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In this talk, my intention is to persuade you that families are the fundamental units of a 

civil society.  Perhaps even more ambitiously, I will argue that the role of public policy is 

to foster and sustain a civil society, and that in order to do that it must place the well-

being of families and their members at the heart of its endeavours.  It is somewhat naïve 

to attempt to do this in fifty minutes.  What is a family?  How might we characterise a 

civil society? 

 

What is Civil Society? 

Although this term is widely used, and often with a sense of moral righteousness, it is 

much harder to discover what people mean when they refer to ‘the civil society’.  It may, 

however, include some of the following: 

 

• Law and order (security) 

• Health 
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• Sustainable and sustaining environment 

• Employment/secure income 

• Opportunity to be educated to full potential 

• Positive value systems (morality, concern for others, integrity, compassion, 

tolerance) 

• Psychological well-being (autonomy, EQ) 

• Opportunities for leisure activities and other higher-order fulfilment 

 

In turn, these can be subsumed under the two acronyms, GDP and GPI.  GPI is based on 

the understanding that social, economic, and environmental realities are inextricably 

linked.  It incorporates, then, natural and social capital as well as economic capital.  One 

of its proponents, Ronald Colman, suggests that what we measure is a sign of what we 

value as a society. If this is so, then we should be including social and ecological assets 

into our national accounting. 

 

What is a family? 

Social assets, I suggest, are fundamentally based in families.  Where else do children gain 

their earliest impressions of what it means to be a person? Families, too, have the 

capacity to foster or hinder children’s learning in schools.  However, when we attempt to 

define, for whatever purpose, what a family is, we enter dangerous and emotion-laden 

territory where the notion of family is fiercely contested.  Everyone has one, so everyone 

knows what one is. Ask for a definition of family, however, and the confusion becomes 

readily apparent.  Is it people joined by biology?  By legal ties?  Is the only ‘real’ family 
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that formed by heterosexual married mother and father, and their biological children who 

all live in the same household?   

 

Definitions, of course, depend on why you want them.  In the case of families, they rest 

too on values, histories, and one’s own experiences.  However, both history and statistics 

tell us that not only is the nuclear family a blip in the history of family structure, but also 

that diversity and change are major characteristics of today’s families.  

 

How do children describe families? 

A good place to start in the quest for definition is to look at what children say about 

families.  Two studies have been done in New Zealand in which children were asked in 

various ways what they thought a family was. Here are the findings of one, in which the 

characteristics children used to describe a family are shown.   

 

Criterion                   %  
 

Affective factors……………………………………80.0 

Blood relations……………………………………..41.5 

Living together……………………………………..35.3 

Presence of parents and children…………………29.9 

Legal ties……………………………………………12.1 
 Percentages of 17-18 year olds mentioning criteria in defining families  (from 
Anyan & Pryor 2002). 
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Note that legal considerations, cohabitation, presence of parents and children and biology 

came way behind the importance of love and support.  The quote puts it another way. 

 

“A family is a group of people which all care about each other. They can cry 

together, laugh together, argue together and go through all the emotions together.  

Some live together as well.  Families are there for helping each other through life”.  

13-year-old girl. 

 

Don Edgar, the first Director of the Australian Institute of Family Studies, offers  another 

perspective on what families are.   

 
 
“The family itself is the key partnership which reproduces society by breeding, feeding, 

housing, and educating the next generation….it is in fact the first partnership of all social 

reproduction….the family unit is first and foremost a unit of co-operation. 

 
“The family is a unit in which men, women and children who care enough about one 
another to combine their various skills, property, and other resources, produce through 
work enough to meet their combined needs…and care for one another as well….the 
family is essentially a mutually organised and beneficial partnership.” 
 
Don Edgar in ‘The New Links Workplace: the future of family, work, and community 
relationships.’ 
 
 

Both these perspectives encompass strong threads of care and belonging, and of social 

and economic productivity. Notable is the lack of inclusion of structural description, and 

of external influences on family formation such as the law. 
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Family as a set of practices 

One way of avoiding the pitfalls of trying to find a definitive description of the family is 

to consider the word ‘family’ as a verb or as an adjective, and to delineate a set of 

practices that are family practices.  The Families Commission (note the use of plural) has 

done just that in its description of who is included in its brief:   

Families Commission description: 

• Providing emotional, psychological and material support for members (adults and 

children) 

• Nurturing and protecting children and other vulnerable members 

• Passing on culture, knowledge, and obligations 

 

Families, then, can be discussed in terms of practices or functions, that characterise 

groups of people we might refer to as a family.  In a paper to a roundtable conference in 

Aspen, Colorado, Theodora Ooms identified four family functions that she described as 

core, and as important in strengthening the capacities of families in contemporary society.  

They are as follows: 

 

  Function      Benefits 

Membership      A sense of belonging 

and family formation    Personal and social    

        identity    

      Meaning and direction for life 

 

Economic support   Basic needs for food, shelter,  

   clothing, other resources 
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Nurturance, education, Physical, psychological, 

and socialisation   cognitive, social, and 

spiritual development 

 

Protection of vulnerable    Protective care, support  

family members for young, ill, disabled, elderly, 

family members 

 

These are achieved by the carrying out of family practices, or relational processes.  In other 

words, the practice of being a family is based on the relationships within it. Fundamentally, 

families are sets of relationships that interact with one another and, usually, form a cohesive 

grouping. 
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How do these functions and practices relate to civil society? 

Although at first blush two of these family functions appear not to be directly related to GDP, 

I want at this stage to introduce the concept of Emotional Intelligence. 

Emotional intelligence is a teachable skill, that incorporates self-insight and empathy It 

has been described as the capacity for recognising our own feelings and those of others, 

and for managing emotions well in ourselves as well as our relationships. 

There are five essential elements: 

 

Self awareness: knowing what we feel in a situation; realistic self assessment and self 

confidence. 

 

Self regulation: the ability to delay gratification to achieve goals; being conscientious and 

persevering; being resilient. 

 

Motivation: Self-guidance toward goals; taking the initiative; striving to improve; 

persevering in the face of setbacks and frustrations. 

 

Empathy: sensing what other people are feeling; the ability to take their perspective; 

cultivating rapport with a broad diversity of people.   

 

Social skills: handling your own emotions well in situations; reading social situations 

accurately; interacting smoothly and effectively; using these skills to persuade and lead. 
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These elements, it is now well recognised, apply in particular to successful functioning in 

today’s workplace. And where are we most likely to learn them?  If families function 

well, then they are the crucibles for such skills. On the other hand if they do not, then 

emotional intelligence and other attributes are hard to obtain. 

 

What is the role of Public Policy? 

Public policy is, or should be, an expression of what we care about and what we value.  

In turn, these are reflections of our conceptions of a civil society. It follows from my 

argument, then, that policy must in its thinking have a hot-line to families since, in Don 

Edgar’s words, they are the first partnerships of all social reproduction.   
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Families and Public Policy 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Families are nested in a social context with cultural, social, community and legal aspects. 

Importantly, the relationships between families and these contextual influences work both 

ways. Although it is apparent that public policy has both direct and indirect influences on 

families, it may be that family influences on policy makers is primarily through their own 

families. It is hard to imagine that the thinking of many of you here is completely 

immune to your personal experiences at home.  
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There is much that could be said about policy and family interactions with all these 

factors. I am going to focus on just one – the work family interface – since it 

encompasses many of the issues faced by both policy makers and family members. 

 

There is absolutely no doubt that absenteeism, lower productivity, loss of valued 

employees, are all measurably less in companies that acknowledge that their employees 

are also men and women in families by implementing practices that support the family 

lives of their workers.  Family friendly policies have a positive effect on families and, 

more compellingly for business, on productivity.  Traditional models that used to 

approach the work-family question took the view that these were two entirely separate 

spheres in people’s lives; that overall, work mattered (and should matter) more than 

family life for men whereas, properly, women’s first priority was home and family.    

 

A more recent and realistic approach has been the spill-over model, that acknowledges 

the interface between work and family life. However, it tends to focus on the negative 

impacts of work and family on each other, and tends to assume that the primary direction 

of effects is from work to family.  This at least, has fuelled concerns about very major 

issues such as child care, parental leave, and flexible working hours.  

 

I would like to focus your attention, however, on the effects in the other direction – the 

impact of the quality of family relations on the workplace. A sick child, an ailing parent, 

or an argument over breakfast with one’s partner is very likely to have some influence on 
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our ability to focus on our work.   We might, though, think of this as an issue primarily 

for women rather than for men. Let me tell you about a study. 

In 1996 Forthofer and colleagues published a study in the Journal of Marriage and the 

Family entitled ‘Associations between marital distress and work loss in a national 

sample’.   

Marital Distress and Work Loss 
 

Forthofer, M. S., Markman, H. J., Cox, M., Stanley, S. & Kessler, R. C. (1996). 
Associations between marital distress and work loss in a national sample. 
Journal of Marriage and the Family 58, 597-605. 
 
Main aim of the study was to estimate the cost of marital distress in terms 

of reduced job productivity or work loss. 

 
Sample: 

• 1,431 full-time or part-time employed married men 
 

• 1,138 full-time or part-time employed married women 
 
Measures: 
 

• Work loss measured as the number of days in the past month that 
person had been unable to carry out work and normal activities 

 
• Five measures of marital distress (marital satisfaction, marital rating, 

spouse bad behaviour, positive interaction, negative interaction). 
 
 
Findings: 
 

• Four of the five distress items correlated significantly with work loss 
days for men, but not for women. 
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• The significant association for men applied only to those who had been 
married 10 years or less. 

 
The authors calculated the impact of a marital intervention for the 20% of 
men with the worst marital distress scores. They concluded that 
 

• 61.9 million work days would be restored; 
 

• at an average wage (in the early 1990’s) of $109 per day, this equated 
to US$6.8 billion per year in the US population as a whole. 

 
• At the individual level, those in the 10% of most distressed men lose 

38 days of work per year more than those with average marital 
distress. 

 
 

What can we conclude from these findings?  It may be that men in the United States are a 

bit soft, that New Zealand men are far more staunch, and we need not worry.  But I doubt 

it.  Nor, I think, does it mean that women are more tough-minded than men, although 

other evidence suggests that they are better able to compartmentalise domains of their 

lives than men (e.g. parenting and marital distress).  It does mean that problems at home 

have a palpable impact not just on emotional well-being, but also on productivity, and 

especially for men.  The obvious implication of this is that helping families to function 

well is probably good for GDP and that, in particular, support for the parental partnership 

is a good investment..  The relationship between parents in families has been described as 

the conductor of the family orchestra; if it has problems then other family relationships 

are out of tune and out of time.  It seems that the ability to conduct the home-based 

players has implications , too, for the music at work. 
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How can Public Policy support families in performing their core functions? 

One of the most significant challenges faced by families is change.  We have rapid social 

change, articulated daily on Morning Report. There are cultural, technological and global 

changes that have an impact  on the ability of families to remain functional.  Families 

themselves face changes in their structures.  The statistics on separation, divorce, and 

stepfamily formation remind us that it is almost unusual now for the same family 

structure to remain throughout a child’s childhood and adolescence.  In order to help 

families to survive and thrive we need to know what fosters competence.  What makes 

families both cohesive, and able to adapt in the face of continuous change? 

There is a great deal of current interest in focusing on the resilience of families who face 

significant challenges and who yet demonstrate competence.   As with individuals, family 

resilience incorporates three factors: significant risk, measurably adaptive outcomes, and 

protective factors that confer resilience.  Significant risk can be very specific, for 

example poverty, trauma, disability, unemployment, and chronically ill family members.  

At a less specific level all families face adversity at some time, in the form of normative 

changes.  These include separation and divorce, raising teenagers and keeping them safe; 

establishing second families, and caring for ailing elders.  All of these call on competence 

in the face of change.  Measures of family competence that represent resilience might 

include the ability to carry out the core functions of families that we have discussed.  If 

families are able to continue to support, nurture, and socialise their members, and to 

provide meaning and a sense of identity despite adversity, then they can be considered to 

be resilient families. A key challenge, so far largely unmet, is to identify those protective 



 

  14 

factors that confer resilience at the family level.  In order to do this, we need to study 

families over time. 

 

What we do not know. 

There is a great deal that we do know now, that can inform policy formed in relation to 

families, and the document ‘Investing in Well-being’ articulates some of our knowledge.  

Much of what we know relates to children and their development.  We know, for 

example, that family stability is important for children.  It does not, though, by itself 

confer well-being. Stability in a conflicted dysfunctional family is not good for children.   

 

It is symptomatic of the general situation in New Zealand that the majority of research 

that I have presented in this talk is from elsewhere, and predominantly from North 

America.  Despite a common language, it is a culture that is deeply different from ours. It 

encompasses different ethnic groups, different histories, and different social emphasises 

(e.g. religion, litigation).  It is risky, then, to extrapolate findings uncritically to the New 

Zealand context.   

 

Like many clichés, the statement that New Zealand provides a natural social laboratory 

holds some truth.  Our two longitudinal studies in Dunedin and Christchurch are 

respected and envied internationally, not least because they retained a remarkable 95% 

plus of participants into adulthood.  A case is presently being made that a new 

longitudinal study is needed in New Zealand, one of the bases being that our society has 

changed in the last 30 years.  It is my view that, properly designed and implemented, 
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such a study would be a gold standard, bullet-proof investment.  Several other countries 

in circumstances similar to New Zealand (i.e. not having contemporary, comprehensive 

knowledge based on their own populations), are investing in such studies.  They include 

Australia, Ireland, the UK, and Canada.   In my view there is no doubt that despite its up-

front expense, a longitudinal study is the most cost-effective way to provide the kind of 

information we need in order to inform policy and practice.  In short, properly done it 

would fill many of the gaps in our knowledge. 

 

How can Public Policy help New Zealand families now?  

As others have before, I want to advocate for a pro-active approach that puts a family 

warrant-of-fitness centre well back from the edge of the cliff.  This means fostering, 

supporting, and encouraging healthy relationships in families that increase the likelihood 

of stability and productivity.  It is not that we know nothing, and we do have sufficient 

information on which to base some specific suggestions, most of which will not be new 

to you. 

 

1. Information for young (and not so young) people on forming and sustaining 

healthy relationships.  Support at critical times such as childbirth is important 

here.  

 

2. Parenting education, and not just for parents.  We know what constitutes effective 

parenting, and it also fosters emotional intelligence.  Support for parents at times 

of transition such as separation and stepfamily formation is important. 
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3. Economic support for families who need it, especially those with young children 

(see the Treasury report). 

 

4. Flexible and adaptive work policies to allow care for vulnerable members. 

 

5. Acknowledgement of family diversity in providing services  

 

6. Supporting the production of knowledge to inform policy and practice. 

 

All of this undoubtedly calls for some risk taking tendencies. Ambulances at the bottom 

of cliffs offer at least some certainty that there will be bodies to attend to, whereas 

warrant of fitness centres do not guarantee crash-free journeys. This takes me back, 

briefly, to the concept of emotional intelligence, that we might apply here. In the 1960s 

Walter Mischel gave some children the marshmallow test.  He put a marshmallow on a 

table in front of a child and said he was leaving for a short while; the child could eat the 

marshmallow, but if they could wait until he came back they would get two.  Some ate it; 

others delayed gratification and received two. Years later, the two-marshmallow children 

had done far better than the others in social and academic competence.  The instant-

gratification kids were more likely to have failed at school, become delinquent, etc.  I am 

suggesting to you that if Public Policy and the rest of us can resist the temptation to get 

instant bangs for our bucks, and be two-marshmallow kids, then we will reap measurable 
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benefits as a society.  That depends, however, on what we choose to measure which, in 

turn, reflects what we value and what we consider to be a civil society. 

To paraphrase and extend Freud, if we love well and work well, then we live well. If our 

families are sick, then these things are hard to achieve no matter how much we spend in 

other domains.  Families are, indeed, good for GDP. 
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