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ajor changes to the labour market, as
well as social and demographic changes,
are driving an increased demand for flex-
ible work, both in New Zealand and
internationally. This trend is likely to

continue as more people engage in further educa-
tion and training, more women take up paid work,
numbers of sole-parent families increase, skill
shortages grow and retirement age is extended. The
implementation of the Employment Relations

(Flexible Working Arrangements) Amendment Act
2007 in New Zealand is also drawing attention to
the importance of flexible work for government,
employers, employees and families. As a result of
the Act, employees who have been working for their
employer for six months or more are able to request
a flexible working arrangement if they are responsi-
ble for the care of another person. Employers have
a duty to consider such requests and respond to
them within three months.

New Zealand families and their 
experiences with flexible work

FLEXIBLE WORK ARRANGEMENTS
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Research was undertaken by the New Zealand Fami-
lies Commission to fill knowledge gaps about types of
flexible work arrangements that support family well-
being, and factors influencing take-up of these
arrangements. The research provided an opportunity
to explore flexible work from the perspective of fami-
lies, and aimed to contribute to debates about the
most effective ways to help families access the flexible
working conditions they need. This article provides a
summary of the research findings.1

What is quality flexible work?
Flexible work allows people to make changes to the
hours or times they work, and where they work. It
helps people organise their careers to accommodate
other commitments, and to manage transitions in and
out of the workforce. For an arrangement to be con-
sidered truly flexible, it must provide the employee
with the means to manage his or her work while man-
aging other commitments, without adversely affecting
the business. For flexible work to be described as
“quality”, these changes must not adversely affect
income, career progression, availability of scheduled
leave or access to quality work for those who take it
up. In addition, quality flexible work provides benefits
for both employees and employers. Benefits for

Access to and use of flexible work arrangementsTable 1

For each of the following flexible work arrangements, please tell me
whether they are (a) an option you use, (b) an option your job offers that
you do not use or (c) an option your job does not offer?

Job offers
Option but do Job does

you use not use not offer Unsure

% (n = 858)

Take time off occasionally 77 11 10 2
for special events involving 
family, such as school concerts

Finish work early to pick 65 13 19 3
family up from school, 
preschool, child care or work

Change your lunchtime so 65 12 20 3
you can go to a family 
commitment during 
ordinary work hours

Start late to drop family off 60 13 24 3
at school, preschool, child 
care or work

Take time off during school 60 17 19 4
holidays to look after children*

Work longer hours so you 55 14 29 2
can have more time to spend 
with the family at other times

Change your hours so you can 54 17 26 3
regularly attend activities 
involving family members other 
than yourself, like sports practice

Work from home so you can 36 8 53 3
look after family at the same time

Notes: Base—Those who do paid work that contributes to the household’s financial 
situation. * Only asked of those who regularly care for children who are in primary,
intermediate or secondary school and do paid work that contributes to the 
household’s financial situation (n = 692).

employees could include increased opportunities for
families to spend quality time together, while benefits
for employers may include addressing skills shortages
and increased retention and staff loyalty.

Methodology
Mixed research methods, using qualitative and
quantitative approaches, were used for the study,
with each stage building on information gathered
from the previous stage. UMR Research was con-
tracted to conduct eleven focus groups with
representatives from families with dependent
young children, elderly family members or family
members with disabilities, and 15 case studies of a
diverse group of families with caring responsibili-
ties.2 The focus groups and case studies were
conducted in a range of rural and urban locations in
New Zealand. In order to provide a counterpoint to
the views of employees, a focus group of employers
who ran small businesses and three in-depth inter-
views of employers based in medium and large
businesses were conducted.

The final stage of the research comprised a nation-
ally representative quantitative survey of 1,000
“family representatives”3 aged 18 years or older. All
respondents had to be in paid work or have a part-
ner who lived with them who was in paid work. Of
the survey sample, 55% were women and 45% were
men, and a range of ethnicities was represented in
the sample (New Zealand European, 77%; Maori,
15%; Pacific Islands, 15%; and Asian, 7%).

The primary emphasis of the project was the 
qualitative research, which focused on families’
experiences of flexible work arrangements and the
impact of such arrangements on family life. The
quantitative stage was a much smaller part of the
research project and was undertaken to provide
population estimates of some of the trends found in
the qualitative research.

With the small sample sizes in this project, and
because the survey did not return reliable data on
industry or occupation, it is not possible to deter-
mine the full influence of occupational factors, nor
can industry and occupation be statistically con-
trolled. Similarly, because of the small numbers
involved, results exhibiting variations by ethnicity
and income should be treated with caution.

Availability and access to flexible work
arrangements
People who have access to flexible work
Table 1 shows that 88% of respondents were allowed
to take time off to go to special events, while 77%
actually used this option. Varying start and finish
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times was another  common flexible work arrange-
ment. Seventy-eight per cent of respondents were
able to leave work early to pick up family members,
with 65% of respondents actually using this arrange-
ment. Slightly fewer survey respondents (73%)
could start work late in order to drop family mem-
bers off, with 60% of respondents actually doing
this.

More than three-quarters of survey respondents
(77%) could move their lunch break in order to
attend to a family commitment, and 77% of those
with school-aged children could take time off during
school holidays, although it is unclear whether this
referred to the scheduling of their annual leave enti-
tlement. More than two-thirds (69%) of the survey
respondents could work longer hours so they could
take time off at a later date, while 71% could change
their working hours to enable attendance at regular
activities such as sports practice.

The flexible arrangement that fewest respondents
had access to was working from home, with 44%
saying that they could do this, and only 36% using
this arrangement.

likely than the total sample of women to rate their
amount of flexibility as “a lot” (38% and 32% respec-
tively, compared with 42% of all women).

Use of flexible work arrangements did not signifi-
cantly differ by gender, with small gender
differences being evident in the use of only two
arrangements. Men were slightly more likely than
women to work longer in exchange for time off
when they needed it (9% higher) or work from home
(6% higher). However, as Table 2 (p. 28) shows,
access to particular arrangements did show some
small differences by gender, with women less likely
to have access to all flexible work arrangements,
with the exception of “take time off occasionally to
go to special events involving family”. However, the
greater use of part-time work by women may mean
that women are less likely to need some other types
of flexible work arrangements.

Despite having less access to flexible work arrange-
ments, women were more likely to report that their
jobs had a lot of flexibility (42%, compared with 28%
of men) and less likely to say they had no flexibility
(3%, compared with 8% of men). In addition, when

rating the amount of flexibility their partners had in
their jobs, women were less likely to say their part-
ners had a lot of flexibility and more likely to report
partners having no flexibility.

People who do not have access to flexible work
Approximately one in five respondents in the quan-
titative survey lacked access to specific flexible
work arrangements. This was particularly true for
people working in certain industries, such as the
paid care workers of very dependent people:

There was no clear relationship between personal
income and access to particular flexible work
arrangements, although working from home tended
to be associated with higher paying jobs. Similarly,
analysis of the availability and use of flexible work
arrangements did not indicate any significant dif-
ferences by ethnicity. However, both Maori and
Pasifika men seemed more likely to say they had a
lot of flexibility than the total sample of men (31%
and 33% respectively, compared with 28% of all
men), while Maori and Pasifika women were less

Despite having less access to flexible work 
arrangements, women were more likely to report
that their jobs had a lot of flexibility and less likely
to say they had no flexibility.
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The children feel more secure knowing their parents will be
there. That contributes to their self-esteem … Hopefully we
can also spot any problems, so going into the schools, we know
who those kids are, or the kindy, that they’re talking about and
if there’s a problem with any kids or teachers or whatever we
can hopefully pick up things quickly. (Female participant in
Auckland, parents with mainly preschool children focus group)

A particular benefit of being able to finish work
soon after school was that it could make it easier for
parents to support children to participate in
extracurricular activities and for parents to help
with homework.

The caregivers of elderly and terminally ill people
emphasised the importance of flexible work
arrangements in helping them to spend time with
loved ones who had little time left:

The benefits were to actually be able to spend the time caring
for Mum. If I’d had a nine-to-five, five-day-a-week job, I 
wouldn’t probably have been able to do that. (Female partici-
pant in Auckland, caregivers for elderly family focus group)

Fulfilling care responsibilities while doing paid work
Flexible work arrangements made it easier for
workers with caring responsibilities to fulfil those
responsibilities while also maintaining their partic-
ipation in the workforce:

I said [to employer], “I’m thinking of giving up work to look
after my mother in [place] some of the time”, and they said,
“We don’t want to lose you. How about we alter your work
schedule … We’re prepared to alter your work hours a bit,
lessen them a little bit, give you more work in [place] so that
you can both fit in going up there to look after your mother
and being in Auckland to work for us”. (Female participant in
Auckland, caregivers for elderly family focus group)

The quantitative survey also showed that more than
70% of people who were not currently in paid work
would be more likely to be if they had flexible work
arrangements to fit around the needs of their family.

Less stress for individual parents and caregivers
Having flexible work arrangements made it easier to
cover changing circumstances, such as a sudden ill-
ness or accident, where parents and caregivers felt
they really needed to be able to “drop everything
and go”. This also applied in less urgent situations,
such as school holidays and when the usual child
care was not available:

I guess the best thing about flexible work is knowing that if any-
thing happens it’s not a big deal. You’re not going to be fired,
you’re not going to lose your job, you’re not going to be penalised
financially … It’s a type of security. (Female participant in Auck-
land, low socio, family with school-aged children focus group)

I work one-on-one with a disabled child, so I can’t just say, “I want
to change my lunch hour” or something like that. She needs con-
stant care … As far as leaving halfway through the day [to
attend to family], it’s not really an option at all. It means someone
else has got to come from what they’re doing to look after this
child that can’t be left alone. (Female participant in Auckland, low
socio, family with school-aged children focus group)

The qualitative research indicated that where flex-
ible arrangements were not available, this was
sometimes because of the nature of the job but also
sometimes because of employers’ attitudes to flexi-
ble work arrangements.

Impact of flexible work arrangements
More quality family time
Respondents in the qualitative research offered
many examples of what they considered to be the
benefits of flexible work arrangements. These
included better relationships and happier adults
and children within families:

Benefits like going on excursions like a class trip or something,
it makes the kids really happy and I enjoy it too and it’s not nor-
mally a problem for me to get out of work to do that … Going
to like an award performance or stuff like that helps to feel
connected with the kids, so I understand what they’re actually
talking about too. (Male participant in Auckland, parents with
mainly preschool children focus group)

Another benefit of flexible work was more effective
support for and better monitoring of children and
young people within families:

Access to flexible work arrangements by gender: 
Respondents in paid work

Table 2

Proportions of respondents whose
job did not offer arrangement

Men (%) Women (%)
n = 430 n = 428

Work from home so you can look after 49 57
family at the same time

Change your hours so you can regularly attend 25 28
activities involving family members other than 
yourself, like sports practices

Work longer hours so you can have more time 25 33
to spend with the family at other times

Start late to drop family off at school, 23 25
preschool, childcare or work

Take time off during school holidays to look 18 19
after children*

Finish early to pick family up from school, 17 21
preschool, childcare or work

Change your lunchtime so you can go to a 16 23
family commitment during ordinary work hours

Take time off occasionally for special events 11 9
involving family, such as school concerts

Notes: Base—Those who do paid work that contributes to the household’s financial 
situation. * Only asked of those who regularly care for children who are in primary,
intermediate or secondary school and do paid work that contributes to the 
household’s financial situation (n = 692).
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Potential to encroach on family time
Research participants were clearly choosing to use
flexible working arrangements and most found
them extremely valuable. However, they sometimes
acknowledged that flexibility could come at a cost
for families. Flexible work arrangements could
make life more complicated than simply working
standard hours and missing some aspects of family
life; they could also mean that work encroached on
family time. There was less evidence of this in the
quantitative research, where those with little or no
access to flexible work arrangements were more
likely to juggle work and family, or experience neg-
ative spill-over between work and home.

Consequences of not having access to flexible work 
arrangements
The qualitative interviews showed that people who
did not have access to flexible work arrangements
felt this was overwhelmingly negative, especially
because of the impact on time together as a family:

I mean, at the moment we never sort of see each other. He
generally sleeps on the couch, or when free time comes up it’s
normally I’m going or he’s staying or we never actually do any-
thing together. (Pasifika female, case study in Auckland)

Lack of flexibility was also associated with difficul-
ties in attending events and activities, which was
sometimes disappointing for children and made
family life pressured and stressful:

It’s really hard when your six-year-old says, “Oh, my mum
won’t go to that, she never comes”. (Female sole parent, case
study in Christchurch)

Impacts of specific flexible work 
arrangements
Flexible start and finish times
Flexible start and finish times allowed parents with
dependent children to start late enough to be able
to drop children off at school, or finish early enough
to be able to pick them up and be at home with
them after school.

Flexible leave arrangements
Access to flexible leave arrangements allowed par-
ticipants to attend one-off events involving family
members, with most respondents indicating that
this was the reason they wanted access to this pro-
vision.

While most of the respondents indicated that they
had access to flexible leave arrangements, 52% of
respondents to the quantitative survey declared
that they had missed out on home or family 

Where flexible arrangements
were not available, this 
was sometimes because 
of the nature of the job but 
also sometimes because of 
employers’ attitudes to 
flexible work arrangements.

activities that they would have liked to have taken
part in, because of their work responsibilities.

Reduced hours and part-time work
For many people, the solution to their need for flex-
ibility was part-time work, although this was not
necessarily truly flexible.

Part-time work was accessed by women to a greater
extent than men, generally for child care reasons.
For example, the quantitative survey showed that
95% of those working 20 or fewer hours were
women and that the age of their children was a key
factor in this.

The impact of part-time work was similar to that of
flexible start and finish times, which helped to
ensure quality time for families and reduced stress.

I can, in my job, work full-time but I choose not to because of
children and because [of] my husband’s shift work, and just all
those other things. I want to also have a wee bit of life myself,
so it’s a choice. (Female in Christchurch, high socio, family with
school-aged children focus group)

The two main drawbacks of part-time work were
reduced income and a perceived reduction in
opportunities for career progression, which could
also have longer term financial implications.
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The ability to work from home has been excellent. It means 
I’ve spent so much time with our daughter and also it’s 
helped her health. She’s had a hole in her heart from when 
she was born and fortunately it’s been fine. I guess the advan-
tage of not going to day care for her is that she hasn’t been
exposed to constant viruses and stuff like that. (Female 
participant in Auckland, parents of mainly preschool children
focus group)

Working from home could, however, erode time for
self or with partners and blur the boundaries
between work and home, particularly when it
involved taking home work that could not be com-
pleted at the office:

Because I can’t get all my work done in an eight- or nine-hour
day, I can get home, have dinner with them, and once I’ve put
them to bed and read them their stories, I can work again. I can
work until whenever. (Female participant in Auckland, parents
with mainly preschool children focus group)

There are promotions, but to get them I have to go full time …
Just last year, to become a team leader, the position came up
and I asked can I do it part-time and they said no … They just
wanted a full-timer. (Female, parents of mainly school-age
children, not using flexible arrangements, case study in Bay of
Plenty)

Several employers also had concerns about
appointing a part-time person to a management or
supervisory role.

What they’ve got to understand is that once you start moving up
the ladder in a business then … there are more responsibilities
that come with it. So I sort of think that if you put your name out
there and say, “Well jeez, I want to be the supervisor of the shift
but then I want to go home early every single day for the next 20
weeks, or the rest of my shifts I want to leave an hour’s early”.
You’ve sort of got to say, “Well is that leading by example?” as
well. So you’ve got to take that into consideration. (Male, opera-
tions manager in Waikato, employer interview)

Part-time work did, however, have the potential to
allow people to return to the workforce when they
might otherwise have chosen not to.

Working from home
In the quantitative research, 44% stated that they
could work from home to look after their family if
they wished, and 36% said that they actually did
this. Self-employed respondents were most likely to
have this option (73%, compared with 24% of
employees). Some participants in the qualitative
research said they had actually chosen their pro-
fession because it allowed them to work from home.

Those who could work from home when children
were sick or during school holidays generally
thought this was beneficial:

Perceptions and decision-making about 
flexible work arrangements

Differing perceptions of flexible work

A key finding from the qualitative stages of this
research is that respondents’ perceptions of what
constitutes flexible work were sometimes different
from the definitions of quality flexible work used in
this study. For many respondents “flexible work”
arrangements included statutory entitlements
(such as sick or bereavement leave) and arrange-
ments that had the potential to be flexible but,
because of the way they were implemented, did not
provide employees with true flexibility (such as a
later, but fixed, starting time).

Those who could work from home when 
children were sick or during school holidays 

generally thought this was beneficial.
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The quantitative survey asked people about the
amount of flexibility they had in their work. Table 3
shows that more than three-quarters of the sample
described their work as flexible. Interestingly, 
fewer respondents described their partner’s work 
as flexible, with women less likely to say their 
partners had a lot of flexibility (15%, compared 
with 25% of men reporting their partners had a lot 
of flexibility) and more likely to report their part-
ners had no flexibility (11%, compared with 5% of
men).

Those with more flexibility were more likely to rate
their work–life balance highly: of those who said
that they had a lot of flexibility in their work, 88%
declared that they were satisfied with their
work–life balance, compared with 52% of those who
said that they had little or no flexibility. Of those
who worked 20 or fewer hours per week, 91% were
satisfied with their work–life balance, compared
with 58% of those working more than 50 hours.

The survey indicated that perceptions of flexibility
at work were inversely related to personal income:
as income rose, perceptions of flexibility declined.
More than half (57%) of those with personal
incomes of $25,000 or below felt that they had a lot
of flexibility, compared with 22% of those with per-
sonal incomes of $50–70,000. However, this is
likely to be due to the influence of part-time work:
64% of those with personal incomes below $15,000
worked 20 or fewer hours per week, with this per-
centage sharply decreasing as income rose, to a
mere 2% of those with personal incomes over
$70,000. Two-thirds (66%) of those who worked 20
or fewer hours per week said that they had a lot of
flexibility. Furthermore, this trend reversed for
those in the highest income categories, with 27% of
those with personal incomes over $70,000 and 38%
of those with household incomes over $100,000
saying that they had a lot of flexibility.

Those reporting a lot of flexibility at work were less
likely to report that they were under financial pres-
sure, with 38% of those with a lot of flexibility
indicating that the statement “I am under financial
pressure” applied to them, compared with 44% of
those with some flexibility, 51% of those with “not
that much flexibility” and 61% of those with no flex-
ibility. It is likely that this is due to the confounding
factors of part-time hours and level of occupation,
as well as the presence of more flexibility among
those in the highest income categories.

Impact of family responsibilities on decisions about work
The qualitative research showed that decisions
about flexible work arrangements were not often
formally discussed within the family. Rather, more

general work arrangements were typically decided
jointly, often when a first child was expected. Many
people chose their work to fit around their family
responsibilities, with their perceptions of the flexi-
bility of possible jobs having significant influence
over the occupations chosen.

The quantitative survey results showed that there
were gender differences in the percentages of
respondents who agreed that they had put their
careers “on hold” to care for family members. A
total of 56% of women agreed with this, compared
with 24% of men. Similarly, the survey showed that
67% of women and 39% of men agreed with the
statement “I chose my career because it fitted in
well with my family commitments”.

Those who were self-employed and those with a lot
of flexibility were even more likely to agree with
this statement, as were people working 20 hours or
less each week, people who worked on the week-
end, and people whose partners worked full-time.

Finally, the qualitative research showed that, for
some people, accepting paid employment to fit in
with their caring responsibilities resulted in signifi-
cant under-employment, or under-utilisation of
skills.

My sister has a law degree and she has two children and she is
not using her degree at all. She’s got a job at the Playcentre
Shop in town because it’s pretty much the only job she could
get that would give her the hours … even this Playcentre
Shop was quite reluctant. (Female participant in Christchurch,
sole parents responsible for children focus group)

Perceived amount of flexibility available to fit work
around family commitments

Table 3

Respondent’s own work* (%) Partner’s work** (%)
n = 858 n = 710

A lot 35 19

A fair amount 42 42

Total % flexible 77 61

Not that much 17 29

No flexibility 6 9

Total % inflexible 23 38

Unsure – 1

Notes: * Base: Those who do paid work that contributes to the household’s financial 
situation. ** Base: Those whose partner undertakes paid work that contributes to
the household’s financial situation.

Thinking about the paid
work that you do, would

you say that your job 
has a lot of flexibility to

fit around family 
commitments, a fair

amount of flexibility, not
that much flexibility or

no flexibility at all?

Thinking now about the
paid work that your partner

does, would you say 
that their job has a lot of

flexibility to fit around 
family commitments, a fair

amount of flexibility, not
that much flexibility or no

flexibility at all?
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Secondary schools have longer holiday breaks,
which meant it became even more of a challenge to
cover these periods, particularly until the parents
were comfortable with leaving their children home
on their own.

Transitions were sometimes about the changing
needs of older family members:

On Sunday afternoon, just for example, my sister said to me
after I’d been away camping, “Mum’s become more needy. I’m
having to go there twice a day” … So I said, “Well, I will change
my work hours”. (Female in Waitakere, caregiver for elderly 
relative case study)

Gender and perception of the need for flexibility
As well as shaping decisions and choices about
careers that would accommodate family needs, gen-
der also played a role in perceptions of the need for
flexible work. In some cases, expectations meant
that active decisions about who would care for 
family and thus need to work flexibly were unnec-
essary, as it was assumed that the caring work
would be done by the women.

As shown in Table 4, respondents in the survey
agreed that women had a greater need for flexible
work. The survey asked respondents whether they
agreed with the statement “Women need more flex-
ibility in their work arrangements than men do”,
and 72% of respondents agreed. Women were more
likely to agree than men (77%, compared with 67%
of men) and to strongly agree (52%, compared with
32% of men). However, male respondents were
more likely to agree with the statement “My
extended family often expect me to take time off
work to deal with family commitments”, with 29%
of men agreeing, compared with 20% of women.

Perceptions that women were more likely to need
and use flexible work arrangements affected not
only decisions about who needed work that could
accommodate family needs, but also families’
expectations. Several female respondents in the
qualitative research commented that their children
expected them to attend school events, but if the
child’s father attended the same event, the child
became very excited.

Some fathers in the qualitative research reported
that they valued the time they spent with their chil-
dren when dropping them off or picking them up at
school, as it gave them a chance to talk to their chil-
dren. In families where mothers provided much of
the day-to-day care, respondents felt that there was
value in fathers allocating a regular time for an
activity with the children. Similarly, several argued
that it was important for men to be involved in
activities and in school pick-ups or drop-offs,
because it set a positive example of the involvement
men could have with their children.

Impact of transitions on the need for flexible work
Transitions, or changes in family circumstances,
were a strong motivator for seeking flexible work
arrangements. Some transitions related to the age
of children, including children starting primary or
secondary school. Children starting primary school
could mean a significant change in the flexible work
arrangements desired, because “care” during the
day was effectively provided at school:

I think it’s easier now because if you’re running a few minutes
late they will be in the playground playing and waiting … You
know you can ring the school even and say, “Hey, I’ve got stuck”
and they’re more than accommodating to sort of let the kids
know even. (Male, Auckland, gay parents bringing up children
case study)

However, starting school could also mean the loss of
full day care, as parents needed to drop children off at
the start of the school day and pick them up at the
end, or put them into before- or after-school care:

The big problem with school is it starts with 8.30 and by the
time you’ve done a drop-off at 8.30 … I’m not starting my day
until nine and I still have a job to do so it’s going to impact on
my end of the day. We don’t have the solution to this yet, but
that’s the kind of problem. (Female, Auckland, parents of
mainly preschool children focus group)

Parents also had to make arrangements for the
school holidays, whereas preschool children in paid
child care could be there every week:

It was so stressful knowing that the holidays were coming up,
and organising it all. Who can I send her to this day? Who can I
send her to that day? (Male participant in Auckland, low socio,
family with school-aged children focus group)

Having children who are entering the teenage and
secondary school years could also result in an
increased reliance on flexible work arrangements
because the carer still had to be available to “drop
and run” when needed. In addition, many parents
felt an increased need to be around to supervise
their teen and to help them stay out of trouble:

Officially, that’s when they can look after themselves, but
that’s when you’ve got to watch them more. You’ve got 
to be aware of what they do, and working full-time, it’s 
very difficult. (Female, Whakatane, parents with mainly 
primary-school children focus group)

Impact of gender on the need for flexible work 
arrangements

Table 4

Please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat
disagree or strongly disagree with the following statement: Women need
more flexibility in their work arrangements than men do.

Total sample (%) Women (%) Men (%)
n = 1,000 n = 552 n = 448

Strongly agree 43 52 32

Somewhat agree 29 25 35

Somewhat disagree 15 13 17

Strongly disagree 10 8 12

Unsure 3 2 4



33Australian Institute of Family Studies Family Matters  2009  No. 81 

Flexible work is a give-and-take relationship
The employers in the qualitative research also
observed that, if they made an effort to accommo-
date flexible work arrangements, staff did tend to go
the extra mile for their employers, out of apprecia-
tion. A large majority of participants at various
stages of the research indicated that flexible work
arrangements were often based on trust, benefited
both parties and involved mutual give-and-take:

I think probably it’s been very much a two-way thing. They
know I’ll do the long hours … I’ll be there if I need to be there,
so there’s no question that when you need the time off, it’s
their payback … I put the hours in, they give me the time back
and it just works … I think having built that trust, now it’s to
a point where they just don’t question it. (Female in Auckland,
parents with mainly preschool children case study)

Greater flexibility in working hours
Flexible working hours was the arrangement most
frequently listed as being the most helpful, particu-
larly the ability to take more time off during the
working day without being penalised. Respondents
willingly accepted that they would have to make up
these hours later on:

I guess being able to work the hours somewhere within the
working week so we’re not being regimented. You have to do it
between this hour and this hour, but if [name] was to start at
7 am and finish at 2 pm, he could do the remaining three hours
in the evening, for example. (Male in Auckland, gay parents
bringing up children case study)

Two-thirds (66%) of the quantitative survey respon-
dents who were unable to take time off to attend
special events reported that having access to this

For some people, accepting paid employment 
to fit in with their caring responsibilities 
resulted in significant under-employment, 
or under-utilisation of skills.

Flexible arrangements were often not included in
formal employment agreements, and were not dis-
cussed in great detail at recruitment interviews.
Rather, they were more likely to be an informal
arrangement between individual employees and
their manager or employer. Employers and employ-
ees in the qualitative research saw increased loyalty
of valued staff as being one of the key benefits of
offering flexible work arrangements.

What kinds of flexible work arrangements do
families want?
Different families valued different flexible work
arrangements, and there was no one arrangement
that helped all families. The qualitative research
emphasised that what really mattered was the
extent to which family members had control over
their flexible work arrangements and could choose
which work arrangements best suited their own
family. There were, nevertheless, some specific
flexible work arrangements that were commonly
cited as being particularly helpful.

would be helpful to them, and 50% of those who
were unable to change their working hours stated
that it would be helpful to them if their hours could
be altered to allow them to regularly attend a
non–work related activity.

Ability to take leave to accommodate school holidays
Responses in both the quantitative and qualitative
research indicated a desire for more flexible leave
arrangements to accommodate school holidays and
to allow families to have some holiday time
together:

Both have a week off together … You’d be able to spend time
with the kids, maybe go camping or something like that …
More bonding I suppose with your children. (Male, Bay of
Plenty, parents of mainly school-age children, not using 
flexible arrangements, case study)

A small number of respondents were open to the
idea of using unpaid leave or “leave purchasing”.
However, others felt they could not afford to lose
the income:

©
 iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m
/li

sa
fx



Family Matters  2009  No. 81   Australian Institute of Family Studies 34

I didn’t actually ask them [for time off with sick children]. I was
absolutely terrified of asking them and I’d only been there 
for so many months that I couldn’t bring myself to even talk 
about that. It was just easier to resign than to go through the 
whole thing of “Oh god, back at paediatrics again”. (Female,
Christchurch, solo parent responsible for children focus group)

The qualitative research indicated that some
employees would “sound out” their employer in
order to gauge their reaction, rather than asking for
flexible arrangements formally, and they would
decide not to pursue their request if their employer
seemed unenthusiastic:

Sometimes it depends on who your management is. It might
be just one person in that chain that has a totally negative
viewpoint. It was actually the team leader that was reasonably
quite negative on the whole scenario. He was the one that
was, like, “If you’re not in at a certain hour of the morning, it’s,
like, where are you?” (Female, Auckland, parents with mainly
preschool children focus group)

The wider culture of the workplace, particularly the
attitudes of co-workers, was also important, acting
as either an enabler or a barrier to flexible work:

I think it’s interesting this thing of people looking at you side-
ways. It seems to be that people who choose to come in and
start work early and leave early get far more funny looks than
people who come in late, don’t they? It’s almost, like, what are
you doing? No account is taken of the fact that you were at
work two and a half hours before anyone else got to the office,
but you’re going at 3.30. (Male, Christchurch, high socio, family
with school-aged children focus group)

In the quantitative research, almost half of respon-
dents (49%) agreed with the statement “Having
flexible work arrangements can mean your col-
leagues feel that they have to pick up the slack”.

Negative effects on career progression
In the quantitative survey, almost half of all respon-
dents (49%) agreed with the statement that “People
who use flexible work arrangements progress more
slowly in their careers”.

I don’t get bugger all now. There’s nothing to trade with …
We’re not well paid, minimum wage plus a dollar or some-
thing … So you can’t trade anything like that for holidays.
(Female, Whakatane, parents with mainly secondary-school
children case study)

Ability to work from home

In the quantitative survey, 75% of people who were
not in paid work and 65% of those who were, 
indicated that working from home would be 
helpful for them. Of course, the ability to work 
from home is clearly not practical for many occu-
pations, and this is probably one reason why it 
was less common than many other forms of 
flexible work.

However, working from home did not appeal to
everyone. One of the main concerns was a belief
that working from home would erode the boundary
between work and family life.

Barriers to the take-up of flexible work
arrangements
The research showed that there were a number of
barriers preventing the take-up of flexible working
arrangements. These ranged from flexible work
arrangements simply not being offered in particular
workplaces to negative attitudes, both perceived
and actual, to requests for flexible work.

The quantitative survey showed that around a quar-
ter of all respondents (27%), and nearly half of those
who said their job offered no flexibility (49%),
agreed they would be nervous about asking their
employer for flexible work arrangements.

A significant barrier preventing the take-up of flex-
ible work arrangements, even when they were
available, was a workplace culture that did not sup-
port the use of flexible work arrangements. There
were two elements to this: the attitudes of immedi-
ate managers or employers, and the views of
colleagues and co-workers:

A significant barrier preventing the take-up 
of flexible work arrangements was a 

workplace culture that did not support 
the use of flexible work arrangements.
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Participants in the qualitative research expressed
concerns that using flexible working arrangements
would indicate a lack of seriousness and commitment
to work, and thus restrict career progression or, in
some extreme situations, ongoing employment:

The more hours you work, the further up the ladder you go and
that’s as simple as it is. (Male, Auckland, Maori focus group)

Interviews with employers in the qualitative
research suggested that some employees’ fears
about a potential lack of career progression were
justified and that particular flexible work arrange-
ments might impinge on a person’s ability to do
certain roles properly:

So you’d sit down with them at the interview and … if the
person says “Look, I can’t do that possibly because on a
Wednesday I’ve got to pick up my child at 3 o’clock in the after-
noon”, I would say to them, “Is it only Wednesday?” And if they
said “Yes”, I’d say “Well, we’ll work around that”. But if it was “I’ve
got to pick up my child Monday to Friday for 3 o’clock every
single week so I’ve got to leave early”, then I’d be saying “Well,
that might infringe on what your job is because your job may
be that you need to look after certain people after 3 o’clock.
You need to do this, you need to do that”. (Male, Waikato,
employer interviews)

Negative financial consequences
A key finding of the qualitative research was that
many people equated flexible work with reduced
hours and part-time work, rather than considering
the range of flexible working arrangements. A sub-
stantial proportion of respondents in the qualitative
research who had flexible work arrangements,
reported that they had given up some income to
have more flexible work arrangements:

We traded off money. We would be a lot more financially fur-
ther ahead. [Interviewer: What difference might that have
made?] No difference. There’s no trade-off. To me, personally, 
I don’t care whether I could have a holiday to Disneyland 
every year if I worked full-time. I’d rather work the hours I’m
doing and be able to go to school things. (Female, Auckland,
parents of mainly primary-school children, using flexible
arrangements, case study)

A number of the families in the qualitative research
felt, however, that they were already under finan-
cial pressure, and were unwilling to countenance
anything that might mean a reduction in their
income. Others felt that they had already made a
sacrifice in return for access to flexible work:

[What’s the employer getting out of giving flexibility?] Really
she’s got us working for such little money that not many 
people are going to take the money she’s got us on. (Female,
Christchurch, blended family case study)

Perceptions that only valued employees get flexible work
arrangements

Around two-thirds of respondents (65%) in the
quantitative survey agreed with the statement
“Employers are more likely to grant flexible work
arrangements to employees who are more senior or
who they think are more important”. The qualita-
tive findings also linked access to flexible working
arrangements to perceived value as an employee:

But if you’re a valued employee … It all comes down to how
much value you are. They didn’t want to lose you. A lot of
employers would say “No” if you’re not the right worker. They’re
not going to give you that option, that choice. (Female,
Whakatane, parents with mainly primary-school children
focus group)

Not feeling confident of personal value in the work-
place was a significant barrier to requesting flexible
working arrangements. Participants who felt that
they had little power and could be easily replaced
believed that it would be hard for them to get flexi-
ble work arrangements, and they generally had
little flexibility:

I know I’ve got to put myself in a position where I’ve got a bit
of negotiating power. At the moment, they go “We pay your
bills at the end of the day so we’ve got all the power here,
mate”. (Pasifika male, Auckland case study)

Many employees also saw asking for flexible work
arrangements as potentially reducing their value to
their employer:

They want to make a good impression and think “Well, I won’t
come across as someone that’s going to work really hard”.
(Female, Christchurch, high socio, family with school-aged
children focus group)

Work unsuitable for flexible work arrangements

An important theme in the qualitative research was
that many respondents believed that it was not pos-
sible to work flexibly in their job, sometimes with
good reason:

[My lack of flexibility] … is just the job I do. I mean, it’s the
industry I’ve chosen and the position I’m in, that’s just what we
do. (Male, Auckland, parents with mainly preschool children
focus group).

These perceptions were also prevalent in the quan-
titative research, with 43% of participants declaring
that it was hard to have flexibility in the industry
they worked in.

In some workplaces, the times when families tradi-
tionally wanted to take holidays, such as over the
Christmas period, coincided with busy times for
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Endnotes
1 The full report, Give and Take: Families’ Experiences and

Perceptions of Flexible Work in New Zealand, is available
at: www.nzfamilies.org.nz. For queries or a hardcopy, email:
enquiries@nzfamilies.org.nz

2 The focus groups were organised according to caring
responsibility (e.g., parents of preschool children), with the
exception of two focus groups that were based on ethnicity:
Pasifika family members and Maori family members. The
focus group participants were recruited randomly from the
UMR Research database.

3 The definition of “family representative” used was a person
who said that they regularly looked after at least one child
under 18 years or a sick, elderly or disabled relative. Some
case study participants were selected from the focus groups
and others were recruited from the UMR Research database.
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businesses. This meant employers found it difficult
to grant leave requests over this time. This was 
also true for businesses that were open in the 
weekend:

We try and share it around, because you have got a workforce
full of people and so you can’t have the same [holidays]. [We
say] “Well, you had last Christmas off so we’re going to let
someone else put in for holidays over Christmas and New
Year’s this year” … just to try and make it a little bit fairer on
people. (Male, Waikato, employer interviews)

Conclusions
The findings of this research suggest that many 
family members have access to flexible work
arrangements, and that such arrangements provide
many benefits for these families, including less
stress and pressure and more opportunities to
spend time together. Flexible work arrangements
can also allow family members to meet their care
responsibilities while maintaining their participa-
tion in the paid workforce.

Many family members, however, would like more
flexibility. In particular, they were looking for more
flexible start and finish times, a greater ability to
take leave to look after children during school holi-
days, and more opportunities to work from home.

The arrangements that families wanted and needed
changed as their profiles changed, for example, as
children reached school age or older family mem-
bers became increasingly more dependent.

Most respondents were realistic about the potential
barriers to these arrangements for employers and
the potential drawbacks for employees. There was
evidence that flexible work arrangements could, for
example, impinge on family life and result in con-
stant juggling of work and family responsibilities.

Quality flexible work arrangements provide bene-
fits for both employers and employees. For some
workplaces, quality flexible work arrangements
may be challenging to implement; for example, in
very small businesses providing face-to-face cus-
tomer services. However, the real barrier to flexible
work arrangements in some workplaces was work-
place culture. Both managers’ and colleagues’
attitudes to flexible work can have an influence on
whether workers feel they can access such arrange-
ments without sacrificing career progression,
income, or their reputation as committed workers.
Offering quality flexible work arrangements can,
however, help address increasing skills shortages,
and can benefit businesses by increasing staff 
loyalty and commitment.


