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 STRIKING THE BALANCE
 

The whole area of sharing responsibility for running a home, caring for a family, earning a living and somehow having all parties achieving acceptable levels of satisfaction within those working and family roles has also to meld with wider issues.  What sorts of workplaces are currently operating to allow employees (and indeed employers) to achieve as both career builders and wives/husbands and parents?  What are the ramifications of the proposed Industrial Reforms for partners and parents?  If Australia is to raise its birth rate, as politicians are currently urging, what provisions for caring for those resultant families and nurturing individual careers and caring for ageing parents are contemplated?  So far, there are no or few answers to these questions in the public arena.

 

If there is to be a fairer sharing of parental responsibilities, as this Discussion Paper is espousing, this can only come about through education.  Legislation is most unlikely to change attitudes in this area.   Legislation may sharpen awareness of the objective, but it is hard to imagine how a fair parenting/family raising balance can be policed, let alone enforced.  While an increasing number of younger men appear to WANT to play a greater role in their children’s lives and do share (though not generally equally) household work and responsibilities (dropping off and picking up children at school or extra-curricular activities, for instance), such changes are not compatible with all cultures represented in our society. This would include our own culture and perception of shared responsibility in addressing the balance between work and home life.

 

There is no doubt that more women are participating in the paid workforce than, for example, 15-20 years ago.  Their reasons for so doing are complex.  Some do so simply to put bread on the table; others to pay the mortgage or the rent, not always for a dream of a house but for a roof over their and their children’s heads.  Some work because they find the challenge stimulating and the success fulfilling.  Some do it to provide role models of preparedness to work, especially in those families where a wage earner has not been in evidence for two or three generations.  Some work for the social aspects, an opportunity to interact with other adults as opposed to the mandatory duties that surround maintaining a family unit.  Increasingly, there are going to be women who have to find paid employment because of government reforms to the welfare system. The impact of this absence from home can create situations such as latch-key children, lack of parental supervision, children denied access to extra-curricular activities, including sport and fitness. How do you quantify the loss of opportunity for these children as it relates to the necessity of entering paid employment? Research needs to be undertaken to determine the negative and positive benefits of balancing work and family, and there is a need to create situations, either by legislation or federal initiatives, that allow the best possible outcomes for children and their parents/grandparents.

The high cost of child care, when it is available, must take away the so-called benefits of paid work for some families.  It seems improbable (and an unfair expectation, considering the costs) that small workplaces will be able to afford to provide child care facilities for their workers, but larger employers should be able to provide  these.  Corporations, like the larger banks, universities, parliament at both state and federal level, major insurance and legal firms, all should (and many do) provide facilities that mean valued employees are not forced to take more time away from work than they really want to, to care for their children.  

 

Many women feel threatened that their career will suffer if they take extended maternity leave.  Whether this is legitimate or not, it is a reality that having a family sometimes hinders the career path of a woman while there is societal pressure for women to become mothers. Women who for whatever reason, due to balancing work and family responsibilities, find themselves in casual employment which is employer-driven when it comes to hours of work required, child care facilities and placement, may find it extremely difficult, and these women are heavily reliant on family when it comes to care due to the very nature of their work.

Where child care facilities are made available for full-time employees it creates engagement, loyalty, increased productivity and general job satisfaction. A more important part of this type of arrangement is taking the pressure off the family unit. As maternity leave has been negotiated over many years in industrial instruments or legislation, the right of women to access this leave is appropriate and more could be done by government to provide paid maternity leave into the future. There is a view that some women feel pressure and fear for their job security when accessing this leave. Unscrupulous employers that do not hire or for that matter recognise a woman’s right to maternity leave do so at a cost in loss of skills and experience, and not taking into account the cost of recruitment and training of new employees. The whole question is highly vexed and complex with no easy or simple generic answers.  

 

Socially, in this century, many women simply choose not to have a family – as do many men.  The choice of contraception in many ways, with its introduction, allowed women to have choice as to whether or not they would have children. With the ageing population and declining birth rates which have been the focus of government for some time, measures will have to be put into place to make having a family achievable, taking into account their financial and work commitments, and government needs to address this issue. The proposed change to single mothers accessing benefits is skewed the wrong way if you look at what assistance is available to a woman with a partner and child. As employment continues to be casualised, house costs continue to rise, and the “working poor” become an increasingly important class in Australia.  The “working poor” need to be at the forefront of this issue, in particular, single mothers without support of family when trying to do their best for their family, finding the whole issue of striking the balance near impossible.

 

At the same time, evidence points to the fact that many women who decide to pursue a career and a family are unwilling to risk that career to stay at home and raise their children.   Whether they use government or work provided child care places or employ a nanny, as career women they are tax payers, and often quite high tax payers.  Why not then have child care as a tax deduction? 

 

How are men to be encouraged to do their fair share in raising families and carrying out household chores?  Before they are educated in their new roles (yes, some of them already do them, but they are the minority) their mothers probably need to be educated – it appears that more young people are opting to remain in the parental home – or return there – and anecdotal evidence suggests they continue to expect to be waited on.  Hardly makes for the equal-sharing partner syndrome.  The next group to be educated are the wives or partners when these men do decide to enter a relationship.  Men complain that women want them to do their share of household chores, but complain that they do not do them to the woman’s satisfaction – so the men opt out altogether.  After those two groups, the men in question still have to be educated to do equal shares.  There appears to be a long way to go still – but such things cannot be legislated.  

 

This Discussion Paper covers so many areas.  What can be done to help single mothers?  So often they are compartmentalised and categorised in less than a good light in Australian society. These perceptions fail to take into account widows, divorced or separated women, often through no fault of their own.  Our own Australian Government seems to see single mothers as fair targets for its so-called Welfare Reform packages.  Single mothers are to be forced into paid employment as soon as their children reach school age, at the same time as mothers with a partner are encouraged to stay home through government allowances.  Why the discrepancy in approach?

 

“Striking the Balance” raises the issue of unpaid work.  We live in a society where to a very large extent we are defined by our jobs or careers.  The first question we seem to ask when meeting someone initially is “What do you do?”  In society, those that choose to stay at home feel the need to speak defensively of their home based role.  If we as a society truly value the family unit, how do we reconcile such differences?  Even more than the mother who is not in paid employment, society and government appear to ignore the work of carers.  There are carers who live with their charges and so earn the princely sum of around $40 per week in government allowances; then there are the carers who do not live with their charges, usually but not always parents, and who are eligible for no allowance.  Again usually, these carers are women – either a daughter or daughter-in-law.  While the topic of carers is raised in this Discussion Paper, little solution is offered to their plight.  Our Association is particularly concerned with those carers who are “sandwiched” between generations – acting as unpaid babysitters for their grandchildren and at the beck and call of their parents.  No entitlements are nominated in this document for either role.  Yet both roles are allowing their children to contribute to the country’s tax pool while saving  governments the costs of caring for the ageing in nursing homes or hostels.  “Balance” is what such people do, but it is usually at the cost of the carer’s health, financial position and freedom to live her own life.

 

While men’s salaries remain higher than women’s, in the overall work place, it is the woman who is expected to sacrifice her career aspirations when the time comes for one or the other of the partners to be at home to care for a baby, a child or a parent.  Family leave, Carers leave, Maternity and Paternity leave all have to become an ordinary part of our work place language.  Far greater flexibility of hours actually in the work place has to become part and parcel of the working day.  Increased use of and improvements to technology should mean far greater flexibility in working hours and place of work, if not in all positions, certainly in many more than is the current practice.  As has been pointed out, a working lunch of 2-3 hours is acceptable; why is it not all right then for a worker to take 2-3 hours to support a child at a concert or a sports carnival? However, there is a noticed trend in parenting where the highest income determines the full-time carer, be that male or female.

 

The Association, in 2003, supported the work of the Sex Discrimination Commission and ACTU over the issue of paid maternity leave for women. To date, we are unaware that the Federal Government has done anything in achieving this important scheme for all Australians. We would hope that as a result of these submissions that the Federal Government will support any changes that address its position on population is that there needs to be fairness in the workplace, affordable child care, and assistance given to Australians who find themselves in appalling situations.  

In summary, the changes apparently mooted in this Paper if they ever eventuate will do so through concerted educational campaigns and time, and amended legislation where appropriate, and a society that respects and values the ‘family’ regardless of its composition.
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