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Inquiry into BalancingWork and Family

I ama 32 yearold motherof twochildren,aged3 yearsoldand19 months
old. I work parttime (threedaysperweek)for aParliamentarydepartmentin
Canberra.My husbandworksfor afederalgovernmentdepartment.We are
bothatmiddle-managementlevel andhaveacombinedincomeof over
$110,000p.a.

We aremorefortunatethanmanyotherAustralianparents.As federal
governmentemployeeswe bothhaveaccessto paidmaternityandpaternity
leave,sick leave,permanentemploymentanda relativelyunderstanding
work environmentwhenit comesto theneedfor family carewhenchildren
aresick. Weearnahighincomecomparedto manyotherAustralians.Yet
despitetheseadvantages,workandfamily balanceisstill achallengeto usas
a family. Themajorissuesare:

Accessto childcare

WhenI wasreturningto work aftereachbaby,accessto childcarewasa
problem.Wewereon thewaiting list for manychildcarecentresand
eventuallywereofferedaplace.I foundhavingan impendingdateof return
to work with no childcareyet in placeanextremelystressfulsituation.I
understandthatthesituationis notasdire in Canberraasin otherplaces,
howevermostparentsI knowhaveplacedtheirunbornbabiesonchildcare
waiting lists, oftento no avail. Many of my friendswith childrenwhohave
beenoutof theworkforcefor two orthreeyearsnow find themselvesin the
difficult positionof wishingto returnto work, butnothavinganychildcarein
place.They cannotaffordchildcareuntil theyhaveajob. Theresultof this
cycle is thatmanymothersstayoutof theworkforcelongerthantheywould
wish,meaningtheyloseskills andtheirplaceonthecareerladder,whichwas
sohard-foughtfor in theearlyyearsof theircareer.

Costof childcare

Thecostof childcareisplacingaheavyfinancialburdenon ourfamily. The
chargeat ourprivately-runchildcarecentreisnow$63 perchild, perday,
with no discountsfor familieswith morethanonechild. Formy twochildren
I use10 daysof childcareperfortnight,meaningthatmorethanhalf of my
after-taxincomeis paidto thechildcarecentre.I qualifyfor thelowestrateof
ChildcareBenefitandameagerlyawaitingthegovernment’s30 percent
rebateonchildcareto bepaidin 2006,hopingthatit will notbe incometested
or havea capon payment.



Theseverecostof childcarecomeson topof theotherfinancialburdensfacing
all families— mortgagerepayments,privatehealthinsurance,petrolcosts,
out-of-pocketmedicalexpenses,andeverydayliving expenses.In ourfamily,
it is barelyviablefor meto work, giventhefinancialandemotionalstresses
involved,andI earnover$40,000peryearpart-time.Why would amotherin
a lower-paidjob botherto returnto work?Yetmostwomenwish to workat
leastpart-time,for theirownsenseof worth,abreakfrom theconstantwork
of child-rearing,andto contributeto thefamily’s finances.

My husbandandI havereflectedthattheseyearsin our family life, while our
childrenarebelowschoolage,arelikely to bethemostfinanciallyand
emotionallytaxingof our lives. I find it little wonderthanmanyrelationships
fail underthesecircumstances,creatinggreaterhardshipsfor all parties
involved,particularlythechildren.

Childcareisawork-relatedexpensefor thevastmajority of parents,andthus
shouldbetax-deductablefor workingparents.Thegovernmentmustalso
examineincome-splittingto allowa lower tax thresholdfor familieswho
chooseto haveoneparentathomefull-time. This couldhavea flow-on effect
of easingpressureonchildcare,asfamiliesmaychooseto haveoneparent
spendmoreof theirchildrens’pre-schoolyearsathome.

Flexible work arrangements

AsParliamentary/governmentemployees,my husbandandI enjoybenefits
suchascarer’sleave,andarelatively flexiblework environment,notavailable
to manyotheremployees.WhenI returnedto work aftermyfirst baby, I
workedpart-timefor threedaysperweek.While my supervisorwasvery
supportive,I essentiallyfoundmyselfworking afull-time job in threedays
perweek,andbeingpaidaccordingly.Thiscausedmestresswhich
manifestedin myfamily life andI alsoundertookunpaidwork in evenings
andweekendsto keepup.

After mysecondroundof maternityleaveI againreturnedto work threedays
perweekbutnowjob-sharewith anotherpart-timeemployee,whoalso
worksthreedaysperweek.While thisarrangementis costingourdepartment
oneextradaysalaryperweek,I believethebenefitsto thedepartmentandus
asemployeesaremany.

I believethattheavailability of part-timeandjob-shareworkresultsin the
following advantagesanddisadvantagesfor organisations:

Advantages
• retainingtheskills of valuedstaffwho wishto increasetheiroutside

work commitments(family, study,sport,etc);



• facilitating morerapidreturnto work aftermaternityleavefor those
who wishto do so;

• theorganisationdemonstratesloyalty to staff overthelongterm,
whichmayresultin lower staff turnoverandreductionof other
problemssuchasabsenteeism;

• theorganisationmaysavemoneyon salariesfor part-timeemployees,
andon recruitmentandtrainingof newstaff; and

• encouragesinnovationandutiisationof newtechnologiessuchas
remotecomputeraccessfrom home,whereneeded.

Disadvantages
• increasedmanagementandcoordinationload;
• re-definingajob andanychangesin responsibilityasa resultof change

from full-time to part-timestatus;
• salariesmayincreaseslightly if twopeoplework morethanthe

equivalentof onefull-time staffmember;
• theneedfor goodcommunicationwithin thework teamto ensure

deadlinesaremet;and
• experienceshowsthatmanypart-timeworkersareactuallyworkinga

full-time load.

Thechallengefor organisationsis to find awayfor part-timeworkersatall
levelsto beableto work effectively: to makeavaluablecontributionto their
workplaces,withoutfeelingpressureto achievea full-time workloadin their
part-timehours.It is difficult to encourageorganisations,particularlysmall
andmedium-sizedfirms in theprivate sector,to experimentwith part-time
andjob-sharearrangements.Thegovernmentcouldinvestigatetheuseof an
incentivepaymentto companieswilling to employtwo peopleonajob-share
basis,similar to thepaymentsmadeto companieswhotakeon apersonwith
adisability.

While I do notwantto speakonmy husband’sbehalf,I believetherealso
needsto beabroaderculturechangein supportingfathersto playanactive
role in their family life. This meansthatmenshouldnotbeexpectedto work
to 7pmeachnight, time off whenanewbabyarrivesshouldbeofferedin
additionto recreationleave,andmenmustfeel thatthey canpull theirweight
within thefamily — stayingathometo carefor sickchildren,attendingschool
meetings,etc — withoutadetrimentalaffectto theircareer.A culturalshift
will alsorequire:

• managersto focusonoutputsandto thinkof jobsin termsof roles,
performanceandtasksratherthantime spentat theworkplace;

• organisationsto developapolicy or practicalstrategiesfor the
managementof part-timestaff;



• trainingfor thebestpracticemanagementof part-timestaff, aimedat
assistingmanagersto gainanunderstandingof theorganisation’s
policiesonpart-timearrangementsandtheir responsibilities;

• organisationsto documenttheir flexible workagreements,settingout
durationof agreements,partiesto theagreement;anytechnical
support(eg,remotenetworkaccess),andreviewarrangements.

Thankyoufor consideringmy submission.

Regards

RCI~


