many young women, child bearing is viewed as a "source of self-esteem" 
and in a world where many teenagers see few opportunities open to them, 
motherhood remains the "pinnacle" to which significant numbers of girls aspire.

In contrast to the supportive attitudes of these peers and parents, Jane and Kathy 
came from a social environment which was much less approving of pre-marital sex. 
Both said they had only told a special girlfriend of their pregnancy, that the 
common peer group view was that "girls who slept with boys were sluts". Kathy 
lodged in a hostel run by nuns while studying, Jane's father did not want his 
business associates to see his pregnant daughter and the knowledge of Kathy's 
pregnancy was even hidden from her younger brother. Obviously, young men and 
women in their social circles were sexually active, but it was neither openly 
acknowledged nor applauded. Achievement in other areas apart from sex and 
fertility were seen as desirable and were also more attainable for these young 
women. They could gain a sense of self, of achievement and value through 
education and through work. Society tends to place more value on someone who 
can be a travel consultant or an interior decorator rather than a factory hand or a 
shop assistant. Even if jobs were equally obtainable for all these women, then the 
middle-class ones would get more positive feedback from society in terms of their 
value than would the low-income ones. None of these connections are new ones;
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young girls from middle-income backgrounds have probably always had more to 
lose than to gain through an ex-nuptial birth. Young, low-income girls have always had 
less to lose and, in times of high unemployment, may have even less that they can lose.

It is impossible to delineate the impact other factors may have on this 
connection, but they are likely to include the following. High levels of 
unemployment among young people may make the setting up of a household less 
viable for a newly married couple about to become parents so a shotgun marriage 
becomes less of an option. Negative social attitudes to single motherhood are less 
harsh than they used to be. A single mother has more chance of economic survival 
now that she is certain to receive a Sole Parent's Pension. High female 
unemployment means fewer jobs and more competition for those that exist so that 
those who could aspire to white collar or more skilled occupations in times of full 
employment may now have to accept low-skilled factory jobs which are generally 
seen to be undesirable. Negative social attitudes to "dole bludgers" and the closer 
scrutiny by the Department of Social Security of applicants for Unemployment 
Benefit make it more unpleasant to be unemployed. All these factors may mean that 
girls who are already disadvantaged may find that their meagre options are Anther 
diminished. Under these circumstances, the line of least resistance is the easiest, a 
line which, without a highly conscious level of calculation, may lead young women 
to become pregnant, to stay pregnant and to keep the child.

It remains to be asked how does this conclusion At in with the evidence of the 
Arst half of this research paper. On the basis of the statistical data it has been argued 
that the ex-nupAal conAnement rate of teenage girls has not changed signiAcantly 
over the last 20 years and that a link cannot be demonstrated between 
unemployment, ex-nuptial births and the introduction of a social secunty payment 
for sole unmarried parents. However, on the basis of selective and qualitative 
evidence it has been suggested that a number of changes such as the availability of 
contraception and abortion and the nse of unemployment rates have had a different 
impact on girls Aom different socio-economic backgrounds, such that a larger 
proportion of young unmarried mothers may now come Aom low-income, 
emotionally depnved and educationally and occupationally disadvantaged environments.

These two arguments may seem incompatible, but if fewer teenage girls from 
middle-income backgrounds and more girls from low-income backgrounds are 
having babies outside marriage, then the overall statistical picture is going to look 
much the same. Efforts to uncover more quantitaAve data to test this hypothesis 
proved AuiAess. A seemingly obvious source would appear to be hospital records of 
single mothers, but the major maternity hospitals in Melbourne do not keep suitable 
socio-economic data on paAents and even when some are available it was not 
possible to extract infomtaAon on single mothers from that on all mothers without 
working through the many thousands of patient record cards metropolitan hospitals 
accumulate in one year, let alone over a number of years. Longitudinal studies are 
not possible owing to the dearth of earlier studies. A detailed study of current
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unmarried mothers conducted through the maternity hospitals would be one way of 
determining the socio-economic background of today's young mothers but, again, 
would preclude comparison with young women in similar circumstances over the 
last 20 years. What little information we do have from research or from observation, 
does confirm a link between socio-economic status and single parenthood. None of 
these have a longitudinal component and so cannot confirm a change over time.

Subsequent to this argument first being developed in 1980, a slightly more 
extensive research project was undertaken by Moma Clark (1984 and 1985) in Mt 
Druit, New South Wales, where she reached very similar conclusions. She 
undertook a survey of 220 teenagers on attitudes to relationships, sex, 
contraception, abortion, adoption, pregnancy and parenting; in-depth interviews 
with 20 young mothers, and a comparison of teenage pregnancy trends in a low 
socio-economic community with overall Australian trends. She concluded:

On the basis of qualitative and available statistical evidence we have speculated that there 
is a greater incidence of teenage parenting amongst lower socio-economic communities 
and that this has not contributed to changes in the overall statistical picture for Australia. 
(Clark (1984), p.73)

Conclusion
This chapter has emphasised qualitative data rather than quantitative and a number 
of connections have been suggested which, on first sight, seem to contradict the 
conclusions drawn from the statistical data discussed earlier.

It is suggested that the fact of high unemployment rates among teenage girls 
enhances the likelihood that the most disadvantaged among them—the poorly- 
educated, unskilled, emotionally deprived ones with low self-esteem and poor 
socio-economic supports and resources—may consider the status of mother as one 
of the limited options open to them. High unemployment rates (in combination with 
other structural factors) among young people generally also act to decrease the chances 
that young people can form a stable relationship and set up a household together.

The fact that these influences do not appear to have altered the overall statistical 
picture of an unchanged teenage ex-nuptial birth rate could be accounted for by the 
influence of the greater availability of contraception and abortion which has 
occurred over the same time period.

The way in which our society tolerates and even promotes inequality between 
lower and higher socio-economic groups as well as between women and men 
creates a framework within which young women can be seen as victims rather than 
the cause of such factors as unemployment and sole parenthood.

1 She did in fact keep it.
2 See Clarke (1984), Clarke (1985), Scott (1984).
2 Cobliner (1974), Cretkovich et al. (1975), Brandt et al. (1978), Schinke et al. (1979), and 
Chilman (1979), Sziron (1989), and sources cited therein.
4 Except Penny, whose long association with the Youth Training Centre guided her away 
from motherhood.
5 Phipps-Yonas (1980), p.410; Schwarz (1984), Littlejohn (1988), Wilson (1989).



chapters Circumstances of 
young so!e parents

In this paper it has been suggested that young women from low socio-economic 
backgrounds are more likely to consider the option of single motherhood in their 
teenage years as an attractive one, and that they do so for structural reasons; that is, 
it is their relatively powerless position in society which points them in this direction, 
not their personal, individual attributes. In addition, it has been suggested that poor 
employment prospects may become an additional factor influencing young women 
from poor socio-economic backgrounds in decisions about single motherhood.

Once these young women have become sole supporting mothers there are a 
number of reasons for concern about their circumstances. Australian research and 
policy work on sole parents! is unanimous in finding that they are economically 
disadvantaged  ̂and frequently socially disadvantaged also. The Brotherhood's own 
work over the last 10 years has amply demonstrated the circumstances of poverty, 
isolation and disadvantage of young single mothers. This work includes Alderson's 
needs action review in 1980 which drew attention to the need for services for very 
young mothers and pointed out many of the personal, social and economic 
difficulties they face. This report led in part to the preparation of the first edition of 
the present paper.

This was followed by Montague and Stephens' study in 1985 of 80 women 
living on social security incomes. This drew out the many structural factors 
affecting women in our society and contributing to their disadvantaged 
circumstances:

Women's disadvantage emanates from and is reinforced by their experiences in the 
education system, the labour market, and the family and by the stereotyped view society 
tends to have of women. (Montague & Stephens (1985) p.l)



Trethewey's work on the income and expenditure patterns of families, McClelland 
(1987), McClelland & Trethewey (1987), and Montague & McClelland (1987) all 
contributed to the evidence and the debate around the social and economic 
circumstances of sole parents. Taylor's (1990) research on ways of working with 
women with multiple disadvantages confirmed that much of the discussion 
contained in this paper 10 years ago is unfortunately still only too true today. The 
Federal Government has also recognised the disadvantaged position of sole parents 
and particularly of teenage sole parents and has developed a program (JET) 
specifically to address their labour market disadvantage.

A number of areas stand out as particularly problematic ones for very young 
single mothers. These include their financial situation, housing, isolation, 
relationships, domestic violence, skill levels and skills acquisition as well as access 
to employment and training.

Housing is often an issue of very immediate concern. For women who remain at 
home with relatives after the birth of a child the situation frequently becomes a 
stressful one. The young mother can become resentful about her mother managing 
the child, while the older women may fluctuate between wanting to take over 
management of the baby and annoyance that her daughter is not taking enough 
responsibility. Workers running support groups for single mothers often describe 
this scenario and say that it is usually resolved by the young mother moving away 
from her parental home with her child.

Clearly, not all young girls are living at home when they become pregnant; 
welfare workers know of homeless girls, those sharing with other young people, and 
those thrown out of the parental home when their pregnancy is discovered. It seems 
to be agreed that accommodation is a major problem for these women. High-rise 
Ministry of Housing accommodation is available, but is considered undesirable by 
many of these women who are, however, forced to accept it in the absence of any 
viable alternatives. There is a combination of features which can make the high-rise 
estates an unpleasant place for anyone to live (for example, the inconvenience when 
lifts break down, the absence of accessible and private gardens, the noise and 
proximity of many others) and of issues more especially relevant to the young 
single mothers, (the fear and loneliness of living alone, the exploitation by roving 
males, the tendency for other residents to look askance at them, or for the young 
women to be seen as fair game for sexual harassment).

Single supporting mothers often have little choice but to accept public housing. If 
private rental housing is sought, suitable flats or housing are very difficult to End 
and are frequently only available at exorbitant rents which amount to more than half 
the income the women are likely to receive. If high cost rents are accepted it leads 
these young women into immediate financial difficulties.

Another and associated problem which seems to affect these young women is the 
whole question of isolation. Community nurses and support workers in several areas 
commented on the fact that it is extremely difficult to locate and to involve young

52 Labour force or tabour ward



single mothers in the support groups they are trying to set up. The young women 
find it difficult to join activities and often find agencies difficult to get to or 
uncomfortable to attend.

The economic circumstances of the young sole parents has been described by 
many of those authors referenced at the start of this chapter. It is an enduring theme 
that there is never enough money: not for the ordinary exigencies of every day life, 
not for minor luxury items, never for any expenditure out of the ordinary. People 
with developed skills in the area of money management and household economy 
find it difficult to manage. Young teenage women, often lacking experience in these 
areas, find it extremely hard to balance their low-income budget.

For these young women, at a time in their lives when they may have been 
acquiring education or labour market skills, such avenues to further labour force 
participation and greater income earning potential are hindered by their parenting 
role and the lack of child-care opportunities.

The Federal Government's Social Security Review in the late 80s considered in 
detail the problems facing sole parents both in terms of income security and labour 
market re-entry. The changes implemented in early 1989 to social security 
payments for sole parents are intended to remove some of the disincentives to 
labour force participation and to provide programs and support services to increase 
the skills of sole parents and to ease their passage back into the labour market, or, as 
in the case of some of these very young teenage mothers, into the labour force for 
the first time. The JET (Jobs, Education and Training) program, designed to assist 
sole parent pensioners enter the labour force commenced in March 1989. It places a 
particular emphasis on the needs of teenage sole parents, recognising that they 
experience great difficulty in entering training and employment.

However, as the Brotherhood pointed out in its response paper the Social 
Security Review's report on sole parents, the disadvantaged position of sole parents 
is based on systemic discrimination by our society of women and of child rearers,

... a broad range of labour market issues need change, as well as direct social security reform 
and the provision of support services in the information, education, training and child-care 
areas. These issues include equal pay, flexible working hours, gender segmentation of the 
work force, part-time or part-year work, and family and parental leave, as well as the overall 
creation of jobs. (Montague & McClelland (1987), p.58)

Many of these young women are, therefore, faced with a combination of youth, 
poverty and isolation in addition to the never easy task of bringing up a small child 
alone. Many lack basic mothering, managing on a low income, housekeeping and 
budgetting skills, both as a result of their own youthfulness and, in some cases, 
because of their own deprived background which has failed to give them the 
opportunity to acquire such skills. Attempts are being made to provide assistance for 
such women to acquire these types of skills through community nurses, home help 
schemes and support groups, but all suffer from the same difficulty —  how to 
contact and to involve the women. The work by Taylor (1990) provides us with
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some useful insights into how services could be run to provide a supportive and 
comfortable environment, based on what the women themselves say they would 
like, and what the people who work with them find works best.

What the women find most helpful when they go to community services is someone who 
treats them as an equal, someone who understands and has time to listen ..., practical 
assistance with their immediate day-to-day problems and also being with other women in 
similar situations to provide mutual support and problem solving. They want accessible 
services where there are workers who will respect them, where they have a say and where 
they have choices. (Taylor (1990), p.148)

Workers felt:
...the ways of working they found most successful in empowering low-income women 
included raising women's self-esteem, the importance of informal and egalitarian 
relationships, practical assistance, group activity and peer support and social action. (Taylor 
(1990), p.149)

An additional factor which seems to enhance the problems of these young women is 
the whole question of their relationships with men and with one another. They are, 
on the whole, no different from any other women in that they seek to form a close 
intimate relationship with another person. They are, however, uniquely ill-placed to 
achieve this. They find themselves, at an early age when most people are 
experimenting in terms of relationships, neither in a close relationship with another 
adult nor free to seek one without the constraints of a small dependent being. They 
tend to find themselves in unequal and exploitative situations where they are 
seeking love and affection and the male concerned is seeking someone to warm his 
bed, wash his socks, cook his meals and provide him with money. This may, in fact, 
be little different from most relationships between men and women, but these 
between young single mothers and the men they associate with may be more 
impermanent and more exploitative in that the woman provides economically for 
the man who "bludges" off her. Among certain groups it has become commonplace 
that young unmarried women living alone and in concentration are "fair game" for 
roving males. And instead of this leading to co-operation between the women it has 
led to competition, mistrust and shifting relationships. The women suffer from the 
fear that others will "steal their man", something which does, in fact, happen very 
frequently. Domestic violence has become a serious problem for some of these 
young women.

There are few services which have been specifically designed for single mothers 
apart from a limited number of pregnancy support services. These tend to 
concentrate on providing the material necessities for impending motherhood and 
giving emotional support, often on the unspoken proviso that abortion is quite 
unacceptable or that adoption is the only logical course of action after the birth. 
Other support services consist principally of the family-aid type. These are not 
focussed solely on single mothers, but are designed to help all mothers in difficult 
circumstances. Some of these programs have a single mother component, such as a
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regular coffee afternoon, and the program organisers often see it as a high priority 
to involve single mothers. Program activities tend to concentrate on the handing 
over of skills, such as cooking, sewing, mothering and budgetting skills, and on 
building relationships between the participants through these activities. Difficulties 
are continually found in locating women and in persuading them to come to these 
groups, though for those who do attend regularly, there are benefits to be gained.

Taylor's work (1990) on what women want in community services provides 
some useful directions in activities and attitudes. Perhaps the most important point 
is the constant reiteration from the women that they want to be treated as human 
beings and do not want to be "looked down on or degraded" as seems to have been 
all too common an experience.
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chapter? Summary of 
findings

The statistical evidence does not indicate a close relationship between
unemployment and teenage single motherhood, nor between the introduction of a
social security payment for sole parents and rates of teenage single motherhood.
* Teenagers are not having ex-nuptial children at a greater rate than they were 20 years 

ago.
* Teenagers are having nuptial children at a lesser rate than they were 20 years ago.
* Pre-maritally pregnant teenagers are now less likely to marry before the birth of the 

child than they were 20 years ago.
* Teenagers are now less likely to carry a pre-marital pregnancy to term now than they 

were 20 years ago and the indications are that this is nor due to a decrease in sexual 
activity, but ra?Aer to an increase in the use of contraception and abortion as 
preventive methods.

* Fewer teenagers now bear pre-nuptially conceived children than previously used to 
occur.

* Mothers of ex-nuptial children are now more likely to keep their child than they were 
20 years ago, and it appears that this change may be related to the introduction of a 
nationwide statutory payment for single supporting mothers in 1973.

* Unmarried women on Supporting Parent's Benefits, now Sole Parent's Pension, 
have doubled in number since its inception in 1973, however, the number of 
teenagers on the payment has increased at a slower rate than numbers in any other 
age group, women in their 30s having shown the most rapid proportional rise.

* The number of unmarried teenagers granted the Sole Parent's Pension each year has 
never risen above 5000 per annum and shows an overall percentage change from 
1974 to 1989 of just on 17 per cent or 582 women.
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* The numbers of women receiving Sole Parent's Pension are a small proportion of 
the topi women in our community who have had and kept an ex-nuptial child.

* The introduction of the then Supporting Mothers' Benefit in 1973 and the changes 
in rates of payment and type of conditions and fringe benefits have not led to an 
increase in the ex-nuptial confinement rate of teenagers.

The statistical analysis thus explodes two of the principal myths about teenage 
sexual behaviour and child-bearing proclivities: that there has been a massive 
increase in ex-nuptial births to teenagers and that the introduction of a social 
security payment has acted as an incentive to this increase.

There are other indications of a -yMah'Mfive nature which suggest that the fact of 
high unemployment among the young and among young women in particular, has 
enhanced the likelihood that young girls from low-income and disadvantaged 
backgrounds will look little further than their traditional mothering role. Without the 
opportunity to acquire a sense of self-identity elsewhere, girls who are already 
disadvantaged in terms of their educational, employment and emotional lives may 
seek to fulfill a role which society seems to endorse —  that of motherhood. Poor 
employment prospects for young males may inhibit the likelihood of a marriage 
when a pregnancy does occur. The mothering role which society approves of then 
becomes deprecated in the absence of nuclear family formation. These young 
women tend, therefore, to be caught in a double bind of societal disapproval.

These young sole parents may be at greater risk than sole parents in general to 
the problems facing those rearing children alone in our society. These include, 
poverty, isolation, poor housing, lack of skills both personal and those related to the 
labour market, domestic violence and overall low levels of self-esteem.





Appendix 1

Agencies
* Staff at the Family Planning Association of Victoria.
* Administrator of the Action Centre for Teenagers.
* Staff at the Brunswick Unemployment Group.
* Ex-Project Officer at Preston Unemployment Self-help Group then working at. 

Sutherland Babies Home and member of a support group for the parents of 
unemployed youth.

* Project Officer at Sunshine Community Youth Support Scheme.
* Community Nurse at West Heidelberg Community Health Centre and organiser of 

a local support group for young single mothers and of a Youth Health Clinic at 
WHCHC.

* Equal Opportunity Teacher at Endeavour Hills Technical School.
* Staff of Doveton CYSS group.
* Staff of Doveton Community Health Centre.
* Abortion Counsellor from Fertility Control Clinic.
* Director of Youth Services at Melbourne City Mission.
* Staff at Winlaton Youth Training Centre.
* Co-ordinator of Fitzroy Family Day Care Centre.
* Staff at the Caroline Chisholm Society.
* Staff from the ex-Dandenong, then Hawthom/Box Hill Family Planning Centre.
* Staff in the Pregnancy Advisory Service and Social Work Department at the Royal 

Women's Hospital.
* Staff from the Preston Community Youth Support Scheme.
* Social Worker at Canterbury Family Centre and Kildonan.



* Staff at St Anthony's Home for Children.

* Head o f the Fam ily Planning Unit at the Royal W om en's Hospital.

* Community Nurse at Fitzroy Social Planning Office.

* Social W orker at Kedesh Maternity Home.

* Co-ordinator o f Fitzroy Support Group for single mothers.

* Staff at Fam ily Planning Clinic o f Queen Victoria Hospital.

* Staff at the Equal A ccess for Girls Project in Footscray.

* Staff at the Pregnancy Aid Centre (Right to Life M ovement).

* Staff at Careforce.

* Staff and volunteers at Council for Single M other and her Child.

* Professor M ichael W heeler, M acM asters University, Canada.

* R esearch staff at the Institute for Research on Poverty, Madison, W isconsin.

* M ary, 19 years old, 6 months pregnant

* Kathy, 18 years old, 8 1/4 months pregnant

* Jane, 17 years old, 8 1/2 months pregnant

* Jenny, 17 years old, 6 months pregnant

* Sharon, 19 years old, 6 months pregnant

* Susan, 18 years old, 2 -week-old baby

* Terry, 15 years old, 10-w eek-oldbaby

* Eileen, 17 years old, 5-month-old baby

* R ose, 18 years old, 9-month-old baby

* V icky, 18 years old, 3-year-old child and 1 abortion

* Penny, 19 years old, 4  abortions
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Appendix 2

Victoria: Finaiised Adoptions, June — Juiy 1968-1989
1968-1969 1505
1969-1970 1 627
1970-1971 1685
1971-1972 1488
1972-1973 1401
1973-1974 1132
1974-1975 784
1975-1976 633
1976-1977 486
1977-1978 538
1978-1979 388
1979-1980 371
1980-1981 331
1981-1982 295
1982-1983 300
1983-1984 271
1984-1985 234
1985-1986 181
1986-1987 206
1987-1988 66
1988-1989 56

.SoMrce.' Department of Community Welfare Services, Victoria.





Appendix 3 Recommendations 
from the origina! 
1980 document

Genera! recommendations
1 That the government be urged to keep a register of terminations throughout 

Australia comparable to that of South Australia or to the Register of Births and 
Deaths or infectious diseases. (Chapter 1)

2 That the hospitals be urged to instigate an efficient and effective data collection 
system and to engage in non-medical as well as medical research. (Chapter 2)

3 That more research be conducted into the formation and character of non-marital 
unions between two or more individuals and that the implications of the apparent 
trend in this direction be thoroughly explored particularly in terms of family, 
housing and employment policies and income security measures. (Chapter 1)

4 That research could be usefully done on the child bearing proclivities and practices 
of unmarried women in their 30s. (Chapter 1)

5 That the Education Department undertake research to ascertain the extent to which 
pregnancy is a cause of early school leaving and to explore ways in which 
educational opportunities can be made available to pregnant girls and young 
mothers. (Chapter 5)

Recommendations for Brotherhood of St Laurence socia! action
6 That the BSL take up a social role in exhorting various government and 

quasi-govemment departments, for example, the Department of Social Security, 
the Housing Commission of Victoria and the major hospitals, to take appropriate



action to increase their knowledge base with regard to disadvantaged people and 
to improve the services they provide.

7  That the Department o f  Social Security be urged to keep consistent records o f  
beneficiaries so that longitudinal comparisons can be made. F or example, an age 
breakdown o f grants made to unmarried mothers is no longer available. (Chapter 1)

8  That the Housing Commission o f Victoria be urged to examine its policies and 
practices with regard to the concentration o f certain types o f family units, and that 
it be requested to collect and make available information on this. (Chapter 5)

Recommendations for Brotherhood of St Laurence 
Research and sociai services

9  That the needs o f all female-headed and all disadvantaged families should not be 
ignored by too great a concentration on one group. N ot only m ay this stigmatise 
the group concerned, but it m ay lead to a neglect o f very similar problems 
experienced by other groups. In particular that an emphasis on unmarried mothers 
should not be allowed to blur the similarities between their situation and that o f  
young deserted, separated or divorced women, of young widows with dependant 
children and also o f lone supporting fathers.

1 0  That the Brotherhood undertake to examine in detail the extent o f the isolation and 
housing concentration o f young unmarried mothers.

11 That the Brotherhood undertake research into the needs o f  these disadvantaged 
women and in particular into examining the reasons behind the current difficulties 
welfare workers have in reaching and involving these women. And that this be 
done with a view to initiating new modes o f service delivery which will m eet the 
needs o f these people.
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