
To apply for the Work and Family
Awards, organisations are asked to
provide written details of their key

work and family initiatives and their impact on employ-
ees and the organisation as a whole. The independent
judging panel, made up of representatives from business,
government and specialist non-profit organisations,
select finalists who are subjected to further scrutiny.
Site visits provide the opportunity to clarify any out-
standing issues, confirm claims and establish the
applicants’ commitment to improving employees’ work
and family balance.

E sso was named Australia’s most family-friendly
company in the inaugural 1992 Awards for the way
that company integrated a broad spectrum of work

and family policies into its corporate culture and busi-
ness goals. Other award winners in the first year
included the Sydney Water Board for excelling in the
area of child care, including the establishment of two
work-based care centres, a vacation care program and a
child care telephone referral service, while IBM was
highly commended for its approach to the career devel-
opment of women as well as initiatives covering
maternity leave, career breaks and child care. 

The consultancy firm, Michael Johnson and Associates,
with a staff of 15, demonstrated that it is not only possi-
ble but desirable for small business to achieve excellence
in the area of work and family through its highly com-
mended child and elder care initiatives and flexible
approach to work practices. The Australian Taxation
Office was another of the top five organisations in the
first year, winning for the way it translated corporate 
philosophy that people are the Tax Office’s most valuable
asset, into practical ways of helping people improve the
balance between work and family.

Employers were realising that a family-friendly work-
place which is cooperative and responsive – for both

he Australian Chamber of
Commerce and Industry
National Work and Family
Awards were initiated ten years ago as a means
of stimulating greater management interest in

the benefits of helping employees combine their working
and home lives, and also to give public recognition to sig-
nificant achievement by business in the development and
implementation of work and family policies and practices. 

The highly successful inaugural Awards were held in
1992 to recognise Australia’s top family-friendly compa-
nies. They were known as the Corporate Work and
Family Awards and were jointly sponsored by the Aus-
tralian Financial Review (AFR), the Business Council of
Australia (BCA), the Council for Equal Opportunity in
Employment Limited (CEOE Limited), the consultancy
firm Managing Work and Family, and the Work and 
Family Unit in the then Department of Industrial Rela-
tions. It was the beginning of an industry–government
partnership that, with some changes of players, has con-
tinued over the years. 

The Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry
(ACCI) took over from the BCA in 1998. Since 2000, the
Awards have been known as the ACCI National Work
and Family Awards, with sponsorship from AMP Lim-
ited, and support and management from the federal
Department of Employment and Workplace Relations
and CEOE Limited.

From their inception, the Awards have played an impor-
tant role in identifying corporate pathfinders in the
practical implementation of International Labour
Organisation Convention 156 - Workers with Family
Responsibilities which Australia ratified in 1991. The
increased interest in achieving a better balance between
the work and family lives of employees in the early
1990s reflected the fact that family life had changed and
organisations needed to adapt to the changing demo-
graphics of their workforces.
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History of the ACCI National Work and Family Awards
The tenth anniversary of the National Work and Family Awards provides a good opportunity to reflect on the history and purpose
of the awards and acknowledge the companies that have led the way in Australia in providing work and family programs.

TT L I Z  A N D E R S O N

Identifying corporate pathfinders

President of Alcoa World Alumina Australia, Mike Baltzell
accepting the 2001 Gold Award from Tony Abbott,
Minister for Employment and Workplace Relations.

Yarra Valley Water - 2001 Special
Employee Initiative winner and
Medium Business finalist.

Representatives from Hollywood Private Hospital with their 2000 Gold and Large
Business Awards.
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Employees from Keringke Arts Aboriginal
Corporation - 2000 Joint Small Business
Winner.

Employees and management from Gavin Macleod Concrete Pumping - 2001 Joint Small
Business Winner.

Alcoa World Alumina Australia employees
with their children at the Mandurah (WA)
Family Fun Day.

management and workers – is also productive and effi-
cient. Increasingly organisations saw a strong business
case for better work and family balance. Organisations
were costing the direct and indirect costs of work and
family conflicts and realising the benefits to be gained
from introducing family-friendly practices that met the
needs of employees in the organisation. 

When Esso won their Gold Award, their Equal Opportu-
nity Manager at the time, Fiona Krautil, noted the
importance of this link: “At Esso we consider balancing
work and family an employee effectiveness issue; if man-
aged effectively the company will benefit through
reduced absenteeism, reduced turnover, more moti-
vated employees etc., whereas ineffective management
costs big dollars. For example, losing one accountant
with six years experience at Esso has been conserva-
tively calculated to cost $80,000.”

In 1993 the Gold Award was presented to the organisa-
tion judged to have the best overall performance, and
silver awards were presented to the best performers in
each of the corporate, small business and public sectors.
Other categories included work practices, career devel-
opment for women, child and elder care initiatives and
special work and family initiatives. 

In accepting their Gold Award that year, Mr Dick Simp-
son, Managing Director of Unisys Australia Limited
noted: “I don’t have any doubt that the investment in
work and family programs produces results. I think it’s
fair to say that some of our senior managers, at first,
were not activists for change in this area. But once we
started to get our retention rates up [after maternity
leave] they began to see the benefits.”

While there is a common thread in the types of policies
implemented across winning organisations, what is
unique is the way each organisation has gone about
addressing the specific needs of its workforce. Examples
include putting out a newsletter on family issues, pro-
viding a nappy service to employees who have become
new parents, providing work-based child care, and
including employees’ families in social club events. 

As a silver award winner, Kemcor, a major producer of
plastics, synthetic rubbers and propylene with 860
employees in five locations, outlined their approach.
“Kemcor is now broadening the work and family agenda
at the workplace . . . There is a need to provide a range
of initiatives which recognise the diversity of the family
and the different stages our employees enter in their
lives – from single individuals with personal family
crises, to partners who care for each other when sick or

in need, parents with young families, and families with
elderly members in need of care.”

The 1994 International Year of the Family provided a sig-
nificant opportunity to stimulate community debate about
family-supportive workplace practices. The challenges of
supporting the employment and family care combinations
which families were seeking to achieve provided a strong
focus for employees and employers to work together.

In accepting the 1994 Gold Award on behalf of Telecom
(now Telstra), the chief executive, Mr Frank Blount, said
that Telecom implemented a wide range of measures to
assist and develop its workers not just for social reasons,
but because “it was better for business”. The company’s
award winning work and family strategy aimed to
encourage attitudinal changes by raising awareness of
the influence of work–family issues on Telecom business;
and to promote a more innovative approach to manage-
ment of employees who are balancing work and family. 

R eflecting the increased interest by organisations in
the Awards and the high standard of entries, more
family-friendly companies were recognised in 1995

than previously. One of the most important features
observed in the applications and site visits that year was
the shift from introducing family-friendly policies to cre-
ating cultural and attitudinal change and ensuring the
existence of real flexibility in the workplace.

This commitment to change meant that the positive
effects of providing work and family programs could
benefit all employees in the organisation in ways that
were appropriate to them. This was an important devel-
opment in the approach to work and family policies and
emphasised that they are not just an issue for women or
only for non-career oriented employees.

The commitment to cater for all employees was demon-
strated by Esso in 1995 in winning its second Gold
Award. Since 1992 the company’s Work and Family pro-
gram had focused on creating a workplace culture that
would support the diverse needs of its workforce. Esso’s
aim was now to identify the needs of its workforce and to
target strategies to address them, either through formal
policies or on a case-by-case approach as appropriate.
The assessment team’s site visit confirmed Esso’s gen-
uine desire to accommodate each person’s individual
circumstances.

This approach delivered clear cost-benefits for Esso with
an increase in the return rate of female employees from
parental leave from 60 per cent in the mid-1980s to over
90 per cent in 1995.



irrespective of gender. Many organisations introduced
initiatives to help employees stay in touch while on
leave and assist reintegration, for example, with flexible
return-to-work provisions.

Silver Award winner in 1994 and the Gold Award winner
in 1996-97, NRMA based its Work and Family Program
on the findings of a Work and Family Survey that inves-
tigated the needs of employees. The organisation’s
program focused on flexible work practices and assisting
staff with dependent care. A family sick leave entitle-
ment allowed employees to use some of their sick leave
to care for sick family members and provided an addi-
tional five days unpaid leave.

Employees were also able to access extended parental
leave for up to two years after the birth of their child. The
incidence of staff returning from parental leave at NRMA
increased from 34 per cent in 1991-92 to 89 per cent in
1995-96; while the percentage staying on for at least six
months increased from 32 per cent to 86 per cent. This
was an impressive outcome and demonstrated the bene-
fits experienced by the best practice organisations.

Award entrants also adopted an increasingly diverse
range of flexible working arrangements, from part-time
work and job-sharing to flexibility in the standard hours
of work, such as lengthening the bandwidth hours. Silver
award winner Queensland Rail, offered compressed time
such as working five days in seven or ten days in 14 in
some locations. Home-based work was also often avail-
able to meet emergencies or short-term needs and
sometimes as a longer-term arrangement. 

Communication mechanisms were also critical as
organisations sought to achieve cultural change rather
than just put a range of policies in place. Information
kits, newsletter articles, seminars and training were
common ways of informing and educating staff about
work and family policies as well as supporting employ-
ees dealing with these issues.

At Hewlett-Packard, Silver Award winners in 1993 and
1996-97, managers lead the way in work, life and diversity
training. Following their attendance at training sessions,
senior managers conducted training for all managers, who
then led sessions for all employees. The involvement of
managers both as participants and leaders proved to be an
important method of demonstrating the organisation’s
commitment to improving awareness of these issues and
recognising the values and benefits of diversity.

The theme that developed during the latter half of the
1990s, was the different challenges facing employees as
they progress across the life-cycle. The issues con-
fronting parents of young children are very different
from those of older workers facing retirement. Many
organisations started to broaden their work and family
policies into work–life policies that concentrated on bal-
ancing the demands of work with a broader range of
personal issues and responsibilities across the life cycle.
Importantly, these policies recognised that the need to
balance work and personal life is an issue for all employ-
ees, whether or not they are caring for dependents.
Examples of work–life policies that were introduced by
organisations included referral services, health and
wellness programs, employee assistance programs, pre-

Another 1995 winner was Effective Change Pty Ltd
which received a High Commendation for the Small
Business category. Unlike many small businesses whose
family-friendly policies are usually applied on an ad hoc
basis, Effective Change chose to formalise a wide range
of employment conditions through the enterprise bar-
gaining process. The company’s enterprise agreement
featured eight weeks paid maternity leave, two weeks
paid paternity leave, six weeks paid adoption leave, and
five days special leave for the purposes of caring for sick
family members.

A ddressing work and family issues is necessarily a
dynamic process. The ongoing challenge for Aus-
tralian businesses is to stay well informed about

the changing nature and expectations of the workforce
and to make sure that practices respond to these
changes. Well-oriented policies, an enabling style of
management and effective communication of work
expectations are all necessary elements in balancing
work and family needs.

In 1996 the Work and Family Awards were substantially
refocused to encourage a wider range of organisations to
apply. The 1996-97 Awards emphasised outcomes, not
just policies, and they were based on industry groups.
They also aimed to recognise both small and medium to
large organisations that had introduced one or two key ini-
tiatives or innovative programs, and/or had demonstrated
continuous improvement in implementing policies.

Some of the key advances that emerged from the appli-
cations and judging process in 1996-97 included the
provision of well-equipped carer’s rooms/breastfeeding
facilities in offices, more wide-ranging parental leave
including paid maternity leave provisions ranging 
from six to 12 weeks, and increased paid paternity 
leave provisions. The Curtin University of Technology
provided 12 week’s paid leave for the primary care-giver,
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To mark the Tenth Anniversary of the ACCI National Work
and Family Awards, a special Awards presentation dinner
will be held in Sydney on 4 September 2002 to recognise
past and present award winners.  

If you would like more information on the Awards, includ-
ing applications for the 2002 Awards, copies of the Finalists
booklets, or details of the presentation dinner, please con-
tact either Liz Anderson in the Work and Family Unit,
Department of Employment and Workplace Relations
(DEWR) on (02) 6121 7575, or email liz.anderson@dewr.
gov.au or Julie Sulja at the Council for Equal Opportunity in
Employment Limited on (03) 9668 9999 or email julies@
ceoe.com.au.

Information on the Awards and copies of Work and Family
Unit publications are also available on the DEWR website:
http://www.dewr.gov.au/workplacerelations/workandfamily/
default.

Details on the Award winners featured in the photograhs in
this article can be found in the 2000 and 2001 Finanists
booklets, available from the Work and Family Unit.

SPECIAL AWARDS PRESENTATION DINNER
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paid legal plans, child care subsidies or services, elder
care services, assistance in dealing with major illness in
the family and career breaks. 

AMP was recognised for its comprehensive work and
family programs by being judged the 1998 Gold Award
winner. As a large organisation with around 5,600
employees, the company offered a wide range of 
flexible working arrangements including flexible leave
arrangements such as six weeks paid parental leave for
a primary care giver and personal emergency leave,
Dependent Care Information Referral Service, family-
oriented events such as picnics and a children’s
Christmas party, as well as many other initiatives. Posi-
tive outcomes for AMP and its employees from these
initiatives include an increase in the rate of return from
maternity leave from 52 per cent in 1992 to 90 per cent
in 1997; an increase in the number of men accessing
family leave and flexible work practices; and an increase
in the number of part-time positions from 4.5 per cent in
1996 to 6 per cent in 1998, including 16 senior part-time
employees, three of whom are men. 

The continuing high quality of the award winners is evi-
dent in the 1999 Gold Award winner, Mobil. Mobil not
only put in place an impressive range of policies and
practices, but established a broad range of indicators
that allow it to measure real improvements in perform-
ance as a result of its work and family program. 

T he year 1999 also saw the introduction of a special
award for small businesses which was won by Cole
Dental, a private dental practice with 20 employees

– 19 females and one male. The impressive field of small
businesses which applied for this award was marked by
a culture of accommodating employees’ needs in an
informal and flexible way.

Anne Maree Cole, Cole Dental’s CEO believes their suc-
cessful teamwork is due to “respecting staff as
individuals and the differences that go to make us
unique. To get the best contribution from our employees
our workplace policies must be flexible enough to
accommodate each employee’s very important family
and lifestyle issues . . . We put a lot of effort into training
our staff and we wanted to keep them with us. We want
staff to enjoy their time at work and see it as a long-term
(in fact life-long) career if that is what they want.” Staff
retention is a valuable point of differentiation for Cole
Dental from other surgeries, given that the average
industry turnover is 22 months. Eight of Cole Dental’s
staff have been employed with them for more than seven
years, and the longest employed for 16 years.

Work and family initiatives are a key business strategy at
Hollywood Private Hospital in Perth, winner of the 2000
Gold Award. It isn’t easy to introduce flexible working
arrangements in an industry that works around the
clock and has rostered shifts. Hollywood Private Hospi-
tal extends flexibility of working hours to employees
usually excluded from family-friendly measures. Hospi-
tal managers and nursing staff can take advantage of a
range of initiatives, including work from home and part-
time employment. One particular innovative initiative is
allowing some managers employed on a full-time basis to

work in the office during school hours and from home
before or after school hours.

In 2000, a new award category, Single Innovative Initia-
tive, attracted a strong field highlighting approaches to
work and family that are targeted to particular organisa-
tional needs. The award for this category went to AT
Kearney, a management consultancy and executive
search company that is supporting part-time consult-
ants and managers in an industry that is generally
characterised as having very long hours. 

Alcoa World Alumina Australia won the Gold Award in
2001 for overall outstanding achievement in addressing
the work–life needs of employees. Accepting the award,
President of Alcoa, Mike Baltzell, said that the company
regarded family-friendly working arrangements as key
to its success, stimulating employee commitment and
enhancing safety and performance.

Many organisations report that the process of applying
for the Work and Family Awards provides the impetus to
review current work and family provisions and staff
needs and benchmark their work and family programs
against other leading organisations. 

The team at Aged and Disability Support Services in Vic-
toria put in a large effort leading up to the Awards and,
while they didn’t win an award, their effort was a positive
experience for the organisation. As Tess Tsindos, Man-
ager of the Aged and Disability Support Services Unit
wrote in the December 2001 Work and Family Newslet-
ter, as well as providing an opportunity to show case its
family-friendly policies and to benchmark these policies
in a “best practice arena”, entering the Awards also
enabled them to consolidate their thinking about where
they wanted to head in the future with their work–life
policies and practices. An unexpected bonus for the
organisation from the application process was that it
became a team building exercise with enduring benefits.

A ward programs are a common feature of interna-
tional approaches to recognise best practice in
work and family initiatives. They are held in one

form or another in the United Kingdom, Canada, Singa-
pore, the United States of America, and New Zealand. In
2001 an awards program, which is closely modelled on
the national awards, was introduced in Queensland and
there has been interest from a number of other state
governments to either hold their own awards or use the
national awards as an opportunity to recognise their
state’s achievements.

While there is criticism from time to time that Award-
winning organisations are not “typical”, the stories of
these Australian organisations provide an insight into
the practicalities of adopting family-friendly policies and
work practices. The involvement of winners in sharing
their experiences in progressing work and family issues
and developing best practice is an important purpose of
the ACCI National Work and Family Awards and a rea-
son for its success over the last ten years.

Liz Anderson is Assistant Director at the Work and Family Unit,
Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, 
Canberra.


