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Th i s  Re s e a rc h 

Thi s rese arch was dir ected and wr itten by Dr. Barba ra Poc ock at  Adela ide Un iversi ty.
Jan e Clar ke and  Robyn  Resso m assi sted with fo cus gr oups a nd int erviews and in
dra fting some s ection s of t his re port. Michae l Alex ander and Dr  Aliso n Pres ton
ass isted with t he ana lysis of pay  equit y. Dr. Lou Wilson assist ed wit h anal ysis o f
emp loymen t data .

The  proje ct sta rted modestl y and it gre w. It began as a s eries of foc us gro ups an d
int erviews arou nd thr ee the mes: work an d fami ly, pa y equi ty and  emplo yment
sec urity. But women’s  voice s insi sted t hat it  grow:  conve rsatio ns abo ut the se iss ues
cou ld not  be ea sily c onfine d. The y leap t to q uestio ns of commun ity, i ntimac y,
rel ations hips, housework, c ommuni ty, ch ildren ’s wel fare a nd fun dament al que stions 
abo ut the  shape  of ou r soci ety.

The  resea rch wa s supp orted by sev eral s ources , incl uding the Au strali an Res earch
Cou ncil a nd Ade laide Univer sity. The pr oject thrive d on v olunta ry and  unpai d, ext ra
hou rs. Ro byn Re ssom a rrived  as a studen t on p laceme nt and  gave many h ours o f
vol untary  – and  event ually some p aid – work t o the projec t.

Ind ividua ls and  compa nies a lso as sisted  and we woul d like  to th ank, a mongst  many
oth ers wh o are unname d, Mer edith Patter son, J eanett e Long , Davi nia He ath, Claire
Run dle, J ohn Wi shart, John Buchan an, Sh eridan  Austr alia, Westpa c Mort gage Centre,
Mit subish i Moto rs Aus tralia , Hold en Ltd , the Brompt on Par ent-Ch ild Ce ntre, the
Agn es Goo de Kin dergar ten, t he Aus tralia n Serv ices Union, Dale Street Women’ s
Hea lth Ce ntre, Southe rn Women’s Health Centre , the Alwynd or Age d Care  facil ity,
Vol unteer ing SA Inc, and th e Wome n’s In format ion Switchbo ard.

Mos t sign ifican tly, we woul d like  to th ank th e many  women  who g ave up  their  time to
tal k abou t thes e issu es wit h each  other  and u s. The ir time was the es sentia l reso urce
for  this resear ch, an d give n its precio us val ue in women’ s live s – as  this report  shows 
abo ve all  else – we t hank t hem fo r it. We als o than k the smalle r numb er of men wh o
met  with us.

Dis cussio n in t his re port i s orga nised under eighte en mai n head ings. These reflec t the
mos t impo rtant issues  that arose from c ommuni ty dis cussio ns. We  have not us ed rea l
names thr oughou t the report , but have u sed no n-iden tifyin g info rmatio n abou t thos e
who  are q uoted and th eir si tuatio ns, wh ere it  is he lpful.
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In t ro du c t io n 

At the be ginnin g of t he new mille nnium, what do Aus tralia ns mak e of t heir work,
liv es, fa milies  and c ommuni ty? Wh at iss ues do  they think about?  What do the y enjo y
and  value ? What  compl icates  or ad ds str ess to  their  lives , and what c an be done t o
imp rove t heir s ituati on? Th is rep ort re flects  the t hinkin g of Austral ians, partic ularly 
women, ab out th ese is sues. Their thinki ng is set wi thin t he con text o f othe r evid ence
abo ut cha nging patter ns of work, pay an d empl oyment .

Ove r the last 2 0 year s, pat terns of pai d work  acros s Aust ralia have s ignifi cantly 
cha nged. Alongs ide th is, pa tterns  of un paid work su ch as volunt eering  and h ousewo rk
hav e also  alter ed, th ough t hey re main much mo re tra dition al. In  1980, 45 pe r cent  of
Aus tralia n wome n work ed out side t he home. By 2000 t his ha d incr eased by 9
per centag e poin ts to 54 per cent. This means t hat mo re and  more of women’s h ours a re
spe nt awa y from the h ome an d loca l communitie s, and  more in wor kplace s, and  as
man y wome n said  durin g the proces s of t his re search , this  has p rofoun d impl icatio ns
for  the way we live n ow.

At the sa me time, men ’s par ticipa tion i n paid  work has de clined . In Austral ia 73 per
cen t of men of workin g age are no w in p aid wo rk, do wn 7 p er cen tage p oints from 2 0
yea rs bef ore. Togethe r, the se tre nds re presen t powe rful, longte rm for ces fo r chan ge in
our  patte rns of  life.

Man y wome n spea k posi tively  of th eir re lation ships and re wards throug h paid  work.
But  these  rewar ds are  not without  compl icatio ns – f or rai sing c hildre n; run ning h omes
and  schoo ls; fo r heal th and  well being;  and f or our  most intima te rel ations hips. A grea t
number of  women  enjoy  their  paid work, but th ey als o talk  of gr owing pressu res to  do
mor e and be mo re. As  paid work h as bec ome mo re int ense, and employee s have  had t o
ext end th eir sk ills -  and i n many  cases , hour s – th ese pr essure s have  incre ased.
Women hav e many  ideas  about  how t he complexit ies an d diff iculti es tha t aris e from
doi ng mor e outs ide th e home , can be red uced. These ideas are re levant  to employer s,
community  organ isatio ns, go vernme nts, f amilie s – an d to men, wo men an d chil dren a s
ind ividua ls.

Our  commu nities  are b eing r econfi gured. Where as 20 or 30 years ago ma ny
Aus tralia ns exp erienc ed and  recre ated t heir c ommuni ties a t the local street  or re gional 
lev el, no w community is inc reasin gly lo cated and cr eated throug h our workpl aces. Our
str eetsca pes ha ve bee n de-p opulat ed by day, a nd thi s has implic ations  for t hose who
remain th ere – mother s, car ers an d the unempl oyed. If the  workp lace i s incr easing ly a
pla ce whe re soc ial we bs are  creat ed, wh at are  the i mplica tions for th ose ou tside the
web ?

As this r eport reveal s, peo ple ar e incr easing ly def ining themse lves t hrough  work and
the ir job s. The y gain  consi derabl e plea sure f rom th ese id entiti es. Bu t many  are t hen
sha ken wh en the y exit  the workpla ce – t o do u npaid work a t home , for exampl e – an d
thi s has import ant implicat ions f or the  quali ty of home l ife.

Mot herhoo d is u ndergo ing a paradi gm shi ft – a way fr om a model t hat pl aced t he
woman/mot her at  the c entre of the  domes tic sp here. Now, mothers  sit o n unst able
ter rain. What s hould they b e? Wha t are they? The fa ct tha t ther e are so man y ways ,
now, to b e a mo ther h as mad e soci ety un certai n abou t moth ers, a nd a p rofoun d anxi ety
fre quentl y atta ches t o the busine ss of being a moth er. Th is anx iety i s expr essed
thr ough c ritici sm (an d self -criti cism) of man y forms of motheri ng and  mothe r’s
dec isions  – eve n wher e thes e deci sions are cl early househ old an d community
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dec isions , with  partn ers, e mploye rs, go vernme nt all  ghost s at t he tab le eff ective ly
sha ping o utcome s. Thi s crit ique i s visi ted up on women in many ways, o n many  issue s.
Thi s is most ob viousl y evid ent in  prope r moth er, we lfare mother , work ing mo ther, at-
home moth er, su per mo ther. Where are th e equi valent s for father s?

Women tal k of b eing t orn ra ther more th an the y talk  of ‘b alanci ng’ – the wo rd so
dominant in pol icy an d publ ic dis cussio n. The y are more l ikely to tal k of j ugglin g.
The  self sacrif icing ideal of tra dition al mot herhoo d has given away t o a mu ch mor e
div erse s et of possib ilitie s, but  the h angove r of t he sel f-sacr ificia l moth er-mod el mea ns
tha t most  of th ese po ssibil ities are li ved ou t by women a midst an epi demic of gui lt,
per sisten t adju stment  and r eadjus tment, and i nterna l and extern al con flict. Among st
oth er ind icator s, we can re ad the  costs  of th ese ou tcomes  in di vorce statis tics.

Man y of t hese e xperie nces a re pri vately  felt. But s ome fi nd soc ial ex pressi on in
community  confl ict an d cont rovers y – ov er chi ldcare  (to u se, or  not t o use) , over  paid
wor k (to do, or  not t o do), and o ver vo luntar y work  in th e community (‘I’m doing
you rs’).

The  pictu res th at eme rge fr om the se sto ries –  while  diver se – b ear a common  theme :
our  insti tution s and commun ity ex pectat ions l ag beh ind th e chan ges in  our l ives. The
fit  is no w poor  – in terms of the  ways that workpla ces an d community instit utions  fit
wit h pare nting, pregn ancy, care o f elde rs, re sponsi bility  for h ouseho lds, a nd the  caree r
and  income aspi ration s of women a nd men . This  poor fit af fects those in pai d work  as
wel l as t hose who wan t to s tay ho me whe n thei r chil dren a re sma ll or beyond  (maki ng
it diffic ult fo r them to re -enter  work later and imposing  a bur den of  socia l isol ation and
an unfair  degre e of v olunta ry wor k on s ome).

The  publi c poli cy dis cussio n abou t the ‘famil y frie ndly’ workpl ace an d abou t men’ s
cha nging roles, is re vealed  as mo re rhe torica l than  real. Workp lace, domest ic and 
per sonal rigidi ties s tand u nchang ed in many l ocatio ns. Co mmon a ssumpt ions a bout
gre ater ‘ family  frien dlines s’ in our in stitut ions a nd soc iety a re qui te out  of st ep wit h
man y of t he exp erienc es rev ealed in thi s stud y. Ind eed, g rowing  deman ds in many
wor kplace s and employ ment i nsecur ity an d unpr edicta bility  are making it mor e
dif ficult  for many.

Our  lives  canno t easi ly be compar tmenta lised into ‘ work’ and ‘h ome’. Howeve r, our 
ins tituti ons tr eat in dividu als as  if th is wer e poss ible a nd des irable . The cost o f this  poor
fit  and i nstitu tional  compa rtment alism is vis ited, partic ularly , upon  women . As s o
man y wome n said  in th is stu dy, it  can b e meas ured i n guil t, ill -healt h, los t care ers,
exh austio n and impove rished  relat ionshi ps. Bu t it a lso af fects their partne rs, ch ildren ,
par ents, employ ers, s chools , and our la rger c ommuni ty. Th ese co sts ca n be l owered .
And  some change s coul d be made qu ickly and wi th min imal c ost. However , doin g so
is perhap s like ly to be a l ong, s low pr ocess.

Community  expec tation s are also o ut of kilter  with the ch anging  reali ty of many
women’s l ives, so tha t wome n at h ome fr equent ly fee l crit icised  for b eing t here
(in cludin g by working  women ), whi le women in paid work al so fre quentl y feel 
cri ticise d (inc luding  by wo men at  home) . It i s time  for g reater  genui ne acc eptanc e of
the  diver sity o f opti ons th at women are  choos ing – amongs t wome n, but  also more
bro adly.

And  it is  also time f or our  insti tution s to c atch u p with  the r ealiti es tha t are now
women’s l ives. Women consti tute most of  the g rowth in the  paid labour  marke t at
pre sent, and mo st of it pre dictab ly int o the future . Men’ s part icipat ion in  paid work i s

J ug gl i ng no t
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in long t erm de cline. The i ssue o f poor  fit b etween  both instit utions  and c ommuni ty
exp ectati ons, a nd our  lives , is l ikely to get  bigge r, not  small er.

The re is a sign ifican t shif t unde rway i n Aust ralian  socie ty. At  prese nt thi s para digm
shi ft is being met, l argely , by t he mar ginal adapti ons th at women mak e as i ndivid uals
(wo rking part-t ime or  shift work, for ex ample)  and b y anxi ety or  overwork at  home
whe n thes e are inadeq uate.  It is  time that t he ada ptive mechan isms moved t o the
community ’s cen tre-st age, t hrough  more widesp read a nd fun dament al cha nges -  by
men , work places , gove rnment s and the la rger c ommuni ty. A failur e to r ecogni se the 
shi ft tha t is u nderwa y, and  to al low ad aption  to it  to be  priva tely b orn by  indiv iduals  –
par ticula rly ca rers -  weake ns the  fabri c of c ommuni ty, an d affe cts th e qual ity of  life –
not  only of women, bu t also  child ren, t he age d, and  men. It cer tainly  affec ts
wor kplace s, pro ductiv ity an d the labour  marke t, and  it co sts go vernme nts mo ney, n ot
lea st whe n fami lies d isinte grate under pressu re.

Per haps o ne of the mo st obv ious a nd sev ere ef fects of thi s para digm s hift, and th e
mis match betwee n our instit utions  and t he cir cumsta nces o f our lives, is th e decl ining
bir th rat e in Austral ia. Th is dec line h as imp ortant  impli cation s for the fu ture o f
Aus tralia n soci ety, i ts wor kforce , the depend ence o f reti rees o n the future  worki ng
pop ulatio n and our st andard  of li ving.

Women are  not f ools. The po or cir cumsta nces f or the  combi nation  of ca ring a nd pai d
wor k in Austral ia tha t part icular ly aff ect wo men - the pr incipl e deci sion makers when
it comes to rep roduct ion - are di rectly  contr ibutin g to women’s  choic es to have s maller 
numbers o f chil dren, to hav e them later  in li fe, or  to ha ve no childr en at all.
Exh ortati ons to  women  to ha ve mor e chil dren, or to have t hem ea rlier, will fall u pon
dea f ears  until  the p ractic al bus iness of lea ding a  full life -  with realis tic ch oices, less
gui lt, be tter a nd fai rer re wards at wor k, and  more societ al sup port f or the ir dec isions  -
is improv ed.

Women spe ak of the se nse of  ident ity, i ndepen dence and co mmunit y they  gain
thr ough p aid an d volu ntary work. But th ey als o spea k of t he con tinuin g ineq uities  they
fac e in t heir workpla ces. While t here h ave be en man y adva nces f or women, th ese
ine quitie s have  not g one away. Th ey inc lude c ontinu ing pa y ineq uities  betwe en
women and  men, a care er and  income pena lty fo r work ing pa rt-time and for ha ving a 
family, t he seg mentat ion of  jobs by sex , and the un der-re cognit ion of  many of the 
ski lls th at women hav e trad itiona lly ap plied at wor k. Emp loymen t secu rity i s also  an
iss ue for  many women – as well as  men -  and t hese a ffect a growing nu mber o f
families. These  are n ationa l issu es tha t affe ct man y fami lies a nd communiti es.

Thi s repo rt dis cusses  some of the  main ways i n whic h the lives of women and  their 
families have b een af fected  by th ese ch anges. It dr aws on  stati stics along with t he
voi ces of  women  and a  few men. Ov er 150  women  (and a smal l numb er of men, o nly
six ) disc ussed their work, home, famili es and  commu nities  durin g the study. Many did
so in foc us gro ups in  conve rsatio n with  other s, whi le a s maller  numbe r were 
ind ividua lly in tervie wed. The par ticipa nts in cluded  those  livin g in t he cou ntry a nd in
the  city, from ages 1 7 to 7 0, and  in a great variet y of f amily struct ures with di verse
wor k/home  exper iences . The study includ ed tho se in senior  manag ement positi ons, o r
doi ng cle rical, facto ry, ca ll cen tre, d ata pr ocessi ng, or  farm work –  along  with many
oth er occ upatio ns. Pe ople i n both  the p rivate  and p ublic sector  told their storie s, as did
a n umber runnin g thei r own busine sses. Volunt eers, women who wo rk at home
unp aid, a lso pa rticip ated, as did  casua l, con tract, perma nent, full-t ime an d part -time
pai d work ers; a nd Abo rigina l wome n, immigrant  women , sing le women wit hout
dep endent s, gra ndmoth ers, a nd mot hers, along with f athers .

Ex h o r ti o n s to 
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Par ticipa nts we re sel ected for fo cus gr oups o r inte rview genera lly by  open invita tion
thr ough s pecifi c empl oyers, union s, community  group s, hea lth ce ntres, child care a nd
kin dergar ten se rvices , coun try to wn net works, and p rofess ional associ ations  and
net works. We ai med fo r a cr oss se ction that i nclude d thos e on d iffere nt inc ome le vels,
in differ ent wo rk and  famil y situ ations , and from a  range  of in dustri es, oc cupati ons
and  count ry/cit y loca tions. All t he foc us gro ups an d inte rviews  were held i n Sout h
Aus tralia  in la te 200 0.

Peo ple wa nt to talk a bout t heir c ommuni ties, work a nd liv es. In  sever al pla ces, s o
man y wome n volu nteere d to p artici pate, that v ery la rge or  extra  focus  group s and
int erviews were  held. In so me cas es, wo men or ganise d them thems elves, while  we
wer e simp ly una ble to  inclu de some who wanted  to ta lk. Ev erywhe re, pe ople t alked
abo ut cha nge – and ab out th e good  and b ad asp ects o f that  chang e for societ y and
ind ividua ls. Ma ny vie wpoint s exis t. At the sa me time, some impo rtant patter ns can  be
det ected. Signi ficant  ideas  emerg ed abo ut how the l ives o f wome n, men  and c hildre n,
and  our c ommuni ties, can be  impro ved as  patte rns of  work and li ving c hange.

Thi s repo rt ref lects what i ndivid uals t hink, sets t hese i n the contex t of r elevan t
sta tistic s, and  draws  out c ommon patter ns, po inting  to id eas fo r impr oving work a nd
community  life into t he fut ure. I deas f or fur ther r esearc h also  emerg e. Mos t obvi ous
amo ngst t he gap s in t he stu dy, is  more eviden ce abo ut the  exper ience and th inking  of
men  and t he vie ws of childr en.

Suc cessiv e gove rnment s have  indic ated t heir c ommitment to  encou raging  conti nuing
emp loymen t growth, an d to t he pro motion  of fa mily f riendl y work  pract ices.
Mov ement toward s thes e goal s can be str engthe ned by  a wid e rang e of measure s that 
ass ist wo men, men, ho usehol ds and  workp laces to dea l with  the c omplex  chang es tha t
ari se fro m conv ersati ons wi th women abo ut the ir liv es now. Ther e are roles for
gov ernmen t, emp loyers , unio ns, al ong wi th ind ividua l men, women  and c hildre n. It is
time for a community- wide c onvers ation about these issues , and action  to me et the 
gro wing p ressur es and  mis-f its.

Peo p l e wa nt to 
ta l k  abo u t
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H a v in g A Life : A Su mm a ry  of  th e  Ke y  Is s u e s 

R ec o nf i gu r i ng our  Co m m uni ti es
As women’ s part icipat ion in  paid work i ncreas es, ma ny rep ort a shift in community 
and  socia l life  from their street s to t heir workpla ces. Alongsi de thi s, the  mobil ity of  the
Aus tralia n popu lation  means  that many f amilie s have  weak extend ed family ti es liv ing
nea rby. For some, the  workp lace h as bec ome a kind o f fami ly. Bu t it i s a di fferen t kind 
of family  or co mmunit y and create s excl usion and lo neline ss for  those  outsi de it. This
shi ft has  been little  remar ked in  Austr alian social  comme ntary. It ha s impo rtant
imp licati ons fo r thos e who do not  have a work place in whi ch to ‘build  commu nity’,
and  for t hose who hav e peri ods away fro m it –  reari ng chi ldren, retir ing, b eing
une mploye d. For  some, it ma kes be ing at  home with y oung c hildre n or o ther
dep endent s, mor e isol ating. The workpla ce has  de-po pulate d the countr y town  and i ts
sur rounds  as we ll as the st reet. What d o we t hink o f this  shift , and what a re its  long
ter m impl icatio ns?

Do m esti c  and Ca r i ng Wo r k 
Women’s s tories  of do mestic  work bear o ut the  stati stical  evide nce: t hey ar e doin g
mor e of i t than  men, and th ey are  not h appy a bout i t. Whi le some men are do ing mo re,
man y are not – and mo st are  far f rom ta king a n equa l shar e. Thi s is a ffecti ng
rel ations hips a nd int imacy. Women  are a doptin g a ra nge of  - mor e or l ess - succes sful
str ategie s to r educe their load, freque ntly f inding  more succes s with  lower ing
sta ndards , cont ractin g out, train ing of  child ren, a nd use  of he lpful techno logies  than
wit h chan ging t heir p artner ’s beh aviour s. Man y are angry about this –  from factor y
wor kers t hrough  to pr ofessi onal d octors , mana gers a nd lawyers. Others  – esp eciall y
women on farms – are reconc iled i n view of th eir pa rtners  long hours outdoo rs.

Gui l t
Gui lt is widesp read a mongst  Austr alians  who c urrent ly car ry the  main burden s of c are,
and  an in creasi ng sha re of paid work as  well. This guilt mainly  falls  to wo men – and it 
cro sses t he bou ndarie s of c ountry  and c ity, r ich an d poor , home  and p aid wo rkplac e,
occ upatio ns and  indus tries. Those  who work be cause they ‘ must’ – with out
equ ivocat ion – like widows and si ngle mothers  are l ess af flicte d. Women who se
mot hers were in  paid work, also s eem le ss aff ected. Howev er, ma ny women who 
bel ieve t hey ar e maki ng a ‘ choice ’ to work ar e worr ying a bout t he imp act on  their 
chi ldren. They are ve ry pro ne to guilt, even when l ogical ly the y can see th at the y are
not  reall y to b lame, or kno w that  they nee d to  work.

‘ Pr o p er  m o ther s ’ 
The  notio n of t he tra nquil, alway s avai lable mother  at ho me has  deep roots in the 
min ds of many mothers  – pro fessio nal, f actory  or of fice workers , and women at home.
Whi le onl y a mi nority  live this model, it con tribut es to real a nd per ceived  criti ques o f
mot hers –  and t o the guilt that s o many  feel. While  there  are multipl e labe ls for 
mot hers ( good, bad, working , supe r, at- home, welfar e, sin gle, p roper) , ther e are no
par allel names for fa thers. There  appea rs to be a d ivide betwee n moth ers-at -home, and
mot hers-a t-work , with  cross -criti ques a ctivel y aime d acro ss tha t divi de. Wo men on 
bot h side s of i t stru ggle with th eir in ternal ised i deas o f what  a ‘pr oper mother’  can b e.
The y are lookin g for libera tion f rom ju dgemen t of t heir c hoices  – whe ther b y thei r
chi ldren, commu nity o r exte nded f amilie s.
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B ei ng at ho m e
Some wome n enjo y bein g at h ome. Others find t he exp erienc e isol ating and di fficul t –
at least some t imes –  or re gret t hings they missed by goi ng bac k to work. Women
tal ked in  many locati ons of  ‘the four walls’ and th e de-p opulat ion of  their  stree ts.
Women wou ld lik e to s ee arr angeme nts th at mad e it e asier to sta y at h ome wi th you ng
chi ldren – eith er thr ough g overnment su pport, more respec t for women who ch oose t o
par ent fu ll-time, and  throu gh wor kplace  arran gement s that  make it eas ier to  take
ext ended time a t home  witho ut lon g term penal ties f or car eer.

Why  Wo m en  Wo r k  Outsi d e the Ho m e
Mor e and more women a re in paid work an d if i nterna tional  patte rns ar e any guide,
man y more  will be in the ne ar fut ure. Women f ind ma ny rewards i n paid  work:  socia l,
fin ancial , iden tity, indepe ndence . Many  women  talke d of t he ide ntity that t hey
est ablish  throu gh the ir pai d work , espe cially  among st tho se who  had b een in  paid
wor k for fair p eriods  befor e beco ming mothers  and c arers. For t hem, i dentit y as
mot hers r an a weak se cond t o iden tity t hrough  paid work –  in th e eyes  of so me of their
fri ends a nd communiti es, an d also  in th eir own. Women als o noti ce tha t part  of th e
pri ce of ‘ident ity-th rough- work’ is a f urther  deval uing o f moth erhood , and the ‘n on-
per son’ s tatus of mot hers.

Pr essur e Po i nts  and Wo r k  Ou tsi de the Ho m e
A l ack of  time and a consta nt fee ling o f jugg ling were th e common exp erienc es of
women in paid work. The iss ue of sick c hildre n was identi fied a lmost univer sally as
the  most stress ful an d repe titive  press ure po int in  their  lives .   De spite much t alk ab out
the  care of sic k chil dren, arrang ements  are p rimiti ve in many workpla ces, a nd thi s
cau ses gr eat st ress f or wor king women a nd the ir chi ldren. The u npredi cted s ick ch ild
eme rged a s the gre atest st ressor  in wo rking women’ s live s. The  shrin kage i n the
geo graphi cally- access ible e xtende d fami ly, th e weak ening in str eet-ba sed
communiti es, an d the greate r numb er of grandmothers , frie nds an d fami lies who are 
the mselve s in p aid wo rk, ma kes th e issu e of s ick ch ildren  an emergenc y in many
wor king women’s  lives . Most  made use of  their  own s ick le ave to  care for ch ildren ,
and  partl y as a  conse quence  women  raise d issu es rel ated t o thei r own health  and
exh austio n, res ulting  from the co nstant  juggl e.

The Hi dden Co st s of  Pa i d Wo r k :  Rel a ti o n shi p s and In ti m a c y 
The  effec t of work on  relat ionshi ps did  not b egin a s a re search  quest ion. However , a
lar ge number of  women  are q uestio ning t he eff ects o f exha ustion  and t heir c ontinu ed
res ponsib ility for do mestic  and c aring work a longsi de mor e paid  hours , on t heir
rel ations hips a nd int imacy.  The declin e or a bsence  of in timacy  was a  serio us con cern
to them, and to  many of the ir par tners. While  some saw th is as a cons equenc e of
mot herhoo d itse lf, mo re commonly women saw it  as a result  of th e comb inatio n of
pai d work  and motherh ood an d the domest ic loa d. Wha t are the implicat ions o f this 
for  our q uality  of li fe, th e sust ainabi lity o f fami ly str ucture s, and  will men do  more
hou sework  if th ey thi nk it means more s ex and  intimacy?

H a v i ng Ba bi es
Pai d mate rnity leave is ava ilable  to on ly a s mall p roport ion of  worki ng women in
Aus tralia . If we wish  to se e our birth rate maintai ned, n ot to mentio n the circumstance s
of early mother ing an d pare nting improv ed, th en pai d mate rnity leave is an import ant
key . It s hould be a n ationa l prio rity. It is consid ered well ov erdue by a wide ra nge of 
women. A nation al sch eme th at off ers su pport both t o wome n in p aid wo rk and  at
home is p refera ble. This wo uld sh are th e resp onsibi lity a cross the co mmunit y, wit h
par ents, taxpay ers an d empl oyers contri buting .  Cur rent a rrange ments for ma ternit y in
Aus tralia  are p rimiti ve and  inade quate.
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C hi l dc a r e
Arr angeme nts fo r the care o f chil dren h ave no t caug ht up with a ll the  impli cation s
ari sing f rom wo men’s longer  hours  in pa id wor k. Ind ividua ls hav e ‘mad e do’. Many
gap s exis t, and  the s train is sho wing. Some o f thes e gaps  have widene d in r ecent years,
wit h wome n repo rting less a ccess to inf ormal care ( becaus e gran dmothe rs are n’t th ere
or are bu sy), l ess ac cess a nd dif ficult ies wi th family da y care , and lament ing th e high 
cos t of c entre- based care. Women also h ave co ncerns  about  befor e and after school 
car e and the po or fit  betwe en sch ool ho urs, a nd the  ‘patc h up’ – or n on-exi stent –
arr angeme nts fo r scho ol-age d chil dren. Severa l wome n ques tioned  the b elief that
tee nage k ids di d not need s upervi sion b eyond 13 yea rs: th ey vie wed th ese ye ars as  a
vul nerabl e poin t requ iring superv ision. Count ry women fac e part icular  probl ems: g aps
in care, long d istanc es, an d high  costs . Chil dcare remain s a se rious proble m for
wor king women. Indeed  some women have withdra wn fro m paid  work in vie w of
hig her co sts an d lowe r qual ity. These i ssues partic ularly  affec t chil dren i n low income 
hou sehold s – wh ere wo men ar e unde r econ omic p ressur e to work, c annot take t he
‘na nny’ r oute, and wh ere so me are  makin g ad h oc arr angeme nts th at sometimes  mean
the ir chi ldren are un safe, cared for by  sibli ngs an d miss ing ou t on e ducati onal
pro grams. The i nstitu tional  mis-f it of work a nd family is  nowhe re mor e obvi ous th an
in relati on to the is sue of  care of our  child ren. Once ag ain, h owever , resp onse t o it, and
man agemen t of t hese i ssues largel y fall s to women –  women  who a re alr eady b usy
wit h hous ehold, paid work, and th e prac tical busine ss of physic al and  emoti onal
car ing.

The Ro l e of  Gr a ndm o th er s an d Gr a n df a ther s
Gra ndmoth ers in  parti cular are do ing a lot to  suppo rt wor king f amilie s. For  many
women in paid work, g randmo thers make t he cri tical differ ence i n a cr isis. But
gra ndmoth ers ar e in s ome ca ses fe nding off th e dema nds, a nd fig hting for th eir own
time now or doi ng mor e cari ng tha n they  would  freel y choo se. Th ere ar e many  women 
in the co mmunit y who are ve ry sympathet ic and  want to kee p deci sions about
gra ndpare ntal c aring in the  hands  of gu ilt-fr ee gra ndpare nts th emselv es, an d rese rve
gra ndpare nts fo r holi days a nd enj oyment  with childr en. On ce aga in, ho wever, choic es
are  not a lways freely  made but fr equent ly are  shape d by t he rea lity o f work ing li ves
and  the d emands  of wo rking famili es.

V o l unteer s
The  natur e of v olunte ering in Aus tralia  is cu rrentl y subj ect to  vario us for ces fo r
cha nge. Government po licies  to ‘work fo r the dole’ are swelling  the r anks o f some 
for ms of volunt eering , whil e crea ting n ew typ es of manage ment i ssues. In ot her ar eas,
esp eciall y amon gst wo men vo luntee rs in school s ther e are few pe ople t o do t he tas ks,
and  some women report  a fee ling o f ‘I’m doing  yours ’ in r elatio n to women i n paid 
wor k. Cou ntry v olunte ers ar e expe rienci ng the  effec ts of shrink ing ru ral po pulati ons
and  the t asks o f volu ntary commun ity se rvice are fa lling to a s maller  and s maller 
gro up.  Many wo men wh o volu nteer gain t he kin ds of skills , soci al rewards, self
est eem an d iden tity t hat ma ny women in paid work sa y they  enjoy . Howe ver,
man agers of community  servi ces wh o are being asked to rec ruit n ew vol unteer  force s,
exp ress c oncern  that paid work is  shift ing to  the v olunte er sec tor, with se rious
imp licati ons fo r empl oyment , qual ity of  servi ce and  the c omplex ity of  servi ce
man agemen t. Vol unteer s want  to se e thei r effo rts va lued –  and a  great er res pect f or the 
imp ortant  contr ibutio ns tha t they  make.
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Fl ex i bi l i ty  in the Wo r k p l a c e
Whe re women in paid work ha d flex ibilit y in t heir h ours, days, shifts  and
eme rgenci es, th eir wo rking lives were i mmeasu rably easier . Ther e are signif icant
exa mples where this i s achi eved. But ma ny mor e wome n repo rt mee ting g reat
inf lexibi lity, includ ing in  tradi tional  offic e, fac tory a nd in public  and p rivate  secto r
wor kplace s. A l arge n umber of women cho ose to  work part-t ime in  order  to ha ve
mor e cont rol. Unfortu nately  many can ac hieve this o nly by  becoming ‘c asual’  and
acc epting  a pre cariou s, per iphera l plac e in t he lab our ma rket –  one t hat fr equent ly fai ls
to confer  flexi bility  onto the employee . In many ca ses th e barr iers t o more  emplo yee-
fle xible arrang ements  appea r more  a mat ter of  cultu re tha n cost . Work places  that are
in many r espect s simi lar, h ad ver y diff erent arrang ements  with respec t to f lexibi lity – 
and  many women talked  of ch anging  jobs in pur suit o f it. Cultur es var ied no t only 
bet ween workpla ces, b ut als o between su pervis ors, s uggest ing th at bet ter tr aining  and
pol icies will make a differ ence. Women seek more fl exibil ity in  their  use o f leav e –
and  great er acc ess to  paid leave for de penden t care . Prof ession al women are  criti cal of 
the  deepl y entr enched  male model of wor ker in  medic ine, management an d the law –
arg uing t hat it  is si mply i ncompa tible with s erious  carin g work , for women and  me n.

The Pr ess ur es of  Pa i d  Wo r k 
Wor k is b ecomin g more  inten sive a nd the  avera ge hou rs wor ked in  Austr alia a re
inc reasin g. Man y Aust ralian s are workin g long  or ve ry lon g hour s. Thi s has squeez ed
man y forms of v olunta ry wor k, and  is an ti-car ing. There i s more  work, in ma ny
wor kplace s, and  fewer  to do  it – and th is is affect ing ma nagers , prof ession als an d
off ice, c lerica l, ser vice a nd fac tory workers . Jobs  are g etting  ‘gree dier’ for ma ny, an d
thi s mean s that  paid work i s beco ming h arder to rec oncile  with househ olds a nd car ing
wor k.

Fi n di ng wo r k 
Cou ntry women i n part icular  ident ify th eir li mited job op portun ities as a s erious 
pro blem. The lo ss of servic es in the co untry has di minish ed job  oppor tuniti es, an d
mea ns tha t wome n with  good skills  and a  need to ear n, lac k chan ces fo r work . They 
wer e conc erned, also, that these servic es wer e vita l to h ealth and we lfare in the 
cou ntry, and sh ould b e expa nded b oth fo r thei r community welfar e and  jo b outc omes.
Women in the co untry also l amente d the lack o f care er pat hs the y face d in s ome jo bs.
Une mployment re mains a majo r prob lem fo r Indi genous  women , and for wo men of 
non -Engli sh spe ak bac kgroun d. Man y want ed to see th e unde r- and  over- work t hat
the y obse rved, more e venly distri buted.

Pa r t- ti m e Wo r k 
Par t-time  work has ex panded  rapid ly in Austra lia ov er the  past 20 yea rs. It  is th e most 
common me ans ad opted by women to try an d fit work t o cari ng. It  has e xpande d even 
fas ter in  South  Austr alia t han na tional ly – b oth fo r men and wo men. Some wo men
mak e a cl ear, i f cons traine d, ‘ch oice’ for pa rt-time work  over a care er. As  thing s stan d,
the y beli eve th ey hav e to  choos e. Some do s o more  happi ly tha n othe rs, bu t it i s
wid ely ag reed t hat be ing pa rt-time mean s less  acces s to a  wide range of wor kplace 
ben efits:  infor mation , educ ation and de velopment, p romoti on, pa rticul ar job s and
rewards, and ‘b eing o utside  the l oop’. Polici es to spread  benef its to  part- time workers 
mak e a di fferen ce – b ut eve n in t he bes t case s, dis advant age ex ists. Some p rofess ional
bod ies an d orga nisati ons re main s imply oppose d to p art-ti me wor k: it signal s the ‘not
ser ious’ worker  and i s read  as pr ofessi onal d eath. Howeve r, wit h so many pa rt-time
wor kers, is the  ‘choi ce’ to  take a path  of lo wer li fetime  earni ngs an d to miss ou t on a 
ran ge of opport unitie s, fai r? And  what are it s cost s for employ ees, e mploye rs and 
pro fessio ns in terms of los t skil ls?
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Em p l o y m en t Sec u r i ty 
For  many women, being  part- time means b eing c asual – even  where  their  work is
cle arly n ot cas ual. Some wh o work  part- time b elieve  that the pr ice of  being  part- time
is being casual , alth ough t his is  not n ecessa rily t he cas e. Man y wome n simp ly do not
dis tingui sh bet ween c asual and pa rt-time work . Aust ralia’ s labo ur mar ket ha s rapi dly
cas ualise d over  the p ast two deca des, a nd in South Austra lia, t he cha nge ha s been  even
mor e dramatic. Thirty  per c ent of  South  Austr alians  are n ow cas ual wo rkers, most of
the m wome n. Ins tead o f flex ibilit y, however, many c asual women find t hemsel ves ‘o n
tap ’ rath er tha n in c harge of the ir wor king h ours –  a sit uation  that is ana thema to
car ing. Many wo men wa nt mor e cont rol ov er the ir hou rs, pe rmanen t work , or a  shift 
awa y from short , limi ted te rm con tracts  – so that t hey ca n acce ss fin ancial  servi ces an d
giv e thei r fami lies s ome fi nancia l secu rity.

The Pa y  Ga p  Bet ween Wo m en and Men 
The  gende r pay gap in  Austr alia r emains  a sig nifica nt con cern f or man y wome n. The y
obs erve t hat th eir sk ills a nd job s are freque ntly u nderva lued –  and i t rank les. The
sta tistic al evi dence bears out th eir co ncern about this u nder-v aluati on. Wo men al so
sre main c oncent rated in a n arrow range of job s and workpl ace ty pes, a nd thi s has
imp ortant  conse quence s for their earnin gs rel ative to men ’s. Un fortun ately, the g ender
pay  gap i n Sout h Aust ralia has wi dened in rec ent ti mes. Having childr en is associ ated
wit h lowe r pay for wo men (a nd hig her pa y for men) h olding  many other factor s
con stant. Casua lness has th e same  effec t, and  both effect s are more p ronoun ced in 
Sou th Aus tralia  than nation ally. Action  to br eak do wn job  segre gation , incr ease t he
ski lls an d qual ificat ions o f wome n, pre vent d irect discri minati on, an d reva lue
women’s t raditi onal j obs, a ll hav e a ro le to play i n redu cing t he gen der pa y gap. The
lat ter is  parti cularl y impo rtant to sig nifica nt, lo ng ter m chan ge.
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1.  Re c o n f igu rin g ou r Co mmu n it ie s 

The  chang ing pa tterns  of wo men’s work –  wheth er pai d or v olunta ry – a re res ulting  in
a r econfi guring  of ou r communitie s. A g enerat ion ag o, community  was f requen tly
loc ality and st reet b ased, with t he ext ended family  at it s core .  Whi le thi s form of
community  has n ot dis appear ed, ou r rese arch a mongst  women  with domest ic and 
car ing re sponsi biliti es sug gests that o ur str eets a re inc reasin gly do rmitor ies to  a
gro wing n umber of women and  men who wor k. The  locus  of co mmunit y has shifte d
fro m stre etscap e towa rds th e work place. Incre asing geogra phic mobilit y and changi ng
reg ional labour  marke ts now mean that e xtende d fami lies a re mor e geog raphic ally
dis persed .

Fr o m  Str eet to  Wo r k p l a c e

Thi s shif t is r eflect ed in the co mments  of wo men wh o have  been at home for years
rai sing t heir c hildre n outs ide th e paid  workf orce, and in  the v iews o f wome n in p aid
wor k. Women sai d over  and o ver, whether  worki ng in a trad itiona l fact ory on  shift 
wor k, par t-time  in a shop, or in manage ment p ositio ns on high s alarie s, tha t
inc reasin gly wo rk was  a pla ce whe re the ir community  was –  at le ast pa rtiall y – bu ilt.
Man y wome n and men de scribe d thei r stre ets as  deser ted in  norma l work ing ho urs: a s
a male nu rse pu t it, for ex ample ‘Well the st reets are de serted  9 to 5’. No t all women
saw their  stree ts in this way. Fo r one mother  at ho me the  stree t cont inued as a p lace
whe re nei ghbour s knew the l ocal c hildre n, and  moved  betwe en hou ses ea sily. But as 
ano ther mother at home put it ‘Yo u have  to wo rk at it’.

The  decli ne of local street  commu nity made th e busi ness o f with drawal  into the ho me
a l onely and di sconce rting experi ence, with s harp i solati on for  many. Inter esting ly,
thi s shif t of t he loc us of commun ity, while c leares t in t he cit y, ext ends t o the reshap ing
of countr y town s and women workin g off farms. The g reater  mobil ity of  women ,
families and ho usehol ds has  also fueled  this shift, with extend ed families increa singly 
sca ttered  geogr aphica lly an d inte r-fami ly sup port o ften i ntermi ttent, infre quent, or
‘vi rtual’  by me ans of  the t elepho ne or the ne t. As one co untry woman put it  ‘Many 
gra ndpare nts ar e now too bu sy, or  now t oo far  away’ .

Women wit h near by ext ended family  faced  the p ressur e poin ts of work/f amily life
wit h grea ter re source s. Gra ndmoth ers pr ovided  the ‘ give’ in cri sis, p icking  up si ck
kid s or d oing t he spr ing cl eaning  that mother s in p aid wo rk did  not g et to. For t hose
tha t had it, it  was a  preci ous re source  as we  see i n the discus sion o f the role o f
gra ndmoth ers be low. However , the extend ed family wa s not always  a cos y supp ort – it
sometimes  appea rs as a sour ce of comple x or t ense r ecipro cities .

The Co m m o di f i c a ti o n of  Sup p o r t,  The Di s l o c a ted Fa m i l y  and 
Geo gr a p hi c  Di sp er sa l 

Aus tralia ns are  very mobile , and this h as imp ortant  impli cation s for the es tablis hment
of commun ity an d the fabric  of ex tended  famil y. Bet ween t he cen suses of 199 1 and
199 6, 43 per ce nt of Austra lians moved house, makin g us o ne of the mo st mob ile
pop ulatio ns in the wo rld (Bell an d Hugo , 2000 :22).

For  many, there fore, geogra phical ly acc essibl e exte nded f amily does n ot exi st, an d
women inc reasin gly lo ok to the ma rket t o meet  their  needs  for h ouseho ld sup port. Our
stu dy sho es tha t this  strat egy wa s wide ly ado pted b y a ra nge of  women  inclu ding t hose
in low in come h ouseho lds (i n the form o f take  away food, and oc casion al domestic
sup port o r lawn -mowin g). Ho usehol ds wit h high er inc omes made mu ch gre ater u se of

‘ Th e
str eets ar e
des er ted 9
to  5’ 



H A V I N G  A  L I F E                                        
14

a wide ra nge of  contr acted servic es – r egular  clean ing, i roning , gard ening, nanni es,
pre -prepa red fo od, ch ildcar e, and  paid babysi tting. There  were few si gns of  the
dre ssmaki ng tha t occu rred i n hous eholds  throu gh women’s l abour only a  gener ation
bef ore. People could no lon ger ‘l ean’ o n community, but i nstead  paid: 

Now our n eighbo urs wo rk too . It h as to be pai d! The y work  too! You ca n’t le an on
any body. Grandmas wor k too, or th ey hav e thei r own social  life. It ca n work  if it ’s a
bal anced exchan ge, bu t our parent s did their work! My pri ority is to my chi ldren. If
the y are really  sick, they want t heir mum.

Some wome n clea rly pr eferre d the purcha se of care, over t he emo tional  excha nges t hat
wer e impl icit i n inte r-fami ly tra nsfers  of la bour –  wheth er in the fo rm of grandp arent
car e, foo d or c leanin g. The y woul d rath er buy  strai ght ou t, tha n ‘owe ’ thei r moth er or
fri end. These s hifts and pr eferen ces fo r mark et sol utions  have import ant implicat ions
for  commu nities . Mutu al, no n-mone tary e xchang es hav e embe dded within them – 
ind eed cre ate – person al and  commu nity r elatio nships . What  does the sh ift to  the
mar ket me an for  the web of local relati onship s?

Int eresti ngly, women from n on-Eng lish s peakin g back ground s were  much more l ikely
to rely u pon, a nd hav e acce ss to, exten ded fa mily s upport , incl uding women in
man agemen t posi tions or run ning t heir o wn bus iness, where  famil y supp ort fr equent ly
app eared crucia l to women’s  caree rs. Ev en her e, however, higher  income hous eholds 
fre quentl y brou ght in  contr acted servic es – e ven wh en ret ired male pa rtners  were now
at home.

Abo rigina l wome n were  much less i ncline d in t he dir ection  of ma rket s olutio ns for 
car e and suppor t – re lying much more up on the  exten ded fa mily a nd community .
Ind eed, s ome we re cle arly p erplex ed by the pr oblems  they heard of fro m othe r non- 
Abo rigina l wome n in r elatio n to a fter s chool care a nd so on. Th is may  refle ct the 
con strain ts of lower income s, but  the c ommuni ty fab ric ap peared  consi derabl y more 
res ilient  in th e live s of t hese women t han th ose of  many non-In digeno us women.

The Wo r k p l a c e as ‘Fa m i l y ’ 

Man y wome n see the pa id or volunt eer wo rkplac e as a  place  where  they had la ughs,
fun  and s ocial life: as one  put i t ‘You r work  becomes you r supp ort ne twork’ . Coun try
women agr eed:

Hei di: Fo r me, work i s like  a family. I ’m luc ky. I start at 9 a nd fin ish at  3. I have
sup portiv e boss es. I am fle xible with work an d if I  want time o ff I c an tak e it
(co untry woman, mothe r of 2 )

Women in paid work po inted to the  diffe rence in soc ialisi ng pat terns betwee n work ing
women and  those  who d id not , emph asisin g the time c onstra ints t hat ke pt the m from
han ging a bout t he sch ool or  child care c entre. This explai ned at  least  in pa rt the ir
pat tern o f ‘soc ial li fe thr ough work’. Once a gain a  count ry woman say s:

Wor king women d on’t h ave ti me to sit at  the k indy a nd tal k to t he oth er mums. I g o
to the sc hool a nd I d on’t h ave ti me to pursue  it, a nd try  and make fr iends. I jus t
dro p the kids o ff and  get t o work .

Women con traste d thei r own childh ood ex perien ces wi th tho se of their growin g
chi ldren, and o lder women c ompare d thei r situ ations  as mo thers in the  sixti es wit h
tho se of their daught ers no w:

Peo p l e
l ea n less 
o n thei r 
c o m m uni ty 
a nd , 
i nc r ea si n gl y , 
p a y  fo r  sup p o r t . 

‘ Yo ur  wo r k 
bec o m es yo ur 
sup p o r t
net wo r k . ’ 
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We lived in the  bush and it  was e asier. The k ids we nt swi mming in the  river . Kids 
wer e heal thy, o utdoor s. It’ s hard er now. (mo ther o f 2, Port Ad elaide )

Yes , we’d  be ou t in t he par klands  on th e rive r Torr ens. Mum wor ked an d we’d 
come home  for a  jam s andwic h. We had mu ch mor e free dom. I t felt  much safer.
(mo ther o f 3, Port Ad elaide )

Car e of k ids, whether  babie s or s chool aged h as ten ded to  move from t he str eet an d
ext ended family  into instit utions  and t he mar ket sp here –  child care c entres , befo re and 
aft er sch ool pr ograms , fami ly day  care.

Int erviewer: Wh o can you ca ll on? 

The re is nobody  for s ome of  us. A frien d in a n emer gency for so me, in  laws for
oth ers. We have  grand parent s just  oppos ite us , but they a re at the ag e wher e he h as
dementia and it ’s not  safe. My mo ther -  I hav e no h esitat ion (b ut she ’s a l ong wa y
awa y), Bu t not the mo ther i n law – it’s  too much ha ssle. She ha s her own li fe.

The  contr ast in  stree t life  for f amilie s is s trong: 

The  commu nity h as cha nged: the ki ds swa rmed when my  kids were l ittle…I was
always in  and o ut of houses . Now, my ki ds hav e had a much  more struct ured
chi ldhood  – wit h spor t etc…The pe ople i n my s treet wouldn ’t kno w my k ids li ke I
kne w the people  when I was a kid.

The  extra ordina ry gro wth in  stree t traf fic ex plains  some of the  shrin kage o f loca l
geo graphi c community: 

The  level  of tr affic is so differ ent. The roa ds are  so di fferen t. And  then you ad d to i t
by drivin g your  kids everywhere! (mo ther, full-t ime wo rker)

The  shift  in co mmunit y loca tion i s not confin ed to the ci ty. In  count ry towns, wo men
tal ked of  the d ifficu lty of  being  new i n town , with  fewer  peopl e abou t, and  those  in
est ablish ed families being too bu sy to make n ew fri ends. New ar rivals  descr ibed t he
dif ficult y they  had b eing a ccepte d, and  women  who h ad lon g live d in t he town,
con curred , as t he fol lowing  excha nge re veals: 

I’m new t o the region . I we nt fro m havi ng lot s of s upport  to ha ving n othing . It’s 
bee n very , very  hard...

I wouldn’ t like  to mo ve int o a co untry town n ow.

It’ s not easy. Becaus e ever yone h as got  their  lives  and e veryon e is b usy. I  have a lot
of troubl e keep ing up  with the fr iends I have , let alone making  any n ew one s.

I s hifted  here 10 yea rs ago  and I  do no t have  any c lose f riends  in th is town, bec ause
I d on’t p lay sp ort an d I do n’t ha ve chi ldren.

My next d oor ne ighbou r is q uite l onely though  she h as 3 s mall c hildre n.

20 years ago wh en we shifte d in y ou met  peopl e who had ti me to go out  and p arty.
If you mo ve in when y ou are  busy with y our ch ildren , it d oesn’t  happe n.

An older woman with g rown c hildre n who still lives on the  farm reflec ts:

‘ I  wo ul dn ’ t
l i k e to  m o ve
i nt o  a
c o u ntr y 
to w n no w’ 
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Kat hie: When I got pr egnant  I lef t work . I ha d 4 ch ildren . When  the y ounges t was 8,
I d ecided  to go  back. I had  to do  a re- entry course  that was 12  month s at u ni whi ch
was  jolly  hard work. Now I really  enjoy  my wo rk. So metime s I fi nd it too mu ch at
times bec ause o f all the vo luntar y work  that my hus band a nd I d o…

Int erviewer: Wh en you  look at you ng women on farms now, d o they  have the sa me
community ?

Kat hie: I  don’t  think  so. Most of  them are wo rking and ha ve always wo rked o r gone 
bac k to i t. The re’s n o chil dcare, so if  you h aven’t  got f amily suppor t, it’ s very 
dif ficult . The school  close d last  year too, s o ther e’s no t as many yo unger ones.
Mor e peop le are  movin g off farms.  We a re liv ing in  a sma ller c ommuni ty tha t is
get ting s maller  and s maller   - re ally t he community  is dy ing - so you ’ve go t our age
gro up try ing to  keep it tog ether and th e next  age g roup t hey’re  all b usy wo rking,
the y have n’t go t the time t o put into c ommuni ty thi ngs. I t’s a lot of  hard work.

The re was  wide agreement ab out th is cha nge, a cross women in dif ferent  income leve ls,
occ upatio ns, ag es, ge nerati ons, whether  at ho me wit h chil dren o r in p aid wo rk, an d in
the  city and co untry. As on e moth er at home with he r two childr en in the ci ty put  it:

I h ave a social  netwo rk thr ough t he sch ool. A role develo ped fo r me a s a
community  liaso n pers on. I can’t think of any  frien ds who  are n ot in the pa id
wor kforce . Ther e is a  break down i n community. It wi ll be women like me who look
aft er our  mothe rs in old ag e.

Some men agreed . A ma le nur se des cribes  his f amily’ s stre et, an d a cl erical  co-wo rker
and  mothe r agre es:

Dav id: If  I thi nk of the st reet I  live in, we  built  the h ouse a nd for  the f irst 6  month s
non e of u s had fences  and t he int eracti on beween th e fami lies was ama zing. As
soo n as t he fen ces we nt up – it was jus t amaz ing…Bu t it’s  not j ust ab out fe nces. You
can  hear all th e cars  go of f at 7 .30 am and a ll come back  at 7.30 pm at nig ht. An d
you ’re so  bugga red th at who  wants  to go  and t alk to  Jo Bl oggs n ext do or?

Sus an: I was ho me for  4 yea rs wit h my c hildre n…and you ju st say  hello … Peop le
acr oss th e stre et are  frien dly. They’ll  look out fo r your  house  when you ar e away .
But  that’ s abou t it. Wherea s I re member  with my par ents t hey wo uld al ways g o next 
doo r, may be bec ause t he wif e was home, and th ey had  a bit  more time t o soci alise
and  the n ext do or nei ghbour  would  look after the ki ds.

Women in part-t ime wo rk in a call  centr e/docu ment p rocess ing wo rkplac e exch anged
similar d escrip tions of the ir communiti es, co mparin g the genera tions, and e xplain ing
why  they hunger ed for  the c ommuni ty of their workpl aces where t hey sh ared s upport 
abo ut mot herhoo d and other aspect s of t heir l ives, as opp osed t o neig hbours  they
simply ne ver sp oke to :

If you do  stay home, it’s n ot lik e when  we we re kid s. My mum wa s home . She stayed 
home til I was a teen ager, but ev ery ot her mu m was home a nd you  were always  off
nex t door . Ther e were  kids there – you were n ever h ome! The mot hers d id thi ngs
tog ether, so th e moth ers go t the stimul ation. If I stayed  home now I could be home
all  day a nd not  see any one in  my st reet b ecause  every one is  away at wor k. So you
are  cravi ng by the ne xt day  to ge t back  to wo rk bec ause y ou nee d that  inter action 
or with a nother  adult ! That ’s cha nged h ugely. (mo ther, part-t ime ca ll centre
wor ker)

‘ We ar e l i vi ng in
a  sm a l l er 
c o m m uni ty  tha t
i s getti n g
sm a l l er  and
sm a l l er ’ 
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You  are t erribl y isol ated i f you stay h ome. That ma kes it  tough er to be at home.
(mo ther, full-t ime ca ll centre wo rker)

I d on’t t hink I  have ever h ad an over-t he-bac k-fenc e conv ersati on wit h any of my
nei ghbour s. (Gr andmot her of  5, si ngle mother of 3, now wo rking full-t ime)

Thi s dimi nution  of st reet a nd family co mmunit y, and  the i ncreas ingly greedy  natur e of
pai d work  (that  leave s paid  worke rs ‘bu ggared ’ or working  long hours)  has i mporta nt
imp licati ons fo r all kinds of car ing, i ncludi ng car e for the ag ed. A senior  male manage r
wor king 1 00 hou rs a week in  a community  servi ce put  it li ke thi s:

We are al l stil l cari ng…On and of f. But  the c oncept  of sa crific ing ou r care ers fo r
an older person  is so methin g that  is no w fore ign…Yo u have  to be  very spare in
wha t you can do …You d o what  you c an. Yo u do i t diff erentl y. You  don’t  spend  the
who le day  with them. You go  there  and s pend q uality  time, and y ou loo k at s ub-
con tracti ng out  some of the  work.

He went o n to d escrib e an e xample  of ho w the role o f aged  care agenci es, fo r example,
wer e havi ng to respon d:

We got a fax fr om Tok yo thi s morn ing fr om the  daugh ter of  one o f our reside nts
tel ling u s that  she was too  busy to tak e her mother  to th e opti cian –  could  we do  it.
Fro m a ho tel in  Japan ! They  are t aking on the  part- time c arer r ole fr om lon g
dis tance now.

Cle arly, the na ture o f the caring  that can be  done by the  busy workin g daug hter o n an
ove rseas trip, is hig hly de penden t upon  paid carers  to st ep int o the breech .

A g roup o f wome n in a  relat ively new su burb d iscuss ed the ir exp erienc es, co ntrast ing
the  seven ties c ommuni ty of one in  Canbe rra an d the apartment bl ock of  2000 where
no- one me ets yo ur eye s. Onc e agai n, peo ple ar e too tired after work f or soc ialisi ng, so 
it is lit tle wo nder t hat it  happe ns in the wo rking day wh en some ener gy exi sts:

Mar y: I was 20 when I  had my firs t kid and 21  when I had the se cond i n the early
70s . And there wasn’t  any male fi gure a round at all . And where I live d in
Can berra, it wa s like  a commune. Everyb ody kn ew eve ryone else i n the street . We
use d to a ll mix . We h ad a b abysit ting c lub go ing. I t was all a totall y diff erent ball
game. I u sed to  play squash  three  times  a wee k!…and  I always ma de sur e I go t time 
lik e that , beca use if  I did n’t I probab ly wou ld hav e gone  crazy . But I neve r had any
dif ficult y gett ing sp ace. I  was b ought up in the co untry. We ha d so much fr eedom. A
lot  of ki ds now don’t  know how to  make that s pace f or the mselve s. Now, ther e is n o
community ...eve rythin g seems to b e sect ionali sed. We have  singl e moth ers he re and 
oth ers ov er the re. We  need to get  thing s toge ther.

Tammy: Pe ople h ave th eir ba bies l ater. I had my bab y youn g, and  I did n’t ha ve
any one ar ound who und erstoo d, bec ause t hey ar e stil l doin g the yuppie  thing , or
the  caree r.

Can dy: Th ere is  so mu ch fea r in t he community . I’ve  just moved into a  block  of
uni ts. No -one s peaks to eac h othe r. The y have  all g ot the ir hea ds down. Eve ryone
in their own li ttle b ox.

Sal ly: An d ever ybody’ s work ing. I  mean my nei ghbour s don’ t come  home until after
5 a nd I’m too t ired. And yo u don’ t want  your neighb ours l iving in you r pock et
eit her.
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Edn a: The re is a lot of fea r between ge nerati ons – older people  are r eally
fri ghtene d of y oung p eople. Young  peopl e don’ t know older  peopl e…

For  these  women , the local commun ity se ems fr acture d into  pocke ts, wh ich ha s
enc ourage d fear  and s tifled  commu nicati on. Sa lly is  too t ired f or community  in he r
str eet. However , Edna  goes on to argue agains t the idea t hat we aker g eograp hical or
str eet co mmunit y is t he pri ce for  havin g more  women  in th e work force, argui ng tha t
it’ s the nature  of wo rk org anisat ion, i ts lac k of f lexibi lity, and th e lack  of re spect for
community  contr ibutio ns, th at res ults i n this :

I t hink i t’s pa rtly t he pri ce of the wa y that  work is org anised . Such  infle xibili ty –
and  reall y stup idity - abou t work places  and h ow wor k stru ctures  are o rganis ed. So 
tha t ther e isn’ t flex ibilit y for people  or al lowanc e made  for a  whole  range  of ot her
thi ngs – your s ocial time, your c ontrib ution to you r community. That’ s not seen a s
val id…

She  also pointe d out, as a woman withou t chil dren, how importan t it was for  her t o
hav e time  with childr en, bu t how little  that was en courag ed:

As a non- parent  I fee l very  stron gly - I high ly val ue the  time that I  have with
chi ldren, and i t’s my  respo nsibil ity to  contr ibute to kid s live s – ye ah – t o be a n
aun ty. Th at kid  of th ing is  reall y impo rtant and we  don’t  live in a world where t hat
is encour aged.

Gen er a ti o na l  ch a nge

Cou ntry women l iving on far ms als o cont rasted  the g enerat ional shift in community  as
the  follo wing c onvers ation shows: 

Mos t of o ur mot hers d idn’t work o n the farm, or hav e anyt hing t o do with th e
boo ks. Th ey sta yed ho me, di d the cookin g, had  the h ouse s potles s, mad e the clothe s.

I d on’t make sl ices!

My mother  went back working  when I was 5, (wi th thr ee kid s) bec ause t here wasn’t
eno ugh mo ney on  the f arm.

The  pace seems a lot faster  now a nd the re’s more pr essure  to be  a sup er-mum. To
be on thi s committee or tha t committee.

Mat erial expect ations  are a lso ve ry dif ferent . Educ ation is mor e expe nsive

For  some women, espec ially a few at home with  child ren, t he str eet re mains an
imp ortant  posit ive fo cus fo r thei r fami ly and  child ren. For oth ers, t he str eet ca me ali ve
at the we ekend and pr ovided  an importan t soci al community . But for ma ny mor e, it
see ms tha t this  local  commu nity i s in d ecline  – dep opulat ed by the gr owth o f paid  and
unp aid wo rk. Th is mea ns tha t when  women  spend  time at home with  young  child ren,
the y freq uently  face a quie t stre et or town o r unit  block  where  they know f ew peo ple
wel l and where there are ma ny fewer oth er women in their situat ion th an has  been the
cas e in r ecent memory .

A n umber of women rai sed is sues o f safe ty and  felt that t heir c hildre n were  less safe
on the st reet t han du ring t heir o wn chi ldhood s. Thi s cons traine d an e asy st reet,
sub urban or town soci al lif e for childr en.

When wo m en
sp end ti m e at
ho m e wi th 
y o u ng
c hi l dr en,  they 
f r eq uentl y 
f a c e a qu i et
str eet or  to wn
o r  uni t bl o c k 
wher e they 
k no w few
p eo p l e wel l . 
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Wha t do we thin k of t his sh ift? What ar e its long t erm implicat ions f or the  growt h in
the  aged popula tion, for ex ample?  In th e shor t term at le ast, t his sh ift cr eates the ne ed
for  new f orms o f community for th ose wh o are not in  the p aid wo rkforc e, whe ther
thr ough v olunte er act ivity, facil ities for th ose at  home with y oung c hildre n, and  so on .
Cle arly, for ma ny women, pa id and  volun tary work cr eates new fo rms of  rewar ding
community  (see sectio ns 6 a nd 12) . And in vie w of t hese r ewards  and n ew sou rces o f
ide ntity, there  is no  prosp ect of  a ret urn to  an ol d and perhap s roma nticis ed str eetsca pe.
Women and  men h ave le ft the  stree t community for ma ny rea sons –  some of the m
ver y posi tive. Any impulse to cal l for women’ s retu rn to the su burban  home by day , is
abs urd. However , it s eems t hat so me of the lo nger t erm implicat ions o f this  shift  for
tho se who  still  spend  their  days there – or who may  come to rel y upon  it mo re in the
fut ure wh en car ing, r etired , unemployed , or l ess mo bile -  are u ncerta in and  less
pos itive.
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2.  Do me s t ic  an d  Ca rin g Wo rk 

Of the ma ny iss ues co vered in con versat ion in  this projec t, non e drew more laught er,
ang er and  sadne ss tha n the issue of domestic and ca ring work in  the h ome. The res ults
of mass s urveys  tell us tha t the great majori ty of unpaid  house work i s stil l done  by
women in Austra lia (Bittman  and Pixley 1997). There  has b een mu ch mor e tal k ab out
cha nge, t han re al red istrib ution.

Unp aid wo rk was  worth  over $261 b illion  in 19 97 (ABS Cat. 5240.0). Th is is
equ ivalen t to 4 8 per cent o f our gross domest ic pro duct, accord ing to  the Austral ian
Bur eau of  Stati stics. The v alue o f this  work is inc reasin g – by  16 pe r cent  betwe en
199 2 and 1997. Most o f this  unpai d work  is ho usewor k (91 per ce nt) an d wome n are
doi ng two -third s of i t, esp eciall y in t he for ms of cookin g, cle aning and ch ildcar e.

Women’s p ercept ions match t hese s tatist ics: t hey kn ow tha t they  are s till d oing t he
maj ority of domestic work. Many f ind it  borin g and repeti tive, contra sting it wit h othe r
thi ngs th ey fin d more  rewar ding:

I moan an d I ge t sick  of it . I fe el I a m fore ver cl eaning . We h ave al l been  train ed to
cle an. I get so  bored  with it. I have a ll the se thi ngs I have t o do o r want  to do  but
ins tead I  clean  and n ext th ing I have t o do i t agai n. (woman p art-ti me)

However, as women inc reasin gly ta ke on paid work, many re ferred  to a drop i n thei r
sta ndard of domestic mainte nance which often lead t o feel ings o f frus tratio n,
ina dequac y and compro mise. Incorp oratin g the family  into liftin g thes e stan dards was
fre quentl y unsu ccessf ul. Th ere wa s wide spread  resig nation , inst ead of  expec tation  that
the  rest of the  famil y woul d pick  up th e hous ework load v olunta rily.

Some men were f rank a bout t heir t actics  to mi nimise  their  domes tic wo rk:

Abe : Like  most males I do h ousewo rk tha t’s no isy so  it’s notice d. Lik e mowi ng the 
lawns, va cumnin g, thi ngs li ke tha t..

Abe , a ma le nur se in his la te 40s , with  two s mall c hildre n and wife i n full -time work
who  marri ed in his mi d-30s, went on to point out th at he never cleane d the toilet . A
sec ond ma n in h is wor kplace  concu rred:

Mic hael: I don’ t clea n toil ets an d showers. But I d o ever ything  else.

Abe : I th ink wo men th ink th at cle aning the to ilets is 70 per ce nt of the ho usewor k!
(la ughter ) Men never clean toilet s. Men  clean ing to ilets! ! No!

Jen ny: I live i n a ma le hou sehold  and i t’s th e same  thing . Obvi ously cleani ng the 
toi lets i s such  a pai n in t he ars e job. The v acumni ng and  mowin g the lawn a re
always mo re fun .

Sus an: I love mowing the la wn!

‘ I  do 
ho u sewo r k 
tha t’ s no i sy , 
so  it’ s
no t i c ed’ 
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Alt hough Abe an d Mich ael do  tradi tional ly feminised  jobs – nurs ing – in the ir pai d
wor king l ives t heir h ome ta sks re main s harply  segme nted b y sex, with a clea r line 
dra wn aro und th e toil et, wh ich th ey arg ue women ove r-dramatise as a h ousewo rk tas k,
but  refus e to d o themselves . On t he oth er han d, Sus an lov es mowing th e lawn  and
ins isted that s he be allowe d to d o it when sh e marr ied, a lthoug h her father  had r efused 
to teach her. Clearly , the choice  betwe en mowing th e lawn  and c leanin g the toilet  is
simply un availa ble to  many women, inclu ding s ome wh o migh t be married  to me n
who  are c lose t o the defini tion o f Sens itive New Ag e Guy (SNAG) . Abe descri bes
himself a s ‘semi-hous etrain ed’ – a cond ition that h e trac es to his ye ars as  a sin gle ma n:

Abe : I wa s sing le unt il I was 33 so I g uess  I was semi-h ousetr ained. So I have
per petuat ed tha t. I’v e kept  on ir oning my own  cloth es and  cooki ng.

His  train ing do es not  exten d to t he toi let ho wever.

Women dis tingui shed b etween  the p hysica l, man agemen t and emotio nal ta sks th at the y
und ertake  at ho me – a ll of which they d o more  than men.

Man y wome n are resent ful ab out th e ineq uitabl e load . They  see a  conne ction betwee n
hou sework  and i ntimac y. Some trac ed the  failu re of their marria ges to  the c osts o f long 
ter m rese ntment  over the do mestic  spher e. Cle arly, the is sue of  domes tic wo rk and 
how it ge ts don e is n o smal l matt er. It  affec ts the  quali ty of family  life, and i n many 
cas es is a sour ce of fricti on. Amongst all th e inst itutio ns tha t are affect ed by the
gro wing s hare o f paid  work being done b y wome n, the  patte rn of housework re mains
per haps t he mos t unch anging . It i s an i ssue t hat ma ny women car e deep ly abo ut.

Who  Do es It? ‘M y  wo r k ,  yo ur  wo r k ’ 

Thr ee for ms of arrang ement seemed  to ex ist: ‘ equal sharin g’, ‘p art-sh aring’  and ‘ not
sha ring’.

In the fi rst, i n some  house holds women said t hat th eir pa rtners  ‘shar ed equ ally’. In
the se hou sehold s, women wer e like ly to be wor king l ong ho urs – at lea st equ ivalen t to
the ir par tners, and many ha d shif ted la rge sl ices o f the work t o paid  emplo yees. They
the n shar ed the  rest. These  ‘shar ing’ c ouples  were few an d far betwee n. Wit h
con tracto rs to provid e meal s, cle an, ga rden, iron a nd car e for kids, these househ olds
had  less to app ortion . Wome n in t hese h ouseho lds cl early used t heir g reater  income to
‘bu y’ sol utions  rathe r than  argue  about  them. This is sup ported  by th e surv ey res ults
tha t show that in the  face of men ’s unwilling ness t o shar e this  work, women  have
tur ned to  the market. Many have a lso tu rned t o thei r chil dren o r moth ers, a s we d iscuss 
bel ow.

Muc h more  commo n was the si tuatio n wher e work ing wo men ca rried the ma in bur den
of housework, d espite  their  part- time o r full -time hours in pai d work . In t hese ‘ part-
sha ring’ househ olds women f requen tly us ed pra ise or  threa ts to convin ce the ir par tners
to do mor e. Man y wome n foun d the contin uing a rgumen t over  who d id wha t, and  the
bur den of  the d ouble day, d ebilit ating. One woman manager  who worked night shift in
a d ata pr ocessi ng cen tre de scribe s her situat ion – and it s cost s:

Rit a: He stoppe d doin g anyt hing a fter my daug hter was bor n. He though t that  if he 
min ded my  daugh ter wh en I worked that t hat wa s all he had  to do . I as ked hi m over 
and  over to tal k but he wou ldn’t and th en I g ot to the en d of my teth er and  I
thr eatene d to walk ou t. Thi s went  on fo r week s and then h e aske d me d id I t hink o ur
mar riage was on  the r ocks? I thou ght ‘Am I go ing th rough this o n my o wn?



H A V I N G  A  L I F E                                        
22

Doe sn’t h e get it?’ Then on e nigh t we s tarted  talki ng. He  thoug ht I was ang ry
bec ause I  was working  night s or s till h ad tha t thin g, you  know, post natal
dep ressio n -

Ker in: He  would  have had an  axe t hrough  his h ead if  you’d  had t hat! ( laught er)

Rit a: - b ut it wasn’t  that!  It wa s the amount  I had  to do . He n ow und erstan ds tha t if
he wants a rela tionsh ip he has to  put a s much  effor t in t o it a s me.

Women in very d iverse  circu mstanc es who  lived  in th e ‘par t-shar ing’ s ituati on did 
muc h more  of al l kind s of d omesti c work  than their partne rs. Wo men li ving a lone
tal ked of  havin g solv ed the  probl em by walkin g out.

In the th ird ki nd of arrang ement, ‘not sharin g’ women simply di d most  or al l of t he
wor k, and  many were a ngry a bout i t, inc luding  women  at ho me wit h thei r chil dren:

Domestic work? I thin k you mean s lavery ! (mo ther a t home  with childr en)

Women liv ing in  the c ountry  also faced the ‘n ot sha ring’ situat ion:

Sar ah: My  husba nd doe sn’t d o anyt hing. (Ho spital  worke r, rur al)

Ama nda: Hang on ! I’m ma rried to him! (fa rmer, rural)

One  city woman at home with  child ren sa id tha t her husban d was more h ousepr oud
tha n her and sh e did not re sent d oing t he hou sework . Simi larly at lea st some wome n
liv ing on  farms  were more a ccepti ng of their greate r dome stic l oad: a s one pointe d out,
her  husba nd wor ked lo ng hou rs out  of do ors an d she didn’t  expec t him to hel p out
ins ide as  well.  This  accep tance of del ineate d role s (wit h the woman workin g in t he
home, and  the man out side o n the farm) was as sociat ed wit h less  resen tment and an ger.
In these rare c ases, ‘not s haring ’ was not se en as an ine quitab le arr angeme nt but  a
sen sible sharin g of t he job s. Not  all f arm wo men we re so reconc iled, howeve r:

Ove r the past 1 0 year s I ha ve lea rned t o oper ate mo st of the ma chiner y on t his
far m. I c an do most t hings. But h e hasn ’t cha nged h is rol e at a ll rea lly.

Women who  had i ncreas ed the ir hou rs of paid work wh ile no t seei ng a compensat ing
shi ft in unpaid  work were much le ss san guine. Women  in di verse situat ions were an gry
at their long h ours i n paid  work, and a lso at  home, and a  great  major ity po inted out
the ir par tner’s  failu re to ‘see’ domest ic wor k, to do it well, or to respon d to r equest s to
do more.

Do m esti c  wo r k :  Phy si c a l ,  Em o ti o na l ,  Ma n a ger i a l 

The  most widely  recog nised form o f ‘hou sework ’ is p hysica l: the  strai ghtfor ward
hou rs of cleani ng, wa shing, ironi ng, pu tting away c lothes , gard ening, cooki ng, an d
car ing fo r kids . This  was g eneral ly und ertake n more  by wo men re gardle ss of their
hou rs of work, as the  mass survey s conf irm. As wome n desc ribed it. Ma ny men  relie d
upo n wome n for their basic self-c are an d main tenanc e:

He would wake me up t o make  his s andwic h! (Di vorced , Rura l woma n and
mot her of  2)

However, women pointe d to a  range  of ot her fo rms of  house work t hat al so fel l to t hem,
and  were ignore d by many pa rtners : the work o f man agemen t of  the h ouseho ld, an d the
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emo tional  wo rk of family  maint enance . Wome n in p rofess ional, rural , fact ory an d
home situ ations  gener ally c oncurr ed tha t they  manag ed the  house hold, in ter ms of
see ing wh at nee ded to  be do ne and  organ ising it. Me n were  ‘help ers’ who pit ched i n
(or  not) but wh o left  the i dentif icatio n of t asks t o wome n.

Women saw and managed  prior ities and it  frust rated them t hat me n did not:

I l ive my  life accord ing to  prior ities, feedi ng the  kids, bathi ng the  kids, getti ng tea 
on etc, b ut my partne r will  come in and  sit d own an d read  the mail or  the p aper.
He’ ll do the lo west p riorit y! (Do ctor, mother )

Oth er women, pa rticul arly p rofess ional women, refer red to  the e motion al lab our th at
the y took  contr ol of and di d in t heir h ouseho lds – the wo rk of listen ing to  kids, think ing
abo ut the ir soc ial an d frie ndship  needs , help ing th em sor t out their proble ms, an d bein g
ale rt to indivi duals’  non-p hysica l need s – th rough to mor e basi c need s like  denti st and 
eye  appoi ntment s. The y poin ted ou t that  these  tasks  are work, a nd tak e time , just  like
cle aning the to ilet.

Whi le men  were more l ikely to tak e time  to pl ay wit h chil dren, genera lly th e primary
car ing ro les we re ass umed t o lie with women:

I a lways check with my part ner as  to hi s wher eabout s but it is assume d that  I wil l
always be  there . I fe el gui lty if  I go out fo r say three nights , wher eas he  will go
awa y for a week  witho ut giv ing it  a tho ught. I am t he pri mary minder, the c hild
min der, t he org aniser , the pick u p, orc hestra ting e veryth ing. (Of fice worker)

Whi le the  Austr alian Bureau  of St atisti cs cou nts th e phys ical t asks o f hous ework in its 
cal culati ons of  unpai d work  it is  harde r to c ount t he man agemen t and emotio nal la bour
tha t many  women  ident ified as als o sign ifican t, and  large ly fal ling t o them.

Ma n a gi ng the ho use ver sus ‘c hi p p i ng in’ 

Some wome n did not ha ve to ask th eir pa rtners  to do  house work, or to direct  their 
eff orts:

I d on’t a sk him. Ther e’s no  langu age of  ‘help ’. Who ever was at home d id it.

Man y othe r wome n, however, had to  ask f or ‘he lp’ an d repo rted t he exp ectati on tha t
the y shou ld be gratef ul whe n they  got i t:

He’ ll hel p out if I b low my  top –  and t hen su ggest that I  shoul d be s o grat eful.
(Fa ctory worker )

My husban d does  the c ooking , clea ning a nd was hing b ut he always  says ‘I’ve done
you r cook ing, c leanin g and washin g’. I say ‘I t’s no t my wo rk. It ’s our   work’. (Ca ll
Centre employee )

I d o it. I alwa ys hav e. We were a lways renova ting. The wo rds we re ‘he lping’ . The
men  ‘help ed’. Never t he lan guage of sha ring. Not ‘p ull yo ur wei ght’! Women say
‘I’ m luck y that  so an d so h elps me’! (ca ll centre employee )

Whi le the  distr ibutio n of h ousewo rk had  chang ed a l ittle for so me, it  quick ly rev erted
whe n wome n were  ‘ther e’. So me women res ponded  to th is phe nomena  by ma king s ure
tha t they  regul arly were no t ‘the re’, s o that  their  partn ers ha d to d o it:
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Thi ngs ha ve cha nged b ut the re is still a long  way t o go. My hus band i s exce llent
whe n I am not t here, but as  soon as I walk in  the d oor I have t o do t he mea ls,
cle aning, shopp ing. He does  somet imes t hrow t hings in the  washi ng mac hine b ut
the n all the co lours get mi xed up . He d oes so metime s hang  out t he was hing a nd he
iro ns his  own s hirts. He ca n mana ge whe n I am not t here a nd he is goo d with  the
kid s. (Nurse)

The Co st of  ‘Do i ng it  Al l ’ 

Some wome n blamed the mselve s when  the d omesti c worl d falt ered, and lo oked t o
sol utions  that did no t rely  upon their partne rs:

My abilit ies to  cope are ba d, it all ge ts out  of co ntrol. I rea lly ne ed to hire s omeone .
I’m prese ntly p aying my eld est so n to d o a co uple o f hour s of h ousewo rk. Re cently  I
too k recr eation al lea ve to have a  total  sprin g clea n. I’m the o ne who  tries  to ch ange
thi ngs an d get a syst em. I’ m the one wh o trie s to d o it a ll. (Ca ll centre employee ,
mot her)

Men  appea red mo re rel uctant  to do  some tasks that o thers – many  women  menti oned
fol ding a nd put ting a way cl ean cl othes as a p articu lar po int of  conte ntion, as th is
exc hange betwee n prof ession al women sho ws:

My partne r take s the clothe s off the li ne and  puts them o n the bed..

My partne r puts  [the washin g] on my sid e of t he bed  and t hen ge ts int o his side. If I
mov e it t o his side o f the bed he  gets into my side !

Int eresti ngly, the ge neral issue of the  inequ itable  distr ibutio n of h ome ta sks cr ossed the
cla ss div ide af fectin g wome n in well pa id emp loymen t and privat e busi ness, as wel l as
fac tory a nd off ice wo men on  much lower income s. Pro fessio nal wo men di dn’t a gree
tha t thei r part ners a lways had a more s upport ive, e ducate d appr oach t o hous ework.
Whi le some iden tified  their  partn ers as  being  in th e ‘equ al sha ring’ catego ry in relati on
to physic al hou se wor k, oth ers sp oke wi th bit ter fe eling: 

The  SNAGS  are worse. They k now th ey are  doing  bette r than  avera ge so they d on’t
all ow you  to pu sh it! 

The y have  bette r tact ics at  prote cting their privil ege.

Oth ers qu estion ed whe ther SNAGS r eally exist. Such profes sional  women  were more
lik ely to  be us ing ex ternal  suppo rts an d payi ng for  them, but f requen tly wh en the  toile t
cle aning remain ed ‘in  house ’, the y stil l did more o f it:

Int erviewer: Wh o clea ns the  toile t?

Gro up: My  clean er, my  clean er, my  partn er, my  clean er, me  or th e clea ner, me or
the  clean er, me , my p artner  or me . (Do ctors and la wyers) 

C o n tr a c ti ng out ,  Sho r t Cuts  and Tec hno l o gy 

Hou sework  was a  high emotio n issu e for many, but es pecial ly for  women  in
het erosex ual re lation ships with s mall c hildre n. Sev eral r eferre d to t heir p artner s as a n
ext ra chi ld. Si ngle women with on e or t wo chi ldren appear ed to find t he sit uation 
eas ier to  manag e: ‘my  daugh ter an d I do n’t ma ke muc h mess , and it’s n ot suc h a
pro blem’ and wo men wi th old er chi ldren were l ess emotiona l abou t thei r situ ations .
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Whe re the  work was gr eater, women  used a rang e of t actics  to me et the  deman ds of the
home. Mos t commonly t hey co ntract ed hou sework  out, lowere d stan dards, took
sho rtcuts , trai ned th eir ch ildren  or us ed lab our sa ving t echnol ogy.

Pre dictab ly, co ntract ing ou t of t asks was muc h more  frequ ent in  highe r inco me
hou sehold s. Thi s was not al ways t he cas e, however:

I’v e alwa ys had  a cle aner, even when I was on  scrap  money .

It was al so mor e freq uent a mongst  farme r’s wi ves an d wome n in c ountry  towns  with
hig her in comes.

Cle arly, the co ntract ing ou t of t asks l ike me al pre parati on thr ough t he use  of pr epared 
and  conve nience  food, and t he con tracti ng out  of ca re of elders  and c hildre n (int o aged 
car e and childc are ce ntres)  have achiev ed a h igh le vel of  commu nity a ccepta nce. Most
women fel t comf ortabl e abou t cont ractin g out domest ic wor k and didn’t  have concer ns
abo ut pay ing ot her wo men to  do ‘t heir’ housework. Many in timate d they  would  do so 
if it was  a fin ancial  optio n. Sev eral r aised the is sue of  fair remune ration  for d omesti c
wor k, or talked  of th e impo rtance  of ‘s haring  the money’ around . Ther e was little 
con cern a bout t he cre ation of a p yramid  of wo men’s work –  with workin g wome n on
hig her pa y, rel ying o n wome n rece iving lower, inter mitten t or ‘ cash-i n-hand ’ pay.

Int eresti ngly, the mo st common ta sk con tracte d out (after  the u se of prepar ed mea ls
and  take- aways, and f orms o f care ) was lawn mowing – trad itiona lly a job do ne by
men . For exampl e, a f actory  woman  descr ibed t hat ‘t o get it don e’ her  solut ion wa s to
hir e a se rvice. Women  in th is gro up agr eed th at it was fa tal to  do it : ‘nev er mow the
lawn – yo u end up wit h it f or goo d!’. Many wo men fo und it  easie r to o rganis e a se rvice
to do it, than to dep end up on the ir par tners.

Women wer e maki ng dec isions  about  the h ire of  help as par t of t heir r espons ibilit y for
ove rall management of  the d omesti c:

Sus an: My  husba nd doe s a lo t of t he coo king –  about  60 pe r cent . When  it co mes to 
cle aning I just  ask h im and  that’ s fine . Or I  do th e clea ning. I’m wo rking full-t ime
thi s week  so I got a housec leaner . I de cided why bo ther g ive yo urself  stres s, so it
wor ks pre tty go od (cl erical  worke r, mot her)

Whe n her job be comes tempor arily full-t ime, Susan d ecides  to go  direc tly to  the
mar ket so lution , beyo nd ask ing fo r spec ific f orms o f help  from her pa rtner. She d oes
not  hesit ate.

Sho rt cut s and strate gies a round domest ic wor k were  varie d. Tak e-away s were  high on
the  list to red uce co oking time while s ome wo men we re tra ining their childr en to cook.
Oth ers wo uld se t asid e a ce rtain time t o do a  weekl y clea n. Some brou ght wh ite go ods
suc h as d ish wa shes e tc. to  lesse n the load a nd man y ment ioned that t heir male pa rtners 
had  initi ated t his (e specia lly wh ere ma le par tners had re sponsi bility  for t he was hing
up) . Some  women  solve d the inequa lities  of th ese is sues b y leav ing th eir pa rtners . As
one  profe ssiona l put it:

I d on’t t hink i t is c hangin g, a l ot of women aren’t  in re lation ships with men  - why
wou ld the y want  to be  if th ey don ’t get  help?  I don ’t hea r blok es say  ‘I ca n’t co pe
wit h the housework’. It see ms inc redibl y ineq uitabl e. (Jo urnali st, mo ther o f
tod dler)

‘ I t  seem s 
i nc r edi bl y 
i neq ui ta b l e’ 
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L o w er i ng sta nda r ds

A v ery co mmon s trateg y amon gst wo men wa s to l ower t heir d omesti c stan dards,
alt hough some f ound t his ea sier t o do t han ot hers:

I h ave lo wered my sta ndards , and we eat  out more at  Hungr y Jack s and so on -
thi ngs I though t I wo uld ne ver do  but I  am so  tired  and I  just want t o feed  the k id
and  feed myself . Ever y now and th en we have a  mass clean up whi ch tak es all  day.
(full-time work er)

Man y wome n stru ggled with t he rea lity o f fall ing st andard s: ‘wh y shou ld I h ave to  put
up with t hings badly done, or the  fact that h e just  doesn ’t see  du st?’

A n urse r eflect ed upo n the genera tional  shift  in st andard s that  means  that women now
sta nd at a mome nt whe n the ‘clean -freak ’ stan dards of the  fifti es are  perha ps giv ing
awa y to t he ear lier, less f ussy s tandar ds of our gr andpar ents’ and gr eat gr andpar ents’
times.

I h ad thi s conv ersati on the  other  day with an  88 ye ar old . When  she g rew up  they
bat hed on ce a week an d wash ed the  sheet s ever y 3 we eks. S he act ually  descr ibed i t.
It must b e that  the women t hat we re the  house wives in the  50s, with t he whi te goo ds
- t hey we re the  clean  freak s. The  gener ation before  didn’ t have  the a ccess to it, and
I d on’t t hink t hey we re qui te as fastid ious a bout i t. It’ s gene ration al. An d we a re
mor e rela xed th an our  paren ts. Bu t our grandp arents  proba bly we ren’t as fus sy
abo ut it as our  paren ts.

Thi s mome nt of change  is pa inful for th ose wh o must  give up wha t they  grew up wit h.
Some wome n were  able to go with t he shi ft tha t thei r busy  lives  deman ded an d
cer tainly  appea red to  suffe r less  anxie ty.

Can dy: I have a  poste r up o n the wall t hat sa ys dul l wome n have  immac ulate
hou ses. I  live by tha t.

The y also  recog nised the ge nerati onal s hift a nd wer e plea sed to  say g oodbye  to th eir
mot her’s over-i mmacul ate ho uses:

I’m a lot  more indulg ent th an my mum. We neve r had any po cket money. I have  a
dif ferent  attit ude to  money  than my mum. Mum places  no va lue on  havin g fun. I
spe nd a l ot of time p laying . Wher eas wi th her , she was ve ry hou se-pro ud. He r
hou se was  more like a  showp lace t han a home. And I’ m too much t he oth er way  –
the  house  is a dump. And I’ m not very g ood at  tidyi ng up becaus e I pl ace va lue on 
oth er thi ngs – I’ll l ie down and read a  book or do someth ing wi th my son. I  place 
mor e impo rtance  on do ing th ings f or me - not worryi ng abo ut how thing s look .

Whe reas women s till a ttempt ing th e week ly fre sh she ets an d home  made cakes for
the ir chi ldren’ s part ies, s truggl ed, as  one c ountry  woman  put i t ‘con stantl y prov ing
you rself’ .

C o n tr o l :  Tr a p p ed by  the Fem a l e St a nda r d ?

Some wome n were  loath  to ha nd ove r dome stic work to tally to eit her ou tside help o r
the ir families, insis ting t hat ei ther t hey di d it b etter, they enjoye d it ( at times), o r thei r
own  high standa rds di ctated  their  over- riding  invol vement . A pr eoccup ation with
sta ndards  and c ontrol  stood  in th e way of del egatin g the work f or a n umber of women
des pite t he rea lisati on of the ro d that  this create d for their own ba cks. This af fected 

‘ Du l l  wo m en
ha v e
i m m a c ul a t e
ho u ses.  I li ve
by  tha t. ’ 
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women in a wide  range  of jo bs, an d in b oth th e city  and r ural a reas, and wh ether they
wer e at h ome fu ll-time with  kids or not :

We make a  rod f or our  own b acks b ecause  we ar e so c apable  and u sually  do it 
bet ter. We virt ually bring it on oursel ves. (Pa rt-time work er, mo ther a t home  with
chi ldren)

My husban d has always  been a grea t supp ort. I  found  it di fficul t to r elinqu ish so me
of the ho ld on the ho usehol d chor es, it  took at lea st sev en yea rs of work t o let go.
(Te acher, rural  area, full- time worker, mothe r)

I t hink i t is my choi ce to live i n a cl ean an d tidy  house  so I do it. I cle an on Friday 
nig hts, s ometimes it takes up til l 2 in  the morning  but a t leas t when  I wak e up o n
Sat urday mornin g I ha ve a c lean h ouse. (Si ngle mother, worke r, cal l cent re)

It would be won derful  to li ve in a worl d wher e the bathro om was  done and th ere
was  no pu bic ha ir on the fl oor. My husb and sa ys I d o (liv e in s uch a world) . Men
jus t don’ t see what women s ee. (Ca ll centre wo rker)

One  man s poke o f the critic ism he  recei ved wh en he did do mestic  tasks , and how it 
ups et him:

She  likes  to ge t it r ight. If you  don’t  do it  right , one little  thing , she commen ts; ‘I 
hop e you don’t mind, you wo n’t ge t upse t but you sh ould p ut the  sauce  in af ter’. I
don ’t say  that to her . She likes to be in con trol –  it’s upsett ing me . (man  at ho me
wit h chil dren)

Con cern a bout c ontrol  and s tandar ds als o mean t some  women  would  not t hink o f
pay ing ot hers t o do h ousewo rk, be cause they s imply would have d one it  again , to t heir
sta ndards :

Cat h: If I had someon e come  in, I ’d onl y do i t agai n. Bec ause t hat’s me. I’ m a ve ry
org anised  perso n – I like t o do i t myse lf.

Cat h’s ma le col league  encou raged her to  get o ver it :

Dav id: Yo u owe it to yourse lf to get so meone in. It ’s time. You  need the ti me.

Ki d s and Ho usew o r k 

Int eresti ngly, it see ms tha t many  women  have had mo re luc k trai ning t heir c hildre n to
pul l thei r weig ht, th an the ir par tners. The s tandar ds iss ue als o aros e agai n:

I g et the  boys to hel p but it has  to be  to my  satis factio n. (Ru ral Wo rker)

Man y wome n were  deter mined to tra in the ir chi ldren well:

It was ha rd and  tough  when they were li ttle. I was really  tough  on my  kids but lo ok
wha t they  have got to day! They ar e clea n, the y can do thi ngs. Everyth ing ha d to b e
per fect, if you  do a job yo u do i t well . (Indigeno us community  healt h work er,
mot her)

Some had done s o with  consi derabl e succ ess:
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My kids a re gre at, th ey oft en do the wh ole th ing, t he was hing a nd coo king. I can
come home  and e veryth ing is  done. (Ho spital  emplo yee, r ural, part-t ime)

The  power ful le ssons of the  ‘male -model ’ were  ackno wledge d:

Gen erally  kids learn from t heir p arents  and i f my p artner  doesn ’t do it the y thin k
the y don’ t have  to do  it. (st udent, mothe r)

Some conf essed to tra ining their daught ers be tter t han th eir so ns, an d some  said they
fou nd it easier  to te ach th eir da ughter s abou t hous ework.

I d id mos t of i t. My daught er complaine d that  I rui ned my  son ( by tre ating him
dif ferent ly). I  fell into t he old  trap! 

I g et my son to  do th e dish es. It  is so  easy to cal l on my litt le gir l to c ome an d help 
in the ki tchen and I have t o stop  mysel f and I make  sure to get  the b oy in or I will
rep eat th e patt ern al l over  again . He h as to see th at thi s is t he rea l worl d.
(pr ofessi onal, manage r, mot her)

Bus y wome n some times superv ised t heir c hildre n by p hone f rom wo rk:

I o ften s upervi se the  house work ( being done b y the kids) from work. (Call ce ntre
emp loyee) 

Oth er women exp ressed  a ret icence  to te ach ch ildren  domes tic ta sks be cause of the 
time it t akes t o trai n. It was qu icker to do it the mselve s:

I h ave al ways b een in  such a rush  that I did everyt hing f or the m just  to be  quick er.
Now they are te enager s I am sayin g ‘gro w up, do you r own stuff’ . I ha ve not  had
eno ugh ti me to teach them t hings, I hav en’t h ad time to t each t hem ho w to c ook, o r
eve n peel  a car rot. (Ca ll centre wo rker, full-t ime)

The  long term e ffects  of a ‘train ing fa ilure’  were clear: 

My kids c an’t e ven pi ck up a wet towel. (Of fice e mploye e, rur al hos pital, full- time)

The  long term s ignifi cance of goo d trai ning f or son s was well u nderst ood, i f not always 
acc omplis hed:

Mot hers o f sons  have a terr ific r espons ibilit y to o ur dau ghters -in-la w of t he fut ure.

I m m i gr a nt  and Abo r i gi na l  Ho useho l ds

For  migra nt hou sehold s espe cially  in ol der ge nerati ons, i ssues around  domes tic wo rk
app eared to ent ail st rong r esista nce. Women i n thes e communitie s desc ribe h ow
domestic work i s ‘cul turall y link ed’ to  being  femal e – ju st as it is across  most cultur es.
Men  suffe r loss  of st atus a nd cre dibili ty if they a re see n to b e eith er doi ng ‘wo men’s
wor k’ or submit ting t o the woman’ s will . Ther e is s ocial stigma  and e mbarra ssment  if
the y try to acc ommoda te the  chang es in their wives lives – ‘The y thin k they  have less
imp ortanc e if t hey do  women ’s wor k. If they d o wome n’s wo rk the y lose  statu s’ as one
immigrant  woman  descr ibed t he imp act on  her h usband .

Sometimes  in th e Chin ese or  Vietn amese commun ity a man is  not e mploye d and the
woman is, but h e is s till t he bos s and he can ’t do the ho usewor k. The  woman  must
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do both t he hou sework  and t he pai d work . Shar ing do mestic  work is a p roblem.
(Chinese immigr ant wo man, mother) 

Oth ers ag reed, and lo oked t o the help o f exte nded f amily to mak e it work:

He though t he was mar rying a typi cal Po lish wife an d was a bit disapp ointed  when
I d idn’t do all  the c ooking  and s ociali sing. I stil l try to do the co oking and pa rties
and  so on , but it’s a n adde d extr a to my life . That ’s whe re mum helps  me ou t.

Exi sting arrang ements  impos ed cos ts on relati onship s:

In my community  the c ultura l upbr inging  still  means  that family  roles  are d ivided 
and  it is  the woman’s  role to do the do mestic  work. This means that a  woman  is
always ti red an d this  impac ts on all he r rela tionsh ips, s he is too ti red fo r a pr oper
rel ations hip wi th her  husba nd. Fa milies  maint ain cu ltural  roles . Also  as mo ther s he
oft en fee ls gui lty fo r work ing an d does  extra  thing s for her ch ildren  which  makes 
the m do l ess to  help her. (Po lish i mmigra nt woman, mo ther, divorc ed)

However, genera lisati ons ne eded t o be made wi th car e:

Domestic tasks are so metime s shar ed in the Ca mbodia n community but th ere ar e
sti ll ver y stro ng cul tural divide s. The re are  some change s. You  can’t  stere otype all
families as the y are all di fferen t. It is cha nging, yes, but no t much . Wome n stil l do
mos t of t he hou sework  and g et too  tired  and d on’t h ave an y ener gy.

Lik e most  other s, Abo rigina l wome n were  also affect ed by the do minant  patte rn:

I t ook ov er whe re his  mothe r left  off. I felt  that my rol e was in the  home and ev en
tho ugh a man go es out  to wo rk and  I’m working  too, his di nner h as to be on the
tab le at 5pm. I  did e veryth ing. I  was b rought  up th at way . It h as bee n hard  for me to
cha nge fr om the  old ways. (Indigeno us community  healt h work er)

S tr a tegi es:  Res entm en t,  Cr i ti c i sm ,  Pr a i se,  Th a nk s and
L ea vi ng Ho m e

The  use o f prai se rat her th an bla me app eared to gen erate better  resul ts in terms of
cha nged male be haviou r, tho ugh so me women res ented having  to gi ve pra ise wh en
the y rece ived s o litt le the mselve s. Some wome n sugg ested managi ng rewards t hrough 
poc ket mo ney, o r choo sing b etter partne rs, or  makin g sure  that you we re simply no t
the re on occasi ons:

I worked on a merit s ystem with my kids , it was han ded do wn fro m my p arents  and
it was a natura l thin g. I n eeded help a s I wa s on my own. House work h as nev er
bee n an i ssue with me , we were br ought up by my mot her in  a hos pital like
env ironme nt and  I inf licted  that on my kids t oo. It  has n ever b een an  issue  with me.
We’ ve all  adopt ed it natura lly. i f thin gs wer en’t d one th ey wou ld los e poin ts and 
tha t woul d affe ct the ir poc ket mo ney. (Ca ll centre wo rker)

I t hink t he sol ution to domestic work i s to p ick a better  partn er. (Do ctor)

I t hink i t is i mporta nt to leave your p artner  with the ci rcumst ances, leave  him with
the  baby, that teache s him, he wo uld do  all t he dra matics  when I got home b ut he
did  learn  in th e proc ess. He woul d init ially be a f loppy wreck but he  did g et the 
dri ft. (Do ctor)
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Oth ers of fered – or h ad ado pted -  more radica l solu tions.

S ex ,  Di vo r c e an d Ho us ewo r k 

Women are  const antly torn b etween  provi ding t he nec essiti es of a clea n, nur turing  and
ope rable enviro nment in the  domes tic sp here a nd the  time they wanted to spe nd wit h
the ir chi ldren, spous es and  thems elves. There  is co nsider able g uilt a nd fru strati on at not
bei ng abl e to f ulfil, to a satisf actory  degre e, the  funct ions o f part ner, mother, and
domestic worker  on an  ongoi ng bas is. Th is has  led t o wide spread  and c onside rable
res entmen t abou t male  partn ers’ f ailure  to he lp whi lst al so fai ling t o appr eciate  what
women are  doing  on a day to  day b asis t o main tain b oth th e emot ional and ph ysical 
bal ance o f the family . This  direc tly af fected  intimacy – amongs t prof ession al, cl erical ,
rur al and  urban  women . As d octors  and l awyers  discu ssed i t:

I t hink y ou bui ld up a rese ntment  but y ou bur y it. Instea d of g oing o ver we ll-
tra veled ground  you p ut it away a nd I t hink t his impacts on our  intimate
rel ations hip: ‘ if you  are n ot the re for  me, I  am no t ther e for you!’ It’s n ot eno ugh to 
lea ve for , but it’s t here. (Do ctor, mother )

I a gree, there are ve ry, ve ry dee p feel ings o f inju stice. He ca n’t se e thin gs, he ’ll sa y
he’ s done  the l ounge and I can’t see a thing has be en don e. I u sed to  get a ngry t hat
he can’t ‘see’. We ha ve had  huge argume nts an d now I have  dropp ed my standa rds
but  the r esentment is  there . (la wyer)

I f eel th e same  way a nd yet  somet imes when my  partn er doe s sa y he d oes
app reciat e what  I do, I wip e the slate clean of res entmen t - it  has t hat mu ch eff ect
on me. (do ctor)

My partne r does  do th ings I  don’t  have to thi nk abo ut and  it ma kes a huge p lace f or
the  relat ionshi p to b e bett er, it  feels  like a part nershi p. (do ctor)

A n ow div orced commun ity wo rker t alked about the de valuat ion sh e clea rly ha d felt  in
rel ation to domestic work:

Can dy: Wh en I was mar ried I  did t he bul k of h ousewo rk and  – it was li ke my
hus band d idn’t value what I  was d oing, didn’t  know what I  was d oing a ll day , and
too k it c omplet ely fo r gran ted. S o I fe lt dev alued by tha t and I thin k if y ou wor k as a 
par tnersh ip and  you s hare s tuff, and yo u shar e a bi t abou t each  other s live s and
abo ut the  probl ems - that makes a  bette r bond .

Her  male and fe male c o-work ers ag reed:

Dav id: I agree totall y. I t hink i t’s a measur e of r espect . (ma nager, fathe r)

Sus an: If  you f ocus a nd hel p each  other  then you ha ve time as a  famil y. It’ s
imp ortant  to ke ep the  quali ty bet ween y ou and  your partne r. (cl erical  worke r,
mot her)

Abe : My wife is  appal led th at at our sc hool, out of  our f emale friend s, a 1 00% of 
the ir hus bands do not hing! (nurse)

The  linka ges be tween housework an d divo rce we re poi nted o ut by women in man y
loc ations  and c ircums tances . They  took severa l forms. Some wome n had divorc ed the ir
hus bands over i ssues that were fo cussed  aroun d hous ework. The f ailure  to sh are it , or
to recogn ise ma ny women’s d ouble load, made many wo men an gry, a nd the y very 
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dir ectly stated  that the fa ilure to be ‘heard ’ on t his is sue co ntribu ted to  their  feeli ngs of 
bei ng dis respec ted. They ha ted na gging, but t hey ha ted no t bein g hear d more :

I was cle aner a nd tid ier th an him, it was a r eal is sue in  the r elatio nship - now he
has  to do  it fo r hims elf. (Di vorced , part -time cleric al wor ker, c lerica l)

My partne r got retren ched. He sta yed at  home and be came a  real discip linari an
and  he di dn’t d o anyt hing o ther t han co ok. I used t o have  to na g to g et any thing
don e. He wasn’t  willi ng to give a nd tak e. He didn’t  do an ything  at ho me and  then
use d to c omplai n on t he wee kends when I  was d oing t he hou sework  inste ad of
spe nding time with hi m. (Di vorced  call centre  emplo yee)

Oth er women poi nted o ut tha t men learne d thro ugh di vorce:  sever al had  partn ers wh o
had  been divorc ed and  they saw th ese ev ents a s cont ributi ng to their partne r’s
domestica tion.

Some poin ted ou t a di rect l inkage  betwe en sex  and h ousewo rk: an ger an d tire dness
aff ected intima cy and  in on e focu s grou p wome n laug hingly  discu ssed t he wit hdrawa l
of sex as  punis hment for th e fail ure to  ‘help ’.

Hou sework  was f ar fro m a tr ivial issue in ter ms of domest ic har mony.
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3.  Gu il t 

If the wo men in volved  in ou r focu s grou ps are  any i ndicat ion, Austral ian mo therho od
is suffer ing an  epide mic of  guilt . Guil t aros e spon taneou sly in  the o pening  round  of th e
fir st foc us gro up and  did n ot lie  down therea fter. It was  raise d by women i n ever y
dis cussio n. It infect ed women at home with ch ildren , wome n in p aid wo rk, an d rura l
and  urban  women . It was no respec ter of  income and crosse d all the oc cupati onal
div ides. Of the  150 women i nvolve d in i ntervi ews an d focu s grou ps – most of  them
mot hers o r care rs - o nly a handfu l said  they felt n o guil t.

A c ouple of the se wer e sing le mot hers who had , as t hey pu t it, ‘no ch oice’ but to  work
for  money ; guil t was less o f an i ssue f or the m, tho ugh it  affec ted ma ny oth er sin gle
mot hers:

I r egret missin g out on the ir ear ly yea rs but  I had  no ch oice, my hus band d ied ea rly
and  I had  to wo rk. (Ca ll centre employee , wido w, mot her and grandmothe r)

I t old my  child ren, ‘ I have  two l ives, one fo r you and on e for me’. I  had t o have  one
nig ht a week wh en I s ociali sed wi th my friend s. Community  was i mporta nt. I didn’t 
fee l guil ty, I felt s addene d. I was doi ng the  best I coul d. No I didn ’t fee l guil ty
bec ause I  knew what I  was d oing was for  the k ids an yway. (He alth worker, singl e
mot her)

Two  women  had d ecided  that their choice s made  sense  and t hey we re qui te
comfortab le wit h them. One was a mother  who h ad bee n at h ome wi th her  four
chi ldren and ha d thor oughly  enjoy ed her  years  reari ng the m. She  was n ow bei ng
enc ourage d by h er hus band i nto pa id wor k, but  felt no gui lt or regret s.

A s econd young mother  in th e full -time paid workfor ce wit h two young childr en, al so
sai d she felt n o guil t:

Tammy: I’ ve nev er fel t guil ty. (one chil d, cle rical worker )

Tammy sai d that  peopl e woul d crit icise her ch oices no mat ter wh at, an d she had
dec ided t o just  get o n with  it. She ref used t o feel  guilt y:

The re is always  someo ne who  is go ing to  criti cise t he way  that you li ve you r
lif e…[The re are  those  who s ay] al l moth ers sh ould s tay at  home with t heir k ids an d
you  get o ther p eople who sa y all those single  mothe rs [wh o stay  at ho me] ar e
blu dgers. That’ s the ir pr oblem. You d o what  you h ave to  do.

Ano ther mother of two  had s uffere d post  natal  depre ssion;  she f elt th at her   ‘time out’ 
whe n she was ho spital ised a nd und er psy chiatr ic car e had helped  her s ort ou t her way
of parent ing. She dis cussed  her s ituati on:

Mag gie: I  had t o do a  huge think a few years ago be cause when my two and a half
yea r old was 2 weeks old I was di agnose d with  post- natal depres sion, and I ended
up in hos pital for a bit…an d then  it wa s a ye ar to climb back, with s upport . We d id
a l ot of this s tuff: what i s moth erhood ? What  is a good mother?  And a s a re sult I ’ve
come out strong er and  more resolv ed so I don’ t need  exter nal me asures  to fe ed me,
I k now wh at is right for us , and I have n’t ha d to d o it b ased o n my mother’ s role 
mod el whi ch was  wrong  for me. I’v e had to cre ate my  own p arenti ng and  our
family li fe. It  might  not r elate to any one el se’s, but it ’s rig ht for  us….A lot o f post 
nat al dep ressio n is a bout women s truggl ing to  come to ter ms wit h what  their  role is



H A V I N G  A  L I F E 33

and  how t hey do  it, a nd the y all try an d do i t base d on o ther r ole mo dels t hat mi ght
not  be ri ght fo r them.

Sar ah: I went t hrough  a sma ll amo unt of  post natal depres sion. The th ing th at
rea lly hi t me was tha t it was mor e rela ted to  grief , of what I’ d lost , of who  I’ d lost  in
bec oming mother , in b ecomin g a pa rent….it’s t he los s of f reedom. I wa sn’t me, I
was  bound  to th at lit tle pe rson.

Mag gie ha d deci ded to  be th e kind  of mo ther s he wan ted to  be. ( This p eriod of
une xpecte d hosp italis ation after the bi rth of  a new baby had al so hel ped he r part ner
ado pt an active  domes tic ro le – t hrust as he was in to tak ing ho me a n ewborn  on hi s
own .) She  felt relati vely f ree of  guilt  in re lation  to he r choi ces, a nd reg ularly  took time
to ‘selfi shly’ look a fter h erself  and d o what  she wanted to do:  ‘My k ids ha ve to
compromis e for me, it ’s a b alance ’.

A n umber of the se les s guil t affl icted women had be en rai sed in  a mor e work ing cl ass
tha n midd leclas s hous ehold, and s everal  had r elativ ely lo w hous ehold income . It i s
har d to t ell wh ether class differ ences are at  work here, or the  prese nce of  a wor king
mot her, i n thei r own childh ood ho usehol ds. Gu ilt wa s, however, very widespr ead
amo ngst o ther women –  wheth er wor king i n a fa ctory on nig htshif t, or in a
man agemen t posi tion. Class and et hnic i nfluen ces we re remarked by one  mothe r, a
pro fessio nal wo man, who sug gested  that perhap s guil t – wh ich wa s ende mic amongst
pro fessio nal wo men – was pa rtly a  funct ion of  the way you  had b een br ought up:

Leo nie: The thi ng is the mi ddle c lass h as thi s thin g abou t kids  and ’ specia l’ time
etc . but other women often have n o choi ce abo ut wor king a nd the refore  feel no
gui lt. (Do ctor)

Ano ther d octor pointe d out that k ids we re ver y aler t to t he gui lt tha t pare nts fe lt: ‘And
kid s pick  up on  the a mbival ence’.

Leo nie fe lt rel ativel y guil t-free  and wondere d if t he fac t that  she was rai sed wo rking
cla ss, an d her partne r was the so n of Europea n migr ants ( both o f whom worke d), le d to
les s guil t. She  point ed out  that her immigran t moth er in law, who had  alway s had to do
pai d work , neve r ques tioned  her d ecisio n to work, while h er Aus tralia n-born  mothe r
was  more likely  to.

You ng women wit hout c hildre n did not an ticipa te fee ling g uilt, but ot hers warned them
to expect  it, a s this  excha nge be tween women in a c ountry  town sugges ts:

I d on’t t hink I ’ll fe el gui lty be cause I’ll k now I’ m doin g it f or the m

It doesn’ t real ly mak e any differ ence!

‘No ’ - th e othe rs agr ee

At the en d of t he day , it’s  doing  eno ugh th at’s t he thi ng.

Cle arly, change s in p aid wo rking patter ns hav e had profou nd imp licati ons fo r wome n,
chi ldren and ou r communitie s so t hat a deep a nxiety  attac hes to  mothe rhood. Feeli ngs
of guilt sit he avily on women cau ght be tween the ro les th eir mo thers played  and t he
exp ectati ons an d fina ncial demand s of s ociety  now, and ma ny women – t hough not al l
- a re aff ected by the m. Mos t wome n spok e of t he remorse t hey fe lt at not be ing ab le to
do it all  - not  being  there  for t heir k ids, t orn be tween their family ’s fin ancial  needs , the
exp ectati ons of  mothe rhood, and t heir o wn amb itions .  As one wo man pu t it:
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I was always to rn bet ween my loya lties to the  child  and f amily and wo rk, se nding
the  child  off t o scho ol whe n they  may n ot hav e been  well and th en get ting t he pho ne
cal l late r from the s chool saying  my ch ild wa s ill, tryin g to h ave a life a nd a f amily.
(Te acher, count ry woman, mo ther)

Eve n when  their  child ren we re gro wn up, women  who h ad wor ked re flecte d on
whe ther t heir d ecisio ns to do pai d work , all those years before , were  causi ng pro blems
yea rs lat er:

My guilt says I  am re sponsi ble fo r what  is ha ppenin g in t heir l ives, which are dr ug
rel ated p roblems at t he moment. Was it becaus e I wa sn’t t here, that I  didn’ t make 
the  right  decis ions? I am b eating  mysel f up r eally well. I can’ t give  to wo rk or my
tea m at t he moment. I  don’t  have anymor e to g ive. (Te am lea der, o ffice)

Thi s woma n had never really  sough t a ma nageme nt pos ition or ful l-time  work, but h ad
fou nd tha t she was go od at her jo b, and  had b een pr omoted  and e ncoura ged. Her sel f-
cri ticism in re lation  to he r sons ’ curr ent di fficul ties were pa inful. Anoth er woman
who se chi ldren were a lso ol der al so spo ke of her gu ilt, a lways wonder ing wh en thi ngs
wen t wron g for her ch ildren , whet her it  was h er fau lt for  worki ng and  ‘not being there’ :

Bot h of my sons  are s chizop hrenic s and althou gh I k now it  is ge netic I stil l thin k
‘di d I pu ll the  trigg er by not be ing th ere?’ I feel  so gu ilty. ( Call ce ntre e mploye e)

Log ical u nderst anding  of th e root s of h er son s’ men tal il lness is no protec tion f rom a
sad  feeli ng of guilt. Guilt  for n ot doi ng eno ugh, f or not  being  there  with unlimi ted ti me,
sha dowed women and pr evente d them from taking  time for th emselv es. Th is
con tribut es to exhaus tion:

Leg itimis ing ti me for  yours elf is  reall y hard . If I  am no t doin g anyt hing I  get g uilty
and  think  of wh at nee ds to be don e. I s ee emp ty time as wasted time. I alwa ys fee l
gui lty, e ven my  time off is  guilt y time . (Ca ll centre wo rker)

Pro fessio nal wo men in  small  busin ess sh ared t hese f eeling s. A s uccess ful co nsulta nt
and  priva te bus iness woman, for e xample , ques tioned  her e arlier  choic es to work, as
her  child ren gr ew and  wante d to h ave le ss time with  her. They a rticul ated t heir
complaint s abou t lost  time with h er:

I a m find ing I want t o be with th em mor e, lik e they  have missed  out o n some thing.
Fee lings of gui lt are  start ing to  appea r. I t hink t hat so ciety puts t hat fr ame of  mind
(gu ilt) o n moth ers. Even th e kids  take it fro m soci ety.

Pro fessio nal wo men wi th sma ll bab ies ta lked o f the guilt they f elt on  leavi ng the  house 
or childc are ce ntre:

She  (the baby) is get ting e asier, not s o upse t, she  somet imes waves a nd smi les wh en
I l eave. That makes me feel  bette r. The re are  times  when I am i n tear s - it  makes  me
fee l so u pset, but I can’t do it – can’ t stay  at ho me wit hout b eing i n huge  troub le at
wor k.. (jo urnali st and  mothe r of t oddler ).

Oth ers co mmente d on t he fac t that  their  partn ers di d not appear  to be  affec ted by  these 
dee p feel ings:

My partne r does n’t un dersta nd tha t pull  (from child ), esp eciall y when  I am going
out  . (Do ctor)
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But  they don’t get th e pres sure a t all - they  don’t  cry when he  goes out. (Do ctor)

The se pro fessio nal wo men wo ndered  what kind o f mess ages t heir c hildre n were  takin g
fro m thei r pare nt’s r ushed and ve ry bus y live s:

Wha t sort  of me ssages  are we buil ding u p in o ur kid  ? I a m busy  worki ng and  we
don ’t hav e time  for f un.  (Doctor) 

Mo t her ho o d and Ma ter i a l i sm 

Women in part-t ime wo rk in office s, doc ument proces sing c entres  and o ther f orms o f
wor k talk ed of the is sues t hat re lated to gui lt. Se veral discus sed ho w they  compe nsated 
the ir chi ldren with materia l thin gs:

A f ew wee ks ago  I wor ked ni ghtshi ft and  next day I took my kids  to th e supe rmarke t
and  spent  it al l, bec ause I  felt bad fo r not being there.

We over-c ompens ate fo r bein g at work. We do s poil o ur kid s. Tha t’s pa rt of the
rea son we  work. We wa nt the m to h ave th e thin gs we didn’t  have.

Man y wome n spok e of s alving  their  guilt  with materi al obj ects f or the ir kid s. As a
gro up of women in a f actory  discu ssed:

My neighb our sa ys I s poil my kids  by gi ving t hem th ings t o alla y my g uilt. You
sup plemen t mone y for love a nd ove rcompe nsate. (Factory  worke r)

We do spo il our  kids and th at is part o f why we wor k, so that we can spoil them.
(Fa ctory worker )

Whe n I sa id I’d  give up wor k, she  (chil d) sai d ‘no. If yo u stay  we ge t more ’.
(Fa ctory worker )

Wor k is a bout q uality  of li fe. I would have t o sett le for  less and ha ve les s life 
cha nces. I have  expla ined t o my k ids th at we can al l have  mor e if  I wor k. (Ca ll
centre employee )

If I lose  my jo b my s on is worrie d that  he wo n t be  able to go to pri vate s chool.
(Fa ctory worker ).

Some felt  that the ma terial  pursu it game was unendi ng and  unsat isfyin g – an d perh aps
unn ecessa ry – t hough others  hotly  debat ed thi s, arg uing t hat fa milies  neede d two
inc omes n ow:

We don’t have a  choic e - we  have to go to wor k. Tha t is t he big gest d iffere nce no w.

I d on’t t hink a  lot o f wome n have  to go  to wo rk. Ma terial ism co mes in to it far to o
muc h. Peo ple co uld su rvive on a l ot les s… A l ot of kids a re bro ught u p to want
mor e. The  press ure is  put o n by s ociety . The first two ye ars of  a chi ld’s l ife ar e very 
imp ortant , and the go vernme nt sho uld be  looki ng at provid ing.

Man y wome n talk ed of the ma terial  thing s that  their  child ren no w had, becau se of their
job s, and  how t hey be lieved  that their childr en wou ld not  have been h appy without 
the m.

‘ Yo u
sup p l em en t
m o n ey  fo r  lo ve
a nd  over - 
c o m p ensa t e’ 
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I t hink i f you say to  your kids would y ou rat her I stayed  at ho me all  the t ime or 
wou ld you  rathe r do t his be cause we can  affor d to, I thin k the kids a re sma rt
eno ugh to  make the de cision  that they would r ather you go  off t o work  so th at the y
can  affor d what  they want a s well .  Min e do t hat at  6 and  7. No  quest ion. (co untry
woman)

Not  all women were ha ppy ab out th is – t hey ta lked o f the absurd ity of  tryin g to ‘ keep
up with t he Jon es’ an d the endles s dema nds of  kids for la bels a nd exp ensive  thing s.
Oth ers fe lt tha t it was time th at chi ldren wanted , not things .

Gui lt mak es you  need to be there every second . At t he wee kends I have  two d ays to 
cle an, sh op, co ok, pl ay mon opoly with t he kid s, but  I do know t hat in  ten y ears t ime
it won’t be the  clean  house  they rememb er but  the t ime I spent with t hem. (Office
wor ker,co mmunit y cent re, co untry) 

Cle arly, if gui lt is result ing in  compe nsatin g spen ding p attern s it i s a fi ne fri end fo r the
ret ail tr ade.

However, whethe r with  mater ial th ings o r with out th em, gu ilt af fected  most mother s.
Some talk ed of societ y’s pr essure s: tha t soci ety ‘p uts th at fra me of mind ( guilt)  on
mot hers’. Howev er, mo st saw guilt  as fi rmly f alling  on th eir sh oulder s. The y attr ibuted 
beh aviour s in t heir a dult c hildre n - li ke dru g use and sc hizoph renia - to t heir motheri ng
cho ices, while in fac t thes e beha viours  might  well have b een ca used b y a gr eat va riety
of things , incl uding absent  fathe rs. Fu rther, they did no t see the li nk bet ween f ixed a nd
inf lexibl e work  arran gement s that  leave , for exampl e, lawyers a nd doc tors l ocked into
‘gr eedy’ forms of wor k patt erns ( see be low), or shi ft wor king f actory  emplo yees
wit hout t he opt ion of  part- time work or  mater nity a nd par enting  leave . Wome n were 
muc h more  incli ned to  blame  thems elves, than struct ural, extern al fac tors.

Wha t do  we thi n k  ki ds  thi nk ?

Wha t do k ids th ink of  their  worki ng mot hers?  Women  repor t a wi de ran ge of opinio ns
amo ngst t heir c hildre n abou t thei r moth ers pa id wor k. The re app eared no sig n of a 
par allel contro versy in rel ation to the  paid work o f fath ers. Women a ctivel y enga ged in 
dis cussio n abou t the costs and be nefits  of th eir pa id wor k, enc ouragi ng the ir chi ldren
to see th e fina ncial benefi ts (‘t he stu ff’) i t brou ght:

My younge st one  actua lly sa id tha nk you ! She gets a  lot more no w. She  said you
can ’t lea ve mum, beca use we  get more.

My younge st has  said, she b asical ly wan ts it all. S he wan ts me there in the 
eve nings, but s he wan ts the  stuff  as we ll. I said we can only h ave on e or t he oth er.
Whe n I st arted this s hift i t was very h ard fo r her and sh e said  I wan t you to sta y at
home. I l isted all th e thin gs tha t I’d bought  for h er or done f or her  in th e last  3 or 4
mon ths si nce I’ d star ted wo rking and it s like  ‘Oh, OK’. I  had t o make  her
und erstan d that  it’s a mean s to a n end, that you ca n’t ha ve it all.

I h ave to  expla in to my dau ghter that i f I do n’t go  to wo rk the n I do n’t ge t paid , and
if I don’ t get paid t hen I can’t buy he r the things  she wants.

The  wage is wha t keep s them fed, and cl othes on the ir bac k, and  littl e thin gs tha t
the y want .
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R ea l  Mo ney ,  ‘Pi n’  mo n ey 

Int eresti ngly, in dis cussin g thei r wage s with  their  child ren, s ome wo men in  part- time
wor k and in ful l-time  facto ry wor k refe rred t o thei r inco me as being for ‘e xtras’  – for 
pay ing fo r the movies , the popcor n, the  priva te sch ool fe es, th e toys . This  sugge sted
tha t in t heir minds a t leas t, the  notio n of t he woman’s i ncome as ‘pi n’ mon ey sti ll has 
some rele vance, despi te the  fact that t he maj ority of the se women hav e been  in
emp loymen t for many y ears. Of cou rse th is was  not t he vie w of s ingle mother s who
say  their  income as b uying essent ial th ings ‘ as wel l as t he mov ies’.

Whe n we a sked men abo ut any  diffe rences  in th eir ea rnings  and t hose o f thei r part ners,
the y saw none. As one  said:  ‘All the mo ney ju st goe s to s hoppin g!’. Others agreed :

Nowadays it’s p robabl y diff erent becaus e in t he old  days you’d get yo ur lit tle pa y
pac ket, c ash in  the h and. Now the  money  is ju st ele ctroni cally transf erred into t he
one  bank accoun t. So it’s a  meani ngless  diffe rence. It’s all th e same . (ma le nur se,
fat her of  2, pa rtner working)

Whi le cle ar abo ut why  they needed  to wo rk, co untry women were n ot immune:

I d o feel  guilt y thou gh. I feel g uilty about what I  put t hem th rough to get  to wo rk,
the  logis tics o f it a ll, bu t work  for me was import ant. (co untry woman)

Some wome n beli eve th at the ir mon ey is ‘diffe rent’ from t heir p artner s, ari sing f rom
the ir ‘ch oice’ to wor k and for ‘e xtras’ . Howe ver, a  great  numbe r and someti mes th e
same wome n, say  that in rea lity t hey mus t wo rk, an d thei r part ners a re per haps l ess
lik ely to  disti nguish  their  earni ngs as  diffe rent.

Whi le some wome n are confid ent an d sure  in th eir ch oices, in ot her ca ses we  can s ee a
con fusion  of gu ilt an d mone y. Ear nings are us ed to compen sate f or gui lt, an d we s ee a
ran ge of levels  of co mfort and di scomfo rt wit h thes e choi ces an d comp ensati ons.
The se con fusion s spil l over  into a disc ussion  about  the meaning  of mo therho od, an d its
‘pr oper’ shapes  today .
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4.  ‘P ro p e r mo t h e rs ’: th e  ‘C h o ic e ’  of Wo rk v e r s u s 
F a m il y 

All ied to  the e pidemi c of g uilt –  in fa ct its  close  twin – is t he not ion of  the ‘ proper 
mot her’. While we mig ht exp ect th at the  chang es in societ y over  the p ast fi fty ye ars
hav e unpi cked s ome of  the s tereot ypes o f ‘mot her’ i n fact  our s tudy f ound s ome fa irly
tra dition al not ions o f moth ering have s trong roots in soc iety, giving  rise to muc h of t he
gui lt and  over- compen sating  behav iours that women t alked about above.

Whi le women que stione d the idea o f a ‘p roper mother ’, the y agre ed tha t a my tholog y
of ‘prope r moth ering’  ran d eep in  socie ty – a nd eve n in t heir o wn homes. Cl early,
women do their mother ing in  diver se way s; however t here a re some entr enched  and
powerful expect ations  about  ‘prop er mot hers’ that s hape c hildre n’s ex pectat ions a s
wel l as t hose o f exte nded a nd clo se family me mbers, and e ncoura ge gui lt whe n they 
can not be  achie ved. The fol lowing  excha nge amongst women workin g in a  facto ry
sho ws some of t hese t ension s in r elatio n to meeting  the d emands  of ch ildren , doin g
vol untary  work in the  schoo l, whi le als o meet ing th e dema nds of  emplo yers:

Mar ie: My  daugh ter se es all  the o ther mothers  [arou nd the  schoo l]. Ye sterda y she
sai d to me ‘Why  can’t  you b e like  other  norma l mums ?’ I s aid ‘Well I don’t know,
lov e, the re’s n othing  abnor mal ab out me .

Hel en: Bu t it’s  hurtf ul whe n they  say t hat, i sn’t i t?

Mar ie: I just t ry to explai n that  mummy ’s got  to wo rk.

Int erviewer: Wh at do the ki ds thi nk is a ‘nor mal’ mum, a proper  mum?

Ann a: A l ot of them, I thin k, it’ s the one wh o is a t thei r beck  and c all. I f the child’ s
sic k, the y’ll r ing ho me, mu m will  be th ere. S he’ll come a nd get  me, n o prob lem,
eve rythin g will  be Ji m Dand y. But  when we’re workin g here  (in t he fac tory), if th e
kid ’s are  sick at sch ool th ey rin g us, ‘Is th ere so meone who ca n pick  up th e chil d?’
We can’t go. In  my ca se the  kids have t he key s so t hey ca n let themse lves i n.

Mar ie: Wh en I was on nights hift I  was t here when th ey wok e up, and I would take
the m to s chool and pi ck the m, and  go to  work at nig ht. Bu t on morning  shift  thing s
[ar e diff erent] . And she do esn’t like t hat…’Normal’  to he r is s omebod y that  bring s
her  to sc hool i n the mornin g and picks her up  in th e afte rnoon. Like I used  to do .

Int erviewer: An d why did yo u chan ge [fr om tha t shif t]?

Mar ie: Be cause I had to. Th e comp any wa nted me to d o that . Ther e was no
neg otiati on…We just g ot mov ed. Al l the depart ments have b een re struct ured with
the  retre nchmen ts.

In this e xchang e a ‘p roper mother ’ is o ne wit h a lo t of t ime to  be av ailabl e to t heir
chi ldren, who d oes no t have  emplo yment pitted  again st the  child ’s nee ds, or  a set  of
non -negot iable workpl ace de mands. This carica ture i s aliv e in women’s  minds  and
soc iety d espite  the f act th at few ‘live  up’ t o it:

Den ise: I  know a moth er who  virtu ally s pends every minute  with her ki ds. Sh e is a 
rea lly gr eat mo ther. (full-time work er in the co untry with 2  child ren).

Cle arly Denise can ne ver be  ‘a re ally g reat mother’  by th is sta ndard that s he set s. Thi s
rai ses th e ques tion o f whet her wo rking mother s can ever a chieve  the s tatus of ‘pr oper

‘ Wh y  ca n’ t
y o u  be li k e
o th er 
no r m a l 
m um s?’ 

‘ A ‘p r o p er 
m o t her ’ 
i s one
wi t h a lo t
o f  ti m e’ 
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mot hers’ (and t he ide a of ‘ proper  fathe rs’ di d not arise) . This  seeme d espe cially  sharp 
in countr y town s, as severa l exch anges reveal :

Hei di: We  are p erceiv ed as not su ch goo d moth ers. I  think  it’s a coun try to wn thi ng.

Den ise: Because  you a re not  there  morni ng, no on and  night , you are pe rceive d as
not  a pro per mu m

Of course  the c onflic t between fa mily a nd wor k is n ot new. Olde r wome n with  grown 
chi ldren also t alked about the gu ilt th at the y had felt when re aring their childr en. Th e
dif ferenc e toda y is t hat so  many more women a re att emptin g what  Chris tine d escrib es,
rep orting  simil ar fee ling o f bein g ‘always to rn’ an d guil ty, an d faci ng the  quest ioning 
of their commun ities: 

I’v e work ed sin ce the  kids were l ittle. And i ts lik e, wha t sort  of mo ther a re you ? I
always sa y it’s  the q uality  rathe r than  quant ity. And tha t’s pr oven t o be c orrect . I
mea n, my kids a re gre at!

Some talk ed of the on going critiq ue of their work c olleag ues, a s this  excha nge re veals,
wit h fell ow-mot hers a ctive partic ipants :

Cla ire: I ’m 42 and I’ ve had  my ch ildren  relat ively late…I  went back t o work  when
the  kids were 4  month s old and th ere’s only 1 8 mont hs bet ween t hem. But I r eckon
fro m the time t hat I had my  first  child  to ev en now, I ge t most  of th e nurs es say ing,
don ’t you  think  you o ught t o be a t home ? When  one o f them is si ck the y say
sho uldn’t  you b e at h ome, I  say ‘ what’s  wrong  with Malcol m? He’ s at h ome. He
was  there  for t he thr ee min utes u nskill ed lab our[at  conce ption] , why can’t he be
the re whe n the child’ s sick . I me an, th e pres sure!. I mea n Malc olm’s very g ood. But
the  press ure ha s been  enormous fr om my workin g coll eagues  both senior  and
jun ior.

Int erviewer: Bo th men  and women?

Cla ire: Actuall y the men pr obably  sort of say  we do n’t kn ow how you d o it…

Int erviewer: Is  it mo stly p eople withou t chil dren?

Cla ire: No it’s  mostl y wome n with  child ren. Women without  child ren do n’t ev en
ack nowled ge tha t I’m a moth er! Th ose th at kno w, who  are r eally patern alisti c, lik e
to run th e guil ts ove r you.

Man y wome n, however, were e mphati c that  they were b etter mother s for being
wor king mothers . As women i n sepa rate f ocus g roups put it :

Jan e: Bei ng a working  mothe r does n’t ma ke you  any l ess a mother .

Mar garet:  I thi nk I’m a bet ter mo ther g oing b ack in to the  workf orce. There’ s a lo t
of resent ment b eing a t home . You are no t a le sser mother becaus e of i t.

Mer edith:  We ar e the majori ty now. But mother s are still coppin g it. Mother -blame 
is alive and we ll. It  is st ill th ere.

Ext ended family  criti cism i s also  not u ncommo n, tho ugh ex perien ce can  chang e this .
As one si ngle mother put it , her mother  who h ad nev er wor ked ou tside home, gave u p

‘ B ei ng a
wo r k i ng
m o t her 
do esn’ t
m a k e yo u
a ny  less a
m o t her ’ 
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her  criti que of  ‘work ing mo thers’  when she sa w how her da ughter  neede d to work to 
sur vive:

My mother  never  worke d. Wel l not since she wa s 20. She wo uldn’t  work and ha s
nev er wan ted to . Befo re I h ad my child she wa s alwa ys coming ou t with  ‘work ing
mot hers’ syndro me: mo thers should  be wi th the ir kid s. Now she i s very  suppo rtive
bec ause s he has  seen what I  hav e to  do, a nd she  is mo re und erstan ding.

As we sha ll see  below, wome n work  for many re asons, inclu ding e conomi c nece ssity,
mak ing an y sens e of ‘ choice ’ for a sign ifican t numb er, a nonsen se.

The Di vi d e:  Mo t her s at Ho m e ver su s Mo th er s in  Pa i d Wo r k 

Int eresti ngly, women at wor k felt  they were c ritici sed fo r bein g work ing mo thers
whi le on the ot her ha nd, wo men at  home report ed cri ticism for n ot wor king –  that it
was  assumed tha t they  were lazy o r inco mpeten t, una ble to  win a  job. Women in eac h
gro up als o aime d crit icisms  at ea ch oth er, fe eding the co nflict .

Bot h coun try an d city  women  felt that working  women  were someti mes se t agai nst
women at home, and th at the  repre sentat ion of  ‘the choice ’ was false. As on e coun try
woman and  mothe r of t hree p ut it: 

The re is a real  false  repre sentat ion: I f you are ho me wit h your  kids, you s hould be
out  worki ng. If  you a re out  worki ng you  shoul d be a t home  with your k ids. And you 
can ’t win  eithe r way. That’ s the feelin g I ge t.

I g et tha t all the ti me: ‘Why did  you g o back  teach ing?’

Fro m what  sort of peo ple?

A whole r ange.

Oth ers fe lt tha t time s had change d, tho ugh so me for m of c ritici sm of workin g moth ers
was  alive  and well, e specia lly, f rom ot her wo men. Some ha d been  terme d ‘mon ey
hun gry’.

Den ise: I  work becaus e of c ircums tances . Some one sa id rec ently it’s b ecause  I’m
mon ey hun gry. But it’ s not that. It’s b ecause  we ar e late  start ers. My husb and is  10
yea rs old er tha n me a nd we need t o catc h up. We wou ldn’t surviv e on o ne wag e.
(co untry town mother of 2, full-t ime wo rker)

However, there are so me sig ns of change , as a nother  count ry woman put  it:

Times hav e chan ged a little  bit. When I  came here 9  years  ago, people  frown ed at
you  if yo u work ed. I found that r eally diffic ult…In  9 yea rs tha t has change d a bi t so
tha t it’s  much more a ccepte d now, that I work , but it was  very diffic ult wh en I f irst
got  here. And i n fact  most of the  peopl e that  frown ed on it wer e wome n. We’ re our 
own  worst  enemi es. I find women a re the  worst  suppo rters of women on it.

Cit y wome n agre ed:

The re isn ’t tha t opti on now to be  a ful l-time  mum, as wha t I ha d or my moth er
had ...Att itudes  towar ds women wor king h ave ch anged and al so now all my frie nds,
eve ryone I know, work s. Bac k in t hose d ays, y ou wer e only  a goo d mum if you  were
at home g oing s lowly mad. (mo ther o f two grown up chi ldren and fi ve yea r old) 

‘ I  wo r k  bec a use
o f 
c i r c um sta nc es. 
S o m eo ne sa i d
r ec entl y  it’ s
bec a use I’ m 
m o n ey  hun gr y . 
B ut  it’ s no t
tha t. ’ 
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Whi le wor king mothers  felt this c ritici sm of them was unf air, t hey we re the mselve s in
some case s crit ical o f wome n at h ome, a s this  excha nge in  a cou ntry-b ased f ocus
gro up sho ws:

Mar y: Whe n they  have someth ing on  at th e scho ol I k now th at I t ake ti me off  of
wor k to g o ther e, and  most of the  mums don’t. And i ts thr ee oth er mums who are
the re sup portin g our kids’ class, and we all work, and we  have to tak e time  off o f
wor k to g et the re and  the o ther mums do n’t wo rry ab out it . They  are p robabl y at
home havi ng cup s of t ea tog ether buildi ng the ir own  frien dships . I do n’t kn ow.
(mo ther o f smal l chil dren i n smal l country to wn).

Jan ine: When I left my husb and…I moved. I wor ked at  the h ospita l, so I knew a lot 
of people  at th e hosp ital. But mo st of my fri ends u p and left -  left me to it… I was
pre sident  of th e kind y for 12 mon ths an d didn ’t mee t any people  that were
int ereste d in j ust me . It was rea lly di fficul t to g et the m into  a con versat ion an d I
thi nk it was be cause I was a work ing mo ther, and th ere is  a rea l sigma agai nst
wor king mothers . It’s  like:  you s hould be home with  your childr en. Th at’s t he way  I
fee l. (Si ngle mother of two  young  child ren in count ry town)

Son ya: I’ ve had  comme nts ma de to me alr eady a bout g oing b ack to  work full-t ime,
My husban d said  to te ll the m to s tick i t. It’ s none  of th eir bu siness . And I’ve s aid
wel l it’s  our c hoice and we ’ve ma de tha t choi ce and  that’ s what  we wa nt to do. An d
its  proba bly fr om old er women who  haven ’t wor ked. You kno w they  have been a t
home maki ng sur e that  the f ood’s on the  table  at lu nch ti me and  they dote o n thei r
hus bands and ha ve a n ice cl ean ho use an d wash  windo ws. Bu t from that angle,
tho se sor t of p eople – I ha ven’t had an y comments f rom yo unger people . I th ink it 
mig ht be more c ountry  becau se peo ple kn ow eac h othe r bett er. In  the c ity yo u
pro bably wouldn ’t kno w what  your next d oor ne ighbou r is d oing…I n my f amily
eve ryone is for  me go ing ba ck to work. They j ust sa id, I hope y ou can  cope. I’ve
had  lots of sup port f rom my  mum. (mo ther o f young chil d, abo ut to return to wo rk
in countr y town).

Joa n: I h ad a f riend who ha d kids  at th e scho ol a f ew yea rs ago . Mond ay mor ning
was  a rel igious  coffe e morn ing fo r all the mo thers but sh e neve r ever  went to any  of
the  schoo l thin gs and  yes s he was  sitti ng at home d oing n othing  and i ts use d to
dri ve me nuts. Just t o sit all da y – ho w do y ou do that? All th e frie nds th at I h ave
tha t don’ t work , don’ t get their ironin g up t o date  and d on’t s eem to  do an ything ,
bec ause t hey ha ve tomorrow to do it. I had on e frie nd who se mot her wo uld co me
out  and d o her curtai ns and  that kind o f stuf f for her a couple  of ti mes a year, and
I’d  think , you’ re kid ding me!

Jan e: She  was g oing t o the wrong house! 

Fio na: Ma ybe th ey hav en’t g ot the  guilt  drivi ng the m like  we do .

Ann e: May be it’ s a di fferen t set of val ues.

Iro nicall y, women who  work and en joy th eir so cial c ontact s thro ugh th eir wo rk, ar e
sometimes  criti cal of  women  at ho me for  estab lishin g the same s ocial contac ts thr ough
‘co ffee morning s’.

Women in the ci ty who  did n ot wor k spok e of f eeling  guilt y for not wo rking – for not
‘be ing pr ofessi onal’ - or o f bein g ‘loo ked do wn upo n as a  low l ife’:
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Peo ple th ink th at it is not  that we cho ose, b ut tha t we c an’t g et a j ob. So metime s its
jea lousy. (mo ther o f four )

I f eel sh ame ab out be ing a mother  at ho me, pe rsonal ly. Fo r that  6 hou rs whe n the
chi ldren are at  schoo l, I d on’t s it down. I f eel an xious, I hav e to b e prod uctive . The
mes sage i s that  you h ave to  be su perwoman – s o I fe el gui lty. I t’s co mplica ted. I  feel
lik e I’m spongi ng. I feel a nxiety  as mi ddle a ge app roache s. How do yo u brea k into 
the  workf orce? I didn ’t dec ide co nsciou sly to  stay at home with  the k ids. (mo ther o f
2 with po stgrad uate q ualifi cations).

The y also  aimed  their  own c ritici sms at  women  in pa id wor k, spe aking of some and
the ir tre atment  of ch ildren  ‘as a n acce ssory’ , of ‘ farmin g out respon sibili ty’.

Some wome n who report ed cri ticism for g oing o ut to work, contra sted t his wi th the 
complimen ts tha t thei r male  partn ers re ceived  for h elping  at ho me. As  one mother of
thr ee, wh o work ed par t-time  while  also suppor ting h er bui lder h usband  put i t:

Eve ryone says t o him:  ‘What  a won derful  fathe r!’ Bu t I do n’t ge t ‘Wha t a
won derful  mothe r!’

The re is not a parall el deb ate ab out ‘g ood’ f athers  along side t he emo tional ly lad en
dis cussio n of ‘ good’ mother ing. Some me n are aware of the  unfai r stan dard a nd ove r-
scr utiny that a pplies  to wo men – and re sent t he ass umptio ns tha t they  are n ot
con tribut ing:

My husban d is r esentf ul tha t peop le ask  how I  cope with f our ch ildren  – and  says
‘Be cause I put a lot of wor k into  the c hildre n too’ . He r esents  not b eing s een as  an
equ al par tner.

The  longs tandin g unde r-valu ation of mot hering  was e xpress ed by many women:

You  get mixed message s abou t bein g a mu m. It’ s said  that it’s h eld in  high regard 
but  the f act is  that is isn ’t bec ause e veryth ing in  socie ty val ues wh at you  produ ce.
Not  being  a mot her.

Women at home d ebated  the n ature of rewards t hat th ey sou ght, d ebatin g mone y
ver sus re spect: 

And y: The re sho uld be  finan cial r eward to sta ying a t home  – bri nging up chi ldren.
Compensat ion, n ot jus t expe ctatio n…It s hould be rec ognise d as a nother  job.

Fre da: I totall y agre e. You  choos e to d o it, and yo u do i t with  your heart – prod uce
a p erson who is  well adjust ed, su pporte d. It’ s the best s tart –  inste ad of farmin g out
the  respo nsibil ity. (mo ther o f two, study ing)

Jod ie: I don’t know a bout r ewards . I wo rked a t home  for my kids  benef it. Ev en
tho ugh we  weren ’t wel l off, I wan ted re spect rather  than cash. But yo u know, my
hus band r eally copped  it fr om his  mates  at wo rk: wh y was I spon ging o ff him?
‘Wh y does n’t sh e work ?’ (mo ther o f four )

Jod ie’s c omment  is in dicati ve of the ki nd of pressu re tha t wome n at h ome no w face 
(al ong wi th the ir par tners in her  case)  if th ey are  not ‘ pullin g thei r weig ht’ by  joini ng
pai d work , even  where  they have f our ch ildren . Othe rs rep orted active  press ure fr om
the ir par tners to do paid work, d espite  schoo l aged  child ren.

Wher e is the
di s c ussi o n
a bo ut ‘go o d
f a t her s’ ? 
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S up er - m o t her s

Fin ally women r aised the is sue of  the ‘ super- mum’. Some f elt th ey wer e stri ving t o
ach ieve s uper-mother status , and failin g, whi le oth ers re jected  the r ace:

Den ise: I  try a nd do everyt hing p erfect ly, bu t you can’t. You n eed to  admit  you a re
not  super -mum. There are re al emo tional  ties with k ids be low sc hool a ge and  when
the y are at sch ool, a nd whe n ther e is s omethi ng spe cial o n and you ca n’t be  there 
you  feel terrib le.

Lat er she  conti nued:

You  need to be organi sed. We have  to do  thing s in a n orde red wa y so t hat we  don’t 
get  behin d. I a lways seem t o have  to pr ove my self b ecause  I am a work ing mo ther. I
nev er buy  a bou ght ca ke for  my ch ildren ’s dos . I al ways c ook th em mys elf. You are 
con stantl y prov ing yo urself  (all nod in  agree ment). I don ’t see  Lisa Kenny as a
sup er-mum. She has a traine r and a hous ekeepe r and so on. We ar e the super- 
mums!

Oth ers in  the g roup e ncoura ged De nise t o make  great er use  of su pport or to lower her
sta ndards : ‘Kid s don’ t noti ce the  diffe rence if you  didn’ t bake  the c ake. We put so
muc h pres sure o n ours elves’ . But Denise  was n ot alo ne:

Sel ina: I  work full-t ime an d abou t 20 h ours i n our busine ss. I do it all at  home. My
gir ls do calist henics  and I  would  stay up til l the small hours of the  morni ng sewing
on sequin s to g et thi ngs do ne so they d idn’t miss o ut.

Oth ers ra ised t he gro wing p ressur e to b e supe r-mums :

The  pace moves a lot faster  now. There is mor e pres sure t o be a  super -mum.

One  retir ed woman wit h olde r prof ession al dau ghters  who d id vol untary  work now,
arg ued th at women ‘br ought this u pon th emselv es’:

Women are  too c ommitt ed to both f amily and wo rk. Th ey don ’t set  bound aries. We
see m to h ave mo re to prove. We ge t anxi ous ab out tr ying t o prov e ours elves. I’d
lik e to k now wh y wome n thin k they  have to do more? Do we need t o prov e our
wor th and  add t he ext ra str ess? For tho se wit h smal ler ch ildren , ther e are so man y
dif ficult ies.

The  level  of di scussi on abo ut mot herhoo d and the co ntrove rsy it  conti nues t o crea te in
our  commu nities , sugg ests t hat id eas ab out ‘p roper mother s’ hav e deep  roots  in ou r
soc iety. They a ffect women, and t hey pr ovoke critic ism of  women  who a re mot hers – 
whe ther a t home , or i n paid  work. Women  are l ooking  for more su pport to ass ist th em
to mother  well, regar dless of the ir ‘wo rk’ ch oices, wheth er thr ough a  varie ty of
chi ldcare  arran gement s, pai d leav e, or better  appre ciatio n for those who el ect to  stay at
home with  their  young  child ren.

‘ I  do n’ t see
L i s a  Kenn y  as
a  sup er - m um . 
S he ha s a
tr a i ner  and a
ho u sek eep er 
a nd  so  on .     We 
a r e the sup er - 
m um s! ’ 

‘ I ’ d li k e to 
k no w why 
wo m en thi nk 
they  ha ve to 
do  mo r e? Do 
we need to 
p r o ve our 
wo r th?’ 
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5.  Be in g at  Ho m e 

The  growi ng pro portio n of women i n almo st eve ry str eet wh o do p aid wo rk has 
cha nged t he cir cumsta nces o f pare nting and be ing at  home with s maller  child ren. I t
has  recon figure d our commun ities as we discus s belo w. So how ar e wome n fari ng
who  spend  years  at ho me rai sing t heir c hildre n? Some wome n clea rly lo ve bei ng at
home with  their  babie s and childr en – a lmost withou t qual ificat ion, while f or oth ers
the  feeli ngs ar e mixe d.  Fo r a th ird gr oup, b eing a t home  broug ht una nticip ated
iso lation . The ambiva lence was st ronges t amon gst wo men wh o had been i n paid  work
for  some time b efore having  child ren, b ut it was no t conf ined t o them – some wome n
on farms shared  the s ense o f isol ation, for e xample . It a ffecte d wome n from a wid e
ran ge of work e xperie nces f rom pr ofessi onal a nd man ageria l thro ugh to  cleri cal an d
man ufactu ring workers .

The Rewa r ds

On the po sitive  side, one woman who had  raise d her four c hildre n on a  singl e wage 
tha t she descri bed as  basic , said  that she lo ved ‘a ll of it’ be ing at  home: 

See ing th em gro w up. Going places  with them, school . I ne ver ha d a da y when  I fel t
bad . I sp aced my chil dren o ut so I only  had t o deal  with one ba by at a time .

Thi s same  mothe r felt  free of gui lt abo ut bei ng at home ( unlike  the majorit y) and  had
no qualms  about  ‘putt ing my  feet up and  havin g a co ffee’. She h ad rel uctant ly tak en
on some p aid wo rk rec ently, sayin g:

I’m not e njoyin g it…Two kid s have  left home a nd gov ernmen t supp ort ha s fall en for 
us. We do n’t ha ve any  money . Give n the choice , I’d like t o stay  at ho me. My 
hus band l ikes me to work be cause he fee ls its  is fu lfilli ng for  me.

Oth ers ta lked o f the deligh t of b eing t here f or the  first  steps , the import ance o f bein g
the re whe n the kids were si ck, an d of t heir d iscomf ort wi th, as  one p ut it ‘the i dea of 
‘ha nding over c are. I  wante d to b e thei r moth er! On ce the y go t o scho ol the y belo ng to
someone e lse.’

An older countr y woma n reco llecte d with  real pleasu re her  years  at ho me ami dst a
sup portiv e community, point ing ou t that  this commun ity – as we discus s belo w – ha d
now shrun k with  farm restru cturin g and more women g oing i nto pa id wor k. Her 
exp erienc e cont rasts with t hat of  women  thirt y year s late r.

I l oved b eing a t home  with the ki ds. I always  had l ots of  suppo rt, fr iends in the  area.
We’ d thro w the kids i n the car an d just  go ov er the re for  the a fterno on, af ternoo n
tea s or whateve r, any  excus e to g o out. Mothe rs and  Babie s, or whatev er. It  was n ot
rea lly fo r the Mother s and Babies , it was for  the s ocial aspect .

Her  exper ience is ech oed in  that of an Italia n immi grant woman who ha d left  a
rewarding  job when sh e had childr en and  was n ow an active  volun teer:

I e njoyed  the t ime [a t home ]. It was re wardin g and beauti ful. A pleas ure. I  alway s
wan ted to  enjoy  the wonder of you ng lif e. But  it is  impor tant n ot to hang o nto th em
for  fulfi llment  – to have a  separ ate li fe as they g row up . I’m not mu ch of a
homemaker  - at doing housework! I  admir e peop le who  can make a vocati on at
home.
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Oth ers al so fel t fulf illed, both in the  city and in  the c ountry , and on hig her an d lowe r
hou sehold  incomes:

It was go od bei ng at home. I had 4 kids  in 5 years. It wa s good . The first steps, the
fir st wor ds. Pl us I h ad to be qui et bec ause my husb and di d nigh t shif t. I e njoyed  it.
(fa ctory worker )

I l oved i t. (co untry woman with 2  child ren)

I would h ave st ayed h ome fo rever. (co untry woman with 2  child ren)

It was a delibe rate c hoice by my partne r and me [fo r me t o stay  at ho me] an d I
hav e enjo yed it  immen sely. There have b een di fficul t time s. I’v e neve r had the ur ge
to go bac k into  the p aid wo rkforc e. I t ry to go out , but I am l ucky t o have  the c hoice.
(full-time mother of 2 at home)

The Am bi v a l enc e

For  other s the ambiva lence is cle ar:

Whe n I ha d my c hildre n, I h ad always wo rked f ull-ti me. I did no t like  being  at
home, Now I loo k back  and I  wish I had been b etter, I wis h I’d liked it mor e.
Bec ause i t was probab ly my chance , I di dn’t h ave to  work, but I  found  I had 
demands, the ki ds wer e dema nding, they were c lose t ogethe r and I foun d the days
wer e so l ong an d the nights  so sh ort! And I d idn’t enjoy it, an d now I’d lo ve to stay
home a bi t more  becau se noo ne’s t here a nd I j ust lo ve it! 

‘ Wh a t I m i ssed… ’ 

Women wor king f ull-ti me in a fact ory se tting who ha d come  back to wor k with  small 
chi ldren expres sed re gret a t losi ng ear ly times wit h thei r chil dren:

Day  care heard her fi rst wo rds!

Jus t bein g with  them in tha t time  when they a re at home –  and t he bon ding. A lot of
peo ple ta ke it for gr anted but if  you d on’t h ave it , you miss i t, you  want it bec ause
the y are little . We’v e miss ed out .

I’m glad I wait ed. I waited  till my you ngest was at  schoo l…towa rds th e end it was 
har der [b eing h ome], just b efore she we nt to school .

Women had  regre ts not  only about the ea rly ye ars, b ut als o late r on. For ex ample, a
dau ghter took h er con cerns and di scussi on of her fi rst pe riod t o her close neighb our,
whi ch her  mothe r felt  a sen se of loss a bout.

The Fo ur  Wa l l s

Women fre quentl y ment ioned the is olatio n of motheri ng. A new mo ther i n the
cou ntry, with a  wide social  netwo rk and  a wel l esta blishe d coun try to wn community 
aro und he r, who  might  be ex pected  to su rf thr ough e arly motheri ng, de scribe s her
une xpecte d isol ation: 

Whe n I fi rst ha d Kim I had troubl e with  breas tfeedi ng and  all t hat so rt of thing. I
per severe d and I got very d istrau ght. I  just couldn ’t do it…In the en d I de cided to
put  him o n the bottle . He’s  quite  deman ding…I ’ve fe lt tha t I ha ven’t been a ble to  do

‘ I  ha ve
enj o y ed i t
i m m ensel y …
Ther e ha v e
been di f f i c ul t
ti m es. ’ 
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a l ot. An d that ’s not  me. He’s ge tting really  cute now, b ut I r eally do wan t to g o
bac k to work. I  was i tching  [to g et bac k] whe n he was two  month s old, I sai d ‘I’l l
come in v olunta ry’ – even t hough I was on mat ernity  leave ! I fe el I n eed th at - t he
peo ple. I ’m not  used to bei ng home on my own. I fel t isol ated. I had a caes arian,
and  I did n’t dr ive. Mum sai d ‘How can y ou fee l isol ated? You’re  in th e town  and
eve rythin g!’ bu t I sa id I’m here but I feel I  can’t  get o ut. Th e baby  neede d me a t
home. I f elt I had no one un til Fr ank go t home  at ni ght an d then  I’d s ay ‘He re you 
are , you have h im’. And I d idn’t cope a s well  as I though t I’d cope. (ne w mother, in
the  workf orce f or 17 years before  her f irst b aby)

Oth ers si mply h ated i t. Sev eral women, partic ularly  those  now i n paid  work referr ed to
the  four walls:  ‘I ha d to e scape those walls! ’. As a prof ession al woman in a coun try
town put it:

Lau ra: I hated it. We ll I was in a smal l busi ness o f my o wn, I employ ed a l ocum t o
hel p and I was breast -feedi ng for  the f irst 1 2 mont hs. I chose to go back t o work .
My mother -in-la w said  I’ll look a fter t he bab y, but  as so on as I said  I was  going 
bac k to work, a ll ser vices were withdra wn! Ev erythi ng, ex cept f rom my  mum who
was  a lon g way away. Becaus e I ch ose to  keep my bus iness, and n ot cha nge my 
name and return  to wo rk. So  I emp loyed a nann y and wherev er I went Na nny we nt,
and  I fed  the b oth of  the c hildre n for 12 mon ths. S o I ha d to make it  work. In pr ivate
bus iness you ca n do t hat, i f ther e’s an  avenu e to d o it f inanci ally. But he re [at  the
hos pital]  I can ’t. It ’s ver y diff erent. My ch ildren  have grown up in my wor kplace ,
but  now t hey ca n’t… The wor k is t otally  diffe rent.

Cle arly i ncome condit ions t he cho ices a vailab le to women, but ‘ four walls f ever’ was
no respec ter of  income, or age:

I was wor king f ull-ti me for  30 ye ars an d I wa s made  redun dant. I thou ght th at’s i t,
I’l l go a nd do some v olunta ry wor k. I wanted to tak e a br eak of  about  a yea r, but 
aft er abo ut 5 months I was climbi ng up the wa lls, a nd a f riend of min e was leavin g
wor k and she fe lt bad  about  leavi ng the m in t he lur ch and  she s aid ‘y ou’ll be gre at
at that’. It wa s a fe w hour s a we ek. I needed  to be  neede d and to be out th ere wi th
peo ple bu t not to be 8 hour s a da y. (ca sual worker, no children)

Some wome n esca ped th e wall s thro ugh st udy. As one said:

Stu dy giv es you  anoth er foc us out side o f home  – It’ s good . If i t’s go od for  me, t hen
it’ s good  for my boys , I kn ow tha t!

Women wit h exte nsive work e xperie nce be fore b ecomin g moth ers we re mos t like ly to
wan t to r eturn to wor k afte r havi ng chi ldren. They spoke of fee ling i solate d.  A man at 
home also  spoke  of is olatio n:

Men  are i solate d. Gen erally  women  talk to eac h othe r. In the ei ght ye ars I’ ve bee n
at home I  have been i nvited  (for coffee ) only  a cou ple of  times . Wome n conf ide an d
hav e frie ndship s, the re is strong  unity , but men do n’t ge t that  suppo rt. Me n don’  t
thi nk the y need  that suppor t – ma le fri ends a re mad e in s ocial events  with alcoho l.
Old  frien ds cou ldn’t spend time t o chat  about  child ren.  (ma n at home wi th
chi ldren)

‘ I  wa s
c l i m bi ng up 
the wa l l s ’ 
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6.  Wh y  Wo me n  Wo rk Ou t s ide  th e  Ho m e 

Women now make up 44 per ce nt of all pa id emp loyees  in So uth Au strali a, the  same
lev el as nation ally, and co mpared  to 37  per c ent in  1980.

Fig ure 6.1 shows a co nverge nce in  the p artici pation  in th e paid  labou r forc e rate s of
Sou th Aus tralia n wome n and men ov er the  last twenty  years .  Par ticipa tion i nclude s
tho se in employ ment o r unemployed . In 1 980, 4 4 per cent o f wome n and 78 per  cent
of men in  the s tate were in  the l abour market . Twen ty yea rs lat er, th e prop ortion  of
Sou th Aus tralia n wome n in p aid wo rk, or  looki ng for  it, h ad gro wn by 96,000  to 52 
per cent. Agains t this , men’ s part icipat ion ra te had  falle n to 7 1 per cent.

Fi g ur e 6. 1  Pa r ti c i p a ti o n i n the la bo ur  fo r c e,  So ut h Aust r a l i a 
1980- 2000

Sou rce:  ABS labour m arket survey , Cat. 6203.0, various y ears
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The  parti cipati on rat es for  South  Austr alian men ha ve fal len ov er the  last twenty  years ,
as has be en the  case for me n in t he nat ion as  a who le.  Whereas  in 19 80 Sou th
Aus tralia n men had a partic ipatio n rate  in th e paid  labou r mark et at about the na tional 
rat e, the y had fallen  below the n ationa l figu re by the ye ar 200 0.

Whi le men ’s par ticipa tion r ate ha s been  highe r than  women ’s thr oughou t the period ,
thi s labo ur mar ket ch ange r eprese nts a signif icant social  trans format ion. The number
of househ olds s upport ed by full-t ime un paid d omesti c labo ur of women has fa llen
sig nifica ntly. Many t housan ds of hours of unp aid do mestic  labou r have  disap peared 
int o the paid l abour force over t he pas t 20 y ears ( and th ese do mestic  tasks  have not
bee n redi stribu ted ev enly b etween  the s exes.) 

The se pat terns follow the n ationa l (and  inter nation al) tr ends. Howeve r, women’s a nd
men ’s par ticipa tion r ates a re lower in South Austra lia th an in the na tion a s a wh ole,
per haps r eflect ing th e stat e of t he mor e depr essed labour  marke t, and  highe r rate s of
hid den un employ ed rep resent ed by higher  propo rtions  ‘not in the  labou r forc e’.

Ta b l e 6. 1 Pa r ti c i p a ti o n in the la bo ur  m a r k et SA,  Au str a l i a , 
Ap r i l  2000 by  num ber  by  per c ent. 

 Men Women Total
Ade laide
‘00 0 pers ons 305 239 544 
% 71 52 61
Balance o f State
‘00 0 pers ons 112 81 193 
% 71 52 61
All SA
‘00 0 pers ons 418 319 737 
% 71 52 61
Aus tralia 
‘00 0 pers ons 543 1 423 3 966 4
% 73 55 64

Sou rce: A BS lab our market s urvey, Cat. 6203.0 

The  numbe r of women e mploye d in t he pai d labo ur mar ket in  Adela ide ha s stea dily
ris en ove r the last t wenty years.  This  has n ot bee n the case f or women in rural South
Aus tralia  (that  is to  say, in the  balan ce of the St ate). Their number s in t he pai d labo ur
mar ket ha ve remained steady . The number  of me n empl oyed o utside  of Ad elaide  has
dec lined over t he las t twen ty yea rs. Cl early the employme nt sto ry in South Austra lia is 
a d iffere nt one  for r ural a nd urb an are as.

In the 20  year period , wome n have  incre asingl y ente red pa id wor k in t he cit y, whi le
the re has  been little  chang e amon gst wo men in  the c ountry . Amon gst me n, cou ntry
emp loymen t has fallen , whil e it h as sho wn a f airly flat t rend a mongst  men i n
Ade laide.

Why  wo r k ?  Co m m u ni ty  and So c i a l  Li f e:  ‘W o r k  is  li k e a fa m i l y ’ 

Sur prisin gly, when as ked wh y they  worke d many  women  spoke  first  of th e soci ally
and  perso nally reward ing as pects of wor k, tur ning t o the financ ial as pects often only
whe n prompted. These reward s of c ommuni ty, fr iendsh ip and  suppo rt wer e spok en of
by women in off ice-ba sed, d ocumen t proc essing , fact ory, s upervi sory a nd mor e seni or
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pos itions . The following ex change  betwe en thr ee women wor king i n a fa ctory is
ind icativ e, sho wing t he mul tiple motiva tions for do ing pa id wor k, wit h the social  side
to the fo re:

I i nitial ly wen t back  to wo rk for  the s ocial side o f it b ecause  I was  stuck  at ho me
and  I jus t look ed bac k over  my li fe and  the b est fr iendsh ips I had we re thr ough
peo ple th at I’d  met a t work , so I  figur ed I’d  go ba ck. It  was t he soc ial si de of it.
Obv iously  the money. But it  was t he soc ial si de of it as well.

I mean if  you a re home on y our own the four walls t end to  encro ach on  your living 
spa ce. Th ere’s only s o many  hand- marks you ca n scru b off the wa ll wit hout g oing
nut s.

And  getti ng awa y from the k ids an d havi ng something  for y oursel f.

A c ountry  woman  spoke  in si milar terms: 

I a ctuall y enjo y work ing. I ’m a b etter person  and a  bette r moth er bec ause I  work.

Thi s sens e of c ommuni ty thr ough p aid wo rk als o was eviden t in c ountry  towns . Here 
the  workp lace was des cribed  as ‘y our su pport networ k’ esp eciall y for women moving 
to the to wn and  tryin g to make a networ k, but  even for wo men in  long establ ished
community  netwo rks wh o felt  very isolat ed at home when th ey had  child ren:

I r eally did fe el iso lated. All t he peo ple th at I k new th ey had  diffe rent i nteres ts and 
val ues as  me, a nd so it was  very hard. I had always  worke d, and  I nee ded to  go
bac k to work… My husb and wa s sayi ng ‘fo r God’ s sake  go ou t and get a job. I 
wan t you out of  the h ouse’, and my mum was re cognis ing th e same  thing .

Nec essi ty 

For  many women work i s a fi nancia l nece ssity. As on e woma n work ing in  a fac tory
put  it, with th e gene ral ag reemen t in t he gro up:

I work fo r mone y! It’ s a ne cessit y nowa days One inc ome is  just not en ough.

Cas ual wo rkers shared  the s ame mo tivati ons – both f inanci al and  perso nal:

It pays t he bil ls. It  goes a long  way t o maki ng lif e a bi t more  comfo rtable . It g ive
sat isfact ion. You fee l like  you a re wor th something .

Yes  it’s a self -estee m thin g…

Its  money  and t he soc ial th ings…

I d on’t k now wh at I would d o if I  was a t home . I’d go mad . I’m not a person  who
can  be ha ppy at  conte xt onl y at h ome wi th 4 c hildre n. It’ s that  balan ce – f ulfill ment
of yourse lf of what y ou hav e achi eved a s a pr ofessi onal a nd as a wife  and mother.

If I had a rich  benef actor I woul dn’t work. Not pai d work . I’d work b ecause  I see 
tha t ther e’s he aps of  thing s in t he community  that I’d re ally l ove to  do, b ut no- one’s
goi ng to pay me  to do  it….I ’d do all so rts of  thing s. I wouldn’ t just  sit a t home . It’s 
abo ut bei ng inv olved in my commun ity – making  a pos itive differ ence.

‘ O b vi o usl y  it
wa s  the
m o n ey .  Bu t it
wa s  the
so c i a l  si de
a s wel l ’ 
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The y all agreed  that it was  now t oo har d to l ive on  one wage. As one put it  ‘One
inc ome is  for n ecessi ties –  food, mortg age. The oth er inc ome is  for t he ext ras, which
you  won’t  be ab le to afford  witho ut the  secon d inco me’:

Lee na: If  you want to  take kids t o the movies  – the  popco rn etc , it c osts $ 50.

Kat e: So it’s f or a b etter qualit y of l ife. To affo rd tha t car.

Nec essity  leads  to wo rk for  many, espec ially single  mothe rs, bu t also  for c ouples , and
for  women  in th e coun try as  well as the  city: 

Jan ine: I t’s no t so much wh ether or not  I wan t to work, o r whet her I want t o stay 
home with  my ch ildren , it’s  a fin ancial  thing  these  days. Socie ty has  made us thi s
way , that  we ha ve to go bac k to work. I t’s re ally n ot fai r when  peopl e crit icise
wor king mothers , beca use in  our s ituati on whe n we h ave ch ildren  we pa y
mai ntenan ce, we ’ve go t a ho using loan, we phy sicall y woul d not be abl e to a fford
for  me to  not c ontinu e to work. I ’ll on ly be able t o have  a few month s off, and t hat’s
onl y if we save  now. I’d lo ve to stay a t home  with my chi ldren. (co untry woman
wit hout c hildre n)

Jen ny: I think most p eople would. (wo man wi thout childr en)

Ann ie: Ho nestly  I cou ldn’t!  I kno w – I can ad mit to  that:  I jus t coul dn’t d o it!

Cou ntry women a greed that work wa s a ne cessit y, one  that some r egrett ed:

Mau reen: I work ed jus t to s urvive .

Vic ki: Be fore my part ner an d I se parate d we were su rvivin g on o ne wag e but now
bei ng sep arated  I hav e to work. ( she cr ies)

Enj o y i ng Wo r k 

Mak ing a contri bution  is al so a s trong motiva tion;

It’ s not so muc h a ne ed to work a s also  a wan t to work. I f you’ ve bee n in t he
wor kforce , if y ou’ve been e ducate d, and  then get ma rried…you st ill ha ve tha t desi re
to make a  contr ibutio n to y our fa mily u nit, b eing j ust a mother  is no t whol ly and 
sol ely yo ur ide ntity.

And  some had to  conte nd wit h the tradit ional values  of th eir hu sbands :

I a lways liked to wor k between ea ch chi ld unt il I h ad my fourth  child  and my
hus band d idn’t like me to work. He enjo yed th e mone y but he put  these  extra 
pre ssures  on me  to do  every thing but no w I’ve  had 4 .5 yea rs at home b efore I’ve
gon e back  to wo rk, he ’s act ually done t he ful l circ le and  reali sed th at it’ s OK, he’s
enc ourage d me t o go a nd wor k.

Do you th ink th at’s b ecause  his mum did n’t wo rk?

Abs olutel y! His  view was yo u don’ t go a nd do anythi ng phy sical becaus e that ’s the 
man ’s job : ‘You  stay this s ide of  the r amp an d make  sure that’s  toile t’s cl ean’. Of
cou rse I’ m real ly goo d at t hat? ( laughs )…I th ink he  thoug ht I s hould go out  and
pla y brid ge and  play golf. I mean , this  would  be hi s idea l – to  make me the 
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tra dition al far mer’s wife -  where  it’s a lucr ative income  and y ou cou ld aff ord to  go
out  and d o good  thing s.

And  then they c an hav e all the sa y!

So what s hifted ?

He actual ly rea lised I real ly was n’t ve ry goo d at c leanin g toil ets! He actu ally s aid
‘Yo u’re n ot goi ng to change  are y ou?’ I  said ‘No. This is  me. This is  how I  am.’ He
hop ed dee p unde rneath , righ t unde r ther e, tha t mayb e I’d change . He’s  accep ted
tha t I wo n’t no w. Now we ha ve a c leaner !

Whe reas my husb and’s expect ation was th at I would g o barmy if I  staye d home ,
and  he wa s worr ied ab out th at.

I’v e got the to tal op posite  My fa ther-i n-law said t o my h usband   ‘Oh well S ally
cou ld per haps g o back  to wo rk now…’ as well a s ever ything  else. My hu sband
bro ught i t up t o me…’ You kn ow wha t dad said..’ I sa id ‘Oh  all r ight I ’ll go  and
loo k for some p art-ti me wor k… Tha t’s fi ne. Bu t I wo n’t be  able to be there at
see ding a t harv est’. He sai d ‘No you ca n’t go  out a nd wor k can you?’ When y ou
wei gh it up…

You ’re so  hands  on, t hey re alised  the l oss th ere - that t hey co uldn’t  affor d to l et you 
go.

The  issue  of us ing sk ills a nd a s ense o f prof ession al pri de aff ected many women,
inc luding  women  in ea rlier eras. Earnin g an i ncome is of course  criti cal to  women 
who  find themse lves s ingle parent s:

I went ba ck to work i n the late 6 0s and  we ha d move d arou nd a l ot. We  were in the 
riv erland  and t hey as ked me  would  I come and work i n the hospit al. Th ere we ren’t
man y doub le cer tifica ted nu rses a bout. So my younge st was  start ing sc hool -  I did  2
day s a we ek in school  hours  so I could handle  the k ids. My husb and as ked af ter a
few weeks  ‘Don’ t I gi ve you  enoug h mone y? Why  are y ou goi ng bac k to work?’ I
sai d ‘Bec ause i ts my profes sion, I’m tr ained and I enjoy it’. I t’s th e prid e. He did
agr ee to me doi ng it. It ga ve me person al sat isfact ion. I t kept  my re gistra tion g oing
and  it wa s very  impor tant when my  marri age br oke up .

‘ To  Esc a p e Ho m e,  Fo r  Indep endenc e,  To  Avo i d bei ng a Cr a nk y 
Mo t her ’ 

Man y wome n felt  that they would ‘ go ban anas’ if the y didn ’t wor k, tha t they  were
mor e sane  becau se of time a way fr om the ir kid s. Some talk  of be ing ho usebou nd: ‘I 
had  that terrib le fee ling o f bein g scar ed of going outsid e. I r ealise d that  I nee ded to  get
out ’. Alo ngside  this, the s ense o f acco mplish ment f rom wo rk out side t he home
inc luding  from volunt ary wo rk (th at Mag gie an d Sara h clea rly de scribe  below) is
str ong. A sizea ble po rtion of women loo k for a sens e of who the y are, and p ublic
ack nowled gement , for activi ties o utside  the h ome, a s the following ex change  betwe en
cit y wome n in a  varie ty of situat ions, reveal s:

Hil da: I work t o get away f rom th e kids ! (lau ghter)  Hones tly, I  find it har der at 
home with  him t han be ing at  work.

Mol lie: I  do to o.

‘ H e ac tua l l y 
r ea l i sed I
r ea l l y 
wa s n’ t ver y 
go o d at
c l ea ni ng
to i l ets! ’ 

‘ I  wo r k  to 
get  awa y 
f r o m  the
k i d s’ 
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Mag gie: When yo u go t o work  there  is a measur e and a scal e of p roduct ivity that
you  can measure  yours elf ag ainst, that you ge t sati sfacti on fro m. Whe reas a t home 
the re is nothin g ther e to s ay you ’ve do ne a g ood jo b, you ’ve ac hieved  this.

Sar ah: I feel t hat I’ ve fal len in to a b it of a sort  of a nebulo us lif e in a  way. Becaus e
it’ s not really  ackno wledge d by a nybody  becau se I d on’t g o to t he wor kplace . I do 
my work a t home …its n ot see n by a nybody , so n one of  my fr iends think that I 
wor k…Like  Doree n’s hu sband said t o me ‘ What do yo u do?’  I don ’t  fe el lik e I ha ve
any  exter nal ac knowle dgemen t. I h aven’t  reali sed th is unt il we just t alked now. S o
pro bably the mo st ack nowled gement  I get  is th rough my vol untary  work, throu gh
thi s chil dcare centre , wher e the relati onship s I ha ve wit h thes e guys  and t he oth er
vol untary  work that I  do…I get mo re sel f-sati sfacti on and  pleas ure wi th thi s
vol untary  work.

Mag gie: When yo u work  you g et a s alary. When you st udy yo u get result s. But  at
home…

Dor een: I  work in the  famil y busi ness. I enjo y work ing. You fee l like  you h ave
acc omplis hed so methin g. Sta ying a t home  you c lean t he hou se and  five minute s
lat er its  gone. I’ve always  worke d. I t hink a lso if  you d on’t e arn a wage y ou fee l
gui lty sp ending  your partne r’s wa ge – i f I ha ven’t earned  it, I ’ll go  witho ut.

Hea ther: I can’ t imag ine no t havi ng my own in come. Being totall y depe ndent on
somebody else. Having  to as k for money. I thi nk tha t must  be th e wors t…My mother
had  to as k for money and I think that must be  the worst.

Mag gie we nt on to tal k abou t how being away f rom th e home  – whe ther t hrough  her
wor k as Chairpe rson o f the childc are ce ntre, or thr ough h er stu dy – r esulte d from her
rea lisati on tha t in o rder t o avoi d bein g ‘a c ranky mother ’, she  neede d some  thing s for
her self:

Mag gie: I  recog nised a long  time ago th at to be hap py and  conte nt I n eeded to get 
a b alance  in my  life, of st imulat ion me ntally  and d oing t he oth er rol es. An d I’m not
nat urally  nurtu ring –  I nev er got  that great glow when I had my  child ren. I  love my
chi ldren – but I can’ t moth er the m day in, da y out. I wou ld be bad fo r them. So
wha t I’ve  done is adj usted my lif e so t hat I have t hings that I  do on  my own, and  I
hav e fami ly time and relati onship  time, and I  maint ain a balanc e so I  am go od in
all  those  roles  inste ad of being a cran ky mot her al l the time, and no t purs uing my
own  thing s. My childr en hav e to c ompromise wi th not  havin g me a round all th e
time, but  when I am t here, I am b etter for th em. So  I see  it as  balan ce for  me. I ’ve
cha nged my care er, I’ ve bee n out of wor k for 2 year s (stu dying to bec ome a nurse) ,
and  then I’ll g o back  into full-t ime wo rk and  my hu sband and I will p robabl y end
up doing a role  rever sal.

Oth er women sha red co ncern about depend ence o n thei r part ner’s pay, a long with th e
sen se of accomp lishme nt.

You  have to pro ve it to you rself. To ac compli sh something . It f eels s o good . My f irst
hus band –  I had  to li ne up for my  husba nd’s p ay. It  was d egradi ng. Th e thin gs was 
‘Ar my wiv es did n’t wo rk’. Now, I have t o prov e it t o myse lf, an d I en joy it . At t he
moment I’ m help ing. I  enjoy ing sh owing other worker s how to do things  (ho spital 
wor ker, mother of 3)

‘ Go i ng Ba na na s’ 
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The se women wen t on t o desc ribe t heir mother’ s live s, and  the f rustra tion t hat th ey fel t
the y had seen a s chil dren i n thei r moth ers, who wer e desc ribed as unh appy:

Mag gie: My moth er was  total ly sel f sacr ificin g. I r arely rememb er her  being  happy ,
and  now s he is a bitt er and  unhap py woman. I don’t want t o have  a lif e like  that.
(pa rt-time stud ent, mother) 

Hil da: An d I ag ree. My moth er had  dinne r cook ed eve ry nig ht. Fr esh li nen ev ery
Sat urday..I don ’t kno w how she di d it. I woul d have  gone banana s. I c an remember
her  compl aining  and b eing u nhappy  about  it. S he did n’t li ke it. But I  think  I’ve got
it easy. I don’ t feel  that there is the  same expect ation that I ’ll do  all o f that  stuff . I
don ’t fee l ther e is t hat sa me exp ectati on fro m my p artner . Like  you c an buy  take
awa y and you ca n pay somebo dy to do you r iron ing. Althoug h my mother still
dis approv es of me buy ing ta ke awa y!

Thi s sens e of b eing c ranky when with ki ds all  the t ime, wasn’t confin ed to the ci ty:

If I had to sta y at h ome al l the time –  like on the  schoo l holi days -  I’d k ill th e poor 
kid s! (co untry town mother of 2)

Whi le man y wome n at h ome en joyed their time a t home  with small childr en. Ot hers
did  not –  wheth er the y had easy b abies or not :

I f ound i t very  frust rating . We h ad to go down to o ne wag e and I had no family to 
hel p; and  I fou nd it really  hard. I’d h ave ev erythi ng don e in t he hou se by 9 o’cl ock
and  then I’d be  wonde ring what to  do..I  had l ovely easy b abies.

Oh mine were ju st the  oppos ite. I ’d do a load  of wa shing and at  nine oclock  at ni ght
I’d  howl becaus e it was sti ll sit ting b y the door! I had terrib le, un settle d babi es.

You nger women f aced i solati on fro m thei r frie nds, a s this  young  woman  who h as
rec ently moved to the  count ry goe s on t o sugg est:

All  my fr iends worked  and I  was t he fir st one  to ha ve a c hild. So the y were  all s till
at work, and th ey’d s till b e goin g out till 3  or 4 o’cloc k in t he mor ning a nd rin ging
me up at 11 o’c lock s aying ‘Hey l ets go  and s ee thi s band ’ and I’m li ke ‘Oh  yeah? ’
Cau se I was up at 5 a m.

‘ Mo ther s’  or  ‘W o r k er s ’ :  Identi ty  and th e Va l u e of  Mo ther i ng

The  follo wing e xchang e between wo men li ving o n farms shows that  while  some
women wan ted to  earn to mak e thei r own contri bution  and b ecause  it wa s part  of th eir
sen se of themse lves a nd the ir ide ntity, other s didn ’t fee l that  need: 

Ker ry: It ’s not  so mu ch a n eed to  work as als o a wa nt to work. If you ’ve be en in the
wor kforce , if y ou’ve been e ducate d, and  then get ma rried…you st ill ha ve tha t desi re
to make a  contr ibutio n to y our fa mily u nit, b eing j ust a mother  is no t whol ly and 
sol ely yo ur ide ntity.  (se nior manager , full -time, document ce ntre, mother  of 1) 

I p ersona lly di sagree , beca use I’ ve cho sen no t to g o back  into the fu ll-time
wor kforce . I ca n unde rstand  why p eople do tha t. I j ust fe el tha t whil e the farm i s
fin ancial ly abl e to s upport  the f amily, if I’ m able  to be  there  for my chil dren a t the
rig ht time, the n I’m quite conten t to d o that . I st ill wa nt to do tha t. I s till h ave th e
opt ion if  the s chool rings me up and wa nts me  (to work) f or a week, t hen OK I’ll
come out. So I’ m happ y with  what I’m do ing. I  don’t  feel as if I need  to go  (out to
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pai d work ) to p rove myself - I ca n just  go an d jump  on an other commit tee an d
the y’ll b e grat eful f or it.

The  ident ity is sue se emed more si gnific ant fo r wome n with  quali ficati ons,
pro fessio nal wo men, a nd women wit h pre- mother hood work ex perien ce (es pecial ly
man y year s of i t). It  seeme d to b e less  of an  issue  for women who wor ked ca sually  or
par t-time . Wome n in middle and se nior management cl early talked  about  the way tha t
wor k cont ribute d to t heir i dentit y:

Ker ry: I strive  for t he bes t I ca n. I a m to a n exte nt who  I am at work. It def ines me.
My work i s wort hwhile , espe cially  when you ha ve res ponsib ilitie s. It is all  tied up
wit h my s elf wo rth an d who I want  to be .

Rit a: Yes . Just  becau se I h ave a child doesn’ t mean  that I have  to gi ve up who I am.

Oth ers wa nted t o use their skills  and make a contri bution  to th eir fa mily a nd the ir
communiti es:

We could surviv e on t he mon ey fro m the farm b ut I h ave th e skil ls so why no t work .

The  follo wing e xchang e between fa rm women ill ustrat es women’s a warene ss of the
low valua tion o f wome n when  they are at  home. Some also s hared a stro ng sen se of
ide ntity throug h work , common to women in the  city and co untry, and a cross a rang e
of age gr oups a nd lev els in  the workpla ce:

Wha t do y ou get  out o f work ?

Con fidenc e, sel f este em, se lf-sat isfact ion, motivat ion.

The  farm can be  very isolat ing.

I c an’t j ust be  a wif e. I want to  be me . I’m not ju st someone’s  wife. Just some
app endage .

And  then you ha ve chi ldren, and y ou los e that  ident ity an d you have t o get it bac k
aga in. An d you get tr eated differ ently once y ou hav e kids .

Jen ny: Wh en I was on matern ity le ave I used t o be e mbarra ssed when I would be
int roduce d to s omeone  and t hey wo uld sa y what  do yo u do?’  And I ’d say  Oh
er…and I’ d thin k I’m just a t home  with my kid s and there’ s abso lutely  no va lue pu t
on that. And th en I’d  be embarras sed. And the n I’d say ‘I ’m cur rently  on ma ternit y
lea ve’, a nd sud denly, well, that was OK! (lau ghter)  It wa s OK t o say that! It mad e
you  equal  with them.

Do you me an it was OK in th eir mi nd or OK you r mind ?

Jen ny: I think I mean  OK in  my mi nd. It  may n ot hav e matt ered t o them. But it was 
jus t like  a val ue thi ng tha t you attach  to it .

So what d oes th at mea n for the va lue of  mothe ring?

Yea h. Wel l, whe re is it?

It should  be va lued a s a to p job! 
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Jen ny: Th ey did n’t wa nt to hear me say that I  am ho me loo king a fter my 2 ki ds.
The y want  to he ar me say th at I a ctuall y do do so methin g. Per haps i t was n’t my 
val ue, pe rhaps I was scared  that I wasn ’t liv ing up  to th eir ex pectat ions a nd say 
tha t I’m just a t home  with my 2 k ids.

Des cribin g hers elf as  ‘on materni ty lea ve’ ra ther t han di sappea red in to the  nethe r
reg ions a nd non -ident ity of  ‘moth er-at- home’, retri eved f or Jen ny a s ense o f wort h and
ide ntity that was sig nifica nt to her co mmunit y and perhap s to h erself  as we ll. Th e need 
to be ‘on  mater nity l eave’ – and still a work er wit h a wo rkplac e atta chment  - whi lst a
mot her at  home, is sy mptoma tic of  the i ncreas ing ‘n on-per son’ s tatus that o ur
community  now c onfers  upon mother s – de spite occasi onal r hetori c to t he con trary
abo ut the  value  of mo therho od.

Tho se who  respe ct ful l-time  mothe ring a nd tho se who  do it , work  again st the  grain  of
soc iety where s o much  of ou r wort h, val ue and  self is sha ped by  our worker identi ty.
The  impli cation s of t his sh ift fo r moth ering are to  lower  its s tatus even f urther  . Thi s
lea ds women lik e Jenn y to r ename themse lves a s ‘temporari ly awa y from work’  rathe r
tha n full y occu pied r aising  the n ext ge nerati on.

Women in paid work ad opt si milar shield ing an d rena ming b ehavio urs: s ome re port
avo iding mentio ning t heir b reast- feedin g or c hildca re commitmen ts, an d thei r
mat ernal status .  The  press ure to  maint ain th e appe arance  of a non-ma ternal  worke r is
bec oming more s evere, and i t cont ribute s to women’s  decis ions t o redu ce family si ze.
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7.  Pre s s u re  Po i n t s  an d Wo rk  Ou t s i de  th e  Ho me 

The re are  a number of  point s at which t he pre ssures  of ho me and  paid work
par ticula rly hi t. Some of t hese a ffect health , self -care, emoti onal b alance  and, as we
sha ll see , rela tionsh ips an d inti macy. Withou t doub t, however, the is sue of  sick or
inj ured c hildre n was the ma jor po int of  press ure fo r wome n and househ olds. It thr ew
women int o cris is rep etitiv ely an d the concer n that  women  felt about ‘being  there ’ for
the ir chi ldren was pa rticul arly a cute a round this i ssue.

Women are  much more l ikely, howev er, in  gener al to talk a bout t he pro blem o f
jug gling everyt hing. They t alk of  ‘bala ncing’  rathe r less  than imbala nce. The fee ling
of being a litt le out  of co ntrol, being  stret ched o r torn , and at times cha otic was the re
for  many. Final ly, wo men fe lt the  lack of time – th ey rep ort a consta nt fee ling o f bein g
in a race  to ge t ever ything  done.

B ei ng To r n:  Jug gl i ng,  no t Ba l a nc i ng

Women in all ki nds of  posit ions t alked about juggli ng. As  one s enior woman team
lea der pu ts it

Ker in: It ’s a matter of pri ority and we  const antly have c onvers ations  about  our
inv olveme nt wit h the kids. My son  is th e most  impor tant t hing i n my l ife, b ut oft en
wor k take s over  and I ’m sti ll exp ected to do it all , so i t’s ab out ju ggling  it al l, and 
not  feeli ng gui lty.

Thi s caus es rea l stre ss, es pecial ly for  sole parent s who must manage the ju ggle a lone.
As the fo llowin g exch ange b etween  women  in su pervis ory, t eam le adersh ip pos itions 
sho ws, th is add s more  press ure an d comp licati on – which i s not experi enced by the 
men  they work a long s ide:

Joa nna: I f I do n’t le ave de ad on time a t 4.45 pm and  pick my dau ghter up, I get
ner vous a nd the n some thing else h appens  and t hen I am on the ph one to  find out
who  else can pi ck up by dau ghter, while  I am workin g out a cris is.

Ker rin: o ur mal e coun terpar ts don ’t hav e to d o this . Or p ick up  the k ids an d then 
coo k dinn er. An yway t hey ar e so s ingle minded  – one  thing  at a time! – that  they
cou ldn’t do it anyway . It’s  a boy -o thi ng. Wh ile th e expe ctatio ns for  the woman i s
tha t you have t o be g ood at  every thing! 

Rit a: Yes . We a re man y thin gs to many p eople. I am a team leade r, a mother, a
wif e, a s ister, and p eople unload  to yo u and you ju st can ’t wal k away . If I  do
something  for s omeone , some one el se is going to mis s out. There  is no thing left f or
me! 

Joa n: We are co nstant ly tir ed.

Tir edness  was a  commo n comp laint amongs t wome n who are in  paid work. Women
in factor y and profes sional  emplo yment agreed , freq uently  talki ng abo ut exh austio n
and  the a bsence  of ‘t ime fo r me’. As a lawyer  and mother of fou r put it:

Whe n I we nt ful l-time  I rea lised that f rom th e mome nt I s tarted  in th e morn ing I did
not  have 10 min utes f or mys elf.

‘ We ar e
c o n sta ntl y 
ti r ed. ’ 
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Men  with small childr en exp ressed  simil ar fee lings of ‘be ing sp ent’ a nd saw the
jug gling as cos tly:

Abe : When  you h ave ha d a re ally f ull-on  day a t work  and y ou’re absolu tely s pent
and  you j ust wa nt to go home and do not hing, and yo u walk  in th e door  and y ou get 
thi s barr age at  the d oor. You wan t to s witch your b rain o ff.

Of course , as we have  discu ssed, Abe an d his male c o-work ers ma y be ‘ spent’  but
the y are expend ing mu ch les s than  the many fu ll-time wome n they  work alongs ide in 
ter ms of the do uble s hift. Some women c omplai ned of  their  partn er’s l ack of 
und erstan ding o f thei r lack  of ti me and  the e ndless  round  of th e doub le day :

Whe n you get ho me fro m work  and y ou hav e to s tart a gain! And yo u work  till 9pm
and  then you go  to be d. And  they say ‘well yo u have n’t co me and  watch ed TV’  and
you  say ‘ I can’ t’.

Gra ndmoth ers al so tal k of b eing t orn wh en the y are part o f thei r work ing da ughter ’s
sup port s ystems :

I was always to rn bet ween my loya lties to the  child , and the fa mily a nd wor k.

‘ No  Ti m e fo r  Me’ 

The  inabi lity o f wome n in p aid wo rk to take t ime ou t for themse lves was wid ely
lamented:  ‘Pers onal s pace –  I’d l ove so me. It ’s ver y thin  on th e grou nd!’.  ‘Time !
The re’s n ot eno ugh ti me’ (woman l iving in a c ountry  town) . Some  women  with
chi ldren manage d to o rganis e time  out f or the mselve s and one de scribe s her fight to
win  it (s he is now a single  paren t):

As a sing le par ent I just t ake it . When  they were y oung I  reall y had to fig ht for  it
bac k then . But I’ve b een fi ghting  for i t long  enoug h now, that I just  take it. I had to 
fig ht my partne r. I c an see  that side o f it, becaus e men work l ong ho urs an d want  to
go off wi th the ir mat es on the we ekend fishin g. But  they don’t recogn ise th at women
are  doing  equal ly if not do uble t hose h ours working  part- time a nd run ning a 
hou sehold  and r aising  child ren an d clea ning u p. It’ s a 7 day a week j ob. I do
bel ieve t hat yo u get to you r mid- 30s an d you realis e some thing is not  right  here,
and  you s tart t o figh t for it. A lot of  women  start  to fi ght fo r it. You ha ve to be bra ve
eno ugh to  get o ut of it now and t hen. You hav e to p ush an d say that y ou des erve
tha t time  out.

Ever y  Mo t her ’ s Ni ghtm a r e:  Si c k  Ch i l dr en  and Ac c i den ts

In virtua lly ev ery fo cus gr oup an d inte rview women identi fied t he times whe n thei r
kid s were  sick as the  momen ts whe n they  felt the gr eatest  press ure of  being  both a
par ent an d a pa id wor ker. I n most  group s this  was t he fir st iss ue women men tioned ,
one  that they f elt st rongly  about , and where great agreement la y.

If they a re sic k –

Min e CAN’ T be s ick! (working  mothe r of 2 )

- well, i t’s a huge d rama a nd its  come to a h ead th is wee k. Whe n one of my kids i s
sic k I ca n’t go  to wo rk and  someo ne has  to ca ncel a ll my patien ts. He  had
con juncti vitis, so I went t o work  and t ook hi m with  me– b ut it was no t well  recei ved.
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And  I’ve been p ushed, so th at now I won ’t come in when th ey are  sick.
(Physiotherapis t, mot her of  2, co untry town)

Oth ers ag reed, includ ing th ose in  super visory  and p rofess ional jobs:

The  major  crisi s is when th e kids  are s ick. You can ’t be in two  place s at o nce. My
mot her is  mindi ng min e at t he moment! (supervis or, mo ther o f 2, d ocument
pro cessing work place) 

Acc idents  also cause stress  and r aise i ssues about childr en’s s afety: 

Mor e of a  worry  is wh en the  kids ring u p and say he ’s fal len do wn and  hit h is hea d.
Tha t’s si mply b ecause  they are at  home unatte nded. Living  a dis tance away a nd
fee ling t he pre ssure. And i t’s a pressu re on the ki ds as well. They a re gro wing u p
too  quick  on th at sid e of t hings too. (mo ther o f 4 under 10 ).

Women won dered about their past d ecisio ns and  the c ontest  betwe en commitmen t
to their kids, and to  their  jobs: 

Wel l, I l ook ba ck now and what I went t hrough . I us ed to try to  get t o work . And I
wis h I ha dn’t g one to  work when t he kid s were  sick . The bottom line is tha t you
don ’t get  any t hanks for it . And the ki ds mis s out.

Cou ntry women s hared simila r expe rience s of c risis and pr essure  aroun d sick  child ren:

The y alwa ys get  sick when y ou hav e dead lines at wor k! The y know!

Las t week  Louis  knew I had a day off an d woul d be a t home . He c ame in  to me  and
he said ‘ I’ve b een si ck all  week, and t he tea cher s aid to  me, ‘ Louis you sh ould g o
home’. An d I sa id. ‘But I c an’t There’s  no-on e to l ook af ter me . And I have  a sor e
thr oat an d a co ugh, a nd I t hink I  shoul d stay  home! ’ I sa id ‘I think you sh ould t oo!’.

Man y wome n were  uncer tain a bout whether  they had ac cess t o paid  leave  to lo ok aft er
the ir family (a nd how much) , and whethe r they  could  use t heir o wn sic k leav e to l ook
aft er sic k chil dren. A grea t majo rity were ma king u se of their own si ck lea ve to care f or
the ir unwell ch ildren  – and  many had ex hauste d or f oregon e it: ‘I always us e my s ick
lea ve to look a fter h er. If  I’m a  littl e bit sick I  never  take a sick ie, be cause I migh t need 
it for he r.’ (woman i n fact ory). Women in a r ange o f jobs  agree d, and  some made a d
hoc  arran gement s that  place  young  child ren in  posit ions o f resp onsibi lity, and pe rhaps
compromis e safe ty:

Kat e: My daught er is a chro nic as thmati c and when s he is really , real ly sic k if I 
can ’t fin d some one to  look after her, a nd I c an’t l eave h er in the ca r, I h ave to  let
my son (1 4 year s) sta y  home to l ook af ter he r. He uses t he neb ulizer  and a ll tha t so
my son kn ows…An d I te ll her  if so methin g is g oing wrong, just r ing th e fact ory an d
ask  to sp eak to  mum o r dad and we ’ll co me str aight home. Becaus e we d on’t h ave
any one to  back us up. For t hree y ears n ow, he ’s bee n look ing af ter he r.

Kel ly: I’ ve bee n real ly luc ky. Bo th of mine h ave no t been  on de ath’s door, really 
sic k. My son ha s juve nile a rthrit is. I have t o take  him t o the specia list. They h ave
bee n real ly goo d here . And they’v e let me tak e an h our or  two o ff but  we tr y and tee
the m on my earl y days  so th at I d on’t h ave to  take time o ff. Ot herwis e they  look
aft er the mselve s unle ss the y are on dea th’s d oor…Th ey are  teena gers.

‘ I  lo o k  ba c k 
no w …a nd I
wi s h I ha dn’ t
go n e to  wo r k 
when the
k i d s wer e
si c k …y o u
do n ’ t get  any 
tha nk s fo r 
i t. ’’’’
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Oth er par ents a lso ra ised c oncern s abou t chil dren with ch ronic condit ions a nd the 
imp act up on par ents a nd kid s:

Whe n my d aughte r was little , she was as thmati c. I’v e had very s upport ive pa rents. I
had  frien ds who  didn’ t. The y help ed whe n she needed  to ha ve the  nebul izer. When
you  think  that one in  four kids i s asth matic – and a lot of sch ools n ow wil l not
administe r medi cation . I’m concer ned ab out ki ds tha t have  asthma or d iabete s,
wha t happ ens to  them? 

Man y woul d simp ly for ego in come t o be a t home  thoug h this  optio n was not al ways
ava ilable  or ac ceptab le. As  a phy siothe rapist  put i t:

But  I can ’t aff ord a week o ff lik e that …When the ki ds had  an al lergic  react ion I had
to ring my mum – my p arents  are i n thei r seve nties and ha d to d rive 3 00 kil ometre s
in the ro o-infe sted d ark. I  was a n abso lute wreck when th ey got  there  – I d idn’t
eve n know if th ey wou ld arr ive!

Gra ndpare nts an d exte nded f amilie s were  vital ly imp ortant  – whe re the y were 
ava ilable  – in these moment s of c risis:  ‘I ha ve a mother in law who i s fant astic. I get 
hel p from my ex tended  famil y when  they are si ck’ (Full-ti me mot her of  3). Others
agr eed an d only  used their mother s for emerge ncies.

Some did not us e thei r own mother s, see ing th em as having  done their turn:

My mother  doesn ’t wan t to b e invo lved, as she  has h ad sev en kid s and spent over
40 years bringi ng the m up. But ov er and  above  that, I wan t to b e ther e when  my
dau ghter is sic k, noo ne els e. If I have  to ch oose b etween  the b oss an d my c hild, I
cho ose my  child . I ta ke the  time to get  her well. (J oan: t eam supervis or, do cument 
pro cessing)

Cle arly, such ‘ choice s’ cre ate re al dil emmas and st ress, with many wo men wa nting to
pri oritis e thei r chil dren. A cont est fo r commitment  is un derway , and someti mes
women mak e arra ngemen ts tha t are less t hat id eal. As one mother  of two chil dren, 11
and  13 in  a sen ior su pervis ory po sition  descr ibed i t:

It is dif ficult  to ju st get  th ere wh en you  are c alled to a s ick ch ild. I  am te aching  them
mor e resp onsibi lity. I sign  them out (o f scho ol), t ake th em home, and  depen ding o n
how sick they a re, I stay o r go b ack to  work.

Women wit hout e xtende d fami ly in nearby  proxi mity f ound making emerge ncy
arr angeme nts mu ch mor e diff icult, and y oung women l isteni ng to these storie s
que stione d thei r own capaci ty to cope. As one  count ry woman put  it:

Tha t half  puts me off  even starti ng a f amily. I hav e no f amily here. My mum works 
ful l-time  and s he’s i n Adel aide. Where would I leav e my c hild?

The  care of sic k chil dren, and th e call  upon grandp arents  to he lp, af fects women’ s
cap acitie s to s tudy a nd cer tainly  to ad vance in the ir pai d work places . A gr andmot her
tal ks abo ut hel ping h er dau ghter (who i s a ne w moth er), a nd abo ut bei ng a g randpa rent
wit h a se cond 1 3 year  old d aughte r stil l at h ome:

Can dice: My dau ghter was ju st rec ently doing some f ull-ti me stu dy. An d her little 
one  got s ick. He’s 18  month s old. And I  had t o take  him o n, bec ause h e was in
day care. She mi ssed s ome of  her s tudies  which  made it dif ficult  for h er to catch up.
So it can  be ve ry har d to c atch u p for those who ar e stud ying.
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Thi s also  creat ed dil emmas for Ca ndice as she  conti nues:

It was di fficul t for me on the da ys I was mea nt to be out  worki ng, bu t then  the f ather
of the li ttle o ne too k the day of f. Bec ause i t’s no t real ly my place to not  go to  work
bec ause o f my g randch ild. I t wasn ’t rea lly my pr oblem…You ge t torn  a cou ple of 
dif ferent  ways. You h ave to  be a mum, a  worke r and a gran dparen t.

Oth er gra ndmoth ers su rrende red th eir own stud ies to  help their childr en:

My partne r and I actu ally l ooked after my gra nddaug hter when sh e was 4 and 5,
and  I was  at un i stud ying a nd wor king p art-ti me. Th ere wa s no s upport , no h elp if 
you ’re do ing th is as a gran dparen t. In the en d I ha d to g ive up  – I g ave up  Uni i n
hon ours y ear be cause it was  just too ha rd.

Whi le it might be exp ected that f amilie s on f arms h ad mor e opti ons wi th res pect t o
car e, thi s is n ot always th e case  and s ometimes car ries s afety hazard s for childr en who 
spe nd the  day a round moving  machi nery a nd dis tracte d fath ers:

You  don’t  get a ny sup port when yo u are on a f arm. My husb and ca n some times be
a b it fle xible and I had a family  day c arer. But th e guil t is s till t here. You tr y to g ive
all , and then i t’s yo u who misses  out.

Some saw the ne ed for  gover nment action  and f or mor e flex ible a ll-in- one le ave th at
gav e pare nts an d empl oyees greate r say over h ow the y used  their  leave , rath er tha n be
dec eitful :

We use ou r own sick l eave. Or gra ndpare nts. S o its unfair , its person al lea ve – y ou
sho uld be  able to cho ose ho w you use al l you leave. So yo u can be hon est. S o that 
gov ernmen ts act ually know what yo u are really  using  your leave for – and ca n say
‘we ll loo k we h ave a lot of  sick kids –  mothe rs who  need to be home’ (mo ther a nd
ful l-time  worke r, cit y)

I would l ike ca rer’s leave. So yo u don’ t have  to us e your  own l eave. Some h ere
hav e noth ing in  terms  of ca rers l eave –  it’s not in  their  award . (nurse in city,
mot her)

Oth ers fo und th e cont rol th at bei ng in their own small bu siness  gave them, very
lib eratin g. Ind eed so me women cle arly e stabli sh the ir own  busin esses to be more
fle xible on the ir own  terms . For exampl e a ph ysioth erapis t desc ribed how sh e took  her
bab ies to  work when t hey we re ver y smal l; she  then had th e fund s to h ire a nanny.
Ano ther woman d escrib ed tak ing he r babi es to work i n the small family  busin ess wi th
gre at suc cess. Unfort unatel y not all small bu siness es gav e such  flexi bility , espe cially 
to their employ ees, a  numbe r of whom re ported  a lac k of f lexibi lity where t he number
of employ ees wa s smal l.

Iss ues ar ound c aring were n ot con fined to mot hers o f youn g chil dren: many women
tal ked of  the c aring respon sibili ties t hey ha d with  respe ct to aging parent s, and  grown 
up childr en wit h disa biliti es:

We are fa ced no w with  sickn ess in  my pa rents. So th eir ro le in helpin g look  after 
the  kids is bei ng res tricte d and we are  havin g to l ook at  our o ptions . One thing that
is missin g is a  nurse  in th e chil dcare indust ry, so  that if you  have to go to wor k, you 
can  call upon a  nurse  or so meone specia lising  in ta king c are of  sick childr en. Yo u
are  not a llowed  to ta ke the m to c hildca re bec ause o f infe ction, and s ure yo u’d li ke

‘ Yo u sho u l d
be abl e to 
c ho o se ho w
y o u  use al l 
y o u r  lea v e. 
S o  yo u ca n
be ho nest . ’ 
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to be the re but  if yo u can’ t be t here a nd you  are r isking  reput ations , jobs ,
liv elihoo ds. It  would  be go od to have a nother  optio n. (mo ther o f 2, c ity)

Sch ool ho lidays  and p upil f ree da ys wer e also  point s of p ressur e, wit h work ing
mot hers a nd fat hers j ugglin g thei r holi days a nd tak ing th em sep aratel y to c over t he
per iods:

Lat ely we  work out ho w one of us can be  with the ki ds so we don ’t hav e holi day
tog ether.

Tr a vel l i n g

Women in the co untry talked  about  the t ravell ing th at was  requi red wh en the y ente red
pai d work . This  affec ted wo men li ving o n farms who in some case s had to dri ve rou nd
tri ps of many k ilomet res to  drop their childr en at childc are an d then  get t o work , and
bac k agai n. Similarly  women  livin g in c ountry  towns , wher e chil dcare facili ties i n
gen eral a re thi n on t he gro und, t ravele d long  dista nces t hat we re cos tly bo th in terms
of time, money and ti red ch ildren  and p arents .

Ex h a usti o n,  no t  Il l  Hea l th? 

Women in the pa id wor kforce  were more l ikely to tal k abou t exha ustion  than sickne ss
as a cons equenc e of work, a s this  excha nge of  facto ry wor kers s uggest s:

Int erviewer: Do es bei ng in paid work af fect y our he alth?

All : Not really . Not really .

Kat erina:  I thi nk its  bette r. I l ook at  my mu m who’ s neve r work ed and  she s pends
all  her d ays at  the d octors  or ta lking about things  she’s  going  to do  at th e doct ors.
She  spend s more  time worryi ng abo ut her  healt h. Whe reas women h er age  who a re
wor king, don’t.

All : We d on’t h ave ti me to be sic k!

Lee na: Wh en you  have had a break it is hard t o come  back.

Kel ly: Yo u are exh austed  mo re tha n sick !

The se wer e not the on ly women to see so me pos itive outcomes for  healt h for women in
pai d work . As a  new mother and ci ty cle rical worker  recen tly re turned  to pa id wor k put
it:  ‘Comi ng bac k to work ha s been  good for me  menta lly. I t’s st imulat ing. I t’s go od.’

However, some s aw a l ink be tween exhaus tion a nd hea lth is sues, as a c all ce ntre
emp loyees  revea ls:

I’d  like to bri ng up an iss ue of stress  relat ed ill ness i n the women that a re wor king.
I h ad to have a  hyste rectomy last  year and I really  belie ve tha t work ing ha s
exa cerbat ed the  sympt oms th at I h ad.

For  some women, tired ness was so endemi c that  they did no t real ise wh en the y were 
rea lly si ck, ev en whe n they  were medica l prof ession als:

I a ctuall y had someth ing wr ong wi th me recent ly but  didn t real ise I was si ck
bec ause I  thoug ht it was no rmal t o be s o tire d! (Do ctor, mother )

‘ I  ha d to  ha ve
a 
hy s ter ec t o m y 
l a s t yea r  and
I  rea l l y 
bel i eve tha t
wo r k i ng ha s
ex a c er ba t ed
the
sy m p to m s
tha t I ha d. ’ 
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Oth er women had  decid ed to throw in the ir job s to t ry and  find less e xhaust ing
alt ernati ves:

Can dy: In  my own example, I  had h igh bl ood pr essure  last year.  It al l beca me too 
muc h and I had to mak e some  choic es, an d this  year again I get so exh austed .
Sometimes  I am utterl y and utterl y exha usted so it is rea lly di fficul t. I d on’t g et
ros tered days o ff bec ause I  am on ly par t-time . And that i s why I am g oing t o give 
thi s job up nex t year  and e xplore  what other altern atives  are a vailab le.
(co mmunit y serv ice wo rker, single  mothe r of 1 )

Men  who were si ngle p arents  also descri bed ex hausti on as a resu lt of the do uble s hift : 

Pet er: So metime s I do  find I get very e xhaust ed. I get ho me and  I wou ld jus t like  to
sit  down for th at hal f an h our an d just  relax , but I have  just got to  do ot her th ings
And  by 8 oclock  when she is  in be d I ha ve rea lly ha d it a nd I’v e got no ene rgy to  do
any thing. So yo u go t o  bed  and g et up and ge t your self motivat ed to do it all ov er
aga in…It’ s like  worki ng two  shift s, one  after  the o ther. (ma intena nce wo rker,
single fa ther o f 1)

The  sacri fice o f wome n’s own sick  leave  to ca re for  their  child ren’s health  crise s was
wid esprea d, wit h cons equenc es for  workp lace p roduct ivity: 

I f ind wh en I’m unwel l, unl ess I’ m dyin g, I c ome to  work. Being  part- time, your s ick
day s are limite d. And  I tak e a si ck day  for my chil d rath er tha n myse lf bec ause I 
hav e to k eep th ose da ys for  her.

And  then everyo ne aro und yo u gets  sick! 

Yea h – yo u make  trade -offs on you r heal th. Ho w many  fathe rs tak e the time o ff lik e
tha t to l ook af ter th eir si ck kid s? It’ s wome n.

‘ Yo u ma k e
tr a de- o f f s on
y o u r  hea l th. ’ 
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8.  Th e  hi dde n  co s t  of  pa id wo rk an d mo t h e rin g :
re l a t io n s h ip s  an d in t ima c y 

Oft en the  most poigna nt sto ries c ollect ed in this s tudy r elated  to in timate  relat ionshi ps
and  the d ifficu lty in  findi ng the  time or inc linati on to be wit h a pa rtner. This did no t
sta rt as a rese arch i ssue b ut aro se in our fi rst gr oups a s an a spect of bei ng a working 
mot her.  Women wanted  to di scuss it. Wh ile ma ny wer e shy about talkin g, a s izeabl e
number we re not . They  told storie s that  revea led a close connec tion b etween  work and
int imacy, with large gaps b etween  socie tal ex pectat ions a bout r elatio nships  and t heir
rea lities . Inte restin gly, women i n more  senio r or h igher paid p ositio ns wer e less  likel y
to openly  discu ss thi s aspe ct of their lives. They were more pr otecti ve of themse lves.
Women in lower level, offic e, or factor y jobs  were more j ocular  and o pen ab out th ese
iss ues.

For  a sig nifica nt number, a n abse nce of  intimacy, s exual activi ty and  physi cality  exist s
in their relati onship s. For  some this was a s ource of gui lt, re gret a nd pes simism. Whil e
some wome n talk ed abo ut a n eed fo r clos eness that d idn’t includ e sexu al int imacy, for
man y ther e was a gene ral ab sence of int erest due to  tired ness a nd lac k of b oth pe rsonal 
and  relat ionshi p ‘spa ce’ be cause of the  deman ds of childr en and  work. Some women
too k purp oseful  steps  regul arly t o enab le int imate commun icatio n and connec tion.
Oth ers sa w it a s a pa st pre -occup ation that h ad no place or time in b usy st ressed  lives .
Man y were  philo sophic al or humoro us.

It was he re mor e than  anywh ere el se tha t the ‘super  woman ’ imag e came  unstu ck. Th e
sed uctres s, the  lover , the sexual ly lib erated  woman  was e ither too ti red, t oo str essed or
tot ally d isinte rested .

One  woman , a mo ther o f two who wo rked s hifts in a f actory  and was of non-En glish
spe aking backgr ound, descri bed wi th sad ness h ow her  husba nd’s e xpecta tions of her ,
aft er a l ate sh ift th e prev ious e vening , were  quite  out o f kilt er wit h her self –  and l ed to
a s mall r ebelli on one  morni ng:

I was in bed an d my h usband  came in and  said ‘Get u p, my friend  is co ming o ver
and  I wan t you to loo k beau tiful’ . I go t up a nd loo ked in  the mirror and th ought ‘It
wou ld tak e $200  for me to make my self l ook be autifu l!’. I  got d ressed , left  the h ouse
and  caugh t the bus in to the  city. I had  break fast a t McDo nald’s  and r ead th e pape r.
I h ad a r eally nice t ime. Then I rang my husb and an d aske d him if he wanted  to
come in f or lun ch but  he sa id no, so I asked if his  frien d had gone a nd he said y es,
so then I  went home. He was  very nice t o me a fter t hat an d offe red to  take me to
wor k the next d ay. It  was t he fir st time in e ightee n year s of marriag e that  I hav e
don e such  a thi ng!

Women at home s hared feelin gs of guilt and co ncern about not ‘b eing t here’ for th eir
par tners. A ful l-time  stude nt and  mothe r desc ribed it:

Tha t’s wh at I f eel gu ilty a bout, not gi ving my part ner en ough. I woul dn’t b lame h im
if he had  an af fair, in a way I would u nderst and it . I ta ke time for myself  befor e I
giv e time  to hi m.

Women in privat e busi ness a greed: 

I r egret not be ing wi th my husban d in t hat wa y but I real ly don ’t wan t to. Your
foc us shi fts, o ur rel ations hip ha s chan ged. You don ’t hav e the physic al int imacy so
the n you don’t have s ex. I want t he phy sical stuff, warmt h, rea ssuran ce, bu t I do n t

Fo r  ma ny 
ther e wa s  a
gen er a l 
a bs enc e of 
i nt er est due
to  ti r edn ess
a nd  la c k  of 
bo t h
p er so na l  and
r el a ti o ns hi p 
‘ sp a c e’ 
bec a use of 
the dem a n ds
o f  chi l dr en
a nd  wo r k . 
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always wa nt the  sex. I want  to go  to sl eep! (fa mily b usines s, company d irecto r,
ful l-time  worke r)

As the mo ther o f a yo ung ch ild sh e went  on to  laugh  about  the n eed fo r more  fuel for
lov e:

You  subju gate y ou sex uality , I co nsider  mysel f an a ttract ive pe rson a nd if someon e
came into  my li fe I c ould b e attr acted, not t hat I would probab ly fol low it  throu gh,
but  it is  there . It‘s  just not th ere be tween my par tner a nd I. I coul d appr eciate  other 
men , but it (in timacy ) does n’t se em to have a n outl et in our re lation ship. I hear d
Mar garet Throsb y talk ing ab out th is phi losoph er who  belie ved th at the re was  this
sor t of t empora ry lov e dust  that gets s prinkl ed on you to  get y ou to fall i n love ,
pro create , have  child ren an d afte r that   you just h ave to  get o n with  the a rduous 
tas k of b ringin g them up. J ust en ough t o fuel  you i nto th e thin g and then l eave y ou.
I n eed mo re lov e dust !

The  sourc es of the la ck of intima cy wer e not hard t o disc ern: t iredne ss, ti me, mu ltiple 
demands:

We are to o tire d to b e inti mate.

The  most romant ic thi ng I h ave do ne rec ently is wal k up a nd down the drive with
my husban d. (nu rse, l iving on far m, and  trave ling t o do s hift work)

Lac k of i ntimac y is t he res ult of  being  both a work er and  a mot her, t here i s just  no
per sonal space.

The re is no time for me as a woma n. So many o ther p eople’ s need s come  above 
min e. It affect s us n egativ ely. I  find that a  lot o f the time I  am emotiona lly
exh austed , I ru n out.

Mal e part ners were so metime s disi nteres ted al so:

Whe n you are so  tied up in the da y to d ay chi ld rea ring i t is h ard to  find the ti me,
sometimes  I wan t a li ttle r omp an d he i s not there for me  eithe r.

The  absen ce of intima cy was  seen as a s erious  diffi culty for so me:

My husban d is a n unde rstand ing ma n and unders tands that my work  affec ts the 
time and energy  I hav e for him .... but  I kno w of a  lot o f peop le who  don’t 
(un dersta nd). I  know a lot of peo ple wh ose li ves ar e fall ing ap art. There i s jeal ousy
if the wi fe is earnin g more  than the hu sband, loss of und erstan ding a nd
communica tion b etween  partn ers, d iffere nt shi fts to  accommodate  the c hildre n.
The re is no time to c ommuni cate.

Geo graphi cal se parati on als o affe cted s ome fa milies :

It doesn’ t help  havin g spli t fami lies. My fri end’s husban d work s in Alice S prings 
and  she l ives h ere wi th the  kids. An employer  comme nted t hat th is is what y ou
sho uld ex pect p eople to do in thi s day and ag e.

For  shift  worke rs the  stres ses we re eve n grea ter. Three o f them descr ibe th eir
exp erienc e:

We are li ke shi ps in the ni ght.

‘ A lo t of  the
ti m e I am 
em o ti o na l l y 
ex h a usted ,  I
r un  out. ’ 
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We sleep in dif ferent  rooms  becau se we work d iffere nt shi fts.

We have a  phone  relat ionshi p.

Eac h of t hese women was wor king s hifts as a means o f chil dcare (ie th ey wor ked
opp osite hours to the ir par tners to be availa ble to  care for th eir ch ildren ). Oth ers sp oke
of keepin g the flame alive even when th e freq uency of con tact was low:

We play a  lot o f game s, toy ing is  a sub stitut e for the fr equenc y but it mai ntains  the
sex uality . (Full-time stud ent, mother, volunteer)

We play g ames a t work  somet imes. When h e is i n a me eting, he ca n see me thr ough
the  windo w but the ot hers h ave th eir ba cks to  me an d I ro ll up my top  and s how hi m
my breast s to t empt h im! (Pa rt-time work er in family  business, mother)

One  young  woman , with  step childr en who  plann ed to have h er own  befor e long ,
tal ked of  her f ormal arrang ements  to ma ke sur e inti macy was kep t aliv e:

We make a ppoint ments to see  one a nother  and o n Thur sdays we tal k to e ach ot her
for  an ho ur….Th en on Friday  after noons no-one  is al lowed to vis it us!  That’ s our
time.

The re wer e many  issue s arou nd wor kplace  and d omesti c stru ctures , as well as  self
wor th and  power lessne ss, th at und erlie women’ s diff iculti es in determining and
mai ntaini ng bou ndarie s in r elatio n to t hemsel ves as  mothe rs, pa rtners , and worker s.

In many c ases, women are de scribi ng wor king within struct ures t hat ha ve bee n buil t
aro und th e male  work place and st ill ca ters p redomi nantly  for men. Wh ile ec onomic 
and  perso nal co nsider ations  now d emand that women work, t here h as bee n litt le rea l
res ponse to the  issue s that  prima ry car ers fa ce.

I t hink t he pre ssures  of th e worl d are so gre at tha t wome n can’ t do i t all. I thi nk
the y (men ) have  come a dist ance, but no t as f ar as we wou ld lik e. Tho se day s of t he
dad  comin g home  to hi s TV a re ove r. (Ma nager, gover nment. agenc y, per manent 
cas ual)

Oth ers fe lt mor e opti mistic , as women r ealise d that  it to ok two  to ma ke rel ations hips
wor k:

Men  are r espond ing. They ar e bein g made  more respon sible, they share the ro le
whi ch is good. It’s g ood. Women a re rea lising  that it tak es two  peopl e to make a
rel ations hip wo rk. (Indigeno us community  healt h work er)

Man y wome n are questi oning the ba sic as sumpti on tha t a wo rking woman can st ill be 
all  thing s to a ll peo ple wi thout some p ersona l toll  on he alth a nd wel l bein g both  to th e
ind ividua l, the  famil y and the co mmunit y.

The se are  the h idden costs of our  work arrang ements  now. They a re the  fruit  of th e
wei ght of  domes tic wo rk and  repro ductio n, the  growt h in p aid wo rk amo ngst women,
and  the g rowing  press ures i n many  workp laces. Are we prep ared t o pay the pr ice of 
diminishe d pers onal r elatio nships , sex and in timacy  as a result  of th ese ch anges? 

Thi s ques tion i s not even o n our commun ity’s agenda  – mai nly be cause the ef fects of
wor k arra ngemen ts on intima cy and  relat ionshi ps are  priva tely e xperie nced. Guilt,

‘ We sl eep  in
di f f er ent 
r o o m s
bec a use we
wo r k  di f f er ent
shi f ts. ’ 

The ef f ec ts of 
wo r k  and
f a m i l y 
a r r a ngem ents
o n inti m a c y 
a nd 
r el a ti o ns hi p s
a r e pr i va tel y 
ex p er i enc ed. 
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tir edness , lack  of pe rsonal  space  and s traine d rela tionsh ips ar e affe cting many.  They
are  partl y the price of an ideali sed vi sion o f moth erhood , arou nd whi ch wor k
arr angeme nts – whethe r dome stic o r work place – have  inade quatel y adap ted.  The
nec essary  accompanime nts ar e abse nt in many l ocatio ns – a fforda ble, q uality 
chi ldcare ; paid  mater nity a nd car ers le ave; e quitab le wor kplace s. Man y appe ar to
unc onscio usly t urn th eir fr ustrat ions, percei ved sh ortcomings a nd ina bility  to be  the
ide alised  image , into  priva te con cern a nd gui lt wit h sign ifican t cons equenc es for 
int imacy.
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9.  Ha v in g  Ba b ie s 

Man y wome n work  when they a re pre gnant. Other  repor ts hav e set out
comprehen sively , the condit ions u nder which many wo men wo rk whi le pre gnant, or
suf fer di scrimi nation  while  pregn ant (Human Rights and Eq ual Op portun ity
Commissio n, 199 9). So me women des cribed  in th e proc ess of  focus  group s and
int erviews thei r stro ng commitmen t to k eep up  their  paid work while p regnan t. As one
woman in a smal l fami ly bus iness descri bes it :

I j ust ca rried my buc ket wi th me. I was  a vomiter. All th e way throug h. I’d  go to 
hos pital and be  re-hy drated … Life  goes on. I was so  busy. It wa sn’t g ood. I  had t o
kee p work ing – to get  every thing done ( in the  famil y owne d smal l busi ness). It
was n’t mo ney. I t’s th e way I was bought  up – to jus t keep  going . Ive always  worke d.
I d on’t k now an y diff erent. It’s my fau lt I g uess f or nee ding t o work . It was bor ing at 
home. It’ s what  you h ave to  get d one.

Women wer e wide ly sup portiv e of p aid ma ternit y leav e. Pre sent a rrange ments leave
the  vast majori ty of Austra lian women without  any p aid le ave at  all, when t hey ha ve
bab ies. Women working  in th e commonweal th pub lic se rvice, unive rsitie s and some
ind ividua l work places  enjoy  some access  to pa id lea ve, bu t even  this is wel l shor t of
the  stand ards t hat ap ply in  many other countr ies, i ncludi ng some in t he Thi rd Wor ld.

As one wo man pu t it:

We need materni ty lea ve. I felt i t was great to hav e 12 months off to  have my bab y.

Oth ers so ught more fl exibil ity in  relat ion to  the e xistin g leav e that  they had ac cess t o,
or had ac cumula ted:

Pai d mate rnity leave – it would b e grea t. It would be gre at to also b e able  to us e
you r sick  leave .

The  issue  of pa id mat ernity  leave  drivi ng a wedge b etween  those  who would u se it and
tho se who  would  not ( men an d non- pregna nt women) le d some  to su ggest greate r
acc ess to  paid leave across  the l ife cy cle – for st udy, c are of  elder s, lon g serv ice,
per sonal develo pment and so  on.

Mat ernity  leave  would  be gr eat. But wou ldn’t it dis crimin ate ag ainst those who
don ’t wan t to h ave ch ildren ? What  I’d l ike to  see i s all your l eave l umped into o ne
and  you t ake it  as yo u want  – for  study , to l ook af ter ol der pa rents or wha tever.

Women in small busine ss als o sugg ested that u seful suppor t migh t take  more than o ne
for m:

Cou ldn’t the go vernme nt off er a f lexibl e ince ntive or sup port f or women whe n they 
hav e kids ? It s hould be ava ilable  to ev eryone , whet her th ey wor k in t he pub lic or 
pri vate s ector?  There  are s till t wo dif ferent  arran gement s.

Pai d mate rnity leave is ava ilable  to on ly a s mall p roport ion of  the South Austral ia’s
wor king women. If we wish t o see our bi rth ra te mai ntaine d, and  the c ircums tances  of
ear ly mot hering  and p arenti ng imp roved, then paid materni ty lea ve is an imp ortant 
key .
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B r ea st- f eedi ng br ea k s 

Some wome n supp orted the id ea of breast -feedi ng bre aks at  work: 

It would be goo d to h ave br east f eeding  leave  – at home i f poss ible –  or ge tting half
an hour o ff to go the  child , or whateve r.

However, this was sco rned b y wome n in f actory  envir onment s. It failed  to me et the ir
nee ds, an d they  resen ted th e community percep tion t hat al l wome n work ed in tidy,
saf e offi ces:

Lyn ette: A lot of the  media  and g eneral  think ing ab out wo men in  the workfor ce -
the y thin k we a ll wor k in o ffices . Thos e of u s who work i n fact ories – it’s  like we
don ’t exi st. It ’s a d iffere nt set  of pr oblems  for u s. I d id an interv iew on 
bre astfee ding i n the workpl ace re cently . It was all  direc ted at  women  worki ng in
off ices. I said  well what a bout t hose o f us working  in fa ctorie s? And  nobod y seems
to think of tha t…The media never seem t o focu s on women i n fact ories, all 9  to 5…
Tak ing a break for br eastfe eding - how can yo u do t hat in  a fac tory? – you’ ve got 
the  noise , dust , chemical f actors  – the y were n’t ev en add ressed . It’s  much easier  to
say  to so meone ‘take over my job answer ing th e phon e’ rat her th an ‘ta ke ove r my
job  runni ng a machine ’.
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10.  Ch il d c a re : ‘Yo u  ha v e  to  be  110% ha p p y ’

One  of th e majo r chal lenges  and d ilemma s iden tified  by wo rking women is chi ldcare :
its  quali ty, av ailabi lity a nd cos t.

Pat terns of use  of fo rmal c hildca re in South Austra lia do  not a ppear very d iffere nt
fro m thos e nati onally . Arou nd a q uarter  of ch ildren  are i n some  form of for mal ca re (a
sli ghtly larger  propo rtion in Sou th Aus tralia , than  natio nally, with slight ly les s in
bef ore an d afte r scho ol car e; tab le 10.1). Th e most  commo nly us ed typ e of f ormal care
bef ore pr e-scho ol age  is ce ntre-b ased l ong da y care  affec ting a bout 8  perce nt of
chi ldren in Aus tralia . Fami ly day  care is use d by 2  or 3 percen t.

Ta b l e 10. 1 Per c enta ge of  ch i l dr en  in fo r m a l  c hi l d c a r e
a r r a ngem ents,  SA and Austr a l i a 

For mal ca re SA Aus t
Bef ore an d afte r scho ol car e prog ram 6.5 4.9 
Lon g day care p rogram 7.7 7.7 
Family da y care 3.4 2.8 
Occ asiona l care 2.2 1.4 
Pre school 8.4 7.4 
Oth er for mal ca re 0.7 0.9 
Tot al chi ldren using formal  care 25.5 23.5
Tot al chi ldren using formal  care only 12.9 14
Sou rce:  Child care, Australia, A BS

Our  study  confi rms th at hig her in come women a re muc h more  likel y to make us e of
for mal ce ntre b ased c are, t han ar e lowe r inco me hou sehold s, tho ugh th ese pa tterns 
dep ended on the  simpl e avai labili ty of care.

Our  child ren ar e much  more likely  to be  in in formal  care – part icular ly wit h
gra ndpare nts – than i n formal arr angeme nts. The dominant types of inf ormal care a re
pro vided by gra ndpare nts (s ee fig ure 10 .1) wi th a s lightl y grea ter pr oporti on in South
Aus tralia  than nation ally. Many p arents  are v ery re liant upon t heir p arents  for c are – in
an ongoin g way in man y case s, and  in th e even t of s ick ch ildren  in mo re eme rgency  or
occ asiona l basi s. It is har d to e xagger ate th e impo rtance  of gr andpar ents i n assi sting
wor king p arents . Thei r role  is di scusse d spec ifical ly in the ne xt sec tion.

Aro und ha lf of childr en are  in so me for m of c ombine d formal/inf ormal care
arr angeme nts.



H A V I N G  A  L I F E                                        
70

Fi g ur e 10. 1 Inf o r m a l  chi l d ca r e ar r a ngem ents in So u th
Aus tr a l i a ,  Aust r a l i a  by  per c ent,  June 1999. 

 So urce: ABS catalogu e 4402 .0

Wha t wo m en ca r e abo ut  when they  c ho o se chi l dc a r e

Whe n aske d what  influ ences childc are ch oices, women  ident ified the ch ild’s
hap piness  and s pecifi cally:  quali ty, co st, av ailabi lity ( includ ing ho urs), reliab ility and
loc ation. There  was a lso a signif icant and di stress ing di scussi on aro und sa fety. There
was  a cle ar cor relati on bet ween women’s  satis factio n with  the c are th eir ch ild re ceives 
and  their  abili ty to pay fo r qual ity:

Chi ldcare  is importan t to me but I have  found  it di fficul t. You  only really  get what
you  pay f or. Th ey use d to c ontinu ally s it him in fr ont of  the TV.

Fa m i l y  Da y  Ca r e

Family da y care  (FDC)  had b een us ed by many women. Good f amily day ca re was 
see n as p ositiv e care , and for ma ny women mor e affo rdable . On t he oth er han d, some
women exp ressed  conce rn abo ut the  safet y of t heir c hildre n in t hese s ituati ons:

Whe n it was a c entre I didn ’t fee l bad but wh en I was put ting t hem in  anoth er
per son’s home I  was worried  … for tunate ly tha t care r beca me a g ood fr iend.

Dis turbin gly, we hear d a nu mber o f stor ies fr om women in which they f elt ch ildren 
had  not b een sa fe in the FDC envi ronmen t:

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Grandparent Brother/sister Other relative Other person Total children
who used

informal care

Total children
who used

informal care
only

Total children
who used

formal and/or
informal care

Total children
who used

neither formal
nor informal

care 

P
er

ce
n

t

SA

Aust



H A V I N G  A  L I F E 71

I u sed fa mily d ay car e for 6 mont hs but  found  out t hat th e woma n used  the
nei ghbour  to ca re for  the c hild while s he wen t out. Also my son  was n ot all owed t o
pla y with  the c arer’s  child ren’s toy an d was put ou tside in the  rain for th ree ho urs.
I s topped  using  her a nd rep orted it.  (wo man in facto ry)

I l eft th e Fami ly Day  Care she ha d been  in be cause of an incide nt – I  didn’ t ever  go
bac k. I b ooked her in to a c entre and th en fou nd ano ther Family Day Ca re  pr ovider 
eve n thou gh I h ad to travel  extra  15 mi nutes. I had  to do  it. My trus t had been
bro ken af ter fo ur yea rs wit h the carer. I had  a lot  of gu ilt bu t had to mov e forward.
It  didn’ t put me off  FDC t otally  but I  became very  watch ful. (wo man of fice
wor ker)

I u sed fa mily d ay car e whic h was good. They h ad a l ittle girl. Then t he woman wen t
bac k to work at  night  and was sle eping while she wa s look ing af ter th e chil dren – 
the y woul d wand er aro und on  their  own a nd I a lso wo rried about her dr ivingt hem.
(Nurse)

Women wor king i n the countr y, whe re the re was  only one ch ildcar e cent re ava ilable 
and  it wa s many  kilometres from many re sident s, ind icated  that they were fi nding it
inc reasin gly di fficul t to a ccess Family  Day Care as  less and le ss women wer e offe ring
it. These  women  said that t he gro wing r egulat ions a nd tra ining requir ements  along  with
the  low p ay for  carer s, wer e acti ng as disinc entive s for women to tak e up t his ro le.

FDC provi ders a re onl y allo wed a certai n numb er und er a c ertain  age. Why do  it?
Are  you r eally making  a dol lar wh en you ’ve go t your  own c hildre n as well  -
ear ning $ 3.30 a n hour ! (co untry woman on far m, wor king p art-ti me)

The  Gover nment should  subsi dise s o it i s paid  prope rly. (Ex -FDC p rovide r,
country)

I t hink f amily day ca re is good b ut we need more in centiv es. FDC is g etting  harde r
and  harde r - tr aining , regu lation s - so  peopl e are not do ing it . (co untry, docto r,
mot her)

Saf ety is  paramount i n wome n’s ch oices and ye t we h eard e xperie nces where c hildre n
wer e clea rly no t safe  in so me FDC setti ngs. At the same t ime th ere is  a demand fo r this 
car e, par ticula rly in  the c ountry . Give n this  dilemma the re is a need  to ex amine
inc entive s that  attra ct pro viders  witho ut removing measur es to ensure  safet y.
Int eresti ngly t he iss ue of safety  was n ot rai sed in  the c ountry  where  it se emed t hat
women wer e much  more likely  to kn ow the  provi ders b efore placin g thei r chil d in t heir
car e.

C en tr e Ba sed Ca r e

Whe n iden tifyin g why they c hoose centre  based  care women saw th is car e as
edu cation ally a nd res ource richer  than other option s. Man y felt  that it pro vided
val uable social  skill s. The y also  felt it was  both reliab le and  accou ntable  and t hus sa fe.
The y appr eciate d the visibi lity o f thei r chil dren a nd the ir car ers:

Qua lity c are at  day c are ma kes my  child  adapt able a nd flu ent in  talki ng. I honest ly
bel ieve s he wil l achi eve so  much more t han so me oth er kid s that  don’t  have it. Sh e
is going ahead in lea ps and  bound s and I beli eve it  is th e qual ity of  care they g et at
day  care. (full-time mana ger, using workbas ed chi ldcare )
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I a gree. My oth er fri end’s kids h ad suc h trou ble wh en the y star ted ki ndy be cause he
has  only ever h ad her  and h e is f inding  the c hanges  reall y stre ssful. (full-time
manager, office )

A n umber of women exp ressed  this differ ence i n qual ity of  care in ter ms of a
compariso n with  FDC:

I h ave us ed bot h cent re car e and FDC. The family da y care  didn’ t work  out. With
cen tre ba sed ca re the re are  less fights  and p ersona lity c lashes , the facili ties a re
bet ter an d the kids l earn a  lot more. I n fami ly day  care they d on’t l earn a  lot.

Acc ountab ility or the  fact that c entres  provi ded a place ‘where  you would k now wh at
was  happe ning’ was an  impor tant i ssue f or man y wome n in c hoosin g cent re bas ed car e
ove r Fami ly Day  Care: 

I wanted a community- based centre  that had ey es and  ears and wa sn’t b ased i n
somebody’ s home  where  you d idn’t know what wa s goin g on. It was  run b y pare nts
and  there  were always  enoug h pass ionate  peopl e whos e hear ts wer e in t he rig ht
pla ces. (full-time stud ent, v olunte er, mo ther)

Thi s diff erence  is al so cap tured in the  story  of a grandmother reflec ting o n the
exp erienc es of grandc hildre n in t he dif ferent  forms  of ca re:

My daught er did n’t wa nt to send h er chi ld to day ca re so she ha d to f ind so meone
wit h a lo ose ar rangement, t hat sh e was comfor table with a t thei r plac e. The y
loo ked ar ound a nd che cked o ut the  vibes , for exampl e one had bi g dogs . They 
fou nd somebody but no w that  she i s at k inderg arten there are di fferen t prob lems.
Wit h my o ther d aughte r, I’v e alwa ys bel ieved or hea rd tha t boys  under  three 
sho uldn’t  be pl aced i n larg e grou ps, bu t it h as wor ked we ll for  her b ecause  he ha s
est ablish ed rel ations hips with mo re tha n one person  and t here i s alwa ys someone
the re for  him. Even i f some one is  sick there are ot her fa ces th e chil d knows. It’ s not
lik e fami ly day  care – ther e are lots o f prog rams a nd act ivitie s. It’ s been  reall y
goo d for my gra ndson;  he is  more conten t and better  with others  than he was , not
so sooky now. (gr andmot her, c ountry  town) 

The  impor tance of a mother’ s sens e of c onfide nce in  the c are be ing pr ovided  is
ref lected  in th e foll owing statement fr om a l awyer who ha d made  use o f cent re bas ed
car e:

The  best part was bei ng abl e to b reastf eed an d ther efore being able t o obse rve wh at
was  happe ning i n the centre , to s ee the  relat ionshi ps bet ween t he car e work ers an d
chi ldren. I was  reass ured a bout q uality . I do n’t kn ow wha t I wo uld ha ve don e if I 
had  had a  probl em wit h chil dcare. I kno w of women who hav e pull ed the ir chi ld out 
bec ause t hey we re fea rful. (la wyer, mother  of one)

Thi s woma n felt  this was be cause they h ad not  had t he opp ortuni ty to experi ence t he
int eracti on bet ween t he car ers an d thei r chil d.

Whi lst ma ny women exp ressed  posit ive fe elings  about  their  child  being  in ch ild ca re,
and  that childc are of fered someth ing th at the y coul dn’t a lways get at  home, there  were
sti ll reg rets, often expres sed in  relat ion to  missi ng suc h mile stones  as th e firs t step s or
wor ds. Ot hers h ad a s trong sense of gui lt:
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I s till h ave da ys whe n I fe el so much g uilt a nd don ’t wan t to t ake he r ther e. I r eally
don ’t hav e any choice  as we  don’t  have any re lative s here  but I  still  feel really 
gui lty. (ca sual worker, mothe r)

It create s guil t that  you a re not  there . (wo man in count ry town)

Women als o felt  that the qu ality that t hey va lued s o high ly in centre  based  care had
bee n unde rmined  by cu ts in Govern ment f unding . This  led s ome wo men wi th hig her
inc omes t o feel  ambiv alent about centre s and someti mes ma ke use  of na nnies: 

I d on’t t hink t here a re eno ugh go od car ers th ere; t here a re def inite fundin g issu es.
But  I als o thin k they  are r eally good, there are go od res ponses . They  get f ed
pro perly, toys, lovel y envi ronmen t. But  there  is no t enou gh sta ff for  the u nder t wo
yea r olds . They  need a lot of att ention . I th ink my  daugh ter fe lt thi s. We tried to
spe nd time with  her t here, to get  her s ettled  but s he wou ld scr eam wh en we left. She
was  so pl eased when we pick ed her  up. The fee dback was no t good . They  told me
one  time, after  a whi le “oh   she really  is a cheerf ul chi ld”.  Yes, I  knew she wa s a
che erful child!  It wa s obvi ous sh e wasn ’t a c heerfu l chil d much  when she wa s ther e
tho ugh. We call ed the  nanny  back. But I  would  like to kee p her there on a p art-ti me
bas is so that s he get s used  to it  becau se she  will have t o be t here i n the future .
(jo urnali st, mo ther o f todd ler)

Bot h Indi genous  women  and women f rom a non-En glish speaki ng bac kgroun d
ide ntifie d the absenc e of c ultura lly ap propri ate ca re as a majo r conc ern, a nd in the ca se
of Indige nous women, it was  seen as a r eason for th e use of gra nnies (famil y) car e
rat her th an mai nstrea m cent res:

Rat her th an hav ing ou r chil dren g oing i nto ma instre am, th e gran nies h ave to  do it 
now. They  don’t  want to los e thei r kids . So t hat is  an ad ded re sponsi bility  for
gra ndmoth ers of  Indig enous people .

Oth er exc hanges  reinf orced this:

Int erviewer: If  indig enous care was ava ilable  would  you l ook at  that rather  then
mai nstrea m?

Ind igenou s woma n: Yes  becau se we look a t cult ural i ssues.

Women fro m non- Englis h spea king b ackgro unds c oncurr ed, in cludin g wome n on
hig her in comes in the  priva te sec tor:

How impor tant was it to hav e cult urally  diver se car e?

Ver y impo rtant, that is why  I was  invol ved in  setti ng up (a cen tre fo r non- Englis h
spe aking backgr ound c hildre n). I wanted  them to be biling ual. They re spond in
Eng lish a  lot o f the time b ut the y unde rstand  their  secon d lang uage a nd whe n
peo ple co me aro und th ey can  under stand and sp eak si mple words. I want ed the m to
kno w how it fel t to b e diff erent.

The re are  not many al ternat ives?.

No and no w even  the o ne we set up  is ch anging  back.
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I nf o r m a l  Ca r e

For  most of the  women  we sp oke to , info rmal c are (i ncludi ng fri ends, grandp arents  and
oth er family li ke old er chi ldren)  was b eing u sed to  cope with e mergen cies o r to t op up
oth er car e arra ngemen ts. In  some cases grandmothers  were provid ing mo re reg ular
car e. Whi lst co st was  a fac tor in  these  decis ions i t was clear that f or some it was the ir
fir st cho ice:

I u sed pr ivate arrang ements . That  is wh at I f elt co mforta ble wi th.

Ano ther f riend looked  after  Micha el. He  went to day  care twice and di dn’t l ike it .
(Nurse)

Usi ng fri ends t o look  after  child ren be fore o r afte r scho ol was  not without  its
dil emmas. Women  who were no t in p aid wo rk and  who were of ten as ked to  have an
ext ra chi ld, fe lt put  upon. On th e othe r hand  women  leavi ng the ir chi ld fel t some  guilt 
in burden ing an other women.

I d on’t h ave ex tended  famil y and beg an d borr ow time from frien ds and  use s chool
car e. I d on’t l ike to  use t he vac ation care b ecause  she i s in b efore and af ter sc hool
car e as i t is. We try  and j uggle the ho lidays .

Women exp ressed  conce rn tha t they  were placin g resp onsibi lity o n olde r sibl ings t o
car e for younge r memb ers of  the f amily: 

I h ated i t when  my ol der ki ds had  to pi ck up my you nger k ids bu t I co uldn’t  do
any thing else.

Dis cussio ns on using grandp arents  to pr ovide care p rovoke d a ra nge of  diffe rent v iews.
Some wome n felt  that there was a growin g expe ctatio n that  grand mother s prov ide ca re
and  other s felt  that there was br eak do wn of tradit ional family  and t hat th is mea nt
gra ndmoth ers we re pla ying a  small er rol e. Some wome n felt  that the ch ildcar e
pro vided by the  grand parent s was positi ve whi le oth er women simply fe lt it was no t
the  role of a g randpa rent t o care  for t heir g randch ildren . Othe rs dif ferent iated betwee n
reg ular a nd occ asiona l care . One of the  main proble ms ide ntifie d with  relia nce on 
inf ormal care was its  lack of rel iabili ty:

Gra ndpare nts ar e unre liable  – the y have  their  own l ives a nd the y get sick. (l awyer,
mot her)

A more de tailed  discu ssion of gra ndpare nt’s r ole is  inclu ded in  secti on 11.

S hi f two r k  as ch i l dc a r e

In a rang e of o ccupat ions a nd wor kplace s incl uding factor ies, o ffices , call  centr es and 
hos pitals , wome n were  choos ing to  work shifts  at di fferen t time s to t heir p artner s to
avo id pla cing t heir c hildre n in c hildca re. Th is str ategy was be ing us ed bot h beca use of 
the  cost of chi ldcare  and b ecause  women  saw t his as  enabl ing th em to be the re for  their 
chi ld. Fo r some  at le ast th is for m of ‘ tag te am’ ca re was  costl y in t erms o f dist urbed or
ina dequat e slee p, and  for i ntimat e rela tionsh ips:

Doi ng dif ferent  shift s, it is a b ig sac rifice . I do  it fo r the kids b ecause  of ch ildcar e -
it can be  expen sive a nd you  don’t  have the ha ssle o f find ing so meone you tr ust.
(fa ctory worker , mother)
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For  a nur se in the co untry workin g nigh t shif t mean t I ca n put them o n the bus an d
get  them off th e bus. (co untry nurse) 

I d on’t u se chi ldcare  – I work ea rlies so my husban d gets  the c hildre n to s chool and
I r ace ho me to get th em aft er sch ool. (nurse)

One  of th e clea r adva ntages  of th is str ategy is tha t the issues  of ca re of sick c hildre n
and  schoo l holi days i dentif ied by  other  women  as di fficul ties were no t a pr oblem. But
aga in the  choic e was not se en to be wit hout i ts cos ts:

Bec ause I  work at nig ht I d on’t h ave th ese is sues, but th e kids  miss out on  me at 
home. I a m only  there  for a n hour  after  schoo l befo re I l eave f or my shift. It is 
eas ier to  balan ce wor king a t nigh t with  sickn ess an d holi days a nd the re is always 
someone with th em bec ause my husb and is  home in the  eveni ng – b ut the y don’ t get
me for fi ve hou rs at night.

One  of th e most  distu rbing proble ms wit h this  strat egy wa s that  often  the d iffere nt
shi fts le ft gap s wher e chil dren were at  home by the mselve s or a s this  women  tells  us, i n
the  carpa rk:

My daught er had  to si t in t he car  in th e fact ory ca r park  for a n hour  waiti ng for  my
hus band t o fini sh his  shift  (He  too works a t the factor y).

The re was  also a cost  for t he women in relati on to both t heir o wn hea lth an d the impact 
on relati onship s as t hey pa ssed e ach ot her ‘l ike sh ips in  the n ight’.

We worked  oppos ite sh ifts t o look  after  kids, worki ng 11p m – 7a m then  looki ng
aft er the  baby all da y. I g ot 3 o r 4 ho urs sl eep – I look ed lik e a gh ost. (fa ctory
wor ker, mother) 

Ava i l a bi l i ty 

Women ove r and over a gain i dentif ied ga ps in childc are th at cre ated r eal st ress f or
the m and left t hem ju ggling  work and ca re and  relyi ng on informal car e to f ill th e gaps .

School Ho lidays 

Sch ool ho lidays  were seen a s a ti me of great diffic ulty a nd str ess fo r many  women .
Whi lst a number  used vacati on car e, man y indi cated that t hey or  their  child ren we re
not  happy  to us e this  care becaus e they  were in aft er and  befor e scho ol car e alre ady, o r
in some c ases t hey we re not  able to acc ess th is car e.

Sch ool ho lidays  are a  probl em – o rganis ing pe ople t o look  after  child .  I f eel gu ilt
abo ut whe re the y are, are t hey ha ppy, h ave yo u aske d that  perso n too often?  It
wou ld be great not to  have to wor ry abo ut sch ool ho lidays . (Nurse)

Bef ore and afte r scho ol car e

Whe re bef ore an d afte r scho ol car e was availa ble th is was  seen as a p ositiv e:

I’m quite  happy . My d aughte r usua lly go es to after school  care. I onl y use mum fo r
eme rgenci es. I am tha nkful for it  as I am min dful o f her situat ion, a ge, an d heal th
pro blems. (ma nager, offic e)
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Some wome n rais ed the  issue  of th e hour s of s chool, and t he usu al hou rs of work: the
lac k of f it bet ween t hem gr eatly compli cates the li ves of  worki ng mot hers i n part icular .
In many l ocatio ns, be fore a nd aft er sch ool ca re is simply  unava ilable . In o ther c ases, it
sit s out on the  edge of sch ool in  terms  of it s geog raphy, manag ement, fundi ng and 
int egrati on wit h scho oling itself . In s ome ca ses pa rents have h ad to fight hard f or the 
rec ogniti on of the ne ed, an d then  strug gle fo r good  befor e and after school  facil ities
and  staff ing. The dif ferent  fundi ng and  manag ement systems of s chool, and b efore and
aft er sch ool, c reate comple xity a nd complicat e jugg ling. Other women also r aised the
iss ue of cost. No dou bt thi s cost  leads  some women to use  older  child ren to  care for
you nger o nes, o r to l eave c hildre n at h ome wi thout care.

The  absen ce of this c are wa s a pr oblem partic ularly  in co untry areas, where  no be fore
and  after  schoo l care  was a vailab le:

My eldest  is 12 . I kn ow I s houldn ’t but  I let  them walk h ome to gether  – sometimes  I
hav e no c hoice. He’s sensib le and  it is  not f ar. Ye s but when t hey ge t home  there  is
no one th ere. (Nurse)

Now my ch ild is  at sc hool. We cho ose x primar y scho ol bec ause t his is  where  we
soc ialise . But school  finis hes at  3.00p m. The re is no aft er sch ool ca re. My  husba nd
or my sis ter-in -law p ick up . But at har vest t ime he  gets distra cted, and th is is going
to be a b ig cal l on h im – h e will  have to pla n his whole day ar ound p icking  up my 
dau ghter. I wil l have  to ri ng him. (full-time work er, mo ther, living  on fa rm)

Spo rt is used a s chil dcare or the y are unsupe rvised . Afte r scho ol car e woul d be
goo d. (co untry town, mother , work er)

H i g h sc ho o l  and  sup er vi si o n  of  ol der  ch i l dr en :  A vu l ner a b l e
ga p 

Whi lst be fore a nd aft er sch ool ca re was  not a vailab le to mother s of p rimary  schoo l
chi ldren in a n umber of cas es, it  was n ot ava ilable  at al l for childr en in high s chool and
some wome n were  very worrie d by t his ga p in c are at  an ag e when  they felt c hildre n
wer e in d anger of par ticipa ting i n risk y beha viour: 

The  gover nment gives no sup port f or chi ldren over 1 3 year s. Tha t is n ot old  enoug h
for  them to be coming  home from s chool and lo oking after themse lves. (o ffice
wor ker)

I u sed fa mily d ay car e but had to  be se cret a bout i t beca use he  didn’ t want  his
fri ends t o know (ca ll centre wo rker)

Yes , this  is th e expe riment al age . I kn ow if kids i n the neighb ourhoo d know my so n
is home. They a ll tur n up a nd rai d the pantry . (ca ll centre wo rker)

Pro fessio nal wo men sh ared t his co ncern: 

Aft er sch ool ca re has  been great – next  year (when she go es to high s chool)  it ma y
be an iss ue; sc hool k eeps i ts lib rary o pen un til 5.00pm a nd she  can c ome in to cit y
off ice. S he is an onl y chil d and I am n ot hap py abo ut the  thoug ht of her go ing ho me
by hersel f. (la wyer)
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C a r e in the Co u ntr y 

In additi on to the ab sence of family da y care  provi ders, lack o f befo re and  after  schoo l
car e and limite d prov ision of cen tre ba sed ca re, wo men in  the c ountry  ident ified some
car e issu es spe cifica lly re lated to chi ldren on far ms. Th e abse nce of  care for ch ildren 
dur ing bu sy sea sons s ometimes pla ced th ese ch ildren  at se rious risk i n terms of t heir
saf ety. Women f rom fa rms id entifi ed the  need for se asonal  care in the  follo wing
dis cussio n:

We could do wit h mobi le chi ldcare  for b usy ti mes: s hearin g, har vestin g and
see ding –  casua l chil dcare. Nothi ng is availa ble – there is ris k of i njury for ch ildren 
goi ng wit h pare nts. We need  a sea sonal servic e – I would use on e now! 

Women in the co untry also i dentif ied th e effe ct of distan ce and  trave l to a ccess
chi ldcare :

But  that means for yo u, you  have to tra ipse a ll the  way t o (town X) f or chi ldcare ?

Yep ! I’ve  got o ne chi ld in kindy in one  town and on e chil d in s chool in
ano ther…I ’ve be en try ing to  get t hem us ed to catchi ng a b us. I travel  miles  and
mil es!

Whe re I l ive th ey won ’t pic k up k ids. You hav e to d rive t o get them p icked up.

Some also  felt that t heir c hildre n were  missi ng out  on pr e scho ol, be cause as it was
onl y half  a day  it wa s not worth travel ling a ll the  way t o town , and then b ack to  pick
the m up.

H o u r s

In a numb er of forums  women  raise d the issue of the  hours  that childc are ce ntres are
ope n, and  that the ho urs of  befor e and after school  care create  press ure, g iven t he
inc reasin g expe ctatio n that  worke rs wor k long er hou rs.

I u sed to  trave l with  a fri end wh o was fined if she  was f ive mi nutes late.
I d on’t h ave an y trou ble he re - t hey ar e real ly fle xible. (of fice worker using
wor kbased  care) 

Bef ore an d afte r care  hours  are c hangin g from 6.30a m – to  6.00p m. It will r eally
put  press ure on  me. (of fice worker) 

Wo r k - ba sed ca r e

Women at a call  centr e stat ed tha t one of the  reaso ns tha t they  chose  their  workp lace
was  the c hildca re cen tre at  the worksit e. Whi lst mo st wer e not using it the y felt  it
demonstra ted a commit ment t o fami ly.

Women in both f actori es and  hospi tal se ttings  could  not u nderst and wh y ther e was no
wor k base d chil dcare centre s at t heir l arge worksit es, an d many  women  expre ssed
str ong su pport for wo rk-bas ed chi ldcare . They  wante d to b e near  their  child ren, a nd
cou ld see  that this would c ut the ir tra vellin g time . They  felt that t he cha nce to  be cl ose
to where their child is car ed for  would  great ly rel ieve t he str ess th ey exp erienc ed in
jug gling care a nd wor k:
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Why  could n’t th ey hav e chil dcare at the  hospi tal? They ha ve it for th e sibl ings o f
pat ients.

C o s t,  fun di ng and sub si di es 

The  cost of chi ldcare  was a  major  issue  for many wo men.

Chi ldcare  was e xpensi ve. It  was a  big b ill ev ery we ek. I don’t know h ow it would
hav e been  on a lower income . (lawyer, mother) 

For  some women it con tribut es to a deci sion n ot to return  to th e work force: 

Goi ng to work i s not worth it wit h chil dcare, schoo l holi days. My hus band a nd kid s
wou ld hav e to d o more . (Mo ther a t home )

The re was  also a view that it was  not f lexibl e and that y ou had  to pa y whet her yo u
wer e usin g it o r not: 

Chi ldcare  could  be mo re fle xible  - you  have to pay  even when y ou are n’t us ing it .
(nurse)

The re was  a rec ogniti on by women that q uality  child care i s expe nsive to run :

It is har der to  maint ain qu ality and pr ice du e to s taffin g cost s. Par ents d on’t want
rel ief st aff th ey wan t cont inuity  throu gh per manent  staff . Ther e is a n educ ation
pro gram f rom 0 onward s, a l ot don ’t rea lise t he amo unt ch ildcar e staf f are
exp ected to do - it i s stri cter t han te aching . (management co mmitte e memb er,
chi ldcare  centr e, mot her, p art-ti me wor ker)

The re was  howev er a s trong view t hat go vernme nt sho uld pl ay a r ole in  ensur ing th e
pro vision  of af fordab le qua lity c are an d that  they have r educed  the s upport :

I t hink t he gov ernmen t coul d be l obbied  to br ing ba ck the  suppo rt for  child care. It
is a trav esty i f we h ave th e serv ice ta ken away tha t our kids n eed. (co untry town)

I l ike th e Swed ish pr incipl e. No matter  how may kid s you have y ou onl y pay
chi ldcare  for t he fir st one . This  would  encou rage mothers  to re turn t o the work
for ce…(se nior manager , reta il)

Cle arly, women with h igher income s have  great er chi ldcare  choic es and  many choose 
mor e expe nsive, centr e-base d care  that they b elieve  to be  more educat ionall y rich  and
ope n to o bserva tion. This p attern  of in come-b ased c hoice, sugge sts a multi- tiered  early 
chi ldcare  syste m that  creat es and  reinf orces disadv antage  for c hildre n in l ow inc ome
hou sehold s. Tha t such  a mul ti-tie red sy stem e xists in pre cisely  the e arly y ears t hat ar e
rec ognise d as most cr itical  for c hildre n’s de velopment, i s a se rious cause for co ncern.
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11.  Th e  Ro l e  of  Gra n d mo t h e r s  an d Gra n df a t h e rs 

Gra ndpare nts ha ve always be en imp ortant  to ma ny families in Aus tralia , in t erms o f
sha ring t he car e of c hildre n and assist ing pa rents. Women  and men in our re search 
gro up, al ong wi th the  avail able s tatist ical e videnc e, con firm t heir c ontinu ing
imp ortanc e to working  famil ies. We have  seen how gr andpar ents a re fre quentl y vita lly
imp ortant  to wo rking mother s – wh o take  princ iple c are of  sick childr en – when
eme rgenci es and  sickn ess hi t hous eholds . Arou nd a q uarter  of ca re of informal car e for
chi ldren is pro vided by gra ndpare nts. This ca re is primar ily pr ovided  by gr andmot hers,
alt hough there were e xample s of g randfa thers settin g asid e thei r jobs  to’ b aby si t’
chi ldren: 

We are sh aring it mor e with  them. Grand pa is suppos ed to be pav ing bu t he’s  been
bab y sitt ing fo r the last 3  month s. (Gr andmot her and full -time worker , city ).

Thi s role  in fa mily s upport  has many ve ry pos itive sides. Grand mother s repo rt the 
enj oyment  in ha ving a  close  or re gular connec tion with th eir gr andchi ldren. And many
mot hers t alk ab out ho w wond erful that e xtende d fami ly has  been for th eir ch ildren :

My mum is  the ‘ holida y gran dmothe r’. So  my ki ds hav e had the wo nderfu l
exp erienc e of f arm li fe thr ough my moth er. It  was b rillia nt.

And  for t he gra ndmoth ers th emselv es:

Sel ina: When we  adopt ed our  child , my mother was go ing th rough a bad patch. He
gav e my mother a reas on to live. She ha d to c ook fo r him, so sh e star ted ea ting
aga in. It  was i mporta nt for  her t o iden tify with hi m.

On the do wn sid e, however, is the  risk that g randpa rents, havin g rais ed the ir families,
now do mo re car e than  they would perhap s free ly cho ose to  do. I t is n ot har d to s ee
why  many do thi s: to help t heir d aughte rs, wh o they  see t rying to jug gle th eir
demands. Certai nly, s ome gr andmot hers t alk of  being  torn, and f eeling  guilt y for not
doi ng mor e, jus t like  their  daugh ters’ genera tion. A numb er of women observ ed the 
gro wing d emands  on gr andmot hers, includ ing fr om tho se wor king c asuall y and part-
time:

My mother  looke d afte r my b rother ’s kid s. Bec ause t hat al lowed by sis ter-in -law t o
wor k. She  thoug ht it was so methin g that  she s hould do. I think you se e more 
gra ndpare nts ta king o n the role a nd I t hink t here i s more  of an  expec tation  that they
sho uld, e specia lly fo r thos e who can’t afford  child care o r who work c asuall y.
(Lo rraine , no c hildre n, cas ual wo rker)

Wit h my f riends , they  seem to hav e a re gular day wh ere th ey loo k afte r thei r
gra ndchil dren a nd the n they  may g o to c hildca re on anothe r day. Somet imes I  think 
the y like  it as  they have a  perma nent r elatio nship with t heir g randch ildren . But
sev eral I  know also f eel re strict ed and  feel they will le t thei r kids  down if the y stop .
(gr andmot her of  2, ca sual worker)

Sev eral o bserve d a gr eater presen ce of grandp arents  doing  ‘pick  up’ a t scho ol and 
kin dy.

Man y wome n and their partne rs are  consc ious o f the possib ility of ove rload. Women 
rep orted decisi ons to  reduc e the involv ement of the ir mot hers f or div erse r easons . One

Gr a ndp a r ents
a r e fr eq u entl y 
vi t a l l y 
i m p o r ta nt  to 
wo r k i ng
m o t her s. 
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new mothe r in a  count ry town had cut do wn on what h er mot her ha d offe red, s peakin g
of the gr andmot her’s many e xistin g commitment s:

I’v e had a lot of sup port f rom my  mothe r. She  was a ctuall y goin g to l ook af ter [my
new son] five d ays a week a nd I s aid I think it mig ht be a bit much. Becaus e mum’ s
a v ery bu sy woman on a lot of committee s and things , and I said  ‘It’l l be t oo muc h’
and  she s aid ‘o h no n o no’. I sai d perh aps we ’ll ta ke him up to  the c hildca re cen ter
bec ause I ’ve he ard lo ts of good r eports  about  that…one da y a we ek. We ll, th en we
tho ught t wo day s a we ek…and  now i ts wor ked ou t real ly wel l. And  I fee l
comfortab le in that b efore I do g o back  to wo rk, th at tha t’s go ing to  work.

A c ity-ba sed mo ther h ad red uced h er mot her’s role t o recl aim he r role  as pa rent:

My kids h ave sp ent a lot of  time with g randpa rents. So mu ch so that I  had t o move 
to let th em kno w that  I was  the p arent. They were t he gra ndpare nts, n ot the  paren ts.
I u sed fa mily d ay car e then , a fr iend.

Some gran dmothe rs wer e very  consc ious o f the pressu re to do mor e, and  women  in
the ir communiti es sup ported  their  right  to ‘c hoose’  as th is exc hange sugges ts:

Ver onica:  I’m p retty busy a nd sometimes  I fee l as t hough I am i n Cove ntry with my 
dau ghter. There  is de finite ly pre ssure to be there. But f or the  first  time in my life,
thi s is my time  and I ’m not  going  to gi ve up my fit ness c lass ( which she te aches) .
(re tired mother  and g randmo ther, countr y town, volunteer) 

Chr istine : I th ink it ’s goo d when  you c an cho ose to  be a grandp arent (co untry
woman, re tired, mothe r)

Bet ty: It ’s dif ferent  to ye ars ag o. Gra ndpare nts ar e expe cted t o look  after  the k ids
now. Pare nts ne ed someone t o look  after  them. Grand parent s have  a big ger ro le to
pla y nowa days. (gr andpar ent, c ountry  town) 

Ver onica:  Thoug h I do n’t th ink gr andpar ents a re goo d for lookin g afte r them for
lon g stre tches.

Bet ty: Yo u have  defin itely got to  have your o wn time.

Oth ers wo rking in a n ursing  home saw th e load  on ol der me mbers of the  commu nity,
wit h cari ng res ponsib ilitie s acro ss the  age r ange a s we l ive lo nger:

Jac kie: There’s  a gen eratio n out there now of  peopl e in t heir 6 0s and  70s who are 
loo king a fter a n elde rly pa rent a nd bab ysitti ng gra ndchil dren f ull-ti me dur ing th e
wee k. (nursing home worker)

Some fami lies r ely on  grand parent s to d o the before  and a fter s chool care o n a da ily
bas is:

My parent s come  down and do  the b efore and af ter sc hool c are, a nd hol iday
car e…They  put t heir h ands u p to d o the care.

However, many o thers were c areful  about  not i mposin g, as these indivi dual c omment s
sug gest:

I c ouldn’ t ask for ca re. I felt i t was imposi ng to ask my  paren ts. I worked  weeke nds
to cope.

‘ Th er e is 
def i ni tel y 
p r essur e to 
be ther e.  But
f o r  the f i r st
ti m e in m y 
l i f e,  thi s is
m y  ti m e and
I ’ m  no t go i ng
to  gi ve up  my 
f i t ness
c l a ss. ’ 
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I n ever wanted to ask  my pa rents. I fel t it was imp osing. (nurse)

It should  be a matter  of ch oice f or the  grand parent s.

My mother  is in  the c ountry . I wo uldn’t  ask my moth er to do chi ldcare . – th e time 
for  her t o do c are is  over. I wou ldn’t expect  my  mother to do it.

We decide d we d idn’t want t o impo se. We  both needed  to wo rk for  the l ifesty le we
wan ted. And we wanted  a pro fessio nal, d oing a  profe ssiona l job. (ma nager, male)

Thi s comment ra ises t he iss ue of the ou tcomes  of gr andpar ent ‘b abysit ting’, that some
mot hers s poke o f:

My dad ha s no i dea ho w a th ree ye ar old  think s…Its like h aving an ext ra chi ld!
He’ s not a help  at al l.

Man y felt  that ‘Grann ies’ a re for  magic  time – for fun, movies, once a week : that  they
sho uld be  ‘spec ial tr eats, not ca rers’. Or th ey sav ed gra ndpare nts’ c are fo r ‘cou ple
time’ and  emerg encies :

I h ave a wonder ful mo ther-i n-law who is  happy  to ha ve the  kids on the  weeke nd –
for  our o wn soc ial ti me. Sh e help s out, where  it ge ts dif ficult . This  is wh ere a child
get s sick  and t here i s that  guilt  there  of wo men ha ving t o perf orm 11 0 per cent
mor e than  men. Becaus e we h ave to  balan ce and  prove  that we can  do it  all. So
the re is that g uilt t here a bout u s havi ng a d ay off , so t hat’s where I’m lu cky to  have
a mother- in-law who I  can r ing an d ask…I have  a bac k up, I’m ve ry luc ky.

In contra st some wome n elec ted no t to i nvolve  their  mothe rs bec ause o f diff erence s in
val ues or  ideas , or b ecause  the e xpecta tions of rec iproci ty wer e burd ensome :

I k now I would have a  confl ict wi th the  way s he wou ld do it. I have d iffere nt vie ws.
Whe reas with fa mily d ay car e you can sa y what  you want.

Whe n we f irst c ame ov er, mu m and dad pu t thei r hand s up t o pick  up th e kids  from
sch ool bu t my h usband  said these are ou r kids , this  is ou r resp onsibi lity, so he’ s
mad e that  decis ion hi mself and he  still  whing es abo ut hav ing to  cut h is day  short  at
3 o ’clock , and I just  point  out t he opt ions. I mean  I don ’t hav e a ch oice: these are
the  hours  I hav e to work. And I t ell hi m what  he sh ould k now. And sometimes  the
gra ndpare nts do  pick them u p. I mean yo u just  wing it. Yo u do what yo u have  to do .

I h ate re lying on my mum. I  don’t  like it. Be cause she ac ts as if you  owe h er a
fav our. Being b eholde n. And  I don ’t fee l good  about  it.

The se con cerns were e xpress ed by city women, as wel l as t hose i n the countr y:

I’d  rathe r pay for it  than feel t he gui lt.

Abs olutel y!

And  some family  membe rs are  alrea dy ver y busy 

Cle arly g randpa rents are fr equent ly an import ant co mponen t of t he ext ended workin g
families’  arran gement s. Thi s role  is no t with out it s comp licati ons, h owever , in t erms
of ‘limit  setti ng’ fo r the volunt ary gr andpar ents, and pr edicta bility  for working  paren ts.
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Some gran dparen ts fin d a cl ash be tween their roles as par t of t his ex tended  web, and
the ir vol unteer ing in terest s, as we see  in th e next  secti on.
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12.  Vo l u n t e e rs 

Who  do es it?

Vol untary  work has al ways b een a signif icant part o f the Austra lian l abour market  and
community  secto r. Whi le pra ctitio ners a rgue t hat th e stat istics  on vo luntee ring e ffort
sig nifica ntly u nderes timate  the r eal le vels o f volu nteer work, in Sou th Aus tralia  in
199 5 25 p er cen t of women were do ing so me vol unteer ing co mpared  to 20  per c ent of 
men . Volu nteeri ng was  highe st amo ngst p art-ti me wor kers.

The  volun teer l abour market  appea rs to be seg mented  by ge nder, as wel l as a ge and  in
some case s, eth nicity . Wome n volu nteers  are more li kely t o unde rtake jobs t hat ar e
‘ha nds on ’ in t he community  secto r and school s (lik e food  prepa ration ), whi le men  are
mor e like ly to work i n mana gement  and c oachin g in s portin g and commun ity
org anisat ions. In Sou th Aus tralia  in 19 95 50 per ce nt of male v olunte ers di d
man agemen t or c ommitt ee wor k, compared to 37 per ce nt of women volunt eers, Forty
per  cent of women who  volun teered  prepa red or  serve d food , comp ared t o 19 p er cen t
of men wh o volu nteere d (ABS, unpu blishe d data , Volu ntary Work Survey 1995).

In terms of age , volu nteeri ng is thinne st amo ngst p eople under 35 yea rs. Ho wever,
cha nges i n the regula tion o f soci al wel fare h ave pu shed a  new t ier of  young er peo ple
towards v olunta ry wor k. Thi s has brough t new challe nges t o volu nteeri ng, as  the
cul tures, expec tation s and desire s of y oung p eople come u p agai nst th ose of 
est ablish ed vol unteer ing se rvices . In many ca ses, a ccordi ng to volunt eering 
administr ators, these  young  peopl e are drawn to env ironme ntal work, r ather more t han
to tradit ional volunt eering  in me als an d serv ice pr ovisio n. Whe re the y atte mpt to  enter 
suc h trad itiona l serv ices, young people  can meet su spicio n of t heir y outh, appear ance,
and  so on .

The Rewa r ds

Women und ertake  a wid e rang e of v olunta ry job s, ran ging f rom sc hool-b ased i nforma l
wor k in r elatio n to t heir c hildre n’s cl asses and ac tiviti es, th rough to reg ular, extens ive
ser vice p rovisi on par ticula rly by  older  women . Wome n gene rally speak very p ositiv ely
abo ut wha t they  get o ut of volunt ary wo rk – a nd the se rewards c losely  mirro r the list
tha t aris e for women out of  paid work: to esc ape th e hous e, to meet p eople and be 
soc ial. As one put it  ‘I on ly sta y if I  can b uild f riends hips a nd rel ations hips’. Other s felt 
rewarded in the ir rel igious  belie fs or remind ed of their own lu ck:

It makes me fee l good . Some times I feel  sorry  for myself, and i t make s me r ealise 
the re are  peopl e wors e off.

One  mothe r who ‘gradu ated’ to cha iring a busy  child care c entre commit tee an d taki ng
on a paid  manag ement role i n it f or a s hort p eriod, descr ibes t he pro cess –  and i ts
rewards:

Mag gie: I  was d ragged  into it and  for me it was pro bably the be st thi ng tha t coul d
hav e happ ened b ecause  I was  at ho me, st arting  to fe eling like I  was n ever g oing t o
get  back into t he wor kforce , that  I was n’t wo rth mu ch, my  confi dence was ju st
goi ng down the drain. I got  calle d onto  a sub -commi ttee h ere an d the next minute
the y aske d me i f I wa nted t o be o n the manage ment c ommitt ee and  then next t hing I 
was  a Cha ir and  I kne w noth ing ab out be ing ch air. And the n I be came d irecto r for
a while. And it  was t he bes t thin g that  could  have happen ed bec ause I  could 

A qua r ter  of 
wo m en and 
f i f th of  men
a r e
vo l unteer s. 
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act ually see wh at I h ave to  offer . I re gained  my co nfiden ce and  that just p erpetu ates
mor e givi ng…

Oth ers we re inv olved becaus e of t he div idend of kno wing more ab out th eir ch ild’s
sit uation , and affect ing th e qual ity of  care and at tentio n thei r chil d rece ived:

Sar ah: I though t my i nvolve ment might b e reci procat ed in the ca re for  my
chi ld…And  to pa rtly a llay my guil t and any of  my fe ars I might have h ad abo ut the 
typ e of c are th at she  might  have receiv ed. I’ ve enj oyed my invo lvemen t.

Sar ah and  her f ellow- commit tee me mbers saw th eir in volvement as  gener ating
fri endshi ps, co mmunit y and intima cy:

Sar ah: We  get a  sense  of co mmunit y and intima cy fro m bein g on t he committee …In
bec oming a moth er you r life  is ch anged in oth er way s so i t make s up f or pos sibly
oth er fri endshi ps tha t have  chang ed bec ause y ou’ve become  a par ent an d so y ou
hav e more  in co mmon with th ese pe ople t han yo u have  with other people  in so me
way s. Some of my primary re lation ship –  it so unds c razy, and th e othe rs on the
committee  are p robabl y unaware of  it – but my  prima ry rel ations hips a re her e, and 
wit h my o ther v olunta ry gro up tha t I’m very c ommitt ed to. They are my  famil y.
We’ ve don e a lo t toge ther o ver 6 or 7 y ears.

Hol lie: S elfish  reaso ns. Se eing what so rt of place my chi ld was  at. I nvolve ment i n
dec isions . I fe lt fla ttered , to b e hone st. To  be as ked. ( laughs )

Women doi ng vol untary  work freque ntly d eal wi th str esses and co nflict ing de mands
tha t are mentio ned by  women  in pa id wor k – th at is, doing  their  volun tary work as 
wel l as meeting  the n eeds o f the family , espe cially  the e xtende d fami ly - a nd the  needs 
of workin g daug hters in the  case of the  many grandmothers  who d o volu nteer work.

Cou ntry women a greed that t here were re al rewards f or vol unteer  work, but t hat th e
cos ts of volunt eering  in te rms of  time and pe trol –  as we ll as someti mes fa mily
cri ticism - wer e affe cting people :

You  meet others , have  a say  about  thing s in t he sch ool, t he sat isfact ion th at you  are
con tribut ing. I t’s a progre ssion – kind y, chi ldcare , scho ols – the sa me gro up
thr ough a ll the  years .

Some of t he women at home a re als o doin g work  at ho me. So me peo ple ca n’t af ford t o
go on committee s – th e cost  of th e petr ol.

Man y wome n thin k twic e befo re get ting i n the car no w. Thi s has increa sed th e
iso lation  of wo men es pecial ly a l ong wa y from the t owns. That i solati on is
inc reased  by th e men’ s expe ctatio n of t heir wives ‘ You’re  never  home! ’ they  say.

The Ef f ec t of  Pa i d Wo r k  on Vo l unt eer i ng 

The  incre asing entry of women to paid work ha s brou ght wi th it severa l impl icatio ns
for  volun tary work. Firstly  and most ob viousl y, it has re duced women’ s avai labili ty
for  volun teerin g. Thi s is t rue fo r wome n in many di fferen t type s of j obs – whethe r in
fac tories  or of fice work. Secondl y, women fee l regr et at this l oss – at not  being  at th e
sch ool fo r thei r chil dren, and th ey rep ort pr essure  from their childr en to be the re for 
the m, to be ‘pr oper mothers ’. Bot h of t hese t rends are ev ident from t he fol lowing 
exc hange amongs t a gr oup of  women  worki ng in a fact ory:

‘ Th ey  ar e my 
f a m i l y . ’ 
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Hel en: I used t o be a  guide  leade r but I actu ally g ave it  up to  look for wo rk. An d
the n when  I got  after noon s hift, which was mo re rel evant for th e fami ly, th en I h ad
to give i t up.

Jen ny: I used t o work  at th e primary sc hool when th e kids  first  start ed but  that went
out  the window as soo n as I  start ed ful l-time  work.

Mar ie: I used t o do r eading . My d aughte r has been b egging  me to  work as a
vol unteer  in th e cant een. But doi ng mor ning/a fterno on shi fts, i t is t oo har d. I t ried
to explai n to h er tha t I ca n’t. S he sai d, eve n if y ou do it onc e a ye ar, pl ease d o it. So
I a m goin g to a sk if I can do it once a  year.

Jen ny: Th at’s b ecause  the k ids ge t pres sure a t scho ol.

Oth ers fe lt tha t volu nteeri ng was  a mat ter of  perso nality  – some did it and  some didn’t 
– o r that  commu nity v alues were s hiftin g in r elatio n to p artici pating  in th e community.

It’ s hard  to fi nd the  peopl e. We see lo ts of ‘Yummy  Mummi es’ wh o hang  aroun d the
sch ool bu t who don’t get in volved  in re ading or any thing at the  schoo l. Some
peo ple ju st don ’t do it. An d othe rs do. My si sters don’t for ex ample do any thing
out side t heir f amily.

The re are  a lot  less volunt eers. Never younge r peop le.

I wonder if the re is a lot of int rovert ed foc us now. In my fami ly, yo unger people  are
mor e inte rested  in sa ving t heir money a nd goi ng ove rseas. A lot  of pe ople a re in a
comfort z one, a nd the y’d be  showi ng the ir wea kness and mo ving o utside  their 
comfort z one if  they did vo luntee ring.

Oth ers fe lt tha t pote ntial volunt eers were si mply o verloo ked – not as ked – and th at
est ablish ed vol unteer  group s resi sted n ew ent rants. Howev er, ti me was  the b ig iss ue,
for  many.

Wo m en at Ho m e:  ‘I ’ m  do i ng yo ur s! ’ 

Women who  worke d in t he home were  very clear that t hey we re pic king u p more  for
women in the wo rkforc e, and  this caused  resen tment in some. The  follo wing e xchang e
is one ex ample. It oc curred  betwe en women who  are a t home  with their childr en,
rev ealing  there  are l ess an d less  peopl e pick ing up  the v olunta ry wor k that  is
ass ociate d with  schoo ls. Th is cau ses re sentme nt amo ngst t hat sh rinkin g prop ortion  of
mot hers who are  at ho me:

I’m annoy ed wit h peop le in full-t ime wo rk sometimes . I’m coordi nating  sport s
tea ms aft er sch ool. There a re ver y few women who do  anyth ing. I t’s le ft to women
who  are a t home . Ther e is a n assu mption  that you wi ll loo k afte r thei r chil dren.
The re are  not e nough people .

I f elt pu t upon . I ge t aske d ‘My girls don’t want t o go t o befo re sch ool ca re – c an
the y come  to yo u?’

As a resu lt of the ef fects of pai d work , in b oth th e city  and c ountry  tradi tional  forms  of
vol unteer ing ap pear t o be i n retr eat:

The se day s youn g mums  are n ot get ting i nvolve d in h ospita l auxi liarie s as much.

‘ I t ’ s ha r d to 
f i n d the
p eo p l e. ’ 

‘ I t ’ s lef t to 
wo m en who 
a r e at ho m e. 
Ther e is an
a ss um p ti o n
tha t yo u wi l l 
l o o k  af ter 
thei r 
c hi l dr en. ’ 
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Women in the co untry also s peak o f the resent ment o f much  volun tary work fa lling to
the  shrin king p opulat ion of  peopl e avai lable to do it in countr y town s and on far ms:

You  alway s get the sa me peo ple do ing th ings i n the school . Volu nteers  have
dro pped o ff con sidera bly.

The re are  less people  there  to do  the work. I t’s th e pace  of li fe.

The  same ones d o the work a ll the  time.

Yea rs ago  we we re all  expec ted to  do it , and if you  weren ’t the re you  were really 
not iced. Now, a  lot o f the mums a re wor king a nd you  get t hose f ew who  will come
and  do th e volu nteer stuff. Where as we probab ly did  it an yway. I mean , in t hose
day s, I was bus y too! 

A s mall p opulat ion is  tryin g to d o more .

Sev eral t imes, women said ‘ If you  want someth ing do ne, as k a bu sy per son!’, point ing
to the fa ct tha t smal l numb ers ar e doin g more , espe cially  in th e coun try:

Den ise: Not onl y do we both  work full-t ime, we also  are o n ever y committee going.
We are al ways t here. Sport, meeti ngs, a nd as the ki ds get  older , the more we do. We
are  in al l the clubs around  here. If yo u want  somet hing d one, a sk a b usy pe rson.

Bet ty: We  are o n committees  and i t’s al ways t he same peop le, th e same  ones doing
the  jobs year a fter y ear.

Hei di: We  would  start  at th e kind y meet ing an d then  dash to the  schoo l for the
sch ool me eting, and t hen so mewher e else  and we were  all t he same peop le at every
mee ting.

Oth ers ha ve tri ed to build the po sitive  retur ns tha t aris e out of vol untary  invol vement 
to encour age pa rticip ation: 

We starte d up t he Women’s Network  about  2 yea rs ago  and we’ve g ot ove r 100
members o f that  but o ur phi losoph y of t hat is  that we hav e dinn er mee tings three
times a y ear an d come  along  and h ave a good t ime. We only  have a very  small 
committee . And a smal l grou p will  organ ise a dinner  in on e part icular  area and
tha t’s al l they  have to do for th e whol e year . And we fin d that  that is wor king well.
Bec ause i t’s so methin g wher e wome n can go out , enjo y themselves , hear  a goo d
spe aker, and ha ve a g ood ti me.

S o m e Do wn  Si des  of  Vo l unteer i ng No w

A manager  of a large commun ity ba sed he alth s ervice  for o lder p eople in the ir homes
commented  on th e comp lexity  of vo luntee rism, and cr iticis ed the  entry  of
ina ppropr iate p eople to vol unteer  work, and t he pre ssure to cut  costs  by us ing
vol unteer s more , with  signi ficant  impli cation s for the qu ality of car e:

And i: In the co mmunit y sect or I’v e seen  a ver y deli berate  push toward  encou raging 
a b igger volunt eer fo rce. I  have issues  with that. In loc al gov ernmen t and
community  servi ces th ere is  a lot  of pr essure  on st aff to  attra ct and  manag e teams
of volunt eers. Whilst  they have t heir p lace, it is fraugh t with  probl ems…it  is di fficul t
to recrui t peop le who  reall y have  the s kills requir ed. Th ey oft en wer en’t
sop histic ated t o not make v alue j udgeme nts.  It req uired quite a lot of scr utiny –

‘ I t ’ s al w a y s
the sa m e
p eo p l e. ’ 

‘ Th er e is  a
l o t  of 
p r essur e on
sta f f  to 
a tt r a c t and
m a n a ge
tea m s of 
vo l unteer s. 
Whi l st th ey 
ha v e thei r 
p l a c e,  it  is
f r a ught wi th
p r o bl em s. ’ 
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pol ice ch ecks a nd so on. Of ten no t enou gh man agemen t time  was d evoted  to
man aging those people . Very  diffi cult t o make  sure that y ou hav e a re ally q uality 
ser vice b eing d eliver ed. An d peop le wer en’t motivat ed. Es pecial ly wit h high 
une mployment we  were seeing  peopl e come  throu gh bec ause t hey ha d to. Their
commitmen t wasn ’t tha t of t he ‘la vender  ladie s’ – who had  husba nds wh o were 
sup portin g them and t hey we re loo king f or something  to do  - the y were  coerc ed int o
vol unteer  roles . Very , very  probl ematic .

A male nu rse ag reed:

Vol unteer s are doing people ’s job s. The y are being used t o fill  posit ions t hat ar e
now unfun ded. They ar e bein g used  to ta ke up the sl ack of  reduc ed sta ffing.
Vol unteer s are expect ed to do far  more respon sible tasks than t hey we re 20 years
ago .

Some wome n also  wante d to move on to mor e chal lengin g task s in v olunte er wor k,
tho se tha t deve loped their skills :

Now I wan t to d o volu ntary work t hat de velops  the s kills I need  – wor k proc essing 
not  readi ng.

Oth ers gr eatly valued  their  skill  devel opment  throu gh vol unteer  work, and a ppreci ated
the  oppor tunity  to le arn. Those who rec eived extens ive tr aining  and d evelop ment, were
app reciat ive of  it, a nd val ued th eir le arning . Good  manag ement of vol unteer ing
ser vices to ass ist th is, en sured a more  satis fying experi ence. One re quest was wi dely
hea rd: th at the  effor t of v olunte ers sh ould b e more  widel y resp ected in the  commu nity,
alo ng wit h reco gnitio n of t he rea l cost s that  it so metime s incu rs:

The re sho uld be  more respec t of v olunte ers.

Sometimes  it co sts yo u mone y to d o volu nteer work –  the c osts o f trav elling .
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13.  Th e  Wo rkp l a c e : Ne go t ia t e d Fl e x ib il i t y  ve r s u s 
Imp o s e d In fl e x i b il it y 

The re has  been much t alk in  Austr alia s ince t he mid -80s a bout ‘ family  frien dly’
wor kplace s. Thi s stud y sugg ests t hat th ere ha s, in fact, been r ather more t alk th an
act ion – and in  some cases, the p ressur es of the re struct ured workpla ce at the tu rn of
the  centu ry in 2000, are tu rning things  in th e oppo site d irecti on, wi th some wome n
des cribin g it a s hard er, no t easi er, to  negot iate f lexibl e cond itions .

For tunate ly the re are  impor tant e xample s of workpla ces wh ere si gnific ant ch ange h as
occ urred. Where  flexi bility  is on  a neg otiate d, r ather than i mposed  arran gement , it
mak es a r eal di fferen ce. Wo rkplac es whe re hou rs, sh ifts, days, emerge ncy le ave ar e
gen uinely  negot iable are pr oving workpl aces o f choi ce for  highl y skil led, s table
wor kers.

Unf ortuna tely much of  the ‘ flexib ility’  in th e new workpl ace is  on qu ite ‘f amily
unf riendl y’ ter ms, wi th min imal s ay for  women  about  their  days, hours , shif ts and 
con dition s of work (s ee sec tions 16 and  17 be low). Many women s eek fl exibil ity
thr ough p art-ti me and  casua l work , only  to fi nd tha t thei r assu med ri ghts t o nego tiate
ove r shif ts are  sharp ly con strain ed. Ot hers h ave tr aded f lexibi lity f or car eer. They ha ve
‘ch osen’ not to  take promot ion in  order  to be  able to tak e time  off –  thoug h thei r
cho ices a re cle arly c onstra ined a s we s ee bel ow. Th ey poi nt to manage ment a nd
lea dershi p jobs  where  the e xpecta tions are of  a lar ge commitmen t to t he job . The
pre sence of ‘fa mily f riendl y’ pro vision s is o f no u se to these worker s, who  see t heir
commitmen t to t he job  as te sted b y the use of  these  provi sions, and t hey wi ll not  use
the m.  Th ese ‘c ommitment te sters’  are o ften u sed to  scree n the ‘prope r work er’,
con struct ed wit hin th e male  model  of fu ll-time work er wit hout d epende nts, f rom th e
‘we akly c ommitt ed’ employee . Unfo rtunat ely, i t seems that  women  manag ers wh o
hav e made  it on  the e stabli shed t erms a re not  above  punit ive ve ngeanc e when  it co mes
to applyi ng the se tes ts to the wo men wh o foll ow the m.

Oth er women ref lect o n the model of the  profe ssiona l work er – t he lawyer or  docto r -
poi nting out th at the se ‘gr eedy’ profes sions requir e long  hours  and p ersona l dedi cation 
to the jo b abov e all else. They a rgue t hat th is mod el is simply  incompatibl e with 
mat ernity  and s erious  paren ting. While the pr ofessi onal e xpecta tions are ho stile to eve n
min imal a daptio ns lik e part -time work, talk o f ‘family fr iendly ’ flex ibilit y is a 
dis tracti on. Th e male  model  – wit h expe ctatio n of a  ‘wife ’ at h ome – remain s aliv e and
wel l, des pite t he inc reasin g numb ers of  women  who a re bec oming lawyer s, doc tors
and  manag ers.

Man y of t he cha nges t hat wo men wo uld li ke to see in  their  workp laces are ch eap an d
eas y. The y will  be of  great  benef it to men. They wi ll cer tainly  advan tage e mploye rs
who  want to see  stabl e work forces . They  are more a matter  of cu lture than c ost. But it
is our es tablis hed cu ltures  that seem v ery ho stile to fle xibili ty tha t is n egotia ted.

And  some change s are more c ostly:  paid matern ity an d pare nting leave are no t
ins ignifi cant i ssues. Howev er, wo men ha ve cle ar ide as abo ut the ir imp ortanc e, and  to
for ms of leave that a lso ac commod ate th e need s of t hose who wan t to c are fo r sick 
rel atives , or t o stud y.

Simple th ings make a differ ence: negoti ated a rrange ments around  hours , shif ts, an d
eme rgenci es. Th ere ar e powe rful e xample s of e mploye rs wit h arra ngemen ts tha t make 
an enormo us dif ferenc e to women’s  and f amilie s’ liv es – e mploye rs tha t are no
dif ferent  to th e much  large r numb er who  make no suc h allo wances .

Ma n y  fl ex i bl e
a r r a ngem ents
tha t sui t 
em p l o y ees  ar e
m o r e a ma tter 
o f  cul tur a l 
c ha nge,  tha n
c o s t. 

S i m p l e
thi ngs ma k e
a  di f f er enc e. 
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Unf ortuna tely, the st atisti cal pi cture about ‘famil y frie ndline ss’ in  South  Austr alian
wor kplace s does  not b egin f rom a very p ositiv e star ting p lace, compar ed to the na tional 
sit uation .

Ac c ess to  fa m i l y  fr i endl y  c o ndi ti o ns at  wo r k 

Acc ess to  even basic measur es to assist  worke rs to accommodate their famili es is
limited f or man y Aust ralian  worke rs. Ar ound a  quart er hav e acce ss to perman ent pa rt-
time work , half  have access  to a phone at wor k for family  reaso ns, ar ound 1 2 per cent
can  work from h ome, a nd onl y 2 pe r cent  have access  to employer  subsi dized
chi ldcare .

How do fa mily f riendl y cond itions  at wo rk in South Austra lia co mpare to tho se
Aus tralia -wide?  Table  13.1 arises  from AWIRS9 5 data  that survey ed ove r 20,0 00
emp loyees  in la rger workpla ces in  1995. It sh ows th at Sou th Aus tralia n empl oyees
hav e less  acces s to s ome fa mily f riendl y cond itions  inclu ding p ermane nt par t-time 
wor k. A h igher propor tion o f Sout h Aust ralian  worke rs can  use t he pho ne at work f or
family re asons, and c lose t o the nation al ave rage h ave a chance  to wo rk fro m home .

In terms of tak ing ca re of sick f amily, most Austra lians use th eir own paid  sick or
hol iday l eave, as man y wome n in o ur foc us gro ups sa id. On ly 13 per ce nt hav e acce ss
to other forms of pai d leav e to l ook af ter si ck chi ldren.

A g reater  propo rtion of Sou th Aus tralia n empl oyees use th eir own sick  or ho liday
lea ve to care f or the ir sic k depe ndents , whil e a mu ch sma ller p roport ion us e paid 
family le ave (o nly 3 per ce nt). A large r prop ortion  of So uth Au strali ans ta ke time off
and  repay  it la ter, t han do  natio nally.

Abo ut the  same propor tion a t nati onal a nd sta te lev el can ’t tak e time  off f or sic k fami ly
members. Unfort unatel y over all, h owever , it s eems t hat So uth Au strali an emp loyees 
hav e wors e acce ss to key fa mily f riendl y work  condi tions like a ccess to pai d leav e,
tha n do n ationa lly.

Wo m en wa n t:  sec ur i ty ,  co ntr o l ,  fl ex i bi l i ty  an d under sta nd i ng. 

Foc us gro ups an d inte rviews  reinf orce t he sta tistic al pic ture. For wo men, p aid wo rk
and  famil y impa ct on each o ther a nd cre ate en ormous  press ure. Because  of th is,
women eve rywher e - wh ether in the  city or the  count ry, in  a fac tory o r offi ce, ov er and 
ove r agai n - sa id tha t they  neede d flex ibilit y: fle xibili ty to change  hours , shif ts, an d
day s, in respon se to emerge ncies or sch ool ev ents. They n eed to  be ab le to make u p
time if l ate or  leave  early  for a ppoint ments. They talk a bout n egotia ted fl exibil ity wi th
the ir emp loyers  – not  the k ind of  one-way ‘fl exibil ity’ t hat th ey ide ntifie d is f requen tly
the  case in so- called  flexi ble fo rms of  work like p art-ti me job s and casual  work. Many
women saw these  jobs as ext remely  inf lexibl e in  the h ands o f thei r empl oyers, where 
the y were  not a ccompa nied b y nego tiatio n with  emplo yees.

Thi s nego tiated  flexi bility  makes  an en ormous  diffe rence to women’s working  and
family li ves. Such fl exibil ity is  a top  prior ity fo r wome n, and  many women are
cho osing it ove r care ers.

Neg o ti a ted
f l ex i bi l i ty  is
a  to p 
p r i o r i ty  fo r 
wo m en,  an d
m a n y  ar e
c ho o si ng it
o ver 
c a r eer s. 
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Ta b l e 13. 1:  Wo r k i ng c o ndi ti o ns,  Austr a l i a  by  So uth Austr a l i a , 
by  co unt by  per c ent,  per so n s. 

Can  get p ermane nt
part-time  work

Can  get m aternity/
paternity  leave 

Can  get e mploye r
sub sidise d  ch’care

Can  get p hone
for family reason

Can   work 
fro m home 

Count % Count % Count % Count % Count %
Aus tralia 
     Yes 640 0 27.6% 914 6 39.5% 520 2.2 % 115 76 50.0% 285 3 12.3%
     No/d on't k now 167 57 72.4% 140 11 60.5% 226 37 97.8% 115 81 50.0% 203 04 87.7%

South Aus tralia 
     Yes 17 17.2% 37 37.4% 2 2.0 % 54 54.5% 12 12.1%
     No/d on't k now 82 82.8% 62 62.6% 97 98.0% 45 45.5% 87 87.9%

Sou rce:  AWIRS 1995 Employe e Surv ey, DEWRSB.  Unwei ghted.

I h ave le ft job s that  weren ’t fle xible where bosses  were pedant ic. ( privat e busi ness
woman, mo ther)

I h ave fl exibil ity be ing pa rt-time but no car eer. ( part-t ime wo rker, mother )

Of course  in ma ny cas es the re is no cho ice at  all:

In the re tail i ndustr y ther e is n o flex ibilit y. You  are t old to  choos e between yo ur
family or  ‘care er’. What ca reer? (full-time work er, ci ty, mo ther)

Similarly  women  are making choice s not to hav e chil dren u nless they h ave so me
con trol a t work ; cont rol wh ich en sures the fl exibil ity th ey nee d. As a lawy er put  it

I wouldn’ t have  had a  child  unles s I wa s a pa rtner in the  firm becaus e I wo uldn’t 
hav e been  in co ntrol. I tak e time  off b ecause  I am the bo ss. My  partn ers co ver or  I
hav e aske d to a djourn  a cas e.

In discus sions with women t here were en ormous  diffe rences  in th e leve ls of flexib ility
wit hin wo rkplac es, as  these  stori es fro m four  diffe rent workpla ces de monstr ate:

C a s e One:  Do c um ent Pr o c essi ng and  Ca l l  Centr e

Thi s priv ate se ctor c all ce ntre a nd doc ument proces sing c entre employ s a la rge nu mber
of women and me n as f ull-ti me, pa rt-time and casual  worke rs. Wo rk is divide d into 
dif ferent  secti ons an d teams. The re is a chil dcare centre  on th e site . The human
res ources ’ focu s is u pon be ing ‘a n empl oyer o f choi ce’ by  skill ed, co mmitte d
emp loyees  who will re main with th e comp any ov er time.

Some of t he mos t posi tive s tories  about  flexi bility  came from t his wo rkplac e, tho ugh
not  all s ection s of t he wor kplace  share d the same l evels of fle xibili ty or ‘negot iating ’
man agers.

Wor kers c an lea ve in the ev ent of  an emergenc y: As one pa rt-time moth er put  it:

Wor k has been v ery go od for  examp le wit h fall s and emerge ncies. Flexi bility  again ,
abl e to g o quic kly an d make  up ti me – c ome la te or leave early – the employ er has 
bee n very  good.

Fl ex i bi l i ty  to 
be abl e to  go 
q ui c k l y  and
m a k e up  ti m e
– c o m e la te or 
l ea ve ea r l y  –
the em p l o y er 
ha s  been ver y 
go o d. 



H A V I N G  A  L I F E 9 1 

Hou rs and  days can be  chang ed by negoti ation: 

The y are pretty  good here with fl exibil ity – that i s very  impor tant. That i s what 
kee ps you , flex ibilit y – yo u can change  days.

Day s and hours can be  chang ed by negoti ation – that  is te rribly  diffi cult i n my
pre vious experi ence.

C a s e Two :  A la r ge qua si - p ub l i c  sec to r  wo r k p l a c e

Thi s orga nisati on, wi th a n umber of women in its se nior r anks a t the time o f inte rview,
had  taken  a pos itive approa ch to parent ing, a s seve ral co mments  sugge st. Al lowing 
wor k from home, and p art-ti me ret urn we re imp ortant  to wo men. Unfortu nately , not all
pub lic se ctor b odies were s o acco mmodat ing, a s we s ee bel ow.

Women ret urning  from matern ity le ave ar e acco mmodat ed:

We have h ad a n umber of women who  decid ed the y want ed to come b ack (a fter
mat ernity  leave ). Thi s orga nisati on ben t over  backwards t o acco mmodat e them,
the y were  given  a cho ice ab out wo rking at home or c oming in par t-time  for o ffice
bas ed mee tings. ( manage r)

Wor king f rom ho me is possib le:

I c an do the sa me - I  can work fr om home when  my pa rtner is not  well. They
pro vided me wit h a la ptop, and th is is very p rogres sive. ( manage r)

Cha nge of  hours  is po ssible :

If my chi ld is sick I  ring up and  say I ’ll be  late. The f amily is my priori ty and  my
col league s resp ond to  this as a g iven. This i s the nature  of th e work place and th ere
is not mu ch ang st abo ut it. ( manage r)

A s enior male manager  only works four h ours a  day, as he wanted  to be  with his
kid s. His  team is ver y supp ortive . ( manage r)
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C a s e Thr ee:  A l a r ge qua si - p ubl i c  sec to r  wo r k p l a c e

In stark contra st a women t ells o f the inflex ibilit y of h er wor king l ife at  a lar ge pub lic
sec tor or ganisa tion.

I g ot a j ob int erview for my pres ent jo b when  I was  8 mon ths pr egnant  and t hey
ask ed me how I was go ing to  manag e. The  woman  manag er who  asked , also  had a 
chi ld at home. I told  them my hus band was goi ng to stay a t home . I go t the job. I t
was  full- time a nd the re was  no ne gotiat ion. I t was a fort y hour  week with a  roste red
day  off e very 3 -4 wee ks, wi th ‘re asonab le amo unt of  overt ime’ n ot def ined u nder
the  award . You can’t say ‘s orry I  don’t  want to do any ov ertime ’ and there is
sup posed to be time o ff in lieu o f over time worked. It is  fairl y rigi d. The re is no
jug gling of sta ff. It  is pr obably  the most in flexib le job  I hav e work ed in. It’s a
bur eaucra tic or ganisa tion t hat ca n’t co pe wit h chan ge.

Thi s prof ession al woman wen t on t o desc ribe t he dif ficult y she had in  tryin g to f lexibl y
use  her a ccumul ated l eave.

I h ave a lot of  holid ay pay  owing , time  off i n lieu  and s o on -  8 wee ks owi ng - a nd I
hav e aske d if I  can t ake Mo nday o r Frid ay off  and c hip away at my lea ve. Bu t the
ans wer is  ‘No. That would b e maki ng a f ull-ti me job  into a part -time job an d it i s an
occ upatio nal he alth a nd saf ety is sue’. So I s aid ‘Okay, f ine’. I didn ’t wan t to p ush
it. They look u pon fa mily r equest s as i f you are no t bein g prof ession al. Th en the y
say , ‘If you ar e not coping  let u s know and we will  put a  singl e pers on in the jo b’ –
all  this from a  woman  manag er who  has a  small  child  also.

Thi s empl oyee i s very  aware  of th e sign als th at are  sent by tho se who  want to put  their 
family fi rst: t hey ar e not seriou s abou t care er, an d risk  losin g thei r job to oth ers
ass umed t o be f ree of  compe titive  commi tments . Inte restin gly, t he woman man ager
wit h chil d of h er own  is a leader  of th e ‘commitmen t-test ers’:

She  so fa r remo ved. When sh e saw I was tired one ti me, sh e told  me th at I s hould go
to bed ea rly! S he did n’t ev en rea lise t hat I was on  night s at t he time! Thi s was so
ama zing …She ha d no i dea wh o I wa s or what I wanted . She has a full-t ime na nny
and  has t aken o n the male r ole.

An unwill ingnes s to make us e of e xistin g poli cies h as bee n iden tified  in la rge
companies  in th e priv ate se ctor i n othe r sect ors (Wajcman , 1999 ). As this p rofess ional
woman put s it:

The y may have a  famil y frie ndly p olicy but th ey don ’t mak e it k nown t o us a nd don ’t
mak e it a vailab le. I would love t o be f lexibl e and do it part-t ime. I  would n’t wa nt to
giv e it u p but a litt le les s woul d be g ood.

Alt hough a skil led pr ofessi onal with so me wor kplace  power , she was re luctan t to
inv olve t he uni on in her qu andry, becau se she  felt she wo uld be  punis hed: ‘ I woul d get
les s inte restin g work  and r eally bad ho urs, t ime no  one wants’.

I t hought  about  getti ng the  union  invol ved bu t I do n’t fe el saf e enou gh.

As a resu lt of this i nflexi bility  she would n ot con tinue workin g full -time if she  had
ano ther c hild –  thoug h she did no t plan  to ha ve a s econd becaus e of t he dif ficult ies sh e
fac ed at presen t:

‘ Th ey  lo o k 
up o n fa m i l y 
r eq uests as
i f  yo u ar e no t
bei ng
p r o f essi o na l ’ 
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I d on’t p lan on  havin g anot her ch ild. I t’s to o much  hard work, but if  I did  I wou ld
res ign an d go t o casu al. Th e shif ts are  offer ed and  it is  much more f lexibl e. You  can
jug gle th is as long a s when  they call y ou don ’t say  you c an’t work fo r fami ly
rea sons b ut you  are a t anot her ve nue. You mus tn’t mention  the f amily. Then they
wil l keep  calli ng you  back! 

C a s e fo ur :  An Esta bl i shed Fa c to r y 

Women wor king s hift work in  an es tablis hed fa ctory formed  a str ong co ntrast  to th ose
in the ne w-styl e docu ment p rocess ing ce ntre where t he emp loyer sought  to be  the o ne
of choice  for i ts emp loyees . Wome n face d unyi elding  infle xibili ty in relati on to shift
arr angeme nts, c hangin g thei r shif ts, an d in a ttendi ng to unexpe cted o r enti rely
pre dictab le family ev ents. Its hi gh lev el of unioni sation  did n ot app ear to  have result ed
in increa sed ca pacity  to ne gotiat e arou nd ‘se t in c ement’  shift  arran gement s and
ros ters. Employ er pre rogati ve was  high, in th e eyes  of th e empl oyees and th ey
con traste d thei r expe rience s ‘tie d to t heir machine s’ wit h the geogra phic mobilit y of
the ir mal e coll eagues .

You  have to mak e a re al iss ue to get ch ange

It’ s hard  to ge t favo urs – there was th e example of  someo ne wan ting t o chan ge
hou rs who  had t o brin g in t he uni on to get mo re fle xibili ty.

You  can wait fo r ages  to ch ange s hifts

You  can’t  chang e shif t here  unles s you can swap wit h some one an d that ’s not  very
lik ely. Who wan ts to do nig ht shi ft? I had to  wait 6 mont hs to get a change  from
nig ht shi ft.

You  don’t  get a  say i n the shifts  you work

A n umber of women rep orted that r ecent restru cturin g with in the  compa ny had 
res ulted in shi ft cha nges t hat ha d affe cted t heir f amilie s. Some chil dren h ad
complaine d, but  there  littl e chan ce to affect  thing s: ‘it ’s jus t your  lot i n life ’.

In some c ases t here i s some  flexi bility  – and  it is  great ly app reciat ed

Whe re women cou ld gai n some  flexi bility , they  great ly app reciat ed it. This varied  by
loc ation within  the workpla ce, an d on l ocal r elatio ns wit h mana gers. Clearl y flex ibilit y
is possib le in many s etting s, and  makes  a ver y grea t diff erence  to wo men’s lives. It is 
not  diffi cult f or emp loyers  to implemen t such  flexi bility : as much as  anyth ing it  is a
que stion of att itude and es tablis hed cu lture.

The ma na g er  ma k es a di f f er enc e

Whi lst or ganisa tions clearl y set a tone  and t here a re some examples o f good  pract ice
alo ngside  some poorer  ones, the f lexibi lity e xperie nced b y wome n vari ed con sidera bly
wit hin th e abov e orga nisati ons, a nd ind ividua l mana gers made a consid erable 
dif ferenc e. In the do cument  proce ssing centre , for exampl e:

My manage r, if I ring  and s ay I h ave an  issue  he sa ys fin e. Thi s is where r espect 
and  level  playi ng fie ld hap pens. Not al l area s are the sa me tho ugh – for ex ample,
it’ s much  harde r if y ou are  in th e call  centr e.
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Similarly  in th e trad itiona l fact ory se tting: 

You  can make up  hours  in so me par ts of the wo rkplac e. The  attit ude of 
man agemen t is i mporta nt. Ro stered  days off ar e not availa ble in  all d epartments.

Women saw it as  impor tant t o have  flexi bility  ‘acro ss the  board ’ rath er tha n have  it as 
dis cretio nary. Furthe r they  saw i t as i mporta nt tha t thei r mana gers u nderst and th em and 
the ir nee d for flexib ility: 

The y are pretty  sympa thetic . It i s a la rge co mpany and I leave at 5 o n the dot. Most
of those in man agemen t have  older  kids and kn ow wha t it i s like  and u nderst and my 
sit uation . ( single  mothe r, senior ma nager, retai l)

A women manager  refle cted o n the import ance o f bein g flex ible. Howeve r, she  did n ot
fin d it e verywh ere amongst her co lleagu es:

Man ageria l styl es are  lacki ng and  need to be change d. The y need  to be  looke d at
hol istica lly, t he who le human bei ng nee ds to be loo ked at . If y ou tre at wor kers
bad ly the y will  work badly. As a manage r I en courag ed my part-t ime employee s, if
the y had a prob lem, t hey sh ould g o and sort i t out and th ey came back  refre shed
and  grate ful. I  found  as a manage r that  it wa s impo rtant to be flexib le.  (manag er,
ret ail)

J o b  Sha r i ng and  ho m e- ba sed wo r k 

Women are  also asking  workp laces to cha nge th e way work i s stru ctured . With  the
inc reasin g part icipat ion of  women  in pa id wor k we n eed to  re-ev aluate  the s tructu res
we have i n plac e to p rovide  secur e but flexib le wor k. A n umber of women wan t to b e
abl e to j ob sha re, an d pref erred it to part-t ime an d casu al wor k:

The y shou ld all ow mor e job sharin g and flexib ility to wor k out their own wo rking
arr angeme nts. There s hould be mor e scop e for people ’s cre ativit y.

Job  shari ng is good a s ther e is a lways back u p. It’ s a po sitive  exper ience and
peo ple wa nt it.  They  can work it  out t hemsel ves, t hey ar e more  commi tted.

For  some women workin g from home for at  least  a par t of t heir work wa s some thing
the y woul d like :

Soc iety p uts a lot of  press ure on  women  to no t work , wher eas ot hers e xpect them t o
wor k in s econda ry pos itions  If th ey wor ked fr om home it might b e easi er. Th e thin g
is, I don ’t hav e two days o ff. I work a ll the  time, in fa ct I d o less  work at wor k than  I
do at home.

The y shou ld tak e into  consi derati on, jo b shar ing an d part -time and fl exible  hours 
so that women c an wor k whil e the kids a re at home. With s o many  unemp loyed why
can ’t we contin ue wit hout t he str ess?

Wo m en need ex tended l ea ve and ‘a l l - i n- o ne lea ve’ 

Eve n in t hose workpla ces wh ere wo men fe lt the re was  some negoti ated f lexibi lity, they
cou ld als o iden tify o ther ways in  which  their  workp laces could better  meet their needs.
For  work to acc ommoda te women’s l ives i n a me aningf ul way  emplo yers c an
rec ognise  the r ange o f issu es fac ed at differ ent ti mes, a nd the  varie ty of “famil ies” a nd
soc ial wo rlds i n whic h wome n live . Wome n wide ly end orsed the id ea of matern ity

‘ I f  yo u tr ea t
wo r k er s
ba d l y  they 
wi l l  wo r k 
ba d l y ’ . 
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lea ve, bu t they  also sought  flexi bility  in re lation  to ot her si gnific ant li fe eve nts li ke lon g
ter m illn ess, s ick pa rents and de ath:

The re is matern ity le ave av ailabl e for men an d wome n but not fo r fami ly lea ve, wi th
the  same condit ions a pplyin g, so that I  could  have left f or fiv e mont hs whe n my
fat her wa s dyin g and then c ome ba ck. ( manage r, off ice)

The re is nothin g for lookin g afte r pare nts - only c arers leave and th at comes out  of
sic k leav e and that i s only  for a  few d ays. I  think  a lot  depen ds on the or ganisa tion.
The re is more f lexibi lity h ere th an any where else. ( manage r, off ice)

As has be en dis cussed  in se ction 7 abov e, women con tinue to str uggle with t ime to 
car e for sick c hildre n and tend n ot to take l eave f or the mselve s but use th eir own sick 
lea ve for  child ren. There i s a co st for  emplo yers i n not being flexib le in their approa ch
inc luding  the l oss of  goodwill, a s this  story  tells  us:

We had a lady, Mary, who ha d take n a we ek off  when her hu sband had to  elect  to
tur n off his li fe sup port a nd the y said  ‘you can ha ve you r two days b ereave ment’
and  she g ot to negoti ate a few ex tra da ys. An d she broke down a bout 6  month s
lat er. An d they  said ‘you c an’t h ave an y more  time off – this b loke’s  on ho lidays ’.
Tha t wasn ’t acc eptabl e for her. They kn ew tha t she was se verely  depre ssed. She
sai d ‘I d ragged  mysel f to c ome to  work’ . Her health  suffe red. S he rea lly ha tes th em
for  what she di d to h er and  then her bo ss’s f ather died, and ev erythi ng cha nged!
But  it wa s so h ard fo r her.

Thi s is a  good exampl e of t he pri ce tha t infl exible  arran gement s visi ts upo n wome n –
and  in th is cas e the bereav ed. It  contr ibutes  to a strong  case for mo re fle xible access  to
all  forms  of le ave to  deal with f amily crisis . Whil e thos e in h igher paid, manage rial o r
mor e seni or pos itions  might  have more l atitud e to make ‘l ocal’ or ind ividua lised
arr angeme nts fo r themselves  or th eir ju niors, many women at the  botto m of workpla ce
hie rarchi es lac k that  scope . Whil e some  women  ‘choo se’ to  stay at the  botto m or a void
pro motion  becau se the y thin k that  will allow them t o meet  their  famil y’s ne eds,
iro nicall y it a lso ma y keep  them from p ositio ns whe re rea l lati tude e xists to do things 
mor e flex ibly.

The  above  story  also illust rates the importan ce of experi ence i n chan ging
man agemen t’s re sponse s to e mploye e need s: whe n Mary ’s bos s has his own cris is, he 
bec omes f lexibl e. Per haps i n his next workpla ce cri sis, h e will  be mo re und erstan ding.
As things  stand  many women try to  choos e work places  that they c an fit  aroun d thei r
liv es.

Women say  that they n eed to  have paid l eave t hat is  avail able f or the  range  of
eme rgenci es and  issue s they  face in lif e. Is it rea sonabl e that  they use up  their  own s ick
lea ve to accommodate childr en and  that they h ave on ly two  days to dea l with  the d eath
of a part ner? There a re man y examples t o sugg est th at it is pos sible for wo rkplac es to
acc ommoda te the se nee ds and  they will c learly  be re warded  for d oing s o in t erms o f
emp loyee loyalt y and workfo rce st abilit y.

As the ab ove st ories tell, flexib ility which gives women scope to man age th e
res ponsib ilitie s they  have for ch ildren  and o ther f amily member s is c rucial  to re moving 
str ess in  their  worki ng liv es.  Some employer s have  start ed down this  road and ot hers
hav e a lo ng way  to go . .
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C a r i ng an d the Pr o f es si o ns:  ‘I t just do esn’ t fi t’ 

A p oor fi t between wo rk and  famil y was not co nfined  to of fice, cleric al, an d fact ory
wor k. It extend ed to the ba sic na ture o f prof ession al wor k, and  the model o f the
pro fessio nal wo rker.

Women man agers, lawye rs and  docto rs tal ked ab out th e inco mpatib ility of the ir
pro fessio ns wit h mate rnity and ca ring. Women in pri vate b usines s desc ribed the
dif ficult ies th ey enc ounter ed in return ing to  work, when partne rship arrang ements 
pro ved in  adequ ate to  deali ng wit h part -time work:

It has be en rea lly di fficul t to e xtract  mysel f from the p artner ship when I went p art-
time. My partne rs - t hey ha dn’t h ad to deal with it  befor e. The  pract ice ag reemen t
had  mater nity l eave, but af ter th at the y hadn ’t tho ught a bout p art-ti me. It  has b een
ver y mess y and diffic ult.

Mor e fund amenta lly, t hese p rofess ional women questi oned t he mod el of the
pro fessio nal wo rker, and it s inco mpatib ility with d omesti c resp onsibi lities . This 
inc ompati bility  affec ted me n, als o, as their wives looked  for more he lp at home. But it 
par ticula rly af fected  women  – the ir dec isions  to ha ve chi ldren, to st ay in the pr ofessi on,
and  their  capac ities to inf luence  the r eshapi ng of their profes sional  pract ices a nd
mod els.  The fo llowin g exch ange b etween  lawye rs and  docto rs ill ustrat es the se iss ues:

The  model  is to o big. They histor y of t hese j obs is  too b ig. Th e hist ory of  the j ob is
tha t it i s a voc ation no t a jo b. It is wha t you are . I t’s yo ur lif e. You  work all th e
hou rs tha t ther e are. You l ive in  the h ospita l. You  are p erpetu ally t here f or eve ryone
but  yours elf.

It’ s very  much a male  model .

Abs olutel y! And  it’s incred ibly h ierarc hical and it ’s inc redibl y scri pted. Very
tig htly. So whe n you try to  move away f orm th at, an d say I don’ t want  to do  that, I
wan t to d o this , and I can be goo d at what I do, in  this way, t hen yo u pay.

And  men h ave tr ouble too. At work  I use d to b e appr oached  by so me of the ma le
lawyers a nd the y woul d come  to me  and s ay I r eally want t o take  some additi onal
hol idays and I need t o help  at ho me, an d this  and t hat. I n some  sense s they  were
ver y symp atheti c but that was onl y beca use th eir pa rtner’ s life  was i mpacti ng on
the m beca use th ey wer e sayi ng ‘yo u’ve g ot to help’. So it ’s not  just a male /femal e
thi ng, it ’s the  model .  But  it impacts more h arshly  upon women.

It’ s a ma le gen erated  model . It d oesn’t  take accoun t of t he fac t that  there  are s o
man y more  femal es in the pr ofessi ons – but th ere st ill do esn’t seem t o be a ny
cha nge of  the model, of the  way t hings are do ne. I don’t know why – maybe
bec ause a  lot o f wome n drop  out.

In medici ne it’ s the colleg es and  senio r peop le at hospit als, a nd in law it ’s the 
sen ior pa rtners  in th e big firms, and t hey ar e all men – or 90 per ce nt of them –  and
the y all grew u p in t hat mo del an d its like, ‘well this i s the way yo u do i t’.

And  women  don’t  wan t to  parti cipate  (in t hat pr ofessi onal n etwork ing) –  all t hat
joc keying  for p ower. You ne ed a h ouse-h usband  to ta ke on tha t role  (in
pro fessio nal bo dies).

‘ I t  is a
vo c a ti o n    no t
a  jo b.  It  is
wha t yo u
a r e  .  It’ s
y o u r  li f e. 
Yo u  wo r k 
a l l  the
ho u r s tha t
ther e ar e. 
Yo u  li ve in
the
ho s p i ta l ’ . 

‘ Th e ma l e
m o d el  ha s  a
ho l d in al l 
k i n ds of 
wo r k p l a c es
– f r o m  th e
f a c to r y  f l o o r 
to  the
p r o f essi o na l 
bus i ness’ . 
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The se women poi nted t o the absent  of wo men wi th chi ldren from t heir p rofess ional
bod ies, a nd the  diffi culty of get ting t heir p erspec tives about necess ary ch anges in the 
pat terns of leg al and  medic al pra ctice: 

The  last thing you wa nt to do is to go out to  somet hing e lse at  night .

The y obse rved t hat yo unger women in the  profe ssions  were freque ntly c hoosin g not to
hav e chil dren, or to have o nly on e, or to hav e them later .

Cle arly, the ma le mod el has  a hol d in a ll kin ds of workpl aces –  from the fa ctory floor
to the pr ofessi onal b usines s. Iro nicall y the impact  of th e doub le day  on wo men me ans
tha t thei r voic e in p rofess ional, workp lace a nd uni on bod ies – to pus h for change  in th e
est ablish ed mod els – is inh ibited  preci sely b y thei r resp onsibi lity f or the  domes tic.
‘Ma king i t’ to the pr ofessi onal p innacl e mean s maki ng it to liv e and work t he mal e
mod el. Th e spec tre of  infle xible workpl aces h aunts many work li ves, a nd sta nds in 
str ong co ntradi ction to the  ‘fami ly fri endly’  workp lace which h as onl y a my thical 
sta tus in  many circumstance s.
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14.  Th e  P re s s u r e s  of Pa id Wo rk

It is now widel y esta blishe d that  in Au strali a many  in employme nt per ceive their paid
wor k as b ecomin g more  inten se, pr essure d and demand ing (ACIRRT 1998). Certa inly,
the  worki ng day  has g rown. Betwee n 1989  and 1 999, t he len gth of  the a verage 
wor king d ay in Austra lia gr ew by 1.6 ho urs fo r full -time worker s (ABS Cat. No.
410 2.0: 1 08). And man y are workin g incr easing ly lon g hour s. A q uarter  of fu ll-time
wor kers n ow wor k more  than 49 hou rs per  week.

Thi s was univer sally sugges ted by  those  in ou r grou p, inc luding  those  in a great
div ersity  of ty pes of  jobs and wo rkplac es. Wh ether privat e cons ultant s, fac tory
wor kers, call c entre employ ees or  farm worker s – th ere is  a wid esprea d beli ef tha t paid 
wor k is b ecomin g more  deman ding.

In this s ection  we co nsider  the i ntensi ficati on of work, the gr owth i n the scope of job s
(jo b enla rgemen t), an d the increa se in unpaid  hours  being  worke d by a  diver sity o f
peo ple. Each of  these  has i mporta nt imp licati ons fo r thos e who must f it the ir
inc reasin gly de mandin g jobs  along side t heir r espons ibilit ies fo r chil dren, the ag ed, an d
community  work. We ha ve alr eady s een ho w this  incre ase ha s sque ezed v olunta ry
wor k for many p eople and th e serv ices t hey as sist. For th ose en gaged in car ing wo rk –
in the ma jority , wome n – th e pres sures are pa rticul arly e xtreme , and they r eprese nt a
fur ther move ag ainst ‘famil y frie ndline ss’.

I nt ensi f i c a ti o n  of  wo r k 

The  growi ng pre ssures  are c learly  descr ibed b y thos e work ing in  nursi ng home
fac ilitie s, whe re wor k is n ow mor e inte nsive – with  fewer  doing  more – whil e the size
of the jo b has also g rown with de mands for mo re pap er wor k, mee tings, and
bur eaucra tic co ntrols . Many  in th ese fo rms of  care organi sation s are unconv inced that
thi s job enlarg ement has do ne mor e than  add p ressur e to s taff, while not re ally
imp roving  the q uality  of ca re:

Sus an: It s just  non-s top an d neve r fini shed. You ha rdly e ver go  home and th ink I’ ve
don e ever ything . It’s  just never. It di dn’t u sed to  be – nursin g didn ’t use d to b e,
age d care  didn’ t used  to be . It’s  just unreal . It’s  comin g to a  head. Every where. It’s
jus t got to cha nge. Nursing  is to tally stress ful an d you never feel f ulfill ed. (nurse)

Abe : I’ve  been in nur sing f or 25 years now, a nd I t hink f or me the le vel of  scrut iny
tha t is o n nurs ing no w is o ff its  face in ter ms of accoun tabili ty, do cument ation,
committee s, min utes. To the  point  that it now encro aches on you r abil ity to  be a
han ds-on nurse. It’s just r idicul ous, a nd at the en d of t he day , my t heory is tha t we
hav e this  truck  load of doc umenta tion t o make  us be tter n urses, but i t does n’t ma ke
us better  nurse s at a ll, be cause the in terfac e between th e nurs e and the cl ient h asn’t
ess ential ly cha nged. I thin k that  what has ha ppened  is th at the  level  of sc rutiny  has
put  such a load  on us  as nu rses t hat it  has r eached  break ing po int. (ma le nur se
sup erviso r)

The  manag er of these nurses  agree d with  their  asses sment, point ing ou t that  the
pol itical  atten tion b eing d irecte d at n ursing  homes  place d empl oyees in the  servi ces
und er eve n grea ter fo rmal s urveil lance.  Susa n and Abe we nt on to des cribe the
gro wing d ifficu lty of  attra cting nurses  to ag ed car e work , when  short ages a re eme rging
in other areas of nur sing t hat mi ght be  more attrac tive, and wa ges in  count ries l ike th e
UK – trad itiona lly mu ch lower tha n in Austral ia – a re now consi derabl y high er.
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The  same pressu res we re des cribed  in ma nageme nt, ho usekee ping, mainte nance, and
oth er anc illary  aspec ts of caring  work, as employee s and their manage rs rac ed to keep
up with c hange: 

Thi s is k ey iss ue, th ere ha s been  so mu ch cha nge fo r all of us that we have n’t
dev eloped  good systems to c ope wi th it… We ar e runn ing wi th so much c hange that
the re is no time to e valuat e what  we do . We a re sup posed to eva luate as
pra ctitio ners a nd yet  its a lmost imposs ible t o sit back a nd mea sure t he cha nge, a nd
its  impac t, and  work the ch ange t hrough  the s ystem. There ’s no time t o asse ss and 
dis card. And th is is the pr oblem with s o many  busin esses now: n o time  to re assess .
(Ma nager, aged care s ervice , work ing 10 0 hour s per week, 2 chil dren, male)

Cou ntry women a greed. In th eir va rious types of pai d off- farm work th ey tal ked of 
gro wing workpla ce demands –  to in crease  skill s, and  to do  more: 

The re’s more wo rk. Th ere ar e less  hours  to do  it. Less re source s too. ( Countr y
woman)

Oth ers ta lked o f dimi nishin g flex ibilit y in s ome wo rkplac es, as  a res ult of  the d emands :

I’m not r eally able t o brin g chil dren t o work  if th ey are  not well. I t’s les s fl exible . I
too k my k ids to  work with me with  a nan ny. It  would n’t ha ppen h ere, n ow.

Women in a fact ory di scusse d the changi ng pre ssures  they face:

The  press ure is  on to  work harder  these  days becaus e of t he limited j obs an d
bec ause o f the demand s the employ ers ma ke…to work t hat li ttle b it har der th an we
did  5 yea rs ago .

The re hav e been  a lot  of cu tbacks . They  expec t us t o do n early twice as muc h as we
use d to.

And  to go  from one de partme nt to anothe r, and  learn  to do  somet hing n ew.

It’ s the same e verywh ere – it’s j ust yo ur lot  in li fe.

Man y of t hese women d id ove rtime, which  they could refuse  but t hey me ntione d that 
sho rt not ice ma de it diffic ult to  juggl e fami ly and  unexp ected hours.

S up er vi so r s and  ma na g er s

Mos t wome n in s enior positi ons we re wor king l ong or  incre asing hours, some of the m
at home, to cop e with  a wor kload that t hey pe rceive d as i ncreas ing:

The re is more p ressur e to g et thi ngs do ne to meet d eadlin es. I bought  a computer so
I c ould work at  home and ge t thin gs up to dat e. (Ke rin, mother of sma ll chi ld,
manager, working about 50 hours a  week in a l arge o ffice)

Oth er man agers and te am lea ders a greed: 

Eac h of u s is g iven t oo muc h work  to do  and management  is relu ctant to lis ten to 
con cerns that a re rai sed. They ju st rep eat ‘y ou do it’. A lot o f peop le hav e left 
bec ause t hey ca n’t ha ck the  press ure. There h as bee n 100% turno ver in  the p ast
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few month s in my area . (mo ther o f smal l chil dren, manage r, wor king l ong ho urs
in a larg e offi ce)

A n umber of women men tioned  that the tr aditio nal re sponse  to to o much  press ure –
cha nging jobs -  was n ow no longer  avail able. Unempl oyment  and l imited  alter native s
kep t many  in a job th at the y woul d happ ily ha ve tra ded fo r one with l ess pr essure :

Als o outs ide in fluenc es hav e chan ged. Before if you  didn’ t like  a job  you went ou t
and  got a nother  one. Now th ere ar e not so man y oppo rtunit ies.

For  many the ex pectat ion of  worki ng lon g hour s, inc luding  unpai d over time was eve r-
pre sent. While some f ound t hese ‘ expect ations ’ of l onger hours diffic ult, t hey fo und
the mselve s repl icatin g them:

The re is an exp ectati on tha t you reach a cert ain le vel in  an or ganisa tion a nd the n
you  work over a nd abo ve. I often book a  meeti ng for  5.30p m and expect  other s to
comply. ( mother  of small children, mana ger, working  long hours in a l arge
off ice)

Some wome n mana gers with fa mily r espons ibilit ies we re res isting  this, and t rying to
con trol t heir working  hours :

I’m not d oing a s much  as be fore b ut I s till p ut man y expe ctatio ns on myself . If I 
sti ck to what I  shoul d do t he wor ld won ’t fal l apar t. I a m begi nning to tak e more 
con trol a nd say ing no t I am sorry , I’m out of  here.

Tur ning t o the profes sional  world , as we saw in sec tion 1 3, women lawyers a nd
doc tors h ad dee p crit iques of the  model s of workers  in th ese fi elds a nd des cribed  the
pri ce of parent ing fo r themselves  as pr ofessi onals, wheth er wor king f ull-ti me or part-
time.

In some workpla ces, p reviou s arra ngemen ts for  roste red da ys off , or e ducati on lea ve
now no lo nger e xist, so tha t empl oyees either  had t o asse rt the ir rig ht to take s ome
res torati ve lea ve, or  lacke d any capaci ty to juggle  their  time for st udy in  the f ace of 
hig h work  press ure:

And ie: Le vel 3 nurses  used to hav e thes e paid  days off. Now you  no lo nger g et
the m. A l ot of them want th e day to be mental ly wel l to d o the job…It  takes  a lev el
of maturi ty to take t hat ti me to recove r.  Ma nageme nt can  be ve ry iff y abou t it.
(nurse in emerg ency c are unit, la rge ho spital , two childr en, li ving o n a fa rm).

Tammy: Wh ere I work y ou cou ldn’t do tha t! I’m casua l. The re was  one g irl wh o
wan ted ti me off  to do  study  and t here was no way! ( cleric al wor ker, mother of two ,
cas ual).

Can dy: I work i n smal l busi ness a nd it’ s much  less flexib le. In  a ret ail sh op it’ s
muc h hard er to have f lexibl e time . It d oesn’t  work. ( single  mothe r of t wo, full-time
wor ker)

Women als o ment ioned the re quirements o n them to in crease  their  skill s, to be abl e to
do a broa der ra nge of  tasks :

And ie: We  are n ow exp ected to do a lot more with a lot le ss peo ple. You don ’t wea r
one  hat a nymore . Mult i-skil led.
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For  some, parti cularl y thos e for whom English  was a  secon d lang uage, this was a
str essful  deman d.

Cur rent t rends in the  workp lace, reflec ted in  the r esults  of la rge su rveys and th e resu lts
of our in tervie ws and  focus  group s, sug gest t hat in  many workpl aces i t is b ecomin g
mor e diff icult to combine work an d fami ly.  Growing  press ures a t work  with fewer
peo ple do ing mo re, th e lack  of employme nt opp ortuni ties t hat al low employee s to s hop
aro und fo r work  that will match f amily needs to emp loyer demand s, and  growi ng
pre ssures  for more un paid o vertime (aff ecting  both full- and pa rt-time empl oyees) 
mea n that  work is bec oming harder  to re concil e with  house holds.

Man y wome n spok e of t he nee d to s hare t he pai d work  more evenly  acros s the
community . They  spoke  of th eir own, and  their  partn ers’ o verwor k, and  the
une mployment of  their  child ren an d frie nds. Others spoke of the  costs  to th eir he alth o f
pai d work  and i ts gro wing p ressur es, an d the demand s on t hem to  train  and i mprove 
ski lls.
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15.  Fin di n g Wo r k

Some wome n are partic ularly  affec ted by  diffi cultie s in f inding  paid work, includ ing
Ind igenou s Sout h Aust ralian s and those of non -Engli sh Spe aking backgr ound. Rural
women als o poin t to s erious  diffi cultie s in f inding  work, and a  growi ng number of 
women wor king p art-ti me wou ld lik e to work mo re hou rs.  The lab our ma rket i n Sout h
Aus tralia  follo ws some nati onal t rends in rel ation to women’s u nemplo yment.

Fig ure 15 .1 sho ws tha t Sout h Aust ralian  women  exper ienced  highe r unemployme nt
tha n men in the  early  1980s . Howe ver, t his si tuatio n was revers ed by the 19 90s wh en
women enj oyed a  gener ally l ower r ate of  unemp loymen t than  men.  At pr esent women
and  men i n Sout h Aust ralia have t he same rate  of un employ ment, which is abo ut one 
per centag e poin t high er tha n in Austral ia as a whol e.

Fi g ur e 15. 1  U n em p l o y m ent i n So ut h Aust r a l i a ,  1980- 2000. 

Sou rce:  ABS la bour market survey , Cat. 6203.0, var ious y ears.
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Fi g ur e 15. 2  U n der em p l o y ed in SA,  1980- 2000.    Wo m en and
m en  who  pr ef er r ed to  wo r k  m o r e ho ur s. 

Sou rce:  Unpubl ished ABS da ta

Fig ure 15 .2 sho ws the  perce ntage of women and  men i n Sout h Aust ralia over t he las t
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inc reased  more steepl y than  for men, al though  the p ercent age of  both sexes who wo uld
pre fer to  work more h ours h as inc reased  stead ily fo r the past t wo dec ades. There is a
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Fi g ur e 15. 3  S o uth Au str a l i a n unem p l o y m ent ra te by  co untr y 
o f  bi r th,  wo m en  and m en in Ap r i l  2000. 

Sou rce:  ABS la bour market survey , Cat. 6203.0, var ious y ears.
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Fi g ur e 15. 4:    So uth Austr a l i a n pa r ti c i p a ti o n  in th e la bo ur 
f o r c e ra t e at 1996 census,  indi geno us/n o n- i nd i geno u s by  sex , 
p er c ent. 

Sou rce:  Aborig inal a nd Tor res St rait I slande r Peop le, So uth Au strali a, 199 6 Cens us of
Pop ulatio n and Housin g.

Tur ning t o unemployme nt, In digeno us men  in So uth Au strali a have  a muc h  hig her
rat e of u nemplo yment than I ndigen ous wo men, b ut for  both it is much h igher than f or
non -Indig enous South Austra lians.
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C ha r t 15. 5:  So u th Aus tr a l i a n unem p l o y m ent ra t e at 1996
c en sus,  i ndi gen o us by  no n- i ndi gen o us by  ma l e by  fem a l e by 
p er c ent. 

Sou rce:  Aborig inal a nd Tor res St rait I slande r Peop le, So uth Au strali a, 199 6 Cens us
of Popula tion a nd Hou sing.
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Par t-time  work is har d to f ind...Hard t o nego tiate. (rural wo men, worker, mothe r)

However, some c ountry  women  also valued  the n etwork ing op portun ities that e xisted 
in some c ountry  areas  – tho ugh th ese se emed t o faci litate  volun teerin g rath er mor e than 
pai d work :

It’ s obvi ously limite d comp ared t o the city. But be ing a small commun ity, t here a re
oth er opp ortuni ties l ike yo u can volunt eer on  the l ocal r adio s tation  – you  would n’t
hav e that  oppor tunity  in th e city . You can ge t into  thing s that  are q uite d iffere nt.
Her e they  look for an y help  they can ge t. ( rural women, worke r, mot her)
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16.   P a rt - t ime  Wo rk

Mos t of t he emp loymen t growth acr oss Au strali a in t he pas t deca de has  been in par t-
time work , much  of he ld by women. What are th e char acteri stics of par t-time  work? 
And  how d oes it  fit with th e goal s of l eading  a ful l life  in pa id wor k, as well a s meet ing
per sonal and fa mily n eeds?

Fig ure 16 .1 sho ws the  growt h in p art-ti me wor k in South Austral ia ove r the past 2 0
yea rs. Th is ref lects the na tional  trend , but it has  been much more pr onounc ed in South
Aus tralia .

Fi g ur e 16. 1 Gr o wth of  pa r t- ti m e em p l o y m ent,  So uth Austr a l i a 
1980- 2000 by  ‘000 per so ns
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Sou rce: ABS lab our ma rket s urvey, Cat. 6203.0 , vari ous ye ars

In South Austra lia, t here h as bee n a de cline of 3,0 00 ful l-time  male jobs i n Sout h
Aus tralia  over the la st twe nty ye ars an d an i ncreas e of 2 7,000 female  full- time j obs.  In
the  same period , the number  of wo men employed  in pa rt-time jobs  incre ased b y
64,000 an d the number  of me n empl oyed i n part -time jobs i ncreas ed by 37,000 .
Ind eed, t otal p art-ti me emp loymen t doub led be tween 1980 a nd 200 0 to 2 01,000 
whe reas t otal f ull-ti me emp loymen t rose  by on ly 24,000 jo bs to 476,00 0.

In the pa st thr ee yea rs all  the n et emp loymen t growth in South Austra lia ha s been  in
par t-time  jobs.

Eig hty pe rcent of the  net e mployment gr owth i n the past 2 0 year s in t he sta te has  been
in part-t ime wo rk. Al though  the g reat b ulk of  part- time workers  are women, part-t ime
wor k has been g rowing  quick ly for  both sexes – and faster  for men tha n wome n.  Pa rt-
time jobs  grew by 180  per c ent fo r Sout h Aust ralian  women  in th e 20 y ears t o 2000 ,
and  285 p er cen t for men.

Compared to Aus tralia  as a whole, growt h in f ull-ti me wor k has been e xtreme ly sma ll
in South Austra lia (s ee Tab le 16.1), wh ile gr owth i n part -time work a mongst  both
women and  men h as bee n very  fast. Thirt y perc ent of  all workers  in So uth Au strali a
are  now p art-ti me, co mpared  to 27  per c ent na tional ly, an d 18 p er cen t twen ty yea rs
ago .



H A V I N G  A  L I F E 1 0 9 

In contra st to South Austra lia, male fu ll-time jobs  in Au strali a as a  whole  incre ased i n
the  twent y year s from 1980 to 200 0.  Mo reover , full -time employ ment f or women ros e
at a grea ter ra te in Austra lia ge nerall y than  in So uth Au strali a between 19 80 and  2000.

Ta b l e 16. 1:  Cha nges i n Ful l - ti m e and pa r t- ti m e em p l o y m ent , 
Aus tr a l i a ,  So ut h Aust r a l i a ,  1980- 2000

AUSTRALIA SOU TH AUSTRALIA 

Per  cent change Abs olute change Per  cent change Abs olute change 
Men 17 652 ,000 -1 -3,000
Wom en 49 727 ,000 22 27,000
Total 26 1,3 79,000 5 24,000

Men 211 452 ,000 285 37,000
Wom en 122 949 ,000 180 64,000
Total 142 1,4 02,000 201 101 ,000

Sou re: ABS Labo ur Mar ket Su rvey, Cat. 6 203.0, vario us yea rs.

Man y wome n find  that part-t ime wo rk mee ts the ir nee ds: th ey wan t to b e avai lable for
the ir families and av oid th e stre ss of full-t ime pa id wor k. The  costs  of mo ving t o part -
time work  are well un dersto od by women. Some have c omplet e acce ptance  of th e
cir cumsta nce an d arra ngemen ts tha t mean  that, in wo rking part-t ime, t hey ar e choo sing
bet ween a  caree r and a growing ea rnings  strea m, and  carin g work . For exampl e, it was
acc epted by women in part-t ime wo rk in docume nt pro cessin g and call c entre work
tha t they  did n ot hav e a ca reer: they h ad a ‘ job no t a ca reer’. They saw th is ‘ch oice’ as
bet ween ‘ greedy ’, demanding , full -time, caree r jobs  and b eing t he per iphera l part -
timer. Ma ny par t-time  worke rs ide ntifie d thei r limi ted ac cess t o a ra nge of  workp lace
pos sibili ties i ncludi ng tra ining, infor mation , deve lopmen t and promot ion.

Some who had gi ven up  their  leade rship roles to hav e chil dren o r unde rtake other
car ing re sponsi biliti es and  become part -time, were unhapp y with  the ‘ choice ’. Ver a for
exa mple f elt a deep s ense o f loss  about  makin g the decisi on to go par t-time  to ca re
mor e for her de penden t olde r rela tives and he r two sons with di sabili ties. Her se nse of 
los s was not ab out in come; it was  about  the l ost ch ance t o make  a lea dershi p
con tribut ion in  her workpla ce, wh ich is  a los s not only t o her, but a lso he r empl oyer:

Ver a: [Be ing a worker  and a  carer ] is v ery di fficul t espe cially  when there are
hos pital visits . I sp end a lot of  time trying  to or ganise  thing s. I h ave ta ken a lower
amo unt of  hours  in or der to  cope with my fami ly and  that meant giving  up be ing a
lea der. I  somet imes r egret that I  have had to  make that d ecisio n. Bei ng a t eam
member (r ather than a  leade r) is fine. But I only h ave a job  no w, ins tead o f a
car eer. ( docume nt pro cessing cent re, wi th dep endent s)

Lat er, Ve ra ret urned to the  theme  of th e cost s of moving out of  the c areer stream and
her  ‘grea t sens e of l oss’:

I h ave a sense of los s maki ng my decisi on to give u p a le adersh ip pos ition, even
thr ough I  know I made  the r ight d ecisio n. I a m relu ctant, howev er, to  inter vene
any more a t work  and make a contri bution  as I am onl y a te am member no w. Thi s is
rea lly ha rd bec ause a s a te am member, i f I in terven e, it is see n to b e inte rferin g.
But  becau se I h ave un til re cently  been in a l eaders hip po sition  there  is a great
sen se of loss n ow tha t I ca n’t do  it – can’t make t hat co ntribu tion.
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‘ Mo ther - t r a c k ’  or  Ca r eer  tr a c k ?

Cou ntry women a greed that t here was a s tark c hoice to be made b etween 
‘th e moth er tra ck’ an d ‘the  caree r trac k’:

Oh Yes! ( all ag reed)

I t hink women o n a pa rt-time basi s have  to ma ke tha t choi ce, wh ich me ans a lot of 
women wit h youn g chil dren -  if yo u’re o n a fa rm as well -  you a re ove r-look ed.

It depend s on t he ind ustry. Over the la st 8 y ears I ’ve wo rked j ust to  enjoy  it – it pai d
chi ldcare  and p etrol. But I  was h appy.

You  have to wor k full -time to cli mb a l adder. In al l occu pation s.

Sen ior wo men in  organ isatio ns tha t prov ided e xtensi ve par t-time  work opport unitie s
agr eed.

Oth er women exp ressed  satis factio n with  tradi ng the ir car eers f or par t-time  work. They
wan ted to  avoid  highe r stre ss and  less flexib le job s, and  that meant not ha ving a  caree r.
Man y want ed to avoid the ‘s trivin g’ and  ‘hass le’ th at the y see exists  for f ull-ti me
wor kers n ow:

Jes se: De pends on whe ther y ou wan t a ca reer. I’ve b een do ing vi rtuall y the same
job  for 2  and a  half years. I’m q uite h appy d oing t hat. I  like my 20 hours. I don ’t
wan t to h ave to  striv e to g o some where else. Becaus e nobo dy is going to rea lly ta ke
me with 2 0 hour s. And  I’m q uite h appy. I’ve g ot my flexib ility. I do what I  want to
do. If I want t o work  days, night s – it ’s rea lly qu ite fl exible . To me it’s  not a n issu e
tha t ther e’s no  progr ession , beca use I don’t want t he pro gressi on. I don’t want t he
has sle. Life is  easy at the  momen t. Eve rythin g is working  fine. Maybe  I’d g o
somewhere  else and th ey’re going to put  press ure on  me to  chang e my h ours.

Jes se is happy and be lieves  she will lo se wha t she has – flexib ility and pa rt-time work 
– i f she seeks change . She sees o nly ‘h assle’  and ‘ pressu re’ if  she a ttempt s to b etter her
arr angeme nts. A full- time c o-work er of Jesse’ s agre ed wit h her assess ment, and wa s
avo iding promot ion, i n orde r to a void s tress: 

Mar garet:  I fin d the same with fu ll-time. I would l ike to  progr ess an d get more
mon ey but  I fee l like  if I progre ss I’l l be p ut in a more  stres sful s ituati on tha t woul d
mak e me f eel th at I would n ot be able t o cope  so I stay a t this  level  to th e detr iment
of my car eer so  that I can cope.

In Margar et’s c ase, s he wan ts pro gressi on but  sees that h er ‘ch oices’  are c onstra ined.
Pro gressi on wil l incr ease h er str ess so  she c hooses  not t o be p romote d. The  test
bet ween work an d fami ly for ce a c hoice that many me n simp ly do not fa ce. Th e gend er
pay  equit y data  measu re some of t he cos ts of this d iffere nt set  of wo rk opt ions a nd
‘ch oices’ .

Pro fessio nal wo men we re par ticula rly cl ear ab out th e cost s they  incur  throu gh wor king
par t-time . They  argue d that  the model o f work  that exists  for p rofess ionals  like lawyer s
and  docto rs – where i ncreas ing nu mber o f wome n exis t – ar e simp ly inc ompati ble wi th
‘se rious caring ’. The y desc ribed co-wor kers a nd bus iness partne rs as viewin g part -
timers as  ‘not seriou s’ abo ut the ir wor k, as this e xchang e between la wyers and do ctors
rev eals:
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Par t-time  work makes you no t very  impor tant. You ar e viewed as not se rious.
(do ctor)

You  don’t  get t he inf ormati on, yo u don’ t know what’ s goin g on. You ge t the dummy
job s, the  thing s othe rs don ’t wan t to d o. ( lawyer )

You  are s tifled . You can ge t so f ar and  you r each t hat pl ateau, and t hat’s it. I feel
tha t I’ve  reach ed a p lateau . I ha ven’t advanc ed bec ause I ’m par t-time . ( doctor )

The re is a sens e from some of you r coll eagues , too, that you sh ould b e sati sfied with
wha t you’ ve got  - tha t real ly you  are n ot doi ng too  badly  ‘for a woma n’. (la wyer)

A woman l awyer pointe d out that t he pro blems she fa ced in  claiming pr ofessi onal
leg itimac y were  not o nly to  do wi th goi ng par t-time . As a  full- time worker, she h ad
exp erienc ed ‘pr ofessi onal d iscoun ting’ becaus e her collea gues k new of  her f our
chi ldren: 

I’d  go fu rther. I’d s ay tha t I st ill fe lt tha t I wa s see as ‘th e woma n with  the c hildre n’.
In terms of any  kind of out side a ctivit ies, a ny big ger is sues, I got the di stinct 
imp ressio n that  ‘Well , we’l l leav e her out of  it, s he’s g ot family co mmitme nts’. I
did n’t ge t to t ravel, do th e inte restin g thin gs.

Women als o retu rned t o disc ussion  of th e domi nant model o f the profes sional  worke r –
ded icated  to th e job – and its implicat ions o f goin g part -time. This model, which 
sev eral o f them had i nterna lised, under mined their own pr ofessi onal c onfide nce wh en
the y had childr en or other caring  respo nsibil ities: 

I’v e been  in fu ll-time gene ral pr actice , and part-t ime. I t’s th e way others  perce ive
you  but i t’s ev en the  way y ou see  yours elf. I  felt that I  was a lways there for
eve ryone, and I  felt a loss  of pr ofessi onal s atisfa ction in goi ng par t-time . And
peo ple do n’t ta ke you  serio usly i f you’ re par t-time  becau se the y thin k if y ou are  a
rea l GP, then y ou are  there  all t he time.

Oth ers ag reed:

It can ha ve an effect  on yo ur sel f este em and  how y ou see  yours elf as  a
pro fessio nal.  I’ve h ad at least one pe er que stion my att itude becaus e I’m not
pre pared to par ticipa te in on-cal l work . I’m not ob liged to – b ut he said ‘ I thin k
tha t is a n appa lling attitu de’. I t made  me an gry, b ut it also n ibbled  away quietl y at
my self-e steem, and h ow ser iously  you t ake yo urself . I ha d anot her pe er say  ‘Well 
loo k, per sonall y, I d on’t b elieve  you c an do what y ou are  doing  part- time’. I was 
ang ry but  meanwhile my brai n thou ght ma ybe yo u’re r ight!

It gets a t your  own i deas o f what  a goo d doct or or lawyer  is, b ut it also t hat th ey
exc lude y ou or punish  you i n ways  for g oing p art-ti me.

It’ s as i f ‘You  have made t he dec ision, so yo u wear  it’.

A l awyer who wa s a pa rtner in her  firm, discu ssed h ow women wit h fami lies were
lea ving t he law, and that t heir l oss of  conta cts co st the m dear ly, wh ile ol der wo men
ent ering law fo r the first time a lso en counte red ba rriers :

Int erviewer: Ar e wome n leav ing la w?

Yes !
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Int erviewer: Is  it di fficul t to r eturn? 

If you ha ve no contac t with  the p rofess ions, it is diffic ult. I f you are no t seen . I ha ve
a s ense o f peop le lea ving a nd nev er coming ba ck. Th ey are  never  heard  of. You
nee d to d eep ta bs on them.

How is it  for women b ecomin g lawy ers?

You ng women and  young  men a re emp loyabl e. Old er women wit h chil dren f ind it 
har der to  find a firs t posi tion.

The se pro fessio nal wo men at tempte d to maintai n thei r prof ession al cap acitie s at work,
by adopti ng par t-time  work. Howev er, th ey str uggled  with their own in ternal  sense  of
how this dimini shed t hem as  ‘prop er doc tors’ and ‘p roper lawyer s’. It  also clearl y
diminishe d them in th e eyes  of ma ny col league s.

Wo r k i ng Pa r t- ti m e to  wo r k  Ful l - ti m e no t  Over t i m e

Oth er women use d part -time work a s a st rategy  to cu t down  on th e hour s they  worke d
fro m ‘mor e-than -full- time’, to ‘f ull-ti me-tho ugh-pa id-par t-time ’. As a mana ger of  a
community  servi ce put  it:

And  part- time work is n’t re ally p art-ti me wor k for women. You a re onl y paid  for
tho se hou rs, bu t you probab ly wor k a lo t more . Now I’m wo rking full-t ime I can’t
do some o f the things  with my 5 y ear ol d that  I’d l ike to  do be cause I can’ t be
rel iable…the de mands of the  job..You ar e actu ally a  slave ! You are owned by  the
org anisat ion.

Par t-time  work certai nly re duced the mo bility  of so me int o othe r jobs  and c areers :

The re’s n ot man y plac es to move, being part-t ime. I ’ve jo b shar ed and  that’ s
wor ked we ll. Ma les in  this workpl ace th at wor k part -time are pr edomin antly
stu dents or the y have  taken  a pac kage –  they don’t really  need to be workin g. The y
are  quite  comfo rtable  – the y are supple mentin g thei r pack age.

In contra st, ma ny women par t-time rs wer e in i t ‘for  the l ong ha ul’.

The Co st of  Bei ng Pa r t- ti m e

At presen t part -time work i s the means by whi ch women ind ividua lly tr y to r econci le
the ir res ponsib ilitie s for home a nd car ing. But, as  women  repea tedly said, part-t ime
wor k mean s seco nd-cla ss cit izensh ip in most workpla ces. I t mean s less  train ing, b eing
loc ked ou t of c ommuni cation  and p romoti on, a lack o f work  conti nuity, lower 
ear nings, less recogn ition of ski lls, a nd fre quentl y unpa id ext ra hou rs of work t o ‘get 
the  job d one’. Freque ntly, long t erm pa rt-time empl oyees are ca sual, with v ery
res tricte d empl oyment  right s.

Not  every  woman  wants  promo tion a nd a c areer. Some writer s have  argue d that 
women are  simpl y less  commi tted t o paid  work, and we shou ld not  be su rprise d at t heir
sec ondary  statu s. But  these  choic es are  curre ntly made in  an ex tremel y cons traine d
env ironme nt, wh ere pa rt-time work  is re ad as a sign al of ‘unrel iable’ : as c ode fo r not
ser ious, not pr omotab le, no t trai nable. Women  lawye rs and  gener al pra ctitio ners, for
exa mple, must f requen tly ch oose b etween  decen t jobs  and d esirab le time with  their 
chi ldren or oth er dep endent s. The se pro blems are no t solv ed by creati ng new medic al
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or legal firms:  one g roup o f wome n GPs had es tablis hed th eir own firm and d escrib ed
wit h surg ical p recisi on the  inesc apable  burde n that  ‘bein g a GP’ cont inued to imp ose
on carers .

It is the  model  of th e prof ession al tha t is u nreali sable – at l east n ot on the cu rrent terms
tha t in many wo rkplac es imp ly a d evotio n to t he job  that places  ‘fami ly’ of f the
age nda. The con test f or commitmen t is p erhaps  most obviou s in t he cas e of t he lawyer
par tner who lig hthear tedly descri bes ta king h er dec ision about becomi ng pre gnant to a
mee ting o f her profes sional  partn ers.

Wha t woul d have  happe ned sh ould t hey ha ve sai d ‘no’ ? Wome n with  less workpl ace
power mus t simp ly acc ept th e terms on o ffer; Vera must go  part- time t o look  after  her
son s and parent s, and  she d eeply reject s the move f rom ‘l eader’  to ‘mother- track’ .

Thi s cost  is cl early eviden t in p ay equ ity da ta (as  descr ibed b elow). It is  also
rec ognise d by e ven th e most  activ e advo cates of par t-time  work, who h ave wo rked t o
mak e thei r work places  as po sitive  towar ds par t-time  work as pos sible. A human
res ources  manag er in one su ch company r elucta ntly c oncede s that  there  might  be lo ng
ter m cost s to c areer of wor king p art-ti me:

I h ope yo u don’ t pay a pric e for taking  time out – for go ing pa rt-time. It makes no
dif ferenc e, has  been my bel ief. Certain ly par t-time rs hav e diff erent desire s in t heir
car eer. Many pa rt-timers ar e prep ared t o put their career  on ho ld. I’ m pret ty
pos itive about this c ompany  and we have  creat ed opp ortuni ties f or par t-time rs to
do equall y. All  of ou r poli cies a re equ al, bu t they  are n ot always app lied eq ually.

In the br oader workfo rce is  there  is a price for be ing pa rt-timer? Re alisti cally I’d
say  it sl ows yo u down  becau se you  are n ot the re as often. You p robabl y have  to be 
a l ittle more f orcefu l to g et you r poin t acro ss, th at you  can d o it, don’t forget  me,
I’m here. You n eed to  be fl exible . We h ave a lot of  part- timers  who a re not  flexi ble,
but  if yo u can change  your days t hat yo u can come i n on, be ava ilable  day o r nigh t,
the n your  chanc es are  great er. It  shoul dn’t make an y diff erence , but in rea lity i t
doe s.

Why  do th e choi ces ar ound c areer versus  work contin ue to be so narrow in th e face  of
wha t can only b e desc ribed as a massive  expan sion i n part -time work? A high 
pro portio n of p art-ti me emp loyees  are a lso ca sual, as we see be low. Many of  them are
not  genui nely c asual, but a  great  numbe r of women who wor k casu ally d o not
dis tingui sh bet ween t he two  state s, or believ e that  the o nly wa y they  can a ccess part-
time work  is by  being  casua l.

It is time to r evalue  part- time work, t o sepa rate g enuine ly cas ual wo rk fro m ongo ing
par t-time  work, and t o find  ways to bet ter in tegrat e the many –  and g rowing  -
tho usands  of Au strali an women and  men who wor k part -time.
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17.   Emp l o y me n t  Se c u r it y  – Pa y  an d
P re dic t a b il it y 

Acc ompany ing th e growth in part-t ime employme nt has  been a shar p growth in casual 
emp loymen t. Thi s has been a  natio nal tr end, b ut the  incre ase is  parti cularl y pron ounced 
amo ngst South Austral ian wo men, e specia lly th ose wh o work  full- time.

Aro und two-thir ds of part-t ime wo rkers are al so cas ual, a nd the  remai nder a re
per manent . A mu ch sma ller p roport ion of  full- timers  are c asual (11 pe r cent  of me n, 13
per  cent of women). A great er pro portio n of male pa rt-timers ar e casu al, th an amo ngst
women, wh ile th e reve rse is  true amongs t full -timer s
.
Fi g ur e 17. 1:  Pr o p o r ti o n of  Austr a l i a n pa r t- ti m er s and ful l - 
ti m er s wh o  ar e ca sua l 

Sou rce: ABS Cat  No 63 10.0

Tab le 17.1 shows that  31 pe r cent  of So uth Au strali an emp loyees  are n ow cas ual,
compared to 26 per ce nt nat ionall y. A q uarter  of me n in South Austral ia are  casua l,
compared to 22 per ce nt acr oss Au strali a. However, women are es pecial ly aff ected by
cas ual wo rk in South Austra lia: a lmost a thir d (31 per ce nt) ar e casu al now, comp ared
to a quar ter of  women  natio nally. Most of thi s diff erence  is co ncentr ated a mongst  full- 
time wome n in t he sta te whe re 15 per ce nt are  casua l comp ared t o only  9 per  cent
nat ionall y.

Female ca sual workers  in So uth Au strali a were  much more l ikely to be in families with
chi ldren under 15 yea rs of age (2 9 per cent), than male c asual worker s (19 per ce nt).
Mor eover female  part- time workers  (33 p er cen t) wer e more  likel y to b e in f amilie s
wit h chil dren u nder 1 5 than  femal e full -time worker s (ABS Cat. 4102.0 )

Per cent part-
timers who 

are casual: all
65%

Per cent part-
timers who 

are 
permanent: all

35%

Wo m en ar e
esp ec i a l l y 
a f f ec ted by 
c a s ua l  wo r k 
i n So uth
Aus tr a l i a :  31
p er  cent ar e
c a s ua l  no w, 
c o m p a r ed to  a
q ua r ter  of 
wo m en
na t i o na l l y . 
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The  vast majori ty of casual  worke rs wor k in t he pri vate s ector (93 pe r cent  in So uth
Aus tralia ) and over a  third  are e mploye d in s mall workpla ces (3 5 per cent i n Sout h
Aus tralia  in wo rkplac es of less t han 10 , the larges t cate gory b y size  of wo rkplac e for
cas uals). Howev er the re are  also a larg e numb er of women who ar e full -time casual 
wor kers i n larg e work places : 25 p er cen t of f emale full-t ime ca sual e mploye es wer e in
wor kplace s of 1 00 or more, compar ed wit h only  15 pe r cent  of ma le ful l-time  casua ls.

Acr oss Au strali a, cas ual wo rkers are co ncentr ated i n the two oc cupati ons wh ere ov er
hal f of a ll women are  emplo yed: b asic a nd int ermedi ate cl erical , sale s and servic e
wor kers. Half o f all  wo men in  basic  cleri cal, s ales a nd ser vice j obs ar e casu al. In  the
ret ail tr ade, 4 5 per cent o f all jobs a re cas ual, a nd 55 of tho se in accommodatio n, caf es
and  resta urants  are a lso ca sual. The ph enomen a of c asuali sation  in th e Aust ralian 
lab our ma rket i s femi nised.

The  preca riousn ess of  emplo yment, along  with part-t imenes s, are  signi ficant  featu res
tha t dist inguis h the South Austra lian l abour market . This  parti cularl y affe cts wo men.

Ta b l e 17. 1:  Ca s ua l  an d Per m a nent Em p l o y m ent,  Austr a l i a , 
S o u th Aus tr a l i a ,  2000

AUS TRALIA SOU TH AUS TRALIA 

Per  cent of all  worke rs who are casual
Per  cent men ca sual 22% 24%
Per  cent women casual 32% 38%
Per  cent total casual 26% 31%

Per cent full-ti mers that ar e casual
Men 12% 12%
Wom en 9% 15%
Total 11% 13%

Per  cent of par t-time rs tha t are casual 
Men 80% 80%
Wom en 59% 60%
Total 65% 66%

Source: A BS Cat No. 6 310.0

The Pa y  Pr i c e f o r  Bei ng Ca s ua l 

Aus tralia -wide, analy sis of  AWIRS95 ind icates  a sig nifica nt pay  penal ty for  both
women and  men who wor k casu ally. Holdin g a wi de ran ge of other person al and 
wor kplace  chara cteris tics c onstan t, cas ually employ ed men  are p aid 18  per c ent le ss
tha n men who ar e not casual , whil e the effect  on ca sual women i s a fa ll of 15 per  cent.
Thi s is d espite  the a ward p rovisi ons fo r grea ter ho urly r ates f or cas ual wo rkers to
compensat e them for t heir l oss of  sick, holid ay lea ve and  so on  (see Append ix 2).

In South Austra lia, t he dep ressiv e effe ct of casual  work appear s to b e even  great er:
cas ual wo men’s pay is  25 pe r cent  lower  than non-ca sual women, while casual  men’s 
pay  is 21  per c ent lo wer, h olding  many other charac terist ics co nstant . In c ontras t to t he
nat ional story, in So uth Au strali a the negati ve eff ect is  large r for women than men.
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C a s ua l  Wo r k :  Wh o se Ch o i c e?

Ver y few women in thi s stud y indi cated that c asual work was the ir pre ferenc e. Whe re
the y did so thi s was usuall y link ed to a view that they c ould b e more  flexi ble as  casua l
wor kers. There was of ten an  assumption that t he onl y form of pa rt-time work  was a s a
cas ual.

Ove rwhelmingly, women  indic ated t hat th ey wou ld pre fer to  be pe rmanen t. For 
exa mple:

I’d  rathe r be p ermane nt for  the s ecurit y. I d o full -time work b ut I’m paid as a
cas ual. ( factor y, cas ual, mother) 

It is ver y impo rtant for me  to be  perma nent p art-ti me wor ker.  I was a casu al in the
pre vious job an d I ha ted no t bein g paid  adequ ately, not k nowing  how l ong th e job
was  for. There is no securi ty. Yo u can’ t plan . It a ffects  holid ays, mortgag es. Yo u
nee d to b e ther e all the ti me. ( full-t ime wo rker)

‘ O n  ta p ’  or  in cha r ge of  yo ur  own  ho ur s ?

The  last commen t unde rmines  the p ervasi ve mis concep tion o f casu al wor k as f lexibl e
on the employee ’s ter ms. Ca sual workers  were more l ikely to vie w themselves  as ‘o n
tap ’ than  in ch arge o f thei r work ing ti me.

For  those  women  who were no t full -time casual s or o n a re gular roster  there  was a 
sen se tha t they  were at the  beck and ca ll of the employer :

As a casu al I d on’t g et sic kies, no hol iday p ay. At  my ol d fact ory, t he (la bour h ire
company) would ring y ou up and sa y ‘Go now!’ I’d go , and then t here i s a ma chine
bre akdown  and y ou hav e to g o home . Or when yo u get there they want to  know why
you  are t here, and se nd you  home!  So yo u have  trave led al l the way th ere an d back 
for  no pa y. ( factor y casual, la bour hire)

The re is an exp ectati on of many c asuals  that they c an do anythi ng at any ti me:

The y assu me tha t casu als do n’t do  other  thing s when  they are no t work ing. ( casual 
wor ker, mother) 

As the fo llowin g conv ersati on bet ween women i n the metrop olitan  area reveal s, the 
cap acity to neg otiate  varie s wide ly by compan y:

Joa nna: My rost ers co nstant ly cha nge. The exp ectati ons ar e that  I can  drop
eve rythin g and be ava ilable . The superv isor g ets sh itty i f I ca n’t be  insta ntly
ava ilable . But I feel  guilt y towa rds th e kids . All the fl exibil ity is  on th e supe rvisor ’s
sid e. He has no  compa ssion for my  life. You work ar ound t he wor k. You r rost er is
wit hout n otice. It do esn’t work b oth wa ys. It  shoul d. The y mani pulate  your hours to
kee p you casual . You’ ve got  to be  cunni ng – y ou hav e to c onceal  your plans. They
kno w you have k ids. Half of  the s taff h ave ki ds. Sc hool h oliday s are a
nig htmare …the s pan of  hours  that they c an cal l you in for  has i ncreas ed. So  for
wor king mothers  it’s very h ard. ( casual , part -time cashie r in s ecurit y firm,
mot her)

Kar en: My  casua l work  was i n educ ation and tr aining . I ha d more  power  than you
to negoti ate. I  could  organ ise my  work on my own te rms. When I worked  out t hat

‘ Th ey 
a ss um e th a t
c a s ua l s do n’ t
do  other 
thi ngs wh en
they  ar e no t
wo r k i ng’ . 

‘ Th e
ex p ec ta ti o ns
a r e tha t I ca n
dr o p 
ever y thi n g
a nd  be
a va i l a bl e….  It
do esn’ t wo r k 
bo t h wa y s .  It
sho ul d’ . 
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my skills  were worth more, I got more l everag e. It took t wo yea rs doi ng any thing to
est ablish  my cr edenti als an d nego tiate.

Joa nna’s and Ka ren’s commen ts sug gest a  diver sity o f arra ngemen ts tha t are affect ed
by the employee ’s ski lls an d powe r, and  the e mploye r’s ‘c ompass ion’. In oth er
set tings, emplo yers f elt th at cas uals c hose t o rema in cas ual in  order  to in crease  their 
con trol o f hour s, and  as employer s they  recog nised and re specte d this :

Our  worke rs hav e the choice  and n one ha ve cho sen to  go pe rmanen t part -time.
Bec ause t hey li ke the  loadi ng and  their  freed om. Th ey can  take leave whenev er the y
wan t to. I have  a ver y open  attit ude to  peopl e taki ng lea ve – t hey di ctate what t hey
do. But we have  a ver y dedi cated team who are  dedic ated t o the client s. I
und erstan d the danger s of c asual work b ut in this s etting  it wo rks. And it’ s most ly
women…It’ s very  much a nego tiated  outco me. ( manage r, community  based 
ser vice f or the  aged) 

In this e xample , the employ er’s e mphasi s is u pon ‘n egotia ted’ r ather than d ictate d
arr angeme nts an d her desire  to de ep her  ‘dedi cated’  team togeth er giv es the  casua l
emp loyees  some bargai ning s ecurit y. In the ne xt exa mple, the (u n-unio nised) 
emp loyee’ s will ingnes s to ‘ stand up and  organ ise’ t hings – to a ctivel y advo cate –  has
res ulted in thi ngs be ing ne gotiat ed. A woman workin g in a  contr act cl eaning  compa ny
in the he alth s ector descri bed he r expe rience :

The  boss that I  work for sa ys ‘le t us k now wh en you  want to wor k’…We worker s
got  toget her an d work ed out  what would work. It’s worked really  well. Becau se
you ’ve go t peop le who  will stand up and  organ ise th ings a nd mak e thin gs bet ter.
I’m an ad vocate . We h ave th ree sh ifts o perati ng and  we al l do i t toge ther.

Onc e agai n the idea o f a ne gotiat ed out come was cri tical to the  satis factio n repo rted
amo ngst e mploye es – a nd in some c ases t heir a voidan ce of guilt: 

Bei ng cas ual me ans th ey can  ask f or eve ry sch ool ho liday off an d they  don’t  have to
fee l guil ty. ( manage r, community  based  servi ce for  the a ged)

Oth ers op ted to  become permanent when t heir j obs ap peared  at ri sk:

In the nu rsing home many of  our c asuals  become permanent. We ha ve some peop le
who  have been c asual for 10  years , and they h ave fi nally come o nto pe rmanen t
par t-time , main ly whe n ther e is major c hange and un certai nty. ( manage r, nur sing
home)

Oth ers po inted to man agemen t prob lems t hat ar ose fr om emp loying  ‘casu als’ l ong
ter m:

Wit h one long t erm ca sual, I real ised a fter many ye ars th at she  hasn’ t taki ng any 
hol idays. Then I real ised s he was  takin g sick  leave  off –  she was usi ng sic k leav e to
hav e a br eak. S o from the management po int of  view there are ma nageme nt iss ues
abo ut how you manage the wa y that  casua ls tak e time  out a nd hav e brea ks.
(ma nager, nurse )

The ca sua l  lo a d i ng

Some mana gers b elieve d that  emplo yees wanted the le ave lo ading in han d:
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The re oft en is no poi nt for  peopl e bein g casu al. Th ey are  perma nent f or all 
pur poses. But s ome wa nt the  money  in th e hand .

However, very f ew women ide ntifie d a ca sual l oading  as re ason t o be a  casua l,
rec ognisi ng tha t it d oes no t full y comp ensate  for o ther c onditi ons:

You  get l oading  as a casual  but i t is n ot a l ot mor e. I l ook on  it as  getti ng you r leav e
mon ey pai d in a dvance . ( factor y work er, ca sual)

Whe n wome n were  asked  about  the g rowth in the  use o f casu al emp loymen t it was not 
onl y seen  as a method  of employer ’s con trol o ver employee  numbe rs, bu t also  as a
dir ect re sult o f cuts  to pe rmanen t staf f posi tions: 

My husban d work s in a  hospi tal an d if s omeone  is away the  casua ls come in. They
nee d trai ning a nd ori entati on and  he of ten sp ends h alf th e day gettin g them ready .
Fun ding i s so t ight t hat th e cut backs have t aken s taff members  and t hen th ey hav e
to stop a nd tra in cas uals when th ey are  alrea dy und er so much p ressur e.

Why  is th ere re liance  on la bour h ire by  the g overnment? Because  they got ri d of
too  many staff, outso urced too ma ny sta ff.

A CEO in a rura l hosp ital r ecogni sed th e pres sure o n casu als:

We use ca sual workers  in ou r busy  times  but t hey fe el the  press ure – they d on’t l ike
to say no . ( countr y hosp ital manager )

Bei ng emp loyed as a c asual was al so see n to l imit a ny cha nces f or a c areer: 

I c an’t a pply f or any  posit ions where I  work unless  they are ad vertis ed in the pa per,
alt hough I go t hrough  all t he tra ining intern ally.

Wha t di d wo m en thi nk  sho ul d  be ha p p eni n g?

Man y wome n felt  that the cu rrent use of  casua l empl oyment  was i nappro priate  and t hat
per manent  part- time work sh ould b e avai lable: 

Cas ual wo rk sho uld be  just that. If a p erson is wor king i n an o ngoing  part- time j ob
the y shou ld get  offer ed per manent  part- time.

A p refere nce fo r job sharin g arra ngemen ts rat her th an cas ual wo rk was  also identi fied:

I t hink t hat it  is de finite ly bet ter to  have two pe ople s haring  than have a  fract ured
arr angeme nt. My  co-wo rker a nd I u sed to  share  and we woul d over lap ou r own
time to maintai n ease  of jo b. As worker s we a ren’t recogn ised a s bein g able  to ru n
thi ngs ou rselve s. The  syste m is t oo rig id and  infle xible. They should  give people 
cre dit to  work out th eir own rela tionsh ips.

C a u ght Between Co ntr a c ts

In 1998 5 .0 per  cent of men  and 5 .3 per  cent of women wor kers were employed  in
‘re strict ed ten ure jo bs’ – or job s with  a pre -set p eriod of emp loymen t (ABS, cat.
410 2.0:11 6). As  with casual  worke rs, ma ny women emp loyed on suc h fixe d term
con tracts  felt a lack  of se curity  and a n inab ility to mak e plan s.
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Man y wome n iden tified  the f eeling  of be ing ‘c aught betwee n cont racts’  as th ey wer e
pla ced un der a lot of  stres s not knowin g if t hey ha ve a j ob or when t heir c ontrac t came 
up for re newal. They report ed tha t they  ‘usua lly ca n’t ta ke hol idays, don’t  get h oliday 
pay ’.

The re was  also a sens e that  a sys tem ha d buil t up a round contra ct wor k in t he
community  servi ces ar ea:

In the co mmunit y serv ices s ector that I  work in, it ’s oft en sho rt ter m fund ing th at
the  agenc ies ge t to r un tha t proj ect. They ar e limi ted in  the a bility  to of fer mo re.
The y don’ t have  much choice . It i s the system that has de velope d arou nd tha t whol e
sec tor.

However workers  are b eing p laced under increa sing p ressur e as c ontrac ts bec ome
sho rter a nd sho rter:

I work on  fixed  term contra cts th at get  short er and  short er. Th is con cerns me. I
use d to g et 3 y ear co ntract s but now I get 6 months  Even if the  contr act ro lls ov er
the re is a lot of pre ssure before hand a nd los s of p ermane ncy, f unding  issue s,
ann ual le ave. You can ’t tak e leav e when  you want an d ther e is p ressur e not to tak e
it and ge t paid  out a t the end.

Women cle arly f elt co ntract  work placed  them under great stress :

Any  job n ow is stress ful: p erforming to  full capaci ty, pr oving yourse lf all  the t ime
bec ause y ou are  only on con tract work. And un til su ch time as y ou get  perma nency
you  will be str essed out. (Indigeno us woman)

The  natur e of c ontrac t work  means  that for ma ny wor kers t here a re per iods o f time 
wit hout work, which h as dra stic e ffects  on th e hous ehold income  and n o flex ibilit y in
the  respo nses a vailab le thr ough s ocial securi ty:

Oft en my partne r and I are unempl oyed a t the same t ime, which d rastic ally r educes 
the  house hold i ncome and we  defin itely can’t consid er buy ing a house under these
cir cumsta nces, as we are no t secu re.

The re is no sys tem to  cover  contr act wo rkers. If yo u lose  your job yo u can’ t have 
any  money  in th e bank  or th ey won ’t giv e you any un employ ment b enefit s, if you
don ’t hav e any money in the  bank you ca n’t pa y the car, h ealth insura nce et c that 
you  get when yo u are employ ed. Th e syst em is set up  to tr eat yo u as a  cheat . It i s
dis gustin g. The re is no fle xibili ty in the sy stem o r reco gnitio n of t he typ e of work
tha t peop le do.

C o n c l usi o n:  em p l o y m en t sec u r i ty 

In sum, t he Sou th Aus tralia n labo ur mar ket is  incre asingl y char acteri sed by  less
sec urity. This is a n ationa l tren d.

Thi s has partic ularly  affec ted th e larg e numb er of women who ar e empl oyed a s
cas uals. Many b elieve  that this i s thei r only  road to par t-time  work. They do not 
dis tingui sh bet ween p ermane nt par t-time  work and ge nuinel y casu al wor k, whi ch is in
the  main part-t ime. Neither  do th eir employer s. However, the la w does . It s eems t hat
‘ge nuinel y casu al’ wo rk for ms onl y a po rtion of the  total  numbe r of j obs th at are  now
cas ually paid.

‘ I f  yo u l o se yo ur 
j o b  yo u c a n’ t
ha v e any  mo ney 
i n the ba nk  or 
they  wo n’ t gi ve
y o u  any 
unem p l o y m ent
ben ef i ts’ . 
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Man y wome n empl oyees would prefer  perma nent p art-ti me wor k for the se curity  of
the ir pay  and e mployment. However , they  pay t he pri ce of precar iousne ss in order to
be part-t ime – and in  some cases to avo id gui lt whe n they  ask f or time off. This is a b ig
pri ce.

It is a p rice t hat is  not n ecessa rily a  savin g for their employ ers, t hough it doe s give 
the m grea ter nu merica l cont rol of  their  workf orce, and it  may i ncreas e thei r powe r over 
emp loyees  where  they must s tay ‘o n-side ’ to k eep th eir sh ifts.

The  growt h in c ontrac t empl oyment  has a lso af fected  South  Austr alian employ ees, a nd
man y repo rt unp redict abilit y in t heir e arning s espe cially  in se ctors like c ommuni ty
ser vices.

The se for ms of employ ment a re ass umed t o give  emplo yees g reater  contr ol ove r thei r
hou rs of work. For so me women thi s work s out. Howev er, a signif icant portio n repo rt
the  oppos ite – that t hey mu st be ‘on ca ll’ ra ther t han in  contr ol. Ra ther t han fa cilita te
the ir car ing an d hous ehold respon sibili ties, it complicat es the m in i ts unp redict abilit y
and  insec urity.
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18.  Th e  P a y  Ga p  Be t we e n  Wo m e n  an d  Me n 

Women in a grea t dive rsity of cir cumsta nces a re awa re tha t thei r earn ings l ag beh ind
men ’s. Ma ny women ear n the same r ate as  the men tha t sit direct ly alo ng sid e them,
who  are i n the same c lassif icatio n. However, they p oint t o syst ematic  inequ ities
bet ween wo rkplac es (wi th men  being  paid more i n othe r work places ):

Wit h rega rds to  equal  pay f or equ al wor k, you  don’t  get p aid th e same  amoun t as a 
man  that does t he same work  as yo u do. I don’ t get paid t he same as my husb and
doe s, tho ugh we  do ex actly the sa me sor t of work, h e just  works  for a nother 
company. ( woman working in d ocument proc essing  centr e)

The y also  point  to th e high er pay  that seems to flo w to j obs th at are  tradi tional ly men ’s,
eve n wher e the skills  and s cope o f comp arable  ‘wome n’s’ j obs ar e very  simil ar.

Women als o poin t to t he gre ater c ontrol  than men of ten ha ve to move a round the
wor kplace  – awa y from their  machi nes, d oing mainten ance, or sup ervisi ng for 
exa mple.

Women see  some moveme nt of women into more se nior p ositio ns, bu t they  recog nise
tha t thes e wome n have  to fi ght fo r thei r plac e, and  to re tain i t – an d they  suffe r a lo wer
lev el of pay an d a hi gher l evel o f scru tiny a nd cri ticism (incl uding by women), a s this 
exc hange betwee n wome n work ing in  the c ity re veals: 

Max ine: I  used to wor k at Kodak i n Melb ourne in the  eight ies an d it was a v ery
mal e domi nated workfo rce – and th ere we re man y more  men i n CEO positi ons,
mor e so t hat wo men. I t is j ust st arting  to ch ange n ow and  there ’s sta rting to be a
few women  comin g up i nto CEO posi tions but th ey are  still  not g etting  as mu ch
mon ey und er con tractu al agr eement s as t he men  are. Those women have t o figh t
lik e shit  to ge t ther e, no matter  what field they a re in.

Edn a: It’ s chan ging n ow. It  used to be incred ibly marked (even in the  publi c heal th
sys tem) t hat th e mana gers were me n and the ju niors were women. Absolu tely.
(mi ddle manager , publ ic sec tor)

Bon nie: What I have s ensed amongs t othe r mana gers i t that  the s enior women work
rea lly ha rd…It is a b it of a boys ’ club  – the  men a re sor t of a  bit o f a cl ub and  you
do feel a  bit o ut of it…Women hav e to p erform bette r. The re is much more cr iticis m
of them. You ar e unde r the micros cope. So if someth ing go es wro ng it comes down
on top of  you. Wherea s what  I hav e noti ced wi th men , if s omethi ng goe s wron g it’s 
OK, its s moothe d out…Women do it too, women c an be incred ibly c ritica l and
the re is often a lot more p roving  to do  with them. ( manage r, hea lth or ganisa tion)

The se women fel t that  women ’s car eers were of ten tr uncate d, and  that perhap s this  was
not  alway s impr oving for th e bett er. Fu rther, women ’s con tribut ions a re sti ll tak en les s
ser iously  as th is exc hange shows: 

Edn a: I t hink i t’s a lot mo re dif ficult  for women t o reac h thei r pote ntial in the 
wor kforce , to g o as f ar as you wa nt to go. Or  to ex plore realms  that you’d like t o go
int o. I f ind it  hard. I thi nk tha t’s be cause workpl aces a re ref lectin g soci ety an d
bec oming somewh at con servat ive at  the moment and th at’s h ad a b ig imp act on  the
way  that I feel  I can  work. There ’s muc h less  encou rageme nt. In  terms  of
man agemen t, the  middl e mana gement  posit ions a re ver y isol ated. Unless  you s et up

‘ I  do n’ t get
p a i d the
sa m e as m y 
hus ba nd
do es, 
tho ugh we
do  ex a c tl y 
the sa m e
so r t of 
wo r k . ’ 
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sys tems o f supp ort it ’s a b loody awful job an d who would want t o be i n it? ( middle 
manager, public  secto r)

Tammy: Wh en a women s ays so methin g it i s not take a s seri ously as whe n a ma n
say s some thing. At my  work my sup erviso r can say so methin g but then i f the
mar keting  manag er, wh o’s a man, s ays th e same  my bo ss wil l take  notic e. He just
thi nks wo men ha ve no idea. I’ve n oticed  that with l ots of  peopl e. Eve n work ing in 
big  organ isatio ns, li ke Cit ibank, a mal e mana ger is  taken  more seriou sly th an a
female.

Man y wome n also  talke d of t he und er-val uation  of th eir wo rk, re lative  to me n’s,
whe ther working  in ph armaci es, re tail, hospit als, o r cler ical work. A nurse  descr ibes
wha t she has ob served  among st sen ior ma nagers :

It’ s amaz ing th at the  CEO a nd a f ew of those others  high up in the ho spital 
administr ation are pa id muc h more , comp ared t o the Direct or of Nursin g who has
a much gr eater and in creasi ng spa n of c ontrol . The sheer number s of who she 
loo ks aft er out weigh the re st of their depart ments put to gether . Her span o f cont rol
is enormo us. Bu t her pay do es not  refle ct the  same standa rd. Th e same  at th e
hos pital I used  to wo rk at. The matron there – her span o f cont rol wa s much 
gre ater t han th e top dog at  the h ealth Commis sion a nd he was ge tting twice her
lev el of pay! Twi ce! And the  formu la tha t they  have worked  out n ow is exactl y the
same. (nurse)

Women exp ressed  stron g emot ions a bout t heir u nder-v aluati on. Th ey als o poin ted ou t
tha t the nature  of th e Sout h Aust ralian  labou r mark et gav e them less flexib ility to mov e
bet ween j obs in  pursu it of better  recog nition :

It’ s not fair. I work  in ph armacy . We h ave to  know everyt hing a bout e veryth ing.
And  I’m p aid on  the s ame wa ge as someon e sell ing fr uit an d veg. or wo rking in the 
sup ermark et. So  for t he amo unt of  knowl edge we are requir ed to know, we are  not
pai d righ t. It’ s hard  to ge t into  becau se you  have to hav e the knowle dge to  get i n,
but  when you ge t into  it, i ts cra ppy pa y. ( pharma cy wor ker)

It’ s the same i n wome n’s he alth. All th e work ers ar e bein g paid  well below what
the y actu ally s hould be… we  are s tuck i n thes e clas sifica tions and th ere is  this
rea lly ri gid sy stem –  it wo uldn’t  be an y diff erent in oth er pla ces. There a re bri lliant 
peo ple do ing br illian t thin gs bei ng pai d crap py wag es. ( manage r of health servic e)

Cha nges i n secu rity o f work  also make i s hard er to move f rom wh ere yo u are -
(ad minist rator)

Par ticula rly in  South  Austr alia! In Syd ney I could drop a  job a nd go into t he nex t
job  easil y, but  not h ere. ( cleric al wor ker)

Women wor king i n the countr y, some livi ng on farms, share d the sense of und er-
pay ment f or the ir ski lls, r elativ e to t he rewards a vailab le to ‘men’s  jobs’ . Thei r jobs 
wer e labe led di fferen tly if  done by a woman, and th ey fel t a st rong s ense o f the
inj ustice  of th is. Two coun try wo men sh ared t heir s imilar  exper iences :

I work wi thin a  man’s  world . Reco gnitio n for the wo rk tha t you do isn ’t the re whe n
you  are a  woman . I me an, I am a r egiona l coor dinato r. I’m not a llowed  to be  calle d
a Regiona l Mana ger. I ’m the  only employ ed per son fo r this  whole  thing . But it’s a 
cas e of ‘ you ca n’t be  calle d a ma nager!  You c an’t b e equa l to me!’

‘ I t ’ s a c a se of 
‘ y o u ca n’ t be
c a l l ed a
m a n a ger ! 
Yo u  ca n’ t  be
eq u a l  to  me! ’ 
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Yes . I wo rked f or an agri-b usines s for 9 year s and I was the So uth Au strali an
communica tion manager  at on e poin t - tr ying t o that  with 2 litt le kid s from home!  I
was n’t al lowed to be the Co mmunic ations  Manag er I was the  Commu nicati ons
Off icer a nd I d idn’t get a pay ri se for  5 yea rs unt il I s aid I’ m not prepar ed to do thi s
job  anymo re and  they put on  someb ody el se to help me, who  ended  up be ing ca lled
the  ‘Communicat ions Manager ’.

Women arg ued th at the  skill s that  they develo ped an d appl ied th rough volunt ary wo rk
nee ded gr eater recogn ition. As on e farmer put  it:

The re are  so ma ny peo ple do ing vo luntar y work  who h ave so  many amazin g skil ls
and  they are no t reco gnised . It’s  about  time that v olunte er gro ups we re rec ognise d
– a ll tho se fan tastic  skill s – we re rec ognise d.

Are  these  inequ ities born o ut by the st atisti cal ev idence ? Or a re the y the occasi onal
exc eption  affec ting a  small  numbe r of women? Unfort unatel y, the  data show t hat
women’s p ay has  actua lly de clined  relat ive to  men’s  in So uth Au strali a over  the l ast
dec ade, a nd tha t much  of th e gap is exp lained  by th e kind s of s ystema tic un der-
val uation s of women’s  work that t hese women a re des cribin g.

 Th e Sta t i sti c a l  Evi d enc e:  The Ov er a l l  Gender  Pa y  Ga p 

In the pa st 10 years, South  Austr alia h as los t its lead a s the state with t he nar rowest  gap
bet ween men’s a nd women’s e arning s.

Ta b l e 18. 1   Gender  pa y  ga p ,  by  sta te,  1991- 1999

199 1 199 9 Cha nge
Feb . Nov .

NSW 82.5 82.5 0
Victoria 84.5 89.0 +4.5 (ie  gap better)
Que enslan d 84.4 82.8 -1.5 (ie  gap w orse)
South Aus tralia 86.0 85.2 -0.8 “
Wes tern A ustral ia 81.1 78.0 -3.1 “
Tas mania 83.8 84.4 -0.6 “
Aus tralia 83.5 84.2 +0.7

However, the ga p in South Austral ia is still less t han in  most other states . Only  in
Vic toria is the  gap n arrowe r.  Un fortun ately, that is one  of th e few positi ve not es in the
pay  equit y stor y in t he sta te ove r the past d ecade.

Sou th Aus tralia n wome n’s pa y has fallen  signi ficant ly rel ative to men ’s ove r the past
10 years. In th e 1990 s, the  SA ge nder wage ga p grew by 3.1 perc entage  point s, fro m
11.8 to 1 4.8 pe rcenta ge poi nts. Only We stern Austra lia an d Quee nsland  show a grea ter
det eriora tion. Women’ s earn ings i n Sout h Aust ralia are cu rrentl y abou t 85 p er cen t of
men ’s (co unting  only full-t ime, a verage  weekl y, ord inary time e arning s).

Sou th Aus tralia n wome n’s pa y has also d eterio rated when c ompare d with  women 
nat ionall y. In 1991, women in Sou th Aus tralia  were on par  with their nation al
cou nterpa rts. By 1999 , the averag e SA f emale wage h ad fal len to  93.7 per ce nt of the
nat ional female  weekl y age (see f igure 18.1).

Bot h male s and female s in South Austral ia hav e expe rience d a gr owing gap in  their 
ear nings agains t the nation al ave rage o ver th e deca de, th ough t he cha nge is  only
sta tistic ally s ignifi cant f or females.

S o u th
Aus tr a l i a n
wo m en’ s pa y 
ha s  fa l l en
si g ni f i c a ntl y 
r el a ti ve to 
m en ’ s over  the
p a s t 10 yea r s. 
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Figure 18.1
Male and Female SA/Australia Wage Relativities, 1991 to 1999
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The Ex p l a na ti o n s of  the Gen der  Pa y  Ga p 

We have e xplore d the South Austra lian s ituati on usi ng eco nometr ic ana lysis of two 
dat a sour ces. The fir st sou rce is  the I ncome Distri bution  Surve y (IDS), ana lysed by
Ali son Pr eston of Cur tin Un iversi ty, us ing 19 89/90 and 19 95/96 data with a sample 
siz e of 9 068 in  SA in  the l atter year. The se cond s ource is the  Austr alia Workpla ce
Ind ustria l Rela tions Survey  (AWIRS95), analys ed by Michae l Alex ander of Gri ffith
Uni versit y, usi ng 199 5 data  with a samp le siz e of 1 288 in  1995 in SA.

We use two data  sourc es bec ause t hey of fer us  diffe rent s trengt hs. Th e IDS data h as a
lar ger SA sampl e size  than AWIRS9 5, but  the l atter allows  us to  exami ne a l arger
number of  facto rs, in cludin g some  that are si gnific ant in  South  Austr alia. In the 
fol lowing  discu ssion of the  pay g ap in South Austra lia, we cons ider f irst t he mai n
poi nts ar ising from t he IDS analy sis an d then  the main po ints a rising  from the AWIRS
ana lysis.

Key  Fi ndi ngs:  Ana l y si s of  the Gen der  Pa y  Ga p  in SA usi ng IDS 
Da t a 

Pay  gaps betwee n men and wo men ar e conv ention ally e xplain ed by human capita l
dif ferenc es (li ke edu cation  and e xperie nce), demogr aphic factor s, and  indus try an d
occ upatio n. Whe n allo wance is mad e for change s in t hese f actors , we f ind th at ove r the
six  year period  1989/ 90 to 1995/6  the SA-fema les/NSW-fema les wa ge gap  has
det eriora ted by  5 per centag e poin ts, in depend ent of  other  facto rs: th at is, the p ay of
women in South Austra lia ha s fall en by 5 perc entage  point s rela tive t o wome n in
NSW, and the de terior ation is not  expla ined b y huma n capi tal, d emogra phic, indust ry
or occupa tion c hanges  among st women in the two stat es. Th is cha nge is  signi ficant .

The pa y  of 
wo m en in
S o u th
Aus tr a l i a  ha s
f a l l en by  5
p er c enta g e
p o i nts rel a ti ve
to  wo m en in
NS W . 
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Amo ngst men, ho wever, the c hange was po sitive  for South Austral ian me n, rel ative to
tho se in NSW, t hough it was  not s tatist ically  signi ficant .

Women’s e arning s in South Austral ia ris e with  highe r leve ls of educat ion, a s is u sually 
fou nd. Ho wever the re turn o n educ ation is lower for  women  (and men) i n the state,
rel ative to nat ional return s. (Th e AWIRS resu lts ar e diff erent for me n in p articu lar, b ut
giv en the  small er AWI RS95 s ample size, we fin d the IDS re sult more co nvinci ng).

The  same result  emerg es wit h resp ect to  exper ience:  while  each extra year o f
exp erienc e at work is  assoc iated with h igher earnin gs, th e incr ease i s less  in So uth
Aus tralia  for b oth se xes. ( The AWIRS re sults are in  gener al agr eement  with this
res ult.)

At the na tional  level , both  women  and men who  work longer  hours  (ie more th an 40) 
ear n sign ifican tly mo re tha n thos e who work 3 5-39 h ours. In Sou th Aus tralia , this 
hol ds tru e for men. However , Sout h Aust ralian  women  who work mo re tha n 40 h ours
do not ha ve sig nifica ntly h igher earnin gs tha n thos e who do not .

The re is a more  posit ive st ate re sult f or mig rant e mploye es. Na tional ly, mi grants  earn
les s than  their  Austr alian- born workers , whil e ther e is n o diff erence  in So uth Au strali a.

The  pay g ap bet ween r ural a nd urb an emp loyees  – bot h wome n and men - is wid er in
Sou th Aus tralia  than it is nation ally. This d iffere nce wa s well  recog nised by women in
the  count ry, an d it r ankled  that women in rur al are as wer e freq uently  paid less t han
similarly  skill ed wor kers i n the city.

It seems that much of  the p ay gap  that exists  betwe en women and  men i n Sout h
Aus tralia  can b e expl ained by dif ferenc es in overti me dis tribut ion (i e diff erence s in
acc ess to  overt ime be tween women and me n).

The  secon d majo r sour ce of the ga p lies  in th e dist ributi on of women and me n acro ss
low and h igh pa ying i ndustr ies, r espect ively. This may re flect the un der-va luatio n of
feminised  jobs in the se ind ustrie s whic h othe r rese arch s uggest s is a  very signif icant
sou rce of  the c ontinu ing pa y gap betwee n wome n and men na tional ly (Po cock a nd
Ale xander  1999) .

Dif ferenc es in educat ion an d expe rience  expla in onl y a small pa rt of the ga p, as do
dif ferenc es in demogr aphic factor s, and  diffe rences  in me n’s an d wome n’s di stribu tion
acr oss hi gh and  low p aying occupa tions. This result  is su bstant ially reinfo rced b y
nat ional data a nd by the AWIRS95 analys is.

Ove rall, more o f the pay ga p in South Austral ia can  be ex plaine d by t hese f actors  as a
gro up tha n in Austral ia as a whol e.

The  size of the  porti on of the pa y gap that c annot be exp lained  by th ese fa ctors is oft en
att ribute d to eit her di rect d iscriminatio n agai nst wo men employee s or g aps in  the d ata
(ie  there  are s ignifi cant f actors  shapi ng pay  inequ ities that we cann ot cap ture i n data , or
our  exist ing me asures  are i nadequ ate).

Int eresti ngly, the un explai ned po rtion of the  pay g ap in SA app ears t o be sma ller in  SA
tha n in Austral ia as a whol e. (It  is 3.5 per cent o f the 12.2 p er cen t tota l gap in the  state ,
compared to 11.1 in Austral ia for  the s ame pe riod.) 
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Thi s may  me an tha t – re lative  to th e nati onal s ituati on - d irect discri minati on is less o f
a c ontrib utor t o pay inequi ty in South Austra lia th an str uctura l fact ors th at sho w up i n
the  IDS s tudy a s very  signi ficant , like  women ’s con centra tion i n low paying  indus tries
and  in jo bs whe re the y do n ot hav e acce ss to overti me.

Thi s does  not  me an, ho wever, that direct  discr iminat ion is  not i mporta nt in South
Aus tralia , as o ver a quarte r of t he gap  remai ns une xplain ed and  perha ps att ributa ble to 
the  effec ts of direct  discr iminat ion.

Ove rall, we mig ht spe culate  from the IDS anal ysis t hat un der-va luatio n of women’s 
job s in t he ind ustrie s in which t hey ar e conc entrat ed, th eir co ncentr ation in suc h low
pay ing in dustri es, th eir la ck of access  to ov ertime , alon g with  possi bly di rect
dis crimin ation, may b e more  impor tant f actors  to ad dress in removing pay in equiti es,
tha n are change s in h uman c apital  (like  incre ased q ualifi cation s for women) .

Key  Fi ndi ngs:  Ana l y si s of  the Gen der  Pa y  Ga p  in So u th
Aus tr a l i a  usi ng  AWI R S  Da ta 

AWI RS95 a llows us to examin e a wi der ra nge of  perso nal, j ob and  workp lace
cha racter istics  in un dersta nding the ge nder p ay gap .

As with I DS dat a, nat ionall y, it seems that o nly a small portio n of t he ove rall g ender
pay  gap i s expl ainabl e, eve n with  a lar ger se t of p ossibl e expl anator y vari ables
inc luded in the  model . A su bstant ial 11 .5 per centag e poin ts of the na tional  pay g ap of
14.7 per cent c annot be exp lained  by th e diff erenti al end owment s of women a nd men .

In terms of wha t can be exp lained , as i n the IDS da ta, hu man ca pital differ ences
acc ount f or onl y a small pa rt of the ga p in e arning s between wo men an d men. The
AWI RS95 a nalysi s sugg ests t hat if  Austr alian women had th e same  educa tion a nd
exp erienc e as men, th e gend er way  gap would b e 4 pe rcenta ge poi nts smaller at the 
nat ional level.

A much la rger p roport ion – 9.4 pe rcenta ge poi nts – is exp lained  by di fferen ces in  the
nat ure of  workp laces at whi ch women and  men work. These f actors  inclu de ind ustry,
the  workp lace s ize, u nionis ation, degre e of f eminis ation, acces s to o vertime and shift
wor k, the  occup ationa l mix, degre e of o versea s owne rship and co mpetit ion, a mongst 
oth ers.

Muc h of  the Gen der  Pa y  ga p  is Ex p l a i ned  by  St r uc tur a l 
Fa c to r s,  Ra ther  tha n Di f f er enc es in Edu c a ti o n  and Ex p er i enc e

The re is, it se ems, s ubstan tial a greeme nt abo ut the  cause s of t he gen der pa y gap
bet ween t he AWI RS95 a nd IDS analy ses. Both fi nd tha t the main e xplana tions lie in 
str uctura l fact ors li ke the  diffe rent i ndustr y and workpl ace lo cation s of women a nd
men  and t heir d iffere ntial access  to th ings l ike ov ertime , more  than in the ir dif ferent 
edu cation  and e xperie nce pr ofiles .

In South Austra lia, women without  child ren ea rn les s than  men without  child ren,
hol ding a  wide range of oth er fac tors t hat mi ght af fect e arning s cons tant. This e ffect is
sli ghtly greate r in South Austral ia, th an nat ionall y.
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The Ef f ec t of  Ha vi ng Chi l dr en:  Ba d fo r  Wo m en’ s Pa y ,  Go o d fo r 
Men ’ s

Ana lysis of the  pay g ap in South Austra lia al so rev eals t hat th e pres ence o f scho ol-
age d chil dren c arries  a hea vy ear nings penalt y for South Austra lian women, one th at is
sha red na tional ly, th ough a t a lo wer ra te. So uth Au strali an women wit h chil dren i n the
5-1 2 year  age g roup s uffer a high  wage penalt y rela tive t o thos e wome n with out,
hol ding a  wide range of pos sible other explan atory factor s, con stant. Each additi onal
chi ld inc reases  the p ay pen alty. The di scount  is th ree ti mes gr eater in Sou th Aus tralia  -
12 per ce nt per  child  - compared to the  natio nal di scount  of 4 percen t per child.

In the ca se of men, h owever , the revers e is t rue. The pre sence of chi ldren for me n is
ass ociate d with  highe r hour ly wag es (ho lding everyt hing e lse co nstant ), for  all a ge
gro ups of  child ren an d for each s uccess ive ch ild. Once ag ain, t he eff ect is  even greate r
in South Austra lia.

Tak en tog ether, these  resul ts rev eal a greate r pena lty su ffered  by wo men wi th chi ldren
in SA tha n the alread y high  penal ty tha t exis ts Aus tralia -wide. This penalt y refl ects t he
man y deci sions women make t o acco mmodat e thei r pare nting – by working  part- time,
int ermitt ently, casua lly, b y taki ng lon g care er bre aks, o r refu sing h igh st ress, senior 
job s.  Th is is well u nderst ood by  women  and t heir f amilie s, as this e xchang e between
women in a coun try to wn sug gests: 

Ver onica:  some women are no w choo sing t o be a t home  with their childr en unt il
the y go t o scho ol the n go t o work .

Chr istine : I do n’t co mplete ly agr ee tha t wome n can make t he same choi ces. My
dau ghters  are p rofess ionals . One of the m want s to s tay at  home. She works f or the 
gov ernmen t. You  have a six year o ption to dro p out for yo ur kid s in t he Ter ritory 
bef ore re suming  work, but t he thi ng is, she would b e so f ar beh ind wh en she 
rej oined, so sh e is t orn be tween a care er and  wanti ng a f amily.

The  cost of fal ling ‘ so far  behin d’ is clearl y unde rstood  in th e mind s of Christi ne and 
her  mothe r. Her  daugh ter is  being  ‘torn ’ by t he ‘ch oice’, despi te the  provi sions being
mad e by h er emp loyer to ass ist he r to t ake le ave. Her dau ghter unders tands that i f she
ste ps off  the c areer ladder , she loses her pl ace an d the pay pr ice fo r bein g a mo ther will
be high, as the  stati stical  evide nce de monstr ates. Christ ine co ntinue s by c ompari ng the 
sit uation  of he r seco nd dau ghter in the  priva te sec tor, who doe s not want t o stay  at
home, but  faces  a muc h more  diffi cult, inflex ible work en vironment:

My other daught er wou ld go banana s if s he did n’t wo rk and  she works f or a p rivate 
company. The di fferen ce bet ween t he pri vate a nd pub lic jo bs is amazin g with  the
pri vate b eing much mo re demanding  and s tressf ul, no t as many in centiv es, bo nuses
or flexib ility. So bo th are  being  affec ted by  their  workp laces in rel ation to car eer
and  famil y.

The Ef f ec t of  Bei ng Ca sua l 

Aus tralia -wide, analy sis of  AWIRS95 ind icates  a sig nifica nt pay  penal ty for  both
women and  men who wor k casu ally. Casual ly emp loyed men, n ationa lly, a re pai d 18
per  cent less t han me n who are no t casu al, wh ile th e effe ct on casual  women  is a fall o f
15 per ce nt. Th is is despit e the award provis ions f or gre ater h ourly rates for ca sual
wor kers t o comp ensate  them for th eir lo ss of sick, holida y leav e and so on.
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In South Austra lia, t he dep ressiv e effe ct of casual  work appear s to b e even  great er:
cas ual wo men’s pay is  25 pe r cent  lower  than non-ca sual women, while casual  men’s 
pay  is 21  per c ent lo wer. I n cont rast t o the nation al sto ry, in  South  Austr alia t he
neg ative effect  is la rger f or women tha n men.

C a r eer s,  Pr o m o t i o n an d Mo bi l i ty 

The  pay g ap bet ween women a nd men  is pa rtly s haped by the  caree r pros pects that
women fac e in t heir workpla ces an d occu pation s. Women spo ke of the ve ry var iable
car eer pr ospect s that  shape  their  earni ngs. These v ary fr om cou ntry t o city , and from
occ upatio n to o ccupat ion- a nd acc ording  to th e comp romise s they  made to be with
the ir chi ldren, given  curre nt wor k/fami ly arr angeme nts in  their  jobs. The f ollowi ng
exc hange amongs t wome n work ing in  a cou ntry t own il lustra tes th e comp lexity  of
iss ues. Some wo men fe el tha t thei r jobs  simpl y offe r no c areer path, and th at it is
‘fr owned upon’ to be lookin g for advanc ement, or th ey att ribute  their  lack of car eer to 
the ir cou ntry l ocatio n. Oth ers ha ve a c lear s ense o f a ca reer, and th ey wan t one with
some don’ t want  to ‘c limb t he lad der’ a s long  as th ey see  stark  sacri fices in ter ms of
the ir chi ldren: 

Do you th ink of  yours elves as hav ing a career ?

I d on’t. (c lerica l work er)

I d id unt il I t ook th is job !

I d o. (ad minist rative  worke r in hospita l)

I d on’t l ook at  mine as a c areer. I loo k at i t as s omewhe re to go, to  earn some
mon ey, to  meet some n ice pe ople. I see career  as cl imbing  ladde r.

Int erviewer: ‘Getting  on’ i s what  a car eer is  about ?

You  have to be workin g on i t all the ti me. I work with IT. I ha ve to keep a t it.

In the pu blic h ealth servic e here  there ’s not hing. There’ s no c areer. There ’s
nowhere t o go. In Ade laide I coul d move  up an d move  into differ ent br anches . (d ata
ana lyst i n heal th sys tem)

In admin. its a lmost frowne d on t o go o n, to better  yours elf. (cl erical  worke r)

The  wage gap da ta cle arly r eflect  the p ush an d pull  of th ese co mplex and va ried f orces.
For  a ran ge of reason s, women hav e less er acc ess to  advan cement  and p ay ris es in
man y loca tions, and t his de presse s thei r pay relati ve to men’s. Pharmacists , reta il
wor kers, recept ionist s, women in profes sional  jobs in the  publi c sect or, fe lt tha t in
rel ation to the ir ski lls, t hey we re und erpaid , and had li mited access  to pr omotio n.

O c c up a ti o na l  an d Indu str y  Segm ent a ti o n

The  wage gap da ta als o reve als th e pric e of t he con tinuin g segmentati on of jobs b y sex.
Thi s has many e ffects . Wome n refe rred t o the great mobili ty tha t men enjoye d in t heir
job s, par ticula rly in  a fac tory s etting  where  sex-s egment ation of job s is v ery fi xed –
and  as th is exc hange reveal s - un changi ng:

I t hink women work ha rder. The me n spen d too much t ime ta lking. They spend half
the ir time out in the  smoko  hut!
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The y are allowe d to a nd the  women  are n ot?

Tha t’s ri ght. They ha ve lon ger br eaks. Becaus e we l ook af ter th e mach ines -  you
hav e to b e ther e. The y don’ t. The y just  disap pear!

The y wand er!

The re are  not many me n in s ome ar eas.

We have o ne man  in ou r depa rtment . He’s  hard to tra ck down!

If you ar e in t he same leve l job, you g et the  same level pay. Mechani cs get  more.
We did ha ve two  women  mecha nics i n one area.

The y got rid of  them quick- smart! 

The y were  bette r. It was ve ry har d for them –  the men wou ld nig gle.

The  women  did a  bette r job and th e men didn’t  like being shown up by the wo men.

The  two women mechani cs arr ive, a re tra ined, do the ir job s well  and t hen di sappea r,
obs erved by the  lower  paid women operat ors on  machi nes.  It see ms tha t men’ s
mon itorin g and protec tion o f thei r spac e and jobs c ontinu es in at lea st some work place
set tings.

‘Me n’s jo bs’ ar e diff erent in the ir pay  and c areer and pr omotio nal pr ospect s, and  also
in the co ntrol that men hav e over  their  movements a t work , and the li mited access 
women hav e to s uch sk illed work.

Aus tralia ’s lab our ma rket h as lon g been  recog nised as amo ngst t he mos t sex- 
seg mented  in th e OECD area. Table s 18.2  and 1 8.3 be low su ggest that t hey re main
ver y sex- segmen ted by  indus try, with 59  per c ent of  all South Austral ian wo men
con centra ted in  only four i ndustr ies (r etail trade, prope rty an d busi ness s ervice s,
edu cation  and h ealth) . This  compa res to  57 pe r cent  natio nally.

In terms of occ upatio n, almost ha lf of all wo men wo rking in Sou th Aus tralia  are i n two
occ upatio nal ca tegori es: el ementa ry, cl erical  sales  and s ervice  worke rs, an d
int ermedi ate cl erical  sales  and s ervice  worke rs. On ly 2 p er cen t of a ll wor king women
wer e trad es per sons ( compar ed to 3 per cent n ationa lly) a nd a s imilar ly sma ll
pro portio n were  manag ers an d admi nistra tors. It see ms tha t wome n’s in dustry  and
occ upatio nal ch oices remain  very limite d. The  analy sis of  wage gap da ta sug gest t hat
thi s segmentati on remains a n impo rtant contri butor to women’s l ower wages i n the
sta te, an d poli cy res ponses  that broade n wome n’s oc cupati onal a nd ind ustry
emp loymen t will  assis t, alo ng wit h init iative  to improve the wa ges in  femal e
dominated  indus tries, occup ations  and workpla ces.
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Ta b l e 18. 2 Per c enta ge of  fem a l e em p l o y ees by  indust r y ,  SA , 
Aus tr a l i a ,  Augu st 1999

South Aus tralia 
%

Aus tralia 
%

Agr iculture, forestry  and fishing 2 1.3 
Min ing 0 0.0 1
Man ufacturing 9 7
Ele ctrici ty, ga s and water 1 0.0 1
Con struction 1 1.3 
Wholesale  trade 4 4
Retail tr ade 16 17
Accommoda tion, cafes and re staura nts 6 6
Tra nsport and s torage 2 3
Com munica tion s ervice s 1 1.3 
Fin ance a nd ins urance 5 5
Property and business  servi ces 12 11
Gov ernmen t admi nistra tion a nd defence 4 5
Education 11 12
Hea lth an d comm unity services 20 17
Cul tural and re creati onal s ervice s 2 5
Per sonal and other se rvices 4 3

Sou rce:  Employ ee ear nings, benef its an d trad e unio n memb ership , ABS cat. 6 310.0

Ta b l e 18. 2 Per c enta ge of  fem a l e em p l o y ees by  oc c up a ti o n,  SA, 
Aus tr a l i a ,  Augu st 1999

Aus tralia 
%

SA
%

Man agers and ad ministrators 2 2
Professionals 21 19
Ass ociate  profe ssiona ls 9 10
Tra desper sons a nd rel ated w orkers 2 3
Adv anced clerical and  servi ce wor kers 8 7
Intermedi ate cl erical , sale s and .
ser vice w orkers 30.00 28
Intermedi ate pr oducti on and .
tra nsport worke rs 3 3
Ele mentar y cler ical, sales and .
ser vice w orkers 16 16
Labourers  and r elated  worke rs 8 11

Sou rce:  Employ ee ear nings, benef its an d trad e unio n memb ership , ABS cat. 6 310.

Wha t Sho u l d Be Do ne to  Na r r o w the Gender  Pa y  Ga p ?

Ana lysis of ave rage weekly ordina ry time earn ings s hows t hat th e pay gap ha s wide ned
in the pa st ten  years , so t hat on  avera ge Sou th Aus tralia n wome n now earn 8 5 per cent
of men’s pay (e xcludi ng ove rtime and pa rt-time effe cts). A smal l part  of th e gap
bet ween t he sex es is explai ned by  women ’s lower qua lifica tions than men’s, so tha t
gre ater e ducati on for  women  will make a  posit ive di fferen ce. Th is mak es act ion to 
enc ourage  women  to in crease  their  quali ficati ons an d skil ls a u seful respon se.
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But  even if women ach ieve t he same leve l of f ormal qualif icatio ns as men, mos t of  the
cur rent g ap wil l rema in, be cause it is the re sult o f wome n’s le sser a ccess to ove rtime,
and  of wo men’s concen tratio n in l ower p aying jobs –  jobs that a re not  neces sarily 
lower ski lled, b ut are  lower  pai d by  tradi tion. Women’ s jobs  pay l ess fo r many  reaso ns,
but  impor tant a mongst  these  is th e trad itiona l unde r-valu ing of  ‘wome n’s’ work –
whe ther i n hosp itals, schoo ls, ch ild-ca re cen tres o r fact ories. This underv aluati on is
emb edded in our  indus trial relati ons sy stems and wa ge fix ing pr actice . Wome n’s
comments show t hat th ey are  well aware of thi s, acr oss th e stat e and across  the widest
ran ge of occupa tions, level s, and  geogr aphic areas.

Ana lysis of the  expla nation s of t he pay  gap i n Sout h Aust ralia sugges ts tha t corr ecting 
thi s unde r-valu ation is ess ential . This  task has be en tak en up in oth er sta tes th rough pay
equ ity in quirie s and their recommendati ons fo r syst emic, accele rated change 
(In dustri al Rel ations  Commi ssion of NSW 1998) . Wome n’s in dividu al eff orts t o
inc rease their qualif icatio ns, to  asser tively  proje ct the mselve s in t he wor kplace , and to
cla im the  full value of the ir ski lls, will le ave ma ny dee ply st ructur ed sou rces o f the pay
gap  uncha llenge d with out su ch sys temic change . Alon gside this, direct  discr iminat ion
aga inst women i s stil l pres ent in  South  Austr alia ( though  it is  perha ps les s sign ifican t
tha n in o ther s tates) . Most  impor tantly , wome n’s co ncentr ation in low payin g jobs ,
ind ustrie s and workpl aces, and th eir le sser a ccess to ove rtime, are ver y importan t in
exp lainin g the gender  pay g ap. It  is importan t that  ways be fou nd to better  value  and
pay  tradi tional ly female jo bs, an d to e ncoura ge women int o a br oader range of
occ upatio ns and  indus tries. A pay  equit y inqu iry wh ich di rectly  addre sses t hese i ssues
at state level will a ssist this p rocess .
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