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The preceding paper by Natalie Jackson and Ian Pool addresses the past treatment of families and households by researchers and policy makers. The paper raises questions about definitions of families and households used in research which may influence the development of social policy. In doing so the authors present a critique of the central analytic concepts employed in some previously published research, including a profile of sole parents based on the 1991 Census (Rochford 1993). I was therefore approached to comment on their critique, but before doing so I would like to stress that I welcome their contribution and the debate they seek to generate. Their paper raises a number of important issues and presents some valuable new analyses of demographic trends. There are three of these issues in particular which I discuss in this paper: parents-plus-others households, sole parenting rates and family ethnicity.

parents-plus-others households

Jackson and Pool identify the issue of distinguishing between "the family" and "the household" as central to their paper. They attempt to counter the "ethnocentric treatment of the extended family" by putting forward the "parents-plus-others" household type as an alternative category that can be equated with extended family support networks. They state that sole parents who reside in parent-plus-others households "often may have very different support networks from independent sole parents." This latter statement might be true in some cases, but I do not think it is universally true and I think research evidence is needed before it can be accepted as a valid generalisation. In some cases "the others" living in the household consist of just one other person, who is not necessarily a relative.

In the Māori context, the key structures are whānau
, hapū 
 and iwi
, not parent-plus-others households. A hapū typically has hundreds of members, and even a whānau, which is a three or four generation descent group, typically has dozens of members. Therefore any Māori household, whether it is parent-plus-others or parent-and-children-only, is unlikely to contain more than a small subset of the relevant whānau. Whether a particular Māori parent is strongly connected to their whānau support network may depend more on whether they live in their home region (or a location where many other whānaunga
 live) than it does on who else lives in their household.

A sole-parent-and-children-only household living in close proximity to their papatipu marae
 may have more whānau support than a sole parent who lives in a household with one other adult in a region hundreds of miles from most of their whānaunga. This is a particularly relevant consideration for Māori given the extent of urbanisation and other migration away from traditional iwi areas that have occurred in the last fifty years.

I agree that sole parents who live with others are in a different situation from those who live with their children only, but is their situation always so different that they should no longer be regarded as sole parents? Jackson and Pool argue that the parents-plus-others household type should be recognized as a "quasi-family structure". However, there are pitfalls in assuming that if there is even one other person in a household (besides parents and children) then this represents an extended family structure compared with parents-and-children-only households. In many cases the "others" are unrelated boarders or flatmates.

In 1991, 14% of families with dependent children lived in "parents-plus-others" households (although the label "parent-plus-others" would be more appropriate since the majority were one-parent families). Of these 35% lived in a multiple family household, 32% lived with unrelated adults and 34% lived with related adults.

Looking at the 41% of Māori sole parents who were not in a one-family-only household, 47% lived in a multiple family household, 22% lived with unrelated adults and 31% lived with related adults. It is clear that Māori are more likely to live with other relatives, but in at least 22% of cases the parent-plus-others category does not seem to indicate an extended family household. The multiple family households are not always extended family households either, since a sole parent may share a household with another unrelated sole parent for economic or companionship reasons. The extent to which sole parents adopt a parenting role in relation to each other's children is an interesting research question, but I would be cautious about assuming that they represent an extended family until such research is done.

Therefore, I would argue that the parents-plus-others household type is too heterogenous a grouping to be treated as a quasi-family structure. However, if this household type was disaggregated into, say, at least the following four types then I think it would be useful: "one parent plus others, including relatives"; "one parent plus others, not including relatives"; "two parents plus others, including relatives"; and "two parents plus others, not including relatives". There might then be a good case for treating the two types with relatives as quasi-family structures, although other household types might also need to be defined for complex households that do not easily fit into the above four types.

I think it is important to distinguish one-parent-plus-others types from the two-parents-plus-others types where possible, otherwise the tremendous shift-share that has taken place since 1976 between these types would be disguised within the all-embracing parents-plus-others type. There has been an increase in one-parent-plus-others households relative to two-parents-plus-others households and I would question whether these two household types are structurally and functionally identical, even where both have the characteristics of an extended family household. One practical reason why some of those concerned with social policy want to make this distinction is to identify and monitor the population potentially eligible for sole parent benefits, especially since the great majority of those in this population do actually receive a sole parent benefit. This was the main rationale for the definitions employed in the 1991 Census profile of sole parents (Rochford 1993).

If Jackson and Pool's recommendation to treat the parents-plus-others household type as a family type did become widely accepted then it could have policy implications which they may not have intended. According to their typology, only 26% of Māori parenting households with children were genuine sole-parent families in 1991 (Table 4), yet an estimated 38% of Māori families with children were supported by sole parent benefits (chiefly DPB) in 1991 (Rochford 1993:34).

Successive governments have in the past sought policy advice on basing eligibility for DPB on living arrangements as well as marital status, with reduced eligibility for sole parents who live with other adults. Although governments have so far decided against such a policy change, Jackson and Pool's typology might seem to support making a policy distinction between sole parents who live with others and sole parents who do not. Such a policy change would disproportionately disadvantage Māori and Pacific sole parents, and would provide a disincentive for extended-family living arrangements.

So, while it is vital to recognise the whānau, hapū and iwi basis of Māori culture (and the extended family basis of pacific cultures), I am not convinced that the heterogeneous parents-plus-others household type is the best analytic instrument for doing this. It would be a pity to replace one "blunt instrument" (to use their description of the Core Family construct) with another which is not much sharper.

SOLE PARENTING RATES

When it comes to the calculation of sole parenting rates, I accept the point that different definitions of numerators and denominators lead to different rates of sole parenting, although I think the illustration given in the paper is somewhat exaggerated. In the paper it is stated in relation to Māori rates in Table 1 that, "The range for which to a casual observer may seem closely related rates is from 8% (j) to 44% (a), a spread of 36 percentage points." However, while a casual observer may assume them to be closely related, an inspection of Table 1 reveals that rates (a) and (j) have very different denominators. For rate (a) the denominator is the number of families with dependent children, while for rate (j) the denominator is the population aged over 15 years.

It seems to me that this is analogous to calculating national exam pass rates, firstly as a proportion of those who actually sat the exam and secondly as a proportion of the entire population above a particular age, and calling the resulting pass rates "closely related". Nevertheless, I agree that the media seldom note such methodological issues. The lesson for the casual observer is, perhaps, to be careful to compare definitions before comparing figures from different sources.

FAMILY ETHNICITY

Jackson and Pool argue that basing an entire family's ethnicity on the minimal criteria of one child's ethnicity is more problematic than basing it on the ethnicity of the custodial parent(s) only. The concept of a single ethnic category for an entire family is, perhaps, not a natural one in a country with a high rate of intermarriage between ethnic groups. That may be why people are rarely asked in surveys "Which ethnic group does your family belong to?" However, if such a question were to be asked, with a checklist of ethnic groups and an instruction to "tick the box or boxes which apply to your family" (as in the 1991 Census question on individual ethnicity), it is reasonable to assume that families which include members from more than one ethnic group would tick the boxes corresponding to the different ethnic groups which the individuals in the family belong to. Therefore, in the absence of such a question in the Census, a family ethnicity variable can be created by combining the responses of family members to the question on individual ethnicity.

Because of the unwieldy number of possible combinations of ethnic groups, it is often necessary to reduce ethnicity information to a small number of mutually exclusive categories. So the question becomes: "What rule should be used to classify families of multiple ethnicity?" I would suggest that the hierarchical system used in the Census since 1986 for individuals who belong to more than one ethnic group should also be used for families who belong to more than one ethnic group, for the sake of consistency. By this rule, a family would be classified as Māori if any member of the family is classified as Māori. This rule avoids having to make any dubious judgments about the degree of "Māoriness" in the family based on the supposed influence of some family members weakening the ethnic identity of other family members.

This was the rule I was attempting to approximate in the Census profile of sole parents (Rochford 1993) by basing family ethnicity on the ethnicity of the children, although to adhere strictly to this rule I should have based family ethnicity on the ethnicity of both parents and children. It is possible to imagine reconstituted or other families where a parent is Māori but no child is Māori.

When Jackson and Pool argue that basing family ethnicity on the ethnicity of the children rather than the ethnicity of the custodial parent(s) is more problematic, this seems to be based on their contention that "the persons who really determine the household's identification are likely to be the parents" and that the custodial parent in a sole parent family is the "key actor". This view could be disputed from a Māori perspective in that nuclear family structures are less important for the ethnic identity of Māori children than whānau, hapū and iwi structures, so the list of key actors is potentially much longer.

It could be incorrect to assume that because their Māori parent does not live in the household then whānau, hapū and iwi support structures are absent for Māori children, or that their identification with the Māori ethnicity is weaker. It might be assumed that whānau support will be significantly weaker if there is no custodial Māori parent, but this is no more than an assumption which needs to be tested. An alternative hypothesis is that whānau members, such as grandparents, tend to make special efforts to maintain links with their mokopuna
 in a situation where the only Māori parent is no longer custodial, to ensure that these children remain members of the whānau. Also, there may be shared custody arrangements by which children spend, for example, every weekend in their nominally "non-custodial" parent's household, so it cannot be assumed that children have little or no contact with a non-custodial parent.

Even in a reconstituted family where Māori children have two non-Māori custodial parents, it could be argued that the Government has obligations to those children as tangata whenua
 under the Treaty of Waitangi
. Therefore, if a family ethnicity variable is to be used for research and social policy development purposes, such families should be classed as Māori so that the needs of those children for culturally appropriate services (e.g. Kohanga Reo
, culturally appropriate health care) are not invisible.

I would argue that basing sole parent family ethnicity on the ethnicity of the parent rather than the children is much more problematic, particularly when ethnic rates of sole parenting are calculated. To simplify, consider the calculation of sole parenting rates for two groups, Māori and non-Māori families (defined by the ethnicity of parents only). Most one-parent families are derived from two-parent families due to the death or departure of one parent. If a Māori parent dies or departs, leaving a non-Māori parent with Māori children, how does this affect the ethnic rates of sole parenting? The family would be subtracted from the denominator of the Māori rate calculation and added to both the numerator and denominator of the non-Māori rate calculation. So, the rate of sole parenting would increase for both Māori and non-Māori because of a change in one family! This seems to be an odd way of calculating ethnic sole parenting rates, particularly when families with both a Māori and a non-Māori parent outnumber families with two Māori parents. Yet, in presenting such rates, Jackson and Pool claim that they are "computed more conventionally".

In conclusion, I would argue for the widest possible definition of Māori family whenever a family ethnicity variable is used. Jackson and Pool might argue that it would be misleading to classify a family as Māori if, say, just one child in the family has a Māori great-grandparent. However, I feel that it is in accordance with the principles of whakapapa
 to base any definition of Māori on ancestry (no matter what the fraction) rather than attempting to judge the strength of attachment of any family (or person) to tikanga
 Māori. 

Traditional Māori values and whānau structures have been under attack in the past due to the assimilationist monocultural policies of successive governments. If the definition of Māori excludes those families or individuals with Māori ancestry whose attachment to Māori values may have been weakened, this would represent a further undermining of Māori culture. That is why I think it is important to base any definition of Māori ethnicity on whakapapa rather than on identification with Māori values.

In this way, the Māori strategy (if it is a strategy) of a high rate of intermarriage with Pākehā can be seen not as reflecting a desire to assimilate with Pākehā, but rather as a way of recovering from the demographic slump of the 19th century, increasing the proportion of the population with Māori ancestry and establishing a basis for the revival of Māori values in a wider population.
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� Family; commonly used to refer to the extended family.


� Sub-tribe.


� Tribe.


� Relatives who are members of one's whānau.


� The home marae, the marae itself is an enclosed ground used as a meeting place.


� Children of grandchild generation.


� People of the land or locality.


� Treaty signed between the Crown and iwi in 1840.


� "Māori language nest"; Māori language pre-school.


� Genealogy; ancestry.


� Customs.





