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Abstract 
 

The paper focuses on gender relations and considers the value of 

aggregate income data, generated by the national census. It draws on 

concepts of gender order and gender regimes as well as a typology of 

relations of social reproduction. Utilising these concepts we examine the 

changing nature of gender relations and inequality in Australia between 

2006 and 2011. We ask whether we can use data collected by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) in its census of population and 

housing to monitor changing patterns of income generation within 

families over time and across space within Australia?  We further ask, can 

this data tell us much about either the changing patterns of gender 

relations in the domestic sphere or the changing levels of inequality in 

Australia? 

 

 

Introduction 

Gender relations are constantly in a state of flux. Walby (1997: 3) suggests ‘we need 

to have concepts at different levels of abstraction and which capture the major forms 

of gender system’ in order to be able to describe our observations of changing gender 

relations.  At the overarching level Walby describes a system of patriarchy as:  

[A] system of social structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress 

and exploit women - the six structures are - household production, patriarchal 

relations in paid work, patriarchal relations of the state, male violence, 

patriarchal relations in sexuality and patriarchal relations of culture (Walby 

1997: 3-4). 

 

This approach can be supplemented by Connell’s model (1987, 2002)  which refers to 

the overarching level of patriarchy as a society’s ‘gender order’, in which the four 

structures of production relations, power, emotional relations and symbolic relations 
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intersect in social institutions to form a gender regime, particular to that institution.  

Drawing on these models, we are able to consider changes over time to particular 

gender regimes operating within the social institution of the household or the family. 

 

It is also the case that these relations may take particular forms in different contexts. 

Pfau-Effinger (1999) has attempted to identify the key models of household gender 

relations that have been observed in European and other western societies with the 

rise of the welfare state.  She describes the family economy as the pre-modern model, 

the rise of a male-breadwinner/ housewife-carer model which became the dominant 

form of household gender relations in Europe (although there is debate about its 

timing and extent of hegemony across Europe), and the evolution of a number of 

more recent models, linked to state welfare and family policies.  Recent formations 

include the part-time carer/ male-breadwinner model, the dual breadwinner with 

external childcare (provided either by state or market) and the dual breadwinner/ 

shared childcare model.  

 

A number of authors have attempted to identify how household gender relations 

change over time, under the impact of economic, social and political instability.  

Connell (2011) and Broomhill and Sharp (2007) have examined the impact of 

neoliberal policies on family and household gender relations, while Rubery (2013) 

has examined the impact of the global financial crisis on gender relations.   

 

The question is, what evidence is available to elaborate these propositions? Baxter 

and Hewitt (2013) have utilised data from the Household Income and Labour 

Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey to examine how women’s increasing earnings 
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impact on time spent in housework.  They find that Australia continues to have a 

strong male-breadwinner institutional framework that ‘hinders gender equality in paid 

and unpaid work’ (Baxter and Hewitt 2013: 29).  While the HILDA survey is 

Australia’s most comprehensive data set on family income, labour market dynamics, 

household dynamics and individual well-being, it is limited.  Its sample size means 

that it is of limited use for examining change within specific regions or amongst 

particular groups of workers. To address this problem, we ask whether it is possible to 

utilise census data on individual and family income to identify different patterns of 

household gender regimes and whether these patterns change over time, across spatial 

divisions or within particular industries or occupational groups across Australia.  

 

Census collection processes 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) collects information on individual income 

by asking each person aged over 15 years to indicate the range within which their 

gross income from all sources lies (not exact income).  Respondents are given the 

following definition of gross income: 

Gross income includes wages, salaries, overtime, business or farm income 

(less operating expenses), rents received, dividends, interest, superannuation, 

maintenance (child support), workers' compensation, and government 

pensions and allowances (ABS 2011a). 

 

The ABS has found a general tendency for those not in the labour force, pensioners 

and self-funded retirees to leave this question blank as they interpret it as relating to 

income from employment only. Thus, the data under-represents income from non-

wage sources.  However, the ABS also reports that the distribution of income data 

from the census is largely consistent with that obtained from the ABS income 

surveys, and therefore provides a useful indicator.   

 



 4 

The ABS (2011a) uses the reported categories of individual income to calculate the 

variables of household income and family income. Both family and household income 

are the sum of the individual incomes of each family/household member present in 

the household on census night. Family income only applies to classifiable families in 

occupied private dwellings. If any person aged 15 years and over is temporarily 

absent, or does not state their income, then the Family Income is not derived for that 

family. Family income is not applicable to non-family households such as group 

households or lone person households; or to people in non-private dwellings.  

Household income does include these groups. For the purpose of this paper, we have 

excluded the categories of ‘all incomes not stated’ and ‘not applicable’ from the totals 

to examine only those cases where all income data is provided. 

 

One of the difficulties identified in analysing the data over the 2006 and 2011 

censuses is that, in the 2006 census, the household variable provided a closer match 

between the income categories of individuals and those of households than the family 

variable provided. That is, the household variable resulted in fewer cases being 

classified as ‘unclear’. We have therefore used the household variable in preference to 

the family income variable.  However, in analysing the household data we have 

excluded group households and lone person households to create a custom variable of 

‘families’ within the household variable. This  facilitates comparisons between 

families.  

 

Of note, a small proportion of the population report negative incomes.  The ABS 

(2011a) identifies ‘Income from own unincorporated enterprise and income from 

rental property are collected net of expenses incurred in the raising of income, so may 
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be negative’. It is worth reporting this variable separately as it may indicate the 

presence of assets and investment held by a particular family member.  Negative 

incomes also result in a small number of cases in which individuals report incomes 

that are greater than the total household income. 

 

Approach 

To examine individual contribution to family income we extracted data from the 

census using the application TableBuilder Pro to create a cross tabulation of 

individual income by household income (custom variable of ‘families’ only) by sex 

for Australia and particular regions from both the 2006 data and the 2011 data.  We 

then analysed these tables to classify each cell count into one of five categories: 

 Individual contributes negative family income  

 Individual contributes nil family income  

 Individual contributes less than 50 percent of family income 

 Individual contributes 50 percent or more of family income; and  

 Unclear 

The categorisation was driven by the intersection of the individual income categories 

with the family income categories.  Where the individual, for example, earns $200- 

$299 and the family income was $200-$299, the individual income could be as much 

as 100 percent of the family income or as little as 66 percent of the family income and 

so was classified as 50 percent or more of family income.  In the case where the 

individual income was $200-$299, but the family income was $600-$799, the 

individual contribution could be as little as 25 percent or as high as 49 percent and so 

was classified as less than 50 percent of family income. The category ‘unclear’ was 
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used for all cell counts in which it was possible for the individual income to represent 

proportions of household income of less than 50 percent up to more than 50 percent. 

 

Data tables were prepared for men, women and persons across Australia in 2006 and 

in 2011.  The data was disaggregated by family composition for each of couple family 

with no children, couple family with children, single parent family and other family.  

The data was also examined for differing patterns of household income generation 

between metropolitan and non-metropolitan regions and in particular industries and 

regions undergoing restructuring. 

 

Australia 

 

We found that between 2006 and 2011, the proportion of Australians who contribute a 

negative income or a nil income to their families have remained relatively constant.   

 

Insert Table 1 about here. 

 

The data suggests that the proportion of men and women who contribute less than half 

of family income has risen from 11.6 percent to 35.2 percent while the proportion of 

persons contributing more than half of family income has dropped from 51.1 percent 

to 23.9 percent.  This change is supported by evidence of women’s increasing 

participation in the labour force, rising levels of part-time employment and falling 

numbers of full-time jobs in male-dominated sectors.   
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Nonetheless, the change may be driven by the ABS’s use of different income 

categories between the two censuses.  In 2006 the ABS used 12 individual and 12 

household income categories, while in 2011 there were an additional three family 

categories between $2,000 and $4,000 per week.  Overall, the same proportion of 

cells fall into the classifications of negative, nil income and, unclear proportions of 

income, across the two censuses.  But, in 2006, more than half of all cells fall into the 

greater than 50 percent classification while in 2011 approximately one third of all 

cells fall into the greater than 50 percent classification. Thus, the income 

categorisation may in fact be skewing the data in relation to changes over time.  

 

The 2011 census enables us to examine a range of factors that impact on the 

contributions that individuals make to their family’s income.  Across all families, 

women are much more likely to contribute less than half of the family income (44.7 

percent) than men (25.1 percent).  This pattern becomes even more pronounced when 

we add in family composition, with 60.9 percent of women in couple families with 

children providing less than half of their family income compared to 31.5 percent of 

men.   The proportion of women providing 50 percent or more of their household 

income is highest amongst single parent families (47.7 percent) and lowest amongst 

couple families with children (6.2 percent). 

Insert table 2 about here. 

 

Further analysis was undertaken in relation to the greater capital city and remainder of 

state.  Table three suggests that individuals living in metropolitan locations are more 

likely to contribute less than half of their family income than those in regional and 

rural areas, both amongst men and women.  Men in regional and rural Australia are 



 8 

less likely to contribute nil income to the family income than men in metropolitan 

regions and women more generally.  There is little statistically significant difference 

between the regional categories for those contributing 50 percent or more of family 

income and those contributing a negative income to the family income.   

 

Insert table 3 here. 

As Campbell and colleagues (2012) found in their major study of work life balance in 

regional Victoria, gender, rather than location, has a greater impact on working 

patterns. 

 

One Region 

To explore these themes further, we utilised the intersection between individual and 

family incomes to examine the impact of job losses within particular industries on 

families and households.  In particular, we examined the family income contribution 

made by workers in the electricity, gas, water and waste industry subsector within the 

Latrobe Valley region.  Amongst these approximately 3,000 workers, a significant 

proportion face retrenchment under the pressures to move to a lower carbon economy.  

Table four shows that amongst the men employed in this sector within the Latrobe 

Valley, 76.7 percent contribute 50 percent or more of their family’s income.   

 

Insert table 4 about here.   

 

This proportion is highest amongst men living in couple families no children, which 

reflects the age and life-cycle phase of these workers, who were older than the 
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Australian average, and more likely to be approaching retirement (Fairbrother et al., 

2012). 

 

Conclusion 

There are a number of frustrations with the census as a data source for the analysis.   

Substantial data manipulation is needed to analyse changing patterns of contribution 

over time, and given that the data collected by the ABS is in categorical form rather 

than continuous data, detailed regression analysis to examine the relative importance 

of different factors is not possible. The categorical nature of the data also creates a 

lack of clarity. More detailed categories could allow for more cells currently 

categorised ‘unclear’ to be attributed to other groups.  It would also be preferable to 

create more disaggregated classifications than ‘less than 50 percent’ and ‘50 percent 

and greater’.  

 

However, there are also some advantages to the use of census income data.  While 

data on women’s labour market participation and employment rates provide broad-

brush information on changing patterns of women’s work, it does not tell us how this 

translates to gender relations within households and families.  The census income data 

may be able to provide more fine-grained analysis of women’s earning power and 

financial contribution to families than employment patterns. This in turn, may bring 

us closer to understanding how household gender relations intersect with labour 

market gender relations to contribute to the broader gender system. The census 

income data also has advantages over other data sources such the HILDA survey, in 

allowing us to examine very small groups such as employees in a particular industry 

subsector within a region. 
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Overall the census data does seem to demonstrate that patterns of individual 

contribution to household or family income are gendered and that there are factors 

that exacerbate or contribute to the gendered pattern of income generation.  Family 

composition, in particular, the presence of children, has an impact on patterns of 

individual contribution, and there does appear to be an effect related to regional 

location. 

 

The data from the Latrobe study raise a number of issues for future investigation. 

Including the impact of age on men and women’s contribution to family income – is 

there likely to be a cohort effect or a life-cycle stage effect on the gendered patterns of 

contribution?  Is it possible to analyse the impact of occupation or industry of 

employment, skills and education on patterns of income contribution to family 

income?   

 

In terms of attempting to shed light on the domestic gender regimes, data on income 

contribution can only provide insight into how the breadwinning function is being 

constructed in family economies, not the division of caring labour within the family.  

While there seems to be little evidence of a strict male breadwinner/ full-time 

housewife dichotomy within Australian families, there is certainly evidence for the 

female part-time carer/ male full-time breadwinner model’s existence and some small 

evidence for a dual breadwinner model, although without evidence of how caring is 

provided.  Future analysis may need to examine income data in light of caring 

responsibilities and arrangements. 
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Perhaps more importantly, the data on contribution to family income cannot tell us 

whether changing earnings power amongst women translates to changing power or 

equality for women within the home.  Once again this will need to be examined in the 

future, using qualitative approaches. 

 

References 

ABS (2006) Census of population and housing, Canberra: Commonwealth of 

Australia. 

ABS (2011a) Census dictionary. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 

ABS (2011b) Census of population and housing. Canberra: Commonwealth of 

Australia. 

Baxter, Janeen, & Hewitt, Belinda (2013) ‘Negotiating Domestic Labor: Women's 

Earnings and Housework Time in Australia’, Feminist Economics, 19(1), 29-

53.  

Broomhill, Ray, & Sharp, Rhonda (2007) ‘The problem of social reproduction under 

neoliberalism’. In M. G. Cohen & J. Brodie (Eds.), Remapping gender in the 

new global order. London: Routledge. 

Campbell, Iain, Charlesworth, Sara, et al. (2012) ‘Part-time work in Australia: An 

uneven spatial distribution of poor quality part-time jobs?’ Re-Organising 

Work 26
th

 AIRAANZ Conference, Surfers Paradise.  

Connell, Raewyn (1987) Gender and Power Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Connell, Raewyn (2002) Gender Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Connell, Raewyn (2011) Confronting equality: gender, knowledge and global change. 

Sydney: Allen & Unwin. 

Fairbrother, Peter, Snell, Darryn, et al. (2012) Jobs and Skills Transition for the 

Latrobe Valley, Melbourne: RMIT/Swinburne University. 

Pfau-Effinger, Birgit (1999) ‘The modernization of family and motherhood in 

Western Europe’ In R. Crompton (Ed.), Restructuring Gender Relations and 

Employment: The Decline of the Male Bread-winner, (pp. 60–79). Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Rubery, Jill (2013) ‘The impact of austerity on gender equity’. Work, employment and 

employment relations in an uneven patchwork world, 27th AIRAANZ 

Conference, Fremantle.  

Walby, Sylvia (1997) Gender Transformations. London: Routledge. 

  



 12 

Table 1. Individual contribution to family income, Australia, 2006-2011 

  2006 2011 

Contribute negative family income 0.5 0.6 

Contribute nil family income 8.0 8.9 

Contribute less than 50% of family income 11.6 35.2 

Contribute 50% or more of family income 51.1  23.9  

Unclear 28.8 31.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 

ABS 2006, 2011b  
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Table 2. Individual contribution to family income by family type, Australia, 2011 

2011 

  

  

Couple family 

no children 

Couple family 

with children 

One parent 

family 

Other 

family 
Total 

M
en

 

Contribute negative family 

income 0.5 0.6 1.0 0.7 0.6 

Contribute nil family income 3.2 8.5 13.8 8.9 7.0 

Contribute less than 50% of 

family income 12.9 31.5 36.1 28.3 25.1 

Contribute 50% or more of 

family income 32.4 36.5 26.2 21.1 33.8 

Unclear 51.06 23.0 22.9 40.9 33.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

W
o

m
en

 

Contribute negative family 

income 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.6 

Contribute nil family income 8.3 13.7 6.9 8.2 10.7 

Contribute less than 50% of 

family income 31.5 60.9 25.5 29.9 44.7 

Contribute 50% or more of 

family income 10.6 6.2 47.7 21.6 14.6 

Unclear 49.04 18.6 19.3 39.8 29.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

ABS 2006, 2011b  

 

  



 14 

Table 3. Individual contribution to family income, capital cities, rural/regional 

Australia 

 Men Women Persons 

 

Capital 

cities Rural/Regional 

Capital 

cities Rural/Regional 

Capital 

cities Rural/Regional 

Contribute negative 

family income 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.4 

Contribute nil family 

income 7.6 5.8 11.7 8.5 9.7 7.2 

Contribute less than 

50% of family income 26.2 23.1 46.1 42.1 36.4 32.9 

Contribute 50% or 

more of family income 34.1 33.5 14.2 15.5 23.9 24.2 

Unclear 31.7 37.2 27.6 33.4 29.6 35.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

ABS 2006, 2011b  
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Table 4. Men, electricity, gas, water and waste workers, Latrobe Valley, individual 

contribution to family income 

 

Couple 

family with 

no children 

Couple family 

with children 
One parent 

family 
Other family 

Total 

Men 

Contribute negative 

family income 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Contribute nil 

family income 0.0 0.4 0.0 42.9 0.4 

Contribute less than 

50% of family 

income 1.3 8.6 15.0 0.0 6.4 

Contribute 50% or 

more of family 

income 80.4 74.6 77.5 57.1  76.7  

Unclear 18.3 16.3 7.5 0.0 16.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

ABS 2006, 2011b 


