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The Human Rights and 

Equal Opportunity Commission

recently released the final

paper in its two-year 

investigation into balancing

paid work and family 

responsibilities.This article

summarises HREOC’s key 

findings on experiences in 

the home and the workplace

and outlines its legislative 

proposals to support working

and caring across the life cycle.
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It’s About Time: Key findings
from the women, men, work
and family project

In the context of an ageing population, and increasing workforce participation by
women and older workers, one of the biggest challenges facing Australian families is
balancing paid work with unpaid care. The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission (HREOC) released a discussion paper Striking the Balance: Women,
men, work and family to examine the way in which men and women balance their
paid work and family responsibilities in 2005 (HREOC, 2005). This paper built on
previous HREOC work on sex discrimination and gender equality in employment
(HREOC 1999; 2002a).

The paper marked the first stage of a project aimed at broadening the Australian
“work and family debate” to better include men’s role in family life; to include forms
of care other than child care (such as elder care and care for people with disability);
and to highlight the relationship between paid work and unpaid work. Initiated by
the then Sex Discrimination Commissioner Pru Goward, it stirred up considerable
public interest.

HREOC recently released the project’s final paper, It’s About Time: Women, men,
work and family (HREOC, 2007). It’s About Time outlines a new approach to bal-
ancing paid work and family responsibilities (including carer responsibilities) in
Australia. Underpinned by human rights principles, this new approach proposes a
series of changes to legislation, workplace policy and practice and government 
policies and programs.

One hundred and eighty one submissions were received in response to the Striking
the Balance discussion paper. It’s About Time draws on these submissions along with
evidence gathered through 44 consultations and focus groups held around Australia
with employers, employer groups, employees, unions, men’s and women’s commu-
nity groups, parents, carers and children. Forty-five wide-ranging policy
recommendations are made on the basis of this evidence. 

While It’s About Time covers a wide range of areas including measures to make our
communities, tax and welfare systems, child care, aged care and disability services,
as well as our workplaces, more family and carer friendly, this article focuses on
research findings in the areas of the home and the workplace. It concludes with a
brief outline of HREOC’s key legislative recommendations. 

Time for a new approach
At the heart of efforts to “strike the balance” between paid work and family respon-
sibilities is the issue of time. Participants in HREOC’s focus groups and consultations
repeatedly mentioned time pressures, conflicting demands on time and a desire for
more time to enjoy family and friends.

Our findings show that despite a decade or more of economic growth and prosper-
ity, many Australians are not living the lives they want and feel pressured, stressed
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and overly constrained in the choices they can make, 
particularly at key points in their lives. 

“I have no time at all for myself,for my partner,for my parents,for
my relatives, for my friends. My relationships with people have
become very superficial and reactive… Their childhood [is]
becoming burdened with the sense of urgency, with no time to
celebrate successes, no time to unwind…”(Submission 82).

“It [time pressure] is having a huge impact on children. Funda-
mentally there is less time. People talk about being time poor –
it is common,and now you are not only time poor… you are also
buggered.We always talked about quality time and now I won-
der about the quality of the quality time” (Community
consultation, Perth).

“My wife and I decided when we were having kids 12 years ago
that I would keep working for economic reasons and that my
wife would stay at home and that is now a self fulfilling
prophecy. Economically we are satisfied but it has placed enor-
mous stress on our relationships…” (Union consultation,
Canberra).

Time pressures are not limited to daily balancing acts; they
also affect people at key points in the life cycle.

“How can a woman work with four weeks leave and have kids at
school which has 12-14 weeks leave – it is clearly impossible…
We both work part-time as we have wanted to participate in
these precious early years and have realised that school years are
actually going to be harder to coordinate”(Submission 176).

Successfully managing time is not only a result of individ-
ual choices; it is also a consequence of the support that
exists within families, communities, workplaces and the
social attitudes and government policies that enable such
support. HREOC has found that external support for fami-
lies juggling paid work and care is patchy at best and
counter productive at worst. 

Time use research canvassed in the Striking the Balance
discussion paper showed that the increased paid work
opportunities for women in the past 20 years have not pro-
duced a corresponding change in the division of unpaid
responsibilities between men and women (see HREOC,
2005, pp. 25-47). Women with family/carer responsibilities
carry a disproportionate share of unpaid work, including
child care, elder care and associated housework (Craig,
2004; ABS, 2004; HREOC, 2005, pp. 29-38). HREOC’s
focus groups with women demonstrate the lived reality of
these statistics.

“I end up doing the bulk of the unpaid work at home because my
husband being a handyman… he gets home at 7 - 7.30 so by
that time I’ve taken the kids to their squad training three times a
week.So three nights a week I’m off at the swimming pool doing
that.Tuesdays we have a meeting at work,now on Thursdays my
younger son is going to be doing cricket training – so that sort of
takes up all my afternoons.And then when I get home I’ve got to
get dinner ready, get the washing done, so I’ve got to do all the

housework,help the kids with their homework,and most times I
just think,just don’t do it,just leave it,I’m just so tired… My hus-
band still works on the Saturday, so yeah, like most people look
forward to the weekend, I sort of dread it, especially when there
are assignments as well. That’s what I was doing before I got
here. It’s just tiring. I’m just thinking when I go home I’m just
going to find it an absolute mess”(Focus group 4).

Men that HREOC spoke to, particularly those in full time
paid work, frequently longed for more time with their chil-
dren but lacked access to family life. 

“I get accused of being an absentee father even when I’m at
home, as I’m ‘still at work”(Focus group 9).

Family relationships suffer when there is a poor balance
between paid work and caring work.

“I would work, pick up the kids and then be expected to come
home and have everything ironed, washed, dinner on the table,
and his lunch made for the next day… I didn’t expect it to be like
that… We separated when my youngest daughter was one…”
(Focus group 3).

“My dad sometimes has to work on weekends and doesn’t spend
that much time at home because he is a manager… I wish I
could see him a bit more on the weekdays”(Focus group 15).

For both men and women the imbalance of paid work and
family/carer responsibilities has a direct impact on their
life outcomes, including their social and economic status,
participation in public life, health and emotional wellbeing
(HREOC, 2005, pp. 57-65). 

There are also considerable national interest issues at
stake. The three “P”s identified by the Treasurer – popula-
tion, participation and productivity – are each influenced
by how well we balance our paid work and care arrange-
ments (Costello, 2002; HREOC, 2005, pp. 67-77). Social
wellbeing is also increasingly recognised as integral to a
truly prosperous society (ABS, 2006a, pp. 148-183). 

A new framework for meeting paid work and family responsibilities 

As a starting point to address this challenge, It’s About
Time outlines a holistic paid work and family/carer respon-
sibilities framework which:

allows for changes in caring needs and responsibilities
across the life cycle; 

addresses equality between men and women; and

reflects a “shared work – valued care” approach
(HREOC, 2007, pp. 39-43).

A key principle in this framework is a notion of “shared
work – valued care” (Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, & Kallen-
berg, 2002). HREOC supports this principle of sharing
unpaid and paid work better across the labour market and
the community, as well as between individual men and
women. This approach means sharing the work of caring
between families, the community and public institutions.
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community health centre and they look at you funny” (Focus
group 16).

Other men highlighted cultural factors including ethnicity
as shaping their experiences.

“In our community if a dad stayed at home it is looked down on.
They will be like, ‘What is he doing?’ It’s like he is not a man”
(Focus group 2).

Men also described practical barriers that interacted with
and reinforced these traditional ideas.

“…I took up the reigns of looking after the family and home
while she took up an 18 month learning opportunity.Apart from
the inevitable disasters on the home front with an inexperienced
dad at the fore… it was humbling and at times humiliating to
be a stay-at- home father. I found myself socially isolated and
lonely.Normal social occasions that are available for mums,such
as tennis mornings, church get togethers, and craft mornings
were not available to me. I was asked not to come or was still as
isolated as before, with the mums at one end of the room and I
stuck at the other. Many people had significant problems with
me being a stay at home dad. Basket ball or squash mornings
didn’t have childcare available for the men’s comps. The local
mums would stay away because they were afraid of gossip etc.
Many times I have had to change nappies in various places when
there was a family room available but others strongly indicated
that this was not the place for a guy”(Submission 58).

Illustrating the deep influence of such social attitudes,
women mentioned the unspoken and sometimes uncon-
scious factors that shaped their decision-making about
care arrangements.

“There are certain things I like him not to try to do because he can’t
do it … I give the orders – I don’t know why, never thought of it
before”(Focus group 2).

Signs of change

In spite of these barriers, there were also signs of change,
with many male focus group participants indicating that
they want to share caring responsibilities and in many
cases are already doing so.

“I found in my first marriage that I was the breadwinner and that
I was missing out on so much with my daughter… Yes,[my part-
ner] wanted me home more but also wanted all the material
things.I couldn’t see how I could be at home and give her every-
thing she wanted.With [my daughter] I now I find I would rather
be at home with her. I want to be more involved with my child’s
life”(Focus group 16).

“I always tried to put work around things. Even when I was…
working full time I always left work early one day a week to pick
the kids up from school to spend the afternoon with them. For
the rest of the week I was getting home at 7 pm at night 4 days a
week. I didn’t want to come home and see the kids briefly at
night and then be taking off to work the next morning without
seeing them”(Focus group 16).

It requires governments to take a primary role in sharing
the costs of care through the provision of accessible,
affordable and high quality care and support services for
both children and adults who need them. It also means
valuing the caring work of employees, ensuring quality
employment for those who provide care and sharing the
responsibility for care between individuals and quality
service providers. 

Striking the balance in the home
The framework that HREOC has developed draws on our
extensive consultations and focus groups with diverse
groups of men, women and children.

These consultations paint a picture of the everyday 
pressures that Australian families experience. While the
majority of Australians believe in sharing parental care 
in particular, with 90% of men and women believing 
in sharing care (Evans & Gray, 2005, p. 27), many feel
unable to make this a reality. Consultations reveal that 
the seemingly private decisions that Australians make
about arranging paid work and caring work are clearly
shaped by the public context in which they are made: for
example, the employment options available to families in
particular communities, the availability of child and aged
care, or the taxation implications of re-entering the paid
workforce. 

Women commonly described daily experiences of time
pressure and associated stress from combinations of paid
work and various carer responsibilities:

“He says ‘I’ve got a meeting and is there a chance you can start
early and leave early?’so that I can then take the girls to sport.So
I start work early so that I can leave early and then zoom the girls
over to their training… If it’s a bad week I can be straight from
work to my mum’s and then to the Prince of Wales hospital and
then home for dinner and up again at 6 am to go to work and
that can happen 5 days out of 7. And then there are my grand-
parents,if they call then I’ll be straight over there.My grandfather
is still driving but if he is having difficulties then I’ll have to pick
up supplies for them like milk, bread etc. and take it over… You
do as much as you can.You’re either cooking, doing homework,
taking them to school [or] dancing,cleaning the house,doing the
finances...”(Focus group 3).

Such pressure not only produces frustration; it can have
flow-on implications for extended family members, partic-
ularly grandparents. 

“…I believe that equity in parenthood doesn’t exist and from
my experience,I will only be having as many children as my mum
and I can cope with!”(Submission 13) 

Male focus group participants raised stereotypical commu-
nity attitudes as a major factor that shaped their experience
of and involvement in parenting.

“Even though I worked part-time I never went to playgroup;
that is seen as the female domain. You take the kids up to the
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Families that have managed to realise their goal of sharing
both paid work and care in a way that suits them have been
very positive about their experience.

“I’m a part-time parent, I work 3 days a week,and my daughter’s
mother also works a three day week as well...I want to encourage
men to ask for ‘sharing the load’… No father should miss out on
this time”(Submission 4).

“I’ve recently returned back into the work force and we’ve
worked it so that my husband works 12 days a month and I work
11 days a month.We made the decision to do with fewer mate-
rial things but to spend more time together as a family… We
afford the mortgage because we decided to do without other
stuff. He initially went to 4 days, and then said he would go to 3
days for a couple of years until the boys went to school and no
one at his work seemed to mind. We have 3-year-old twins”
(Community consultation, Darwin).

These examples highlight the crucial role of flexible, 
family-friendly working conditions. 

Education and cultural change

Encouraging men to be involved in sharing care right from
the beginning of children’s lives is an important part of
striking the balance in the home and supporting greater
equality in paid and unpaid work. While getting a better
balance is contingent upon a range of external supports –
discussed throughout It’s About Time – HREOC has con-
cluded that a number of educational and awareness-raising
initiatives can also assist families to negotiate their
arrangements better within household contexts. 

Supportive workplaces, father-friendly parenting services
and positive social attitudes all contribute to making
shared care a reality. Men who are heavily involved in car-
ing and other unpaid responsibilities are well placed to 
be role models in the wider community and lead social
change amongst their own networks, particularly if they
are supported by formal community awareness campaigns
recommended by HREOC (HREOC, 2007, pp. 112-115).
As one consultation participant noted: “Role modeling can
have an impact – the more men doing the primary care the
more they see it as ok to do.” (Community consultation,
Hobart).

Attitudes towards caring, such as the perception that it is
only women’s responsibility, are often the result of unques-
tioned gender assumptions that become entrenched at an
early age. These attitudes need to be actively challenged if
they are not to form artificial barriers to balancing paid
work and family life. HREOC received strong support for
activities encouraging a better sharing of paid work and
unpaid care to be taught within schools (see HREOC,
2007, pp. 112-115)

Such awareness raising can also be extended to the broader
community and we have made a number of recommenda-
tions in this area. Submissions and consultation participants
also raised the need for greater provision of relationship and
parenting education to assist men and women negotiate

shared work and care (HREOC, 2007, pp. 115-116). A par-
ticular emphasis was placed on education and support at
critical and transitional points such as the birth of a child or
marital separation as ways of involving men in caring work
(HROEC, 2007, pp. 117-119).

In addition to targeted programs, HREOC has concluded
that it is also important to incorporate men’s roles as car-
ers into existing policy frameworks and initiatives. Part of
this mainstreaming is the development of existing family
services and programs so that they adequately address the
needs of men as carers. 

Caring for family members other than children

Elder care is a part of life for many Australian families,
sometimes in addition to child care responsibilities. Focus
group participants described a range of often sporadic care
needs that they meet on a regular basis. Unlike parenting
responsibilities, elder care responsibilities can be much
more unpredictable and may fall to one family member
regardless of choice or preference.

“I’ve got an elderly mum – my husband doesn’t get on with her
so it’s just me. I organise things for her, sometimes she needs
help with translation.Her needs are sporadic.I probably spend 2-
3 hours a week with mum”(Focus group 4).

“I was looking after my mother for a year,after my father died.My
two brothers didn’t help look after mum. One brother was over-
seas and the other brother would visit once a month or call me to
go around and see her”(Focus group 2).

Demographic changes such as low birth rates mean that in
future many more people will have caring responsibilities
for older family members. Frail older people are choosing
– and are increasingly encouraged – to remain in their own
homes as they age. Providing support and care for people
outside of one’s home is thus likely to become a larger part
of what we consider to be family and carer responsibilities.
In this respect, family responsibilities in future may
become more like those of Indigenous family networks,
same-sex networks and extended family networks in many
culturally and linguistically diverse communities, where
the concept of care is often considered in a broader sense
beyond the immediate nuclear family (Community con-
sultation, Darwin; Submission 83). 

Striking the balance in the workplace 
In response to questions posed in the Striking the Balance
discussion paper, a number of key issues for addressing
paid work and family responsibilities in the workplace
emerged.

The relationship between workplaces and care 

While it is clear that the workplace is central to any dis-
cussion of balancing work and family, the relationship 
of the workplace to family life is often inadequately
acknowledged in public debate. Improving recognition of
the relationship between workplaces and the broader 
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Many employers and managers recognised that long hours
were not necessarily associated with improved perform-
ance or greater productivity, with some noting that it can
have a negative bottom line impact (Employer consulta-
tion, Brisbane; Focus group 9). A male middle manager
noted that: “If you make life difficult that does have an
impact on productivity and retention” (Focus group 9). 

Long working hours also have an effect beyond individual
experience and productivity. Where long hours are
entrenched within workplaces they increase employer and
colleague expectations and contribute to a family-hostile
work culture.

In response to these concerns, HREOC proposes a stronger
and more coherent national working hours framework
which combines the promotion of flexibility with work-
place support and structures designed to limit long hours
working (HREOC, 2007, p. 73). 

Structural change to support gender and carer equality

Improvements to workplace policies and part-time work-
ing conditions emerged in submissions and consultations
as key structural changes that would allow carers, particu-
larly women, to continue in paid employment without
experiencing a downward spiral in working conditions.
Without access to flexible working arrangements and qual-
ity part-time work, carers can become locked into a
pattern of employment inequality, with lower wages and
fewer opportunities. 

Leave entitlements

Access to paid leave entitlements such as paid maternity
leave and paid paternity leave has increased in recent
years, although coverage differs widely across occupations
and industries (ABS, 2006b). Paid leave entitlements and
other family-friendly policies are more likely to be offered
to white collar professionals on a “grace and favour” basis
(Union consultation, Melbourne, Community consulta-
tion, Melbourne). HREOC has concluded that access to
paid leave entitlements is crucial for those with care
responsibilities; mothers, fathers and other carers. Inter-
national evidence highlights the particular importance of
paid leave entitlements in encouraging fathers to take
parental leave (see, for example, Thompson, Vinter, &
Young, 2005; Moss and O’Brien, 2006). HREOC’s recom-
mendations for improved leave entitlements are detailed
on the following section. 

Quality part-time work

Many submissions and focus groups highlighted the role
that part-time work played in women’s responses to man-
aging their family responsibilities. This is evidenced by the
high number of Australian women in part-time employ-
ment. Of all 2,936,200 people working part-time, 71% are
women (ABS, 2007a, p. 38). However HREOC’s evidence
shows that hours of part-time work often do not meet indi-
vidual preferences in terms of hours and job quality. One
employer representative commented on women down-
shifting to lower status jobs to accommodate their family
and carer responsibilities.

community, and specifically of the care arrangements that
support the workplace, emerged as a central issue for the
Australian community.

Recognition that workplaces do not exist outside of the
social context in which individuals make their decisions
and meet their responsibilities to care entails acknowledg-
ing care as the necessary support for workplaces and by
extension the economy as a whole. As one submission
pointed out:

“…Unpaid work directly and indirectly subsidises the perform-
ance of paid work, and the employers and enterprises for which
it is performed... We need to link unpaid caring work with paid
employment and to draw attention to the extent to which the
economy depends on unpaid caring work to subsidise paid work”
(Submission 98).

Some consultations with employers showed a genuine
belief that many work and care issues are beyond the influ-
ence of workplaces and therefore beyond the scope of
individual workplaces to address. However, others argued
persuasively that workplaces can actively contribute to a
culture of equality through, for example, providing family-
friendly policies and supporting positive attitudes toward
workers with family responsibilities in the workplace. 

Certainty and flexibility in the workplace

HREOC heard from many employees that a mix of cer-
tainty and flexibility in the workplace is required in order
to meet the diverse range of paid work and care needs
across the life cycle.

Working time

The existing way in which many families attempt to
address the lack of balance between paid work and family
responsibilities – part-time work for women – not only
comes at an economic cost to those women, but ignores
the issue of long working hours and entrenches long hours
for many men so they can meet their family’s economic
needs. 

For salaried men in particular, long hours of work were a
major issue, confirming the statistics reported in the Strik-
ing the Balance discussion paper and elsewhere (HREOC,
2005; ABS, 2007b, p. 159). A male respondent in a survey
cited by the Community and Public Sector Union pointed
out the direct cost of long hours:

“I realised with the birth of my first child that my current job was
not going to pay for the bills, mortgage and her child care. I had
to strive to get a job with better pay and this forced me to
increase my hours at work. This has had a noticeable negative
impact on my family life”(Submission 90).

Other submissions argued that predictable hours and
secure employment are essential for employees managing
their competing paid work and family responsibilities:
“Insecure, unreliable casual employment is corrosive to
family life” (Submission 161). 
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“Many women who go into retail do so part-time to fit around
family… professional women take a cut in status, for example,
teachers, legal workers, and some from nursing move into shop
assistant part-time roles”(Employer consultation, Melbourne).

Research by Chalmers and Hill finds that part-time work in
Australia carries with it many earnings penalties aside
from the expected lower income while working shorter
hours (cited in Submission 99).

In response to these concerns, HREOC has made two rec-
ommendations aimed at improving the quality of part-time
work (HREOC, 2007, p. 79). 

Improved pay equity

Along with better quality part-time work, equal pay and a
less gender-segregated workforce would help both men and
women achieve the paid work and care arrangements that
suit them. Pay inequity in particular was much cited dur-
ing consultations and submissions as a major factor in
determining the choices men and women make about who
undertakes care within families (see HREOC, 2007, pp.
79-81), and HREOC has made a number of recommenda-
tions in this area. 

Cultural change in the workplace

There is a clear need for cultural change in workplaces to
expand existing family-friendly provisions and drive fur-
ther changes. Where family-friendly policies are available,
HREOC has found a number of barriers to their uptake.
These barriers include lack of awareness, particularly
among men, in relation to carer’s leave and unpaid
parental leave (HREOC, 2007, p. 86). However, lack of
awareness about family-friendly entitlements was not lim-
ited to men and was particularly noted with reference to
some groups of employees, such as people with disability
(Submission 104). 

Women who spoke to HREOC generally perceived that
they had greater access to family-friendly provisions than
their male colleagues, although this came at a cost in terms
of job quality, satisfaction with hours worked, increased
workloads and career aspirations (Focus group 9;
Employer consultation, Melbourne; Community consulta-
tion, Melbourne). 

Male and female employees across different industries and
occupations noted that while there were family-friendly
policies in their workplaces they are often not used. This
was frequently attributed to employees who took them up
being marginalised within their organisation. A common
barrier reported to HREOC was the lack of implementation
of policies by managers. However, HREOC also found
examples of the massive cultural shift that occurs when
senior management staff themselves adopt a family-
friendly arrangement, such as in the case of one
organisation where two senior men asked for and received
part-time roles (Focus group 9). Men in management and
other professional and leadership positions are well placed
to lead the positive cultural change needed to challenge
negative perceptions about family-friendly arrangements.

The problems with implementing family-friendly arrange-
ments point to the need for further work on implementation
strategies within workplaces, as well as information and
practical support for managers to be able to find workable
solutions for their staff (see HREOC, 2007, pp. 88-92). 

The need for expanded legal rights
At a federal level, the Australian Government has enacted
laws that provide some protections for workers with 
family and carer responsibilities. These laws include the
Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth) and the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth). 

There are also a number of international human rights
obligations relevant to workers with family and carer
responsibilities, including the Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) and the Convention (No 156) Concerning 
Equal Opportunities and Equal Treatment for Men and
Women Workers: Workers with Family Responsibilities
(ILO 156) (see HREOC, 2007, pp. 47-65). However, inter-
national law does not provide effective remedies unless it is
enacted in domestic legislation, and this has not been done
comprehensively. 

Evidence gathered by HREOC highlighted the need for
additional federal legislative provisions to assist workers to
balance their paid work with their family responsibilities
in three key areas: paid leave, a right to request flexible
work arrangements and carer’s leave. 

Paid parental leave

Many submissions reiterated their support for a nationally
funded 14-week system of paid maternity leave, or similar
Australian Government-funded system (HREOC, 2007, 
p. 82). Australia remains one of only two OECD countries
that does not have a legislated paid maternity leave sys-
tem. As detailed in HREOC’s 2002 report Valuing
parenthood: options for paid maternity leave, paid mater-
nity leave provides a clear range of health, welfare and
economic benefits to women, their newborn children and
families particularly in providing a period of recovery from
childbirth, allowing women to establish breastfeeding and
bond with their baby and providing economic security to
mothers by maintaining labour force attachment as well as
assisting with the direct costs of children (HREOC,
2002b). 

Some submissions also suggested to HREOC that paid
paternity leave or paid parental leave available to fathers
and partners should be considered an essential family-
friendly provision. 

HREOC has reiterated its call for a national, government-
funded scheme of paid maternity leave as a priority, with a
view to phasing in a more comprehensive scheme of paid
parental leave over time. 

Paid and unpaid carer’s leave

Submissions and consultations highlighted the need for
greater support for carers of older people and people with
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increase as the population ages and people engage in paid
work for longer periods. 

While there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution to paid work
and family responsibilities across the variety of industries,
occupations and employers in Australia, the key issues
outlined above need to be addressed by workplaces so that
the balance between paid work and family life can
improve. Better supports for families negotiating the shar-
ing of paid work and care at the household level are also
needed, along with expanded legal rights.
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disability requiring care (see HREOC, 2007, p. 85). The
ability to take extra unpaid carer’s leave is an important
workplace flexibility for those whose need to provide care
is more sporadic and less predictable.

With projected care needs set to increase in line with an
ageing population and a corresponding ageing workforce
(HREOC, 2005), older workers will increasingly be called
upon to undertake unpaid care work, which for many will
overlap with their longer working lives. In order to support
this care, and cognizant of the cost to employers of a large
scale exit from an ever-diminishing supply of workers,
HREOC has concluded that greater and expanded carer’s
leave provisions are necessary. 

An increase in the Personal/Carer’s Leave Standard and
consideration of a new 12-month unpaid Carer’s leave
Standard forms one of HREOC’s legislative recommenda-
tions (HREOC, 2007, p. 86). 

Family Responsibilities and Carers’ Rights Act

It’s About Time also outlines the limitations of the existing
legal protections for workers with family/carer responsibil-
i t ies  and how these  l imitat ions  would be most
appropriately addressed through a separate specialised
piece of legislation – a Family Responsibilities and Carers’
Rights Act (see HREOC, 2007, pp. 47-65)

A key feature of this proposed new Act is a right for work-
ers to request flexible work arrangements due to family or
carer responsibilities and to have the request reasonably
considered by their employer. This means that employers
must be able to demonstrate that they have properly inves-
tigated whether such a request could be accommodated
and reached a decision fairly on its merits. The right
should encompass all forms of carer responsibilities and be
available to men and women workers of all age. 

While HREOC acknowledges that the “right to request”
proposal imposes some additional obligations on employ-
ers, these obligations do not create any absolute employee
rights and only require reasonable consideration. Learning
from the UK experience, where similar legislation was
introduced in 2003, HREOC recommends that considera-
tion of our proposed law be the subject of an extensive
consultation with employers and other stakeholders (see
von Doussa, 2007). 

This legislation would provide women and men with a
much improved regime to assist them in balancing their
paid work and care responsibilities, and would be an
important vehicle for overcoming long-standing stereo-
types and promoting systemic change. 

Summary
The Australian community has shared a plethora of stories
with HREOC over the course of the Women, Men, Work
and Family project. It is clear that many families are strug-
gling to meet the time demands of current paid work and
family responsibilities. This challenge has wider implica-
tions for meeting future care needs, which are likely to




