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W ork and family:
shaping the fit

T he past few years have seen increas-
ing focus on so-called work and
family policies. But there are vast

differences among organisations in com -

mitment to them.

uUntil recently, adoption of these prac-
tices was largely dependent on managerial
enlightenment and the negotiating power
of employees and their unions. Now, how-
ever, Australia has a firm legal framework
which makes their introduction almost
mandatory.

The Workplace Relations Act 1996,
which regulates employment conditions
nationally, includes at section 3 the fol-
lowing statement:

'The principal object of this Act is to
provide a framework for co-operative
workplace relations ...by... (among
other things) (i) assisting employees to
balance their work and family responsi-
bilities effectively through the develop-
ment of mutually beneficial work
practices with employers'.

Achievement of this balance is now
one of the formal goals of our system of in-
dustrial relations law and practice. Future
debate about family-friendly employment
arrangements must therefore focus on
'how' rather than 'if' they should be intro-
duced.

Useful ideas are presented by Mac-
quarie University's Robin Kramer, who re-
cently conducted case-study research
funded by the Work and Family Unit in the
Federal Department of Workplace Rela-
tions and Small Business. Writing in the
current edition of the Asia Pacific Journal
of Human Resources, Ms Kramer releases
results of her in-depth analysis of large
Australian organisations which were re-
cently recognised in the Affirmative Action
Agency/Business Review Weekly Affirma-
tive Action Awards.

She emphasises the need to recognise
equity and social justice, on the one hand,
and economic efficiency aspects, on the
other, in arguing for improvements in work
and family policies. These should not be
seen as mutually exclusive or conflicting
concepts. While introduction some years
ago of parental leave and formal equal op-
portunity programs clearly resulted from
social justice considerations, lasting mu-

tual benefits are more likely to be achieved
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by also ackowledging practical issues af-
fecting employees' capacity to work pro-
ductively. It is from this latter focus that
such initiatives as telecommuting,
childcare services and flexible working

hours can often result.

Even though external factors such as af-
firmative action legislation and revised in-
dustrial relations laws are often major
stimuli for initial organisational interest in
work and family policies, the research data
shows clearly that they are not sufficient in
themselves to guarantee effective prac-
tices. At the workplace level, the existence
of practitioners with skills and interest in
the subject is of paramount importance in
turning formal policy statements into real
and workable processes.

Kramer's research confirms that organi-
sations which had successfully introduced
major work and family programs were al-
most always headed by senior managers
who took an active role. The Royal Wom -
en's Hospital in Brisbane, for example, in-
troduced a twenty-four-hour childcare
centre for staff after the concept was per-
sonally championed by the chief execu-
tive. Similarly, childcare services were in-
troduced by ABC TV after very strong
support from members of the ABC Board.

Equally significantly, success seems
much more likely when the potential posi-
tive effects of family-friendly policies on
business outcomes are stressed. Those or-
ganisations which focus on, for example,
improved motivation, reduced turnover
and attraction of skilled staff as goals ap-
pear invariably to achieve much better re-
sults than those which elect merely to
comply with basic legal requirements. The
research clearly justifies an active rather
than passive approach.

Critical success factors identifed in the
research include clear communication of
goals and processes, training of managers
and staff in application of the program,
systematic monitoring and evaluation of
progress and, especially, continuing in-
volvement of senior managers who support
the policy. Kramer says there will inevita-
bly be opposition, but organisations should
not be deterred by it. Rather than search-
ing for unanimous support, management
should deal patiently with sceptics yet pro-
ceed despite them. Case studies indicate
hostility is reduced if work and family poli-
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cies are presented as a people practice
which can be good for the business rather
than as merely a 'women with children’

issue.

Despite much discussion, Australia has
been slow to act on legal and political en-
couragement of effective work and family
policy. A recent study by the Australian
Centre for Industrial Relations Research
and Training (ACIRRT), for example, found
Australian

that of all enterprise agree-

ments, only two per cent contained
childcare provisions, just 1.4 per cent in-

cluded work from home arrangements and

ALIAppointments

a miniscule 0.1 per cent catered for career

breaks. Clearly, there is a long way to go.

Effective work and family policies are
highly significant for library and informa-
tion sector workers. That much is clear
from calls to the ALIA National Office In-
dustrial Service from members. And with
working hours increasing markedly at
present, they can only become more im-
portant. We are aware that some libraries
are developing innovative programs and
we would like to hear more about them. |
would welcome calls from members about

their experiences. «

These and other job advertisements may be found on ALIAnet, at http://www.alia.org.au/aiiappointments.htm!

secondary school in London,
UK, looking for a school

librarian from

an

pendent or Catholic
ol in Sydney with
I can exchange posts

for a year.

If you are interested in this
exciting opportunity then
please mail, phone, fax or
email me for further details.

Galina Turker,

54 Gwalior House,
Avenue Road

London N14 4DS UK

ph 0011 44 181 800 7411 ext. 134
or 0011 44 181 882 3328

fax 0015 44 181 809 1382
skinnerscoschgirls@cainpus.bt.com
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