Striking the Balance:  Women, men, work and family
A personal submission by Dianne McIntosh – 26 October 2005
NOTE: I am commenting on issues from the perspective of a professional working woman and appreciate that this may not be the case for other categories of workers. I am also commenting from a personal perspective and not on behalf other Business and Professional Women’s Network of which I am a member.  They have submitted their own paper which represents the views of discussions held with many participants.
How did I get involved?

I attended a discussion which was held by the Business and Professional Women’s Network (Sydney Club) in September to discuss the key questions raised by this  commission.  Having participated in the discussion, I asked the facilitator whether “it is possible to quantify how many unemployed business and professional women are out there and the reasons for this?”  The answer – no its not possible. Surely this is not true and I would be very interested in information in this regard.
Why do I want to be involved?

I have worked in the financial services sector for 20 years and am a trained business analyst and project manager.  I have a bachelor degree in Human Resource Management and have headed up various divisions for large Corporates. I am married to a man 22 years older than myself (he is 64) and have a 6 year old son. I currently am not working in a paid job but have taken on various roles within my son’s school to alleviate some of the pressures experienced there and bring to bear a lot of what I have learnt in the corporate world. 
I have employed part time workers (women) and have never had to move a project deadline due to lack of delivery, commitment on behalf of these women.  I took me a while to convince the executive management team to allow me to employ part timers but they did not have reason to question this decision once made. So its possible.

I believe that these issues have been debated for many years both in Australia and South Africa from where I come, and its not what the issues are but more “how” these will be solved and hence my interest.  

Firstly, I do believe that one of the major issues facing us is one of flexibility in the workplace. Workplace practices in my opinion have not evolved much over that last 10 years and flexibility within the workplace has not improved.  This is keenly felt by many professionals (male & female with whom I have had this discussion with over the past couple of months). The more qualified and experience, the less flexibility in the workplace – certainly this has been my experience here. This in answer to your comment on  page 19 – “family friendly arrangements are more likely to be offered to better trained and higher skilled employees”
Flexibility in the workplace with its workplace practices is the one issue that I will focus my attention on given my background and personal experience.  I do not wish to detract from the others but am unable to comment meaningfully.
I strongly believe that we need to move away from talk centred around women and their children and focus more on talk that is centred around a more flexible work environment where men and women have a choice on:

· when and how to work, 
· how long to remain in the workplace on whatever basis, 

· continue to contribute to superannuation for as long as possible (no age restriction),

whilst achieving the business delivery objectives of the organisations they work for.  
I think business tends to switch off when approached on this front and we need to use language that is more engaging to them rather than the gender issue and the unfairness thereof.  
 I am strongly of the opinion that unless legislation is changed to support a change in workplace practices and make up of the workforce, no change will happen.  I appreciate that this is a huge statement to make but do believe that its possible to bring about such change by say 2015 where 25% of the workforce are part timers or job sharers unless legislated and the various implications of such a statement worked out.  The change implication cuts across many disciplines but believe this area alone could bring about enormous benefits and change for the better for all involved.  
It is not acceptable to me and many other professional people who remain out of the workplace to do a job where you are paid a pittance or accept a job that is not commensurate with your qualifications and experience.  I for one am able to earn between $150 and $250 an hour so why would I accept $30?  Its not worth going to work for that sort of money.
The reality is that women will always do more work on the home front and I can’t see this changing in the short term.  Rather, we should look at how we can get professional women and men back to work.  We are missing out on a huge pool of untapped resource. 
There are changes taking place on the home front that suggests that men are doing more at home.  The issue is how to get women back to work so that they can contribute from a financial perspective thereby alleviating pressure from within the home.  This does not address the inequality between limited paid work and unpaid work for women but does get them back earning at a level that is commensurate with their experience and qualification.
I would like to know if the Commission is able to quantify how many business/professional women are out there and who are not working and what it would take to get them back to work in a “flexible” type arrangement that benefits business and the women themselves?  Whilst I find the statistics quoted of interest, I am not able to differentiate between various types of workers (i.e. skilled / semi skilled) and what this means in terms of the statistics quoted. 
I would extend this to quantify how many men (those who have retired and have the experience and skills) and/or those who would like to work limited hours, that can potentially be brought back into the work force to extend their “working lives” to the benefit of all. This should go a long way in assisting the issues around an ageing population and declining workforce.
I have met and know a large number of professional women who for the same reasons as stated above are unable to re-enter the paid work environment. For that matter, I have met a number of retired men and men who would like to scale back to a more flexible paid work arrangement and are unable to bring this change about and negotiate a deal that takes all parties needs into account.
It begs the question:  Why has the workplace become so inflexible?  

We are missing out on a large pool of trained and experienced resource as a result of lack of flexibility within the paid work environment and have the opportunity to encourage these people back into the workforce to the overall benefit of all.
Having assumed that it is not possible to quantify how many business/professional people are out there looking for flexible work arrangements, I have taken the liberty of putting together a high level conceptual diagram on how one could go about quantifying the numbers of available business and professional people who would be interested in working for limited hours and what it would take to get them back into the work force. This would also identify how many women are out there who have experience and qualifications and who have not used these for several years.  In addition one is then able to quantify what it would take to get these women retrained and back working and what the costs of training and deployment could be. 
I believe the diagram is self explanatory, but should you wish to discuss this further please do not hesitate to contact me.

I am happy for the information contained in this document to be re-used and published if required.
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I have reviewed the discussion paper which I received on the 26th of October 2005, the media pack, project information and terms of reference and will comment on specific items.

“Achieving the balance may require legislative reform, change in social policy, change in workplace cultures and attitudinal change in the home” -  Media Pack.
There is no doubt that change is needed as mentioned above. However, the impact that will be felt most is one on change to workplace cultures and practices.  There is little mention of change in work/management practices and perhaps this is implied.

My belief is that unless there is legislation passed that brings about a change to work practices there is not much hope in bringing about the change that is so talked about and needed.  I do believe that from a regulation perspective, companies can be encouraged to change the workplace cultures and practices given time and incentives.  Ideally one would aim to bring about change by a said date.  I appreciate that is a very broad statement and the ramification huge.  I do however, believe that its possible.

There are always exceptions to the rule but unless it becomes mainstream – the situation will not change.
· I do believe that the lack of flexibility within the paid work arena is probably one of the major issues facing women and men at some stage during their adult life. 

· I do believe that there is a change happening at home with modern mums training their offspring to do more chores around the house, thereby training this generation to do more around the home without it being a major issue.  I am not sure you can change some of the older school/generation although the old adage “you can’t teach an old dog new tricks” no longer holds true. From personal experience, I married a man 23 years older than me, who does the cleaning, ironing and other chores without a problem.  He was involved with the rearing of our son from birth and changed nappies, did the 4am bottle feed and still gets up in the night in need.  So there is hope

· I believe that most professional women who currently have children under the age of 10 would like to work between 20 and 30 hours a week in a flexible work arrangement where she can drop the kids off at school, do a compressed days work, get home to fetch the kids, cook dinner and take care of other dependents, without being completely fried at the end of each day.  I have spoken to many women over the last couple of months and they concur with this view.
I am certainly happy to put my career on hold (or be relegated to the mummy track) for a number of years, as long as I am able to make a contribution at the level I was at before having a child and being paid accordingly.  I am not even sure I want to pursue the career ladder again either.
Having a flexible working arrangement will free women up to do what is needed to manage their families and their jobs. I do not believe that more women would go back to work if their partners did more unpaid work.

· Flexibility within the workplace?
I am a business analyst / project manager and there are many vacant positions on a permanent or contract basis. Therein lies the problem. 
For now, I do not want to work a 5 day week. In the past 6 months I have approached a number of recruitment agencies and companies directly as I would like to re-enter the workplace.  
However, the moment I mention that I would like to work 3 days a week, or 5 mornings or job share, the standard response is “ you do know that part time work is very hard to come by and as a result it will be difficult to place you”.  So for the past 4 months I have not worked.
This can be said for many women to whom I have spoken to and worked with.  This is their story too. 
· Currently recruitment agencies do not know or don’t want to recruit on a part time basis (but potentially this could be a very lucrative market for them) and are not encouraging employers to consider this option either. Businesses (large/medium) on the other hand are not considering this an option either and have not adapted their work practices accordingly.  Once again there is evidence that this is changing but clearly not the norm. Until this happens women and some men are going to draw the short straw. 
· HR and business management practices in my opinion, have not evolved enough to manage a flexible work environment and the common excuse is that “we can’t trust our staff”.  Surely if we are working to deliver tasks/jobs as per an agreement with management or project leaders, one is able to assess where staff are on a daily basis in terms of delivery. Perhaps herein lies a solution that more work should be broken down into discrete chunks and managed accordingly. What a change that would be!
· I appreciate that the work effort and management of part-timers or job sharers is different and difficult but unless we start to change these practices, a more flexible work environment will not materialise. Its in everybody’s best interest to get this right.  Maybe this thinking should be sent back to business school and let the academics ponder solutions and management practices that could become mainstream in time to come.
I do accept that I have not addressed or commented on many other issues raised in your discussion documents.  
I thank you for the opportunity to say my piece and I wish you well in you endeavours to bring about change that is so needed.  If I can be of any assistance please do not hesitate contact me.

Kind regards

Dianne McIntosh
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