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Chapter 9

Merging the Spheres of Work and Family Life

llene Wolcott

hrases encountered with increasing
frequency in recent times - affirmative
action, career breaks, work-based childcare,
parental leave, dual-income families - attest
to the cracking of boundaries around the
separate domains of work and family life.
This breach in the barrier can be explained
by looking at the composition of today’s
labour force.

At the beginning of 1990, women comprised 41 per
cent of the labour force, men 59 per cent. The
participation rate of married women was 51 per cent.
Approximately 43 per cent of all women and 41 per
cent of all men in the labour force had dependent
children. Of these, 13 per cent of women and 17 per
cent of men had children under four years of age. In
single parent families 46 per cent of mothers were
employed, over one-half full-time. Only 37 per cent of
two-parent families with dependent children
conformed to the traditional image of mother at home
and father at work (ABS 1989, Labour Force Status and
Other Characteristics of Families).

The majority of workers, therefore, are workers with
family responsibilities, particularly parents with
children.

Workers also have responsibilities for other family
members. The aging of our population means that men
and women in their late forties and early fifties, most of
whom will be working, may have to provide care for
elderly parents. Approximately 122,000 persons in the
labour force are also the main carers for a severely
handicapped person in their own home (ABS 1988,
Carers of the Handicapped at Home, Australia). As
Friedman and Gray (1989) aptly state, “It is no longer
possible for workers to leave their personal problems at
home, as company cultures dictate - because someone
is rarely home to solve them.”

While the rising costs of housing and increased costs
of raising children add impetus for women to enter the
workforce, surveys have revealed that increased
numbers of women consider a career as well as
motherhood important to their self-concept (Glezer
1984; Cleminger 1986). Families are smaller and
childbearing takes up a narrowing band of women’s
lengthening life span and child rearing less of parental
life time. An Institute study on maternity leave (Glezer

- 1988) found that 60 per cent of women who had been

employed during their pregnancy had returned to
work 18 months after the birth of their child.

Fathers are less queried about the impact of
fatherhood since the choices for most men are not
considered to be mutually exclusive.

A Balancing Act

Attempting to balance family needs with workplace
demands produces inevitable stress and conflict as
respondents in surveys overseas (Pleck 1985;
Voydanoff 1988) and Australia (Wolcott 1986)
demonstrate.

In the workplace, concerns about childcare, sick
children and other family dependents, and marital and
family problems can interfere with concentration at
work and increase absenteeism, lateness, and leaving
early. Family responsibilities can influence workers
ability to take on additional work tasks, travel or
willingness to be transferred (Axel 1985; Paris 1989;
Galinsky, Hughes & Shinn 1986; Fernandez 1986;
Friedman 1987). At home, finding the time to be
together as a family and to do family work is the major
problem raised. Causes of conflict and stress are
associated with long, irregular, rigid working hours,
travel away from home, and “spillover” of fatigue,
preoccupation, and irritability from work to family
(Pleck 1983; Galinsky 1986; Wolcott 1986, Eckenrode &
Gore 1990).

Working Mothers/Working Fathers

Although approximately equal numbers of men and
women in the labour force have dependent children
and other family responsibilities, it is the issue of
working mothers, not fathers that is considered
problematic.

Research indicates that it is women who contemplate
quitting work, rearranging work schedules or taking
time off to care for children and elderly parents. An
Institute study of maternity leave reported the main
reasons given by women for not returning to work
after the birth of a child concerned the adequacy, cost
and availability of childcare, difficulty finding part-
time work or a desire to stay at home to care for their
child (Glezer 1988). According to the ABS survey
Persons Not in the Labour Force (1989) the majority of
women gave “family reasons” (including a preference
to looking after young children, not able to find






