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When workload' and 
stread level' rive, 
problems with 
increased labour 
turnover are twice as 
common in companies 
which offer few flexible 
work opportunities...

Mixed signals on
A  recent m a jo r survey suggests progress 

is f in a lly  be ing  m ade in p ro v id in g  a 
better balance between w ork  and fam ­

ily  respons ib ilities  fo r A ustra lian  em ployees. 
But m assive d iffe rences rem ain  between the 
p ub lic  and private sectors. And some specific 
sectors —  law  firm s, fo r exam ple  —  are found 
to be so rig id ly  structured that m ajor barriers to 
em ployee f le x ib ility  con tinue  to  exist. The sur­
vey has been com pleted by Barbara Holm es in 
co n ju n c tio n  w ith  C CH A ustra lia . It fo llo w s  a 
s im ila r investigation in 1997.

M a ny  responden t o rgan isa tions ide n tify  
com m erc ia l rewards from  a m ore en lightened 
approach to w ork  and fam ily  issues. In particu­
lar, there is a strong re lationship between ava il­
a b ility  o f fle x ib le  w o rk  options and the reten­
tion o f staff. W hen w orkloads and stress levels 
rise, p rob lem s w ith  increased labour tu rnover 
are tw ice  as com m on  in com panies w h ich  o f­
fer fe w  fle x ib le  w o rk  o pp o rtu n itie s . As w e ll, 
h ig h -f le x ib ility  enterprises report greater suc­
cess in a ttracting to p -q u a lity  applicants.

Business attitudes have im proved in recent 
years. Tw o-th irds o f Austra lian businesses now  
report s ig n ifica n t success w ith  w o rk /fa m ily  
po lic ies and e igh ty-th ree per cen t believe  the 
c lim ate  for such in itia tives has im proved m ark­
edly in the past five years. M ore than eighty per 
cent o f Australian organisations intend to  make 
further positive  changes. Respondents believe 
progress has resulted from  several key factors, 
in c lu d in g  greater in vo lve m e n t and c o m m it­
m ent from  sen ior m anagem ent, w id e r w o rk ­
fo rce  access to fle x ib le  w o rk  o p tion s , better 
p u b lic ity  and com m un ica tion  and inclusion  o f 
w ork /life  clauses in enterprise agreements. The 
significance o f this last e lem ent is confirm ed by 
current data on m a jo r p rovis ions in enterprise 
agreements throughout Australia. In the year to 
D ecem ber 1998, tw enty-seven  per cen t o f 
agreements included detailed w o rk -fa m ily  p ro ­
v isions, com pared  w ith  o n ly  three  per cent 
from  five years ago.

But am ong a lm ost all respondent organisa­
tions, increased pressure and longer w o rk in g  
hours are h o ld in g  back im provem ents to the 
w o rk -fa m ily  balance, even w here  progress has 
been ach ieved. The e ffect is m odera ted by 
h ig h -fle x ib ility  po lic ies, but it rem ains a p rob ­
lem in most organisations. Pressure, both b la ­
tant and subtle, on employees to  w ork  far more 
than standard hours is not abating. S ixty-five  
per cen t o f respondents from  organ isa tions 
w ith  m ore than 1000 em ployees believe  that 
staff must w o rk  extra unpaid  hours to dem on­
strate com m itm e n t to the ir jobs. Eighty-seven 
per cent believe progress is being hindered by 
increased w o rk  dem ands w h ic h  overshadow  
personal needs. In organisations rated poorly, 
hos tility  am ong senior managers, lack o ffe n d ­
ing and tra in ing , d o w n s iz in g  and co n tin u in g  
restructuring were com m on  features.

work and family
In a lm ost all f le x ib ility  areas, private co m ­

panies lag beh ind the ir p ub lic  sector coun te r­
parts. Study leave, fo r exam ple, is ava ilab le  in 
sixty-five per cent o f pub lic  organisations, com ­
pared to forty-e ight per cent o f private com p a ­
nies. O th e r com parisons inc lude  paid parental 
leave [fifty  per cent com pared to  tw e n ty -n ine  
per cen t], pa rt-tim e  w o rk  [fo rty -five  per cent 
com pared to tw enty-s ix  per cent], jo b  sharing 
[tw enty-s ix per cent com pared to fourteen per 
cen t], f le x i-t im e  [th irty-seven  per cen t c o m ­
pared to  seven per cent] and career breaks 
[tw e n ty -n in e  per cen t com pared  to  ten per 
cen t]. There are, how ever, some ind ica tion s  
that the private sector is beginn ing to a ckn o w l­
edge the business case fo r m ore effort in this 
area, w ith  leading organisations such as N R M A  
and AM P recently m aking pub lic  statements on 
financ ia l returns ava ilab le  from  greater invest­
m ent in fa m ily -fr ie n d ly  people managem ent.

The suggestion tha t th ings are starting to 
happen in the w o rk /life  area is w e lcom e d  by 
ALIA  and its members. This is a fie ld  in w h ich  
w e have repeatedly called for real action to  ac­
com p an y  the extensive  rh e to ric  w h ic h  has 
been apparent. But w e  need to be w atch fu l for 
d iscrepancies between results reported by em ­
ployers and the feelings o f the em ployees w h o  
are sub jec t to  these po lic ies . A  c o n tin u in g  
p rob lem  w ith  m uch research is the extent to 
w h ich  results o f managerial p o licy  changes are 
assessed by reference to  the v iew s o f those re­
spons ib le  fo r d e ve lo p in g  and im p le m e n tin g  
them. This approach does not necessarily catch 
the real im pact.

For A ustra lian  lib ra rians  there is c le a rly  
some w ay to go. ALIA 's  recent survey o f w o rk ­
ing cond itions  for lib rary  workers d irec tly  can ­
vassed the question  o f w o rk  and fa m ily  b a l­
ance. The results w ere  less than encouraging  
and w ere  certa in ly  less positive than those re­
ported in the CCH survey. A m ong m ore than 
fifty  to p ic  areas, o u r survey's 1600 lib ra ry - 
w o rke r p a rtic ipan ts  w ere  asked to rate th e ir 
satisfaction w ith  w o rk  and fa m ily  balance, as 
com pared  to  tw e lve  m onths ago. O n ly  fo u r­
teen per cent o f respondents reported an im ­
provem ent. Forty-e ight per cent fe lt there had 
been no a pp rec iab le  change and th irty -e ig h t 
per cent were less satisfied.

The CCF1 survey conc ludes w ith  several 
sensib le  suggestions fo r fu rthe r progress. 
A m o ng  them  is a re com m e n da tio n  fo r m ore  
care fu l c o lle c tio n  o f o rgan isa tiona l data on 
w ha t has been acheived to date. G iven the ex­
perience o f ALIA  members, that is c lea rly  nec­
essary. A good starting po in t m ight be creation 
o f a com m on  m easuring system based on re­
sults fro m  an em p lo ye e  perspective. That 
w o u ld  be a m uch m ore va lid  yardstick than a 
c o lle c tio n  o f com m en ts  fro m  em ploye rs  on  
w h a t they th in k  the outcom es have been o r 
w ha t they w o u ld  like  them  to be. ■
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