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SUBMISSION ON GREEN PAPER FOR VULNERABLE CHILDREN 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to input into the Government’s considerations on the issue of child 

abuse. Attached is my submission on “Every child thrives, belongs, achieves: The Green Paper for 

vulnerable children”.   

 

I write as a father of four boys, who belong to a loving family and who are indeed thriving and 

achieving their potential.  They are enjoying what is the birthright of every New Zealand child.  

 

I also write as a post-graduate of a social science discipline. As such I value research and an 

evidence-based approach to social policy issues and bring this perspective to this submission.  

Evidence, honestly assessed, will help us find a way forward. 

  

The specific questions raised in the Green Paper are important however the issue of child abuse goes 

well beyond the scope of those questions. It concerns me that we may have become stranded in a 

paradigm that revolves around social agency response to abuse. We need a paradigm-shift that 

moves our focus to the underlying causes of abuse. Doing so will help us see that we need a long 

term “whole-of-culture” response, not just improved agency performance and co-ordination. This 

too is a key thrust of this submission.   

 

Finally, I write as a New Zealander who loves his country and wants to see its people prosper and do 

well.  Please note if submissions are discussed in select committees (or any other forums) I would 

appreciate the opportunity to speak in support of this submission. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Ewen McQueen MA(Hons) 

26th February 2012 

mailto:ewen.mcqueen@xtra.co.nz
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Summary of Submission 
 

The essence of this submission is that the scope of the Green Paper is too limited. Its questions are 

framed primarily in the context of mitigating child abuse via social agency response. The 

Government needs to take a more strategic approach, looking at and addressing the underlying 

causes of child abuse. 

There is now considerable social research indicating that family structure is an important risk factor 

in determining the likelihood that children will suffer abuse and neglect. In particular the research 

highlights that children in non-married households where one parent is not biologically related to 

the child, are at significantly increased risk.  

It is acknowledged that there are other risk factors for child abuse and neglect. However the risk 

associated with non-biological parents has now become so widely recognised in the research and 

literature that it has become known as the “Cinderella Effect”. Some studies rate it as the highest 

risk factor.  

The social research is confirmed by the on-the-ground reality of child abuse in New Zealand. A 

summary analysis of child deaths from 2007 to 2011 shows by far the majority occurred in the 

context of non-married households with the perpetrator being not biologically related to the child in 

most cases.  

It is submitted that addressing this driver of child abuse will require sustained, long-term action to 

rebuild strong family life in New Zealand. In particular cultural change will be required to re-establish 

widespread social support for the institution of marriage. Evidence is reviewed showing the 

significant advantages that marriage offers in terms of relationship and family stability. 

In light of that evidence it is recommended that policy-makers need to take a “whole-of-culture” 

approach to rebuilding support for marriage. Part of that could include an Action Plan to Affirm 

Marriage. Possible initiatives for inclusion in such a plan are noted. Some are based on overseas 

initiatives from countries similar to our own (Australia, USA and the UK) where actions to rebuild a 

marriage-affirming culture have already commenced. 

Finally it is concluded that rebuilding strong family life based on marriage will require support and 

action not only from political leaders, but from leaders across New Zealand society.  In particular 

leaders in sectors like education and the media which act as cultural “gatekeepers” will need to bring 

their influence to bear also. Only then will we stop the cycle of children being born into vulnerable 

and at-risk family situations. 
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[ 1.0 ]   Introduction 
 

The Green Paper invites us to answer a number of specific questions. Should government spending 

be more targeted at vulnerable families? Should there be more monitoring of children in such 

families? Should services be better connected to vulnerable children? 

These are all valid and important questions. However the issue of child abuse and neglect goes well 

beyond the scope of these questions. More foundational issues are not addressed in the Paper. 

Questions such as - why do we have so many at-risk vulnerable children? What has happened in New 

Zealand society over the last three decades that has led to the increased rate of child abuse and 

neglect? What can be done to ensure future generations of New Zealand children avoid being born 

into situations where they are at-risk and vulnerable? 

Instead of dealing with these foundational issues, the Green Paper questions have been framed 

primarily in the context of mitigation. It is almost taken for granted that we will continue to have 

significant numbers of vulnerable children. The questions relate to how to ameliorate and mitigate 

this apparently intractable situation. 

In this sense the Green Paper perpetuates the 

standard paradigm which focuses on social agency 

response to child abuse and neglect. A high-profile 

abuse case will generally spark a renewed national 

conversation focussing on which social agency failed, 

how services were not accessed or integrated, 

whether particular social, health or other public 

sector employees did their job properly. 

These are all valid questions but they ignore the more 

foundational questions noted above. It is important 

that we have the best public services we can to deal 

with the reality of child abuse today. But it is even 

more important that we address the underlying 

drivers of child abuse so that tomorrow’s reality will 

be different. This will require a paradigm change in 

our considerations of child abuse and neglect. 

The focus of this submission is on the wider cultural context in which child abuse and neglect occurs. 

In particular it is submitted that changes in social and cultural norms around family structure and 

relationships have led to negative outcomes for our children. Once it was accepted that a married 

two-parent household was the best social context for raising children. Social and cultural norms 

supported this proposition. This is no longer the case.  

The “casualisation” of human relationships over the last four decades now means many children are 

being raised in family structures where the evidence shows they are at much higher risk of abuse 

and neglect. If the Government wishes to make a substantial difference in the long-term to our child 

abuse statistics then it needs to address this fact. 

It is important that we 

have the best public 

services we can to deal 

with the reality of child 

abuse today. But it is 

even more important 

that we address the 

underlying drivers of 

child abuse so that 

tomorrow’s reality will 

be different. 
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[ 2.0 ]   Family Structure and Child Abuse 
 

It has become the accepted wisdom that changes in the structure and patterns of family life over the 

last thirty or forty years are inevitable, and irreversible.  Policymakers and decision-makers prefer to 

describe the changes in neutral terms, speaking about increased “diversity” and changes in family 

form. It is sometimes even asserted that these changes are actually for the better, allowing for 

greater flexibility, individual autonomy and freedom.  

The Green Paper appears to follow this approach of taking a neutral or perhaps even positive 

perspective on changes in family life, stating: 

“The families that children are growing up in are also more fluid and dynamic than 

ever before.”  (Green Paper, page 7) 

This reluctance to assess changes in family structure in anything other than neutral or positive terms 

sometimes lies in pre-determined commitment to socially liberal values. More often it probably 

arises from a desire not to offend the many people now living in non-traditional family forms. Either 

way it belies the considerable body of social research (and on-the- ground experience) now pointing 

to a range of negative outcomes associated with the changes in family structure over the last three 

decades. 

To make this statement is not to pass judgment on any individuals or particular families. All New 

Zealanders are of equal and inestimable value and worth. However the arrangements in which we 

choose to organise our family lives are able to be objectively assessed in terms of the outcomes 

which they produce. Those outcomes are often not equal. This is true in many areas including the 

area of child abuse and neglect 

 

[ 2.1 ]   Family Structure Matters – The Social Science Evidence 

There is now considerable evidence that family structure is a key factor in determining the likelihood 

that children will experience abuse and neglect. It is not the only risk factor. However both New 

Zealand research and the results of studies in countries with similar cultural backgrounds clearly 

indicate that family structure matters.  

In particular the research highlights that children in 

non-married households where one parent is not 

biologically related to the child, are at significantly 

increased risk.  

[2.1.1]   New Zealand Research 

In New Zealand the Office of the Children’s 

Commissioner (OCC) has produced a number of reports 

noting the significance of non-biological parents as a 

risk factor for children.  A review undertaken for the 

...research highlights 

that children in non-

married households 

where one parent is not 

biologically related to 

the child, are at 

significantly increased 

risk.  
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OCC in 2009 acknowledged that there were a number of risk factors for child abuse including 

poverty, low maternal age, drug and alcohol issues and having a non-biological parent in the home. 

Of all of these factors the latter returned the highest increase in risk. The review stated, 

“Males are more likely perpetrators of assault resulting in death or serious injury, 

and this risk is particularly great when the male is not the biological father of the 

child.” 

(“Death and serious injury from assault of children aged under 5 years in Aotearoa New Zealand: A 

review of international literature and recent findings” Office of the Children’s Commissioner, June 

2009, page 9) 

Risk increased by 8 to 12 times when the household included a non-biological father. The magnitude 

of the increased risk was up to twice as high as the increase in risk associated with low socio-

economic status. 

Another recent report by the Office of the Children’s Commissioner acknowledged that “family 

breakdown” and “frequent changes in household members” was a significant factor contributing to 

child abuse and neglect. (“Preventing child neglect in New Zealand: A public health assessment of the evidence, 

current approach, and best practice guidance” Office of the Children’s Commissioner, Dec 2010, page 11) 

The risk posed by changes in family structure is not a new theme for the OCC. In a paper delivered to 

“The 1997 Family Violence Symposium” in Palmerston North the then Children’s Commissioner 

Laurie O’Reilly stated, 

“It also needs to be remembered that when a biological father is excluded from or 

leaves a family, the members of that family are often exposed to and involved with 

other men e.g. stepfathers, or other surrogate fathers, who place women and 

children at risk.” 

"The Child's Best Interests: Balancing the Right to Parental Relationships with the Right to Protection” 

Laurie O'Reilly - Commissioner for Children August 29th 1997, page 20 

 

[2.1.2]   International Research 

The international evidence from countries with similar cultural backgrounds to New Zealand is 

consistent with the local studies. These countries have undergone the same changes in family 

structure over the last 30 to 40 years that New Zealand has, and the outcomes for children have 

been similar. 

In 1998 the Australian House of Representatives Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional 

Affairs undertook an in-depth investigation into how marriage and family life could be strengthened 

in Australia. Evidence heard by the Committee included how different family structures contributed 

to a range of outcomes. On the issue of child abuse the Committee reported,  

“the National Bureau of Australia estimates that a child whose mother lives in a de-

facto relationship with a man other than the child’s father... is at least five times 

more likely to be abused than one who lives with both married parents. 
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A NSW study found that a high proportion of child killers are either step fathers or 

the mothers de facto or boyfriend.... that non-biological parents represent a 

disproportionate risk for children...”  

(“To have and to hold: Strategies to strengthen marriage and relationships” Australian House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, June 1998, page 47) 

 

A more recent Australian study undertaken by the School of Psychology at Deakin University in 

Melbourne concluded, 

“Children under five living with a non-biological or step-parent are up to 77 times 

more likely to die from a violence-related injury than those living with their 

biological families.” 

(“Generalising the Cinderella Effect to unintentional childhood fatalities” Evolution & Human 

Behaviour, Volume 27, Issue 3 , May 2006 ) 

 

Similar results have been reported in other developed countries. In the United States a study 

undertaken by the School of Medicine at the University of Missouri concluded, 

“Children residing in households with unrelated adults were nearly 50 times as 

likely to die of inflicted injuries than children residing with 2 biological parents” 

(“Child deaths resulting from inflicted injuries: household risk factors and perpetrator characteristics”. 

Paediatrics 2005 Nov;116(5):e687-93.) 

 

[2.1.3]   The “Cinderella Effect” - A Leading Risk Factor 

As noted in the introduction to this section, it is acknowledged that there are other risk factors for 

child abuse and neglect. However the risks associated with non-biological parents has now become 

so widely recognised in the research and literature that it has become known as the “Cinderella 

Effect” (referring to the cruel stepmother in the fable).  

 It is not submitted here that the Cinderella Effect is 

the only cause of child abuse. However it is clearly 

recognised as a very significant contributor. As such 

it needs to be taken seriously in any policy response 

by Government. 

It is also likely that in the mix of risk factors, the 

Cinderella Effect may be a leading contributor. 

Where a household includes an unmarried non-

biological parent it is reasonable to assume a lower 

level of emotional commitment and attachment to 

children. As such it is likely that a lower level of 

financial investment is brought to the household and 

that high risk behaviour involving for instance drugs 

...the Cinderella Effect is 

not only a significant risk 

factor on its own ... but it 

may well be a leading 

contributor to the 

presence of the other 

risk factors. 
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and alcohol are more likely to be prevalent.  In other words the other risk factors often identified 

with child abuse and neglect such as poverty and drug and alcohol abuse may be more likely to arise 

in such households. Thus the Cinderella Effect is not only a significant risk factor on its own (OCC 

2009 gave it the highest magnitude of risk increase) but it may well be a leading contributor to the 

presence of the other risk factors. 

Research on the protective benefits to children provided in married two-parent households with 

both biological parents certainly demonstrates the converse of this proposition to be true. Laurie 

O’Reilly (Ibid, page 20) noted the evidence that marriage was safer for children. In 2003 the Ministry 

for Social Development also undertook a review of the literature on family resilience which noted, 

“Importantly, research shows that children being raised in cohabiting couple 

households have developmental outcomes that are similar to those of children 

raised in single parent homes; in other words, they do not fare as well as children in 

married-parent households.” 

(“Family Resilience and Good Child Outcomes: A Review of the Literature” Ariel Kalil, Ministry of Social 

Development, 2003, page 43) 

 

[ 2.2 ]   Family Structure – The New Zealand Reality 

The social science evidence on the contribution of family structure to child abuse and neglect is 

backed up by the on-the-ground experience in New Zealand.  

[2.2.1]   Child Abuse Deaths in New Zealand 2007 to 2011 

This section details the child deaths due to abuse in New Zealand over the last five years from 2007 

to 2011. The information has been assembled from media court reports and as such is accurate in 

itself.  There may however be some cases that have been overlooked, although every effort has 

been made to record all child deaths due to abuse over this period. All the children were aged 7 

years or under. 

The details are shown in the following table, however some summary points include: 

 Of the 23 cases, 17 involved a person being convicted, charged or a suspect who was not the 

biological parent of the child. 
 

 Of those 17 the mother’s unmarried partner with no biological relationship to the child was 

convicted, charged or a suspect in 12 of the cases. 
 

 Of those 17 the other 5 cases involved children being cared for in extended family or 

informal fostering arrangements. In all these cases the biological parents of the child were 

not married, and normally not even in a relationship.  
 

 Of the 23 cases only 6 involved the biological parents of the child being either convicted or 

charged. Of these the parents were married in only 2 cases. 
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New Zealand Child Deaths due to Abuse 2007 to 2011 

Year Child Person convicted or charged Biological 
parent 

Parents 
married 

2007 Tyla-Maree Darryl Flynn  Mother's partner No No 

2007 Nia Glassie Mother's partner No No 

2007 Jyniah Mary Te Awa Child-minder No No 

2007 Tahani Mahomed Parents Yes Yes 

2008 Dylan Hohepa Rimoni  Caregiver No No 

2008 Un-named 22month old Mother Yes No 

2008 Duwayne Pailegutu Mother's partner No No 

2008 Riley Justin Osborne  Mother's partner No No 

2009 Cherish Tahuri-Wright Grandmother No No 

2009 Jayrhis Lock-Tata Father Yes No 

2009  Trent James Matthews  Foster mother No No 

2009 Jacqui Petersen-Davis Mother Yes No 

2009 Kash McKinnon Mother's partner No No 

2009 Hail-Sage McClutchie Unresolved (Partner?) No? No 

2009 Karl-Perigo Check Mother's partner No No 

2009 Un-named 13 month old Mother Yes Yes 

2010 Cezar Taylor Mother's partner No No 

2010 Seini Unaloto Ikamanu Name suppressed  Yes? ? 

2010 Sahara Baker Koro Mother's partner No No 

2011 Mikara Reti Mother's partner No No 

2011 Serenity Dinnington Mother's partner No No 

2011 Terepo Taura-Griffiths Godmother No ? 

2011 Joseph Ruhe Lawrence Mother's partner No No 

 

In all of the above the cases there was no doubt a number of other risk factors that could be 

identified in each situation. However it is clear that the Cinderella Effect is a major issue in New 

Zealand. As noted previously it is also likely that some of the other risk factors were present to a 

larger degree because there was a non-biological parent in the household. 
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The table also indicates that it is not just the partners of mothers that are an issue. Where children 

are situated in extended family or informal fostering arrangements because their biological parents 

are not in a stable family situation there is also risk. In many of those cases an unmarried young 

mother with no committed partner on the scene was leaving children with relatives or others for a 

period of care. 

 

[2.2.2]   Newborn Deaths in New Zealand 2007 to 2011 

Over the same period there were also six deaths of unnamed newborn children where mothers were 

charged. In five of those cases the mother was unmarried or in any form of stable relationship and 

was attempting to conceal a pregnancy. In the other case there appeared to be mental health issues 

and there is no information readily available about the mother’s domestic situation. 

 

[ 3.0 ]   Rebuilding Strong Families 
 

The message of the previous section is that family structure matters when it comes to child abuse 

and neglect. In particular the rise of “fluid” family structures where young mothers are engaged in 

relationships with a series of different partners poses high risks for children.  

This arises primarily because of the presence of non-

biological parents in the household who do not 

necessarily have the same level of emotional 

attachment with the child of a previous relationship. 

It also arises because the instability of these 

households often means children are cared for in 

other contexts where once again they are at risk from 

adults who are not their biological parents. 

Rebuilding strong family life must clearly be a priority 

if these risks to children are to be reduced. Questions 

of monitoring, intervention and social agency 

response are all important for dealing with children 

already in “at-risk” situations. However in the 

medium to long-term, action is required to rebuild strong and stable families to prevent more 

children being delivered into vulnerable situations. 

 

[ 3.1 ]   Family Stability – Marriage Matters 

In 1997 the Children’s Commissioner spoke of the need to promote “an ethic of committed 

relationships and responsible parenthood” as a start to rebuilding better family life for children 

(Laurie O’Reilly ibid. page 20). When it comes to commitment in relationships the institution of 

marriage provides the “gold standard”. This is so both in terms of its cultural meaning and in terms 

of the outcomes it produces. 

...the rise of “fluid” 

family structures where 

young mothers are 

engaged in relationships 

with a series of different 

partners poses high risks 

for children. 
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[3.1.1]   Marriage Means Commitment 

The institution of marriage is not just a legal status. It carries with it significant cultural meaning that 

has been established over many centuries. At its essence marriage means faithful, loyal, lifelong, “till 

death do us part” commitment. It is true that divorce rates have climbed in the last four decades, 

however the meaning of marriage as an aspirational commitment goal remains. 

It is also true that marriage rates have fallen as 

more couples choose to co-habit in informal 

relationships. However this move away from 

marriage is not simply a move to a more 

informal type of commitment. It is in essence a 

move away from commitment itself, 

expressing a desire on the part of individuals 

for more autonomy, flexibility, and the ability 

to “keep their options open”. Marriage 

remains recognised as a higher level of 

commitment as evidenced by the fact that 

many couples move on to marriage, 

particularly when children arrive.  

 

[3.1.2]   Marriage Produces Commitment 

Not only does marriage mean commitment, the research shows it produces more committed and 

stable relationships than the alternatives. When couples make the formal, public, lifelong 

commitment of marriage, their relationship is much more likely to be enduring and successful than if 

they simply live together. Divorce rates may have risen, but marriage still maintains a significant 

advantage over the alternatives in terms of resilience and stability. 

Research on this in New Zealand is sparse but there is plenty of evidence from research in countries 

with similar cultural backgrounds. The Australian House of Representatives report “To have and to 

hold: strategies to strengthen marriage and relationships” outlined much of that evidence and on 

one major Australian study noted, 

“Sarantakos has concluded that cohabitation is an extremely unstable system: ‘This 

study leaves no doubt about the fact that life is easier in marriage, and that de facto 

unions are more likely to encounter problems than marriages are’ he wrote in his 

seminal work Living Together in Australia”. 

(“To have and to hold: Strategies to strengthen marriage and relationships” Australian House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, 1998, page 77) 

 

Evidence from other western countries is consistent in its findings that cohabitation is not as stable 

as marriage. In the UK a government survey found cohabitation had a split up rate four times higher 

When it comes to commitment 

in relationships the institution 

of marriage provides the “gold 

standard”.  

This is so both in terms of its 

cultural meaning and in terms 

of the outcomes it produces. 
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than marriage (UK Household Panel Survey 1992) and in Sweden research found “cohabitation not 

nearly as stable as marriage” (Hoem & Hoem 1992). A more recent study in the US found, 

“Cohabiting couples had a separation rate five times that of married couples, and 

following separation, cohabiting couples had a rate of reconciliation that was one-

third that of married couples” 

(Georgina Binstock and Arland Thornton, “Separations, Reconciliations, and Living Apart in Cohabiting 

and Marital Unions,” Journal of Marriage and Family 65, No. 2, May 2003) 

 

The research is not only consistent in finding marriage significantly more stable, it also consistently 

finds that cohabitation prior to marriage has a negative impact on the subsequent marriage 

relationship. The Australian House of Representatives report “To have and to hold” noted research 

showing that cohabiting prior to marriage, regardless of the nature of that cohabitation is associated 

with a higher risk of later marital instability. 

“It appears that this association is beginning to take on the status of an empirical 

generalisation. Contrary to the expectations of many couples who envision that 

prior cohabitation is a hedge against marital ‘failure’, those who live together 

before marrying stand a higher chance of ending their marriage. It only remains to 

detail the mechanism which makes this association possible.” 

(“Premarital Cohabitation and Subsequent Marital Stability in the United States: A Reassessment” 

Journal of Marriage and Family 54, 1992) 

 

Subsequent research has confirmed this effect and begun to look at the reasons why. The “National 

Marriage Project” undertaken by the University of Virginia in the USA concluded,  

“Many studies have found that those who live together before marriage have less 

satisfying marriages and a considerably higher chance of eventually breaking up.... 

the very act of living together may lead to attitudes that make happy marriages 

more difficult. The findings of one recent study, for example, suggest “there may be 

less motivation for cohabiting partners to develop their conflict resolution and 

support skills.” 

(“The Top Ten Myths of Marriage” National Marriage Project Information Brief, University of Virginia, 

March 2002) 

 

Given the trend away from marriage and the increasing rates of cohabitation in New Zealand the 

message of this research should concern us. Not only is cohabitation inherently less stable than 

marriage, but the common pattern of cohabiting before eventual marriage is also damaging to the 

long term prospects for the marriage. It is clearly not a strong foundation for resilient and stable 

family life.  
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[ 3.2 ]   Cultural Change is Required 

The evidence shows that unstable families with many changes in household members are a major 

risk contributor to child abuse and neglect. It also shows that the institution of marriage is 

significantly better at producing stable, enduring relationships, and hence strong and resilient 

families. It is submitted therefore that in view of this evidence, urgent and sustained action should 

be taken to rebuild widespread community support and respect for the institution of marriage. In 

the long term this will be key to shutting down the pipeline of children being delivered into 

vulnerable and at-risk family situations. 

To achieve this will require cultural change. The Green Paper (page 8) notes that the Government 

cannot be in peoples’ homes and protect children by itself. However public policy and legislation can 

help build a culture that affirms marriage and commitment – and that culture will go where 

Governments cannot. 

This is not to say that Government should 

somehow “impose morality” on our society. 

Individuals should, and always will, be free to 

make their own choices about how to arrange 

their relationships and family life. However 

those choices are not made in a vacuum, but 

within a pervasive cultural context which sets 

the framework for what is accepted as normal 

and good. Culture does not make people’s 

choices for them. It does however have a huge 

influence on the choices they make. It moulds 

attitudes, actions and behaviour – and different 

choices produce different outcomes.  

Given the significantly better outcomes achieved 

for families and children when couples make the commitment of marriage, the Government has a 

clear mandate to promote a marriage-affirming culture in New Zealand. That mandate is founded 

primarily on the need to promote strong and stable family life where New Zealand children are safe 

and can thrive, belong and achieve. 

However it also has a mandate as the steward of public resources. Substantial public expenditure is 

directed to mitigating the effects of family breakdown (CYFs alone costs $400million per annum). 

When families fail, governments grow and the costs are borne by us all.   

Some may suggest cultural change is not the role of Government. However many public campaigns 

are already being implemented with the aim of changing culture on a range of issues including 

drinking, smoking, depression and family violence. These are widely accepted.  

When it comes to marriage what is needed is not just a public awareness campaign, but a “whole-of-

culture” approach that includes both the public and private sector. Policy, legislation and spending 

across a whole range of areas including education, welfare, family law, tax law all needs to be 

The Green Paper notes that 

the Government cannot be in 

peoples’ homes and protect 

children by itself. However 

public policy and legislation 

can help build a culture that 

affirms marriage and 

commitment – and that 

culture will go where 

Governments cannot. 
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harnessed in a sustained effort to rebuild support for this foundational institution. Outside of central 

government, other sectors that have an important influence on social norms and culture also need 

to be engaged in the approach. In particular the education, media and business sectors should be 

encouraged to become part of the solution. 

 

[ 3.3 ]   International Policy Initiatives on Marriage 

Policymakers in other western jurisdictions have been moving towards reaffirming marriage for 

some years already. Australia began in 1998 with the House of Representatives report “To have and 

to hold: strategies to strengthen marriage and relationships”. This report (already referenced in this 

submission a number of times) concluded with a range of recommendations including the 

establishment of a national strategy to strengthen marital relationships through education 

programs.  

In the USA the “Healthy Marriage Initiative” has had bipartisan support for some years. Established 

by the Bush administration in 2004, it has been continued by the Obama administration and largely 

survived the major funding cuts applied to other areas of US public expenditure since 2008.  

Approx. US$150million per annum is allocated to its programmes which are run through the US Dept 

of Health and Human Services. Their website notes the aims and activities of the Initiative including: 

 Increase the percentage of children who are raised by two parents in a healthy marriage. 
 

 Increase public awareness about the value of healthy marriages and the skills and knowledge 

that can help couples form and sustain healthy marriages. 

 

 Public advertising campaigns on the value of healthy marriages and the skills needed to 

increase marital stability and the health of the marriage.  
 

 Education in high schools on the value of healthy marriages, healthy relationship skills, and 

budgeting. 

 

 In the United Kingdom rebuilding cultural support for marriage has also moved onto the political 

agenda in recent years. The Conservative Party went in to the 2010 election campaign with a 

“marriage tax break” as one of their major policy planks. In a media interview during the campaign 

Party Leader and subsequent Prime Minister David Cameron stated, 

"I want to send out a signal that commitment is good, that marriage is good and 

that strong families are at the heart of a strong society,” Mr Cameron said ... “It’s a 

very sensible thing to do, a good thing for society. We want to have a more 

responsible society and that means doing what we can to back families and back 

commitment.” 

 (“Tory marriage tax break ‘preserves good institution’ ” The Telegraph 10th April 2010) 
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The Conservative party shadow Minister for the Family Maria Miller was equally forthright in 

support of marriage. Speaking at the Party Conference in 2009 she stated, 

"It is not because we want to go back to any 1950s ideals of family life. It's because 

it's empirically proven that marriage provides a stable framework for our lives. With 

the evidence right in front of us, it's madness not to support marriage. That's why 

we're committed to introducing the recognition of marriage in the tax and benefit 

system. 

(“Tories persist with plan to recognise marriage in the tax system” The Guardian 7th October 2009) 

 

In the New Zealand context where the importance and value of marriage rarely features in public 

discourse, such statements seem surprising. However the reality is that moves to rebuild a marriage- 

affirming culture have already commenced in Australia, the USA and the United Kingdom. New 

Zealand is lagging. 

 

[ 4.0 ]   An Action Plan for New Zealand 
 

The Green Paper suggests the Government could show leadership on the issue of child abuse by 

developing a “Vulnerable Children’s Action Plan” that includes common goals, targets and clear 

accountability. Leadership is certainly required and the concept of an Action Plan holds merit.  

However it is submitted that the focus of the Plan should be on addressing the underlying drivers of 

abuse. It should aspire to be a “solution” rather than merely a “mitigation” plan. 

Given the evidence presented in this 

submission it is clear that an Action Plan to 

Affirm Marriage will address the issue of 

child abuse and neglect at a foundational 

level. The “casualisation” of human 

relationships has been a critical factor in 

placing New Zealand children at risk. 

Rebuilding the ethic of commitment into our 

culture will provide protection to our 

children where social agencies cannot.  

To be effective an Action Plan to Affirm 

Marriage would need to be just one 

component of a whole-of-culture approach 

to renew support for marriage. One initiative 

will not be enough.  

As noted in the previous section, cultural change will require a sustained long term effort across 

many areas of policy, legislation and spending. It will also require the buy-in from other sectors  

...an Action Plan to Affirm 

Marriage will address the issue 

of child abuse and neglect at a 

foundational level.  

The “casualisation” of human 

relationships has been a critical 

factor in placing New Zealand 

children at risk.  
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which have major roles as cultural “gatekeepers”.  For example, central government action can only 

do so much when the values which undermine family life are normalised, glamorised and delivered 

daily into the nation’s living rooms by the media.  

 

[ 4.1 ]   Possible Components of an Action Plan 

Green papers are direction-setting exercises. Hence it is not the place of this submission to make 

detailed suggestions on the make-up of an Action Plan. The items listed below are by way of 

example only and intended to give an outline of possible components of an Action Plan to Affirm 

Marriage. Some reflect the initiatives already underway, as previously noted, in Australia, USA and 

the United Kingdom. However work in those countries is still only preliminary and there is much 

more that could be done. 

An Action Plan to Affirm Marriage might include: 

 A clear and explicit commitment from government to recognising the value of marriage as a 

foundational social institution. 

 

 A national strategy to raise awareness of and promote the benefits of marriage. 

 

 Tax advantages such as income-splitting for married couples, to recognise importance of 

marriage and the contribution it makes to the economic and social good. 

 

 Sexuality education that provides information on the importance and benefits of marriage. 

Current material used by the Family Planning Association does not deal with marriage in any 

substantive way. 

 

 Including the importance of marriage as a social institution as a dedicated study area in 

secondary schools social studies curricula. 

 

 Setting criteria for NZ on Air funding to ensure programmes being resourced are not 

normalising the values and attitudes which undermine marriage. 

 

 Reinstate the terms husband and wife on official forms and documents, to make marriage 

visible again and emphasize its social significance. 

 

 Provide additional legal privileges to married couples to re-establish the unique legal status 

of marriage. 

 

As noted above, these are just some examples of what could be done.  There is no doubt that with 

the political will, there could be any number of innovative, creative and positive policy initiatives to 

affirm marriage and help rebuild strong family life in New Zealand. 
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[ 5.0 ]   Conclusion 
 

If we want thriving children in New Zealand, then we need strong families. Strong families are built 

on the institution of marriage and the commitment that it defines. 

To make a substantial impact on the rates of child abuse and neglect in New Zealand, the above 

proposition needs to be acknowledged, embraced and acted on by our political leaders and 

policymakers.  Indeed the leadership responsibility to act on this message goes well beyond our 

politicians. Leaders and decision-makers in all sectors of our society – especially those sectors that 

act as cultural gatekeepers – need to take responsibility for the influence that they can bring to this 

issue.  

New Zealand needs a paradigm change in its thinking about child abuse.  The current focus on social 

agency response may help mitigate the problem and is a valid short-term approach. However in the 

longer term we must address the underlying drivers of abuse. Only by doing so will we close down 

the pipeline of children being delivered into vulnerable family situations. 

 

 

Ewen McQueen 

27th February 2012 
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