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Chapter 10

Work and Family Responsibilities: The ACTU View

lola Mathews

ow can we meet the needs of workers who
have family responsibilities, especially
female workers. I will be looking at this
topic mainly from the point of view of
employees and their unions. The union
movement, through the ACTU, has been
broadening its agenda in recent years. The
traditional preoccupation of unions has
been with the pay and conditions of
workers.

These issues, of course, are still our central
preoccupation. In recent years however, we have
become more involved in wider issues such as the so-
called “social wage” issues, the environment, and
women’s issues.

Women workers bear the brunt of concerns and
responsibilities about the family. Women’s issues have
been a concern of the ACTU for many years, and have
been crystallised for example in the adoption of the
Working Women'’s Charter in 1977' and the adoption in
1984 of the Action Program for Women Workers? Even
more recently, the union movement has become aware
that its survival depends on the recruitment of women
workers and addressing their needs. The number of
workers who belong to unions is declining steadily and
dramatically all around the world, even in Australia.
Part of the problem is due to the decline in the
traditional base of unions, the manufacturing sector,
and the growth of jobs in the service sector where
unionisation has always been low. This is an area
where there are many female workers and part-time
and casual workers. The only way in which the union
movement can stem the declining membership and
remain viable and strong, is by making unions relevant
to women workers and workers with family
responsibilities and including more women in the
ranks of union officials.

I'will look firstly at how we got to where we are now:
discussing the influx of women into the workforce, the
reasons for this influx, the current position of women in
the workforce and why we need changes to assist
workers with family responsibilities. I will then
discuss key ACTU policies and programs affecting
workers with family responsibilities, and explore these
in the context of the Accord between the Federal
Government and the ACTU, and in the context of the
Action Program for Women Workers. Finally, I will

comment on ILO Convention 156: Workers with
Family Responsibilities, parental leave, part-time and
flexible work, childcare and affirmative action.

The Influx of Women
into the Workforce

The role and aspirations of women in Australia have

- changed dramatically over the past 20 to 30 years. One

of the key aspects of this change has been the
widespread movement of women into the paid
workforce, particularly married women. In 1947,
women made up 23 per cent of the paid workforce.?
Now women make up 41 per cent of the paid
workforce and the increase has gone on steadily even
through periods of high unemployment.* This influx
has included the movement of married women, even
married women with young children. At present 45
per cent of women with children under five years of
age are in the labour force.’

It is not yet widely understood that this trend is one
which is going to continue, and is not going to be
reversed. Why is that so? The first reason concerns
women'’s fertility. The advent of reliable birth control,
mainly in the form of the birth control pill and
sterilisation, has been an enormously liberating force
for women. My great great grandmother had 15
children. If women were still doing that today we
would not be here talking about careers and the needs
of women in the workforce. Nowadays, women are
having on average only one or two children,® and there
is no sign of that trend being reversed either. In
addition, a growing proportion of young women are
deciding not to have children at all.” Women are
having their children later in life and closer together,
which means that the whole child-rearing period is
over relatively quickly.® Even if the woman sees her
main role in life as bringing up her children, she will
have many years before and after that period in which
to do other things, and increasingly what she wants to
do is to be in the paid workforce.?

The second reason for the influx of women into the
paid workforce is the dramatic rise in divorce and the
accompanying rise in the number of single parent
families headed by women. The percentage of
marriages ending in divorce rose from 14 per cent in
1971 to 35 per cent in 1986.1° The old idea that a man
would support a woman for the rest of her life is now






