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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Competing pressures of work and caring 
responsibilities impact the wellbeing  
of Australian working families. 

Work-life balance pressures not only present 
a significant challenge for individuals and the 
families they care for, they have implications 
for employers and the wider community in 
which we all live and work. 

In July 2019, Parents At Work launched the 
inaugural National Working Families Survey 
with the support of parenting health care  
provider, Karitane, and not-for-profit employer  
group APLEN (Advancing Parental Leave 
Equality Network).  

Parents and carers across Australia were 
asked about the impact of managing work and 
caring responsibilities to better understand 
their future work needs.

More than 6,000 parents and carers from 
around Australia completed the survey. 

This summary report reveals the key findings 
and considers how workplaces can provide 
men and women equal opportunities to fulfil 
their work and family responsibilities.

The results clearly reveal that parents and 
carers across Australia are finding it difficult 
to balance their work and family commitments 
and report their personal wellbeing and family 
relationships suffer as a result.  

Increasingly, employees want to work for 
organisations that recognise and support their 
outside of work responsibilities. And the  
study firmly confirms this. 

Parents and carers reported that their job 
helped them feel personally fulfilled, but they want 
additional measures to help them better manage 
work, family and care demands. It suggests that 
current workplace flexible work policies, parental 
leave and caring support is falling short.

While many organisations have flexible work 
and parental leave policies in place to support 
parents and carers, the effective implementa-
tion and embedding of those policies vary.  

Workplace culture, job expectations/work-
load and the (personal) work-life attitudes of 
managers remain key to implementing flexible 
work and other caring policies.  

The study found nearly half of all respondents 
said that a worker’s commitment to their job 
was questioned if they used family friendly 
work arrangements.

Employers must be willing to confront and 
tackle stigma, discrimination and gender bias 
associated with caring for children and working 
part-time or flexibly. This means investing in 
and creating a workplace environment that is 
inclusive and respectful of the fact employees 
have both work and family commitments.

When employees are adequately supported 
to meet these dual commitments their ability 
to thrive increases – this is good for families, 
business and society.

As women continue to be expected to take 
on the lion’s share of caring responsibilities, 
the future of women’s wellbeing, career  
advancement and financial security remains  
at risk if we fail to invest in creating family  
friendly workplaces.

Equally, workplaces must make it more  
accessible and acceptable for men to lean in to 
caring by normalising men taking time to raise 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

children or to care for others in their family. 
The primary earner ‘breadwinner’ versus  

primary carer ‘caregiver’ stereotypes persist 
and are limiting.

Australia underperforms on work-life balance 
indicators and compared to the majority of 
other OECD countries, our paid parental  
leave progress has stalled.  

UNICEF is calling on all nations and organisations 
to invest in family friendly policies and is urging 
government and business to take more action. 

The future of work must respond to the 
changing nature of modern family life and 
increasing caring demands to ensure families, 
the community and economy can thrive.

Emma Walsh
CEO and Founder
Parents At Work

“The future of work must respond to the 
changing nature of modern family life and  

increasing caring demands to ensure families, 
the community and economy can thrive.”  

 Emma Walsh
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KEY FINDINGS

FINDING 1
Australians report feeling fatigued, stressed, anxious and depressed as a result of trying to  
balance work and family commitments and report that personal wellbeing and family  
relationships suffer as a result.

FINDING 2  
Women continue to shoulder the majority of household labour.

FINDING 3  
There are barriers to men’s access to paid parental leave and flexible work options, as well as 
social attitudes that make it challenging for men to ask for and take these support mechanisms.

FINDING 4  
Returning to work after a period of parental leave is a challenging and difficult time, particularly 
if jobs and employment conditions have changed without consultation during leave.

FINDING 5  
Difficulties with balancing work and family roles, gender imbalance in accessing paid parental 
leave, and lack of access to work flexibility are primary motivators for parents and carers to  
leave their employer.

FINDING 6  
Work has positive benefits for parents and carers and most reported their jobs are satisfying  
and fulfilling.

FINDING 7  
There is a perceived lack of support from managers for a substantial number of parents and 
carers.  This differs by gender – women feel unsupported in returning to work and having access 
to the same opportunities as colleagues who have not been on parental leave; men experience 
fewer issues but can receive negative comments from managers about their involvement in  
family responsibilities.

FINDING 8  
The persistent belief that ‘flexible work is for women’ is a primary barrier to men’s access  
to flexible work and this attitude forces women to take on the bulk of family care work.

FINDING 9  
Flexibility stigma persists for both men and women. Employee’s commitment to their job  
is questioned if they use flexible work arrangements.

FINDING 10  
Work hours for men and women vary significantly until children reach the teenage years,  
with men continuing to do more work hours than women.
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Employers are integral to alleviating the pressures of work-family conflict impacting employees 
and their families. Improving work-life balance for both men and women has flow on benefits 

for employers with improved attraction of prospective employees; increased job satisfaction; and 
improved employee engagement and retention. 

The survey results demonstrate a number of actions employers can take to support working 
families to balance their work and caring commitments effectively. 

SUMMARY RECOMMENDATIONS

FOCUS AREAS

Recommended areas of focus for workplaces:
➊  Invest in employee mental health and wellbeing
    ➤   Create an aligned work, family and wellbeing strategy
    ➤   Support employees to invest in their own physical and mental health

➋  Make flexible work arrangements a cultural norm
    ➤   Embed flexible work by removing cultural barriers
    ➤   Create career advancement pathways for employees who work flexibly
    ➤   Manage excessive workloads for part-time and flexible working employees 

➌  Equalise parental leave and promote sharing the care
    ➤   Introduce gender equal, flexible access to paid parental leave – removing stereotypes 

around caring responsibilities, and promoting the benefits of taking leave to men 

➍  Provide child care and other adult care support services
    ➤   Help facilitate access to affordable child care and other adult care services to enable 

workforce participation 

➎  Make returning to work a positive experience
    ➤   Education, tools and support to help employees adjust and sustain work and family 

balance is critical

➏  Support managers to promote team wellbeing & work life-integration
    ➤   Support managers to role model, promote family friendly workplace practices and be 

accountable for overall team wellbeing outcomes
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1. INVEST IN EMPLOYEE MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING

Working parents and carers face particular challenges when it comes to managing their own 
physical and mental health. Evaluating existing and new opportunities to support employees’ 

self-care is one way employers can assist. Possible opportunities include the introduction of   
‘wellbeing leave’ or ‘family leave’ to complement existing personal leave provisions. Vulnerable  
employees are most at risk. Offering ‘family respite care’ support is particularly vital for those  
facing a serious family health crisis, severe financial hardship or experiencing family violence.   
Mainstreaming access to flexible work arrangements for all is at the core.  

RECOMMENDATIONS INTO PRACTICE

ACTIONS TO CONSIDER ARE: 
➤  Devise and implement a wellbeing strategy linking the caring needs of employees and  

the importance of work-life balance with physical and mental health. 

➤  Ensure workplace family policies are fully inclusive of all employees regardless of their 
gender, sexual orientation, cultural background, length of service or family type.

➤  Measure employees’ level of work life balance satisfaction. Seek feedback from employees 
on what is needed to reduce work-family conflict and embed family friendly workplace 
practices. 

➤  Promote education, wellbeing and caring support programs to foster a culture of healthy 
work-life balance within the organisation.

➤  Create open and safe communication channels for employees to discuss job stress or  
outside of work challenges, excessive workloads.

“I was  exhausted and 
[had] pressure to do well 

at work but family 
balance meant that  
self-care wasn’t a  

priority. I see this a lot 
as people struggle to 

get through this phase,    
particularly in the first  

6 months returning.”

“Feeling guilty ALL  
the time that I was not 
doing enough for my 

child/at home and that  
I needed to do more to  
demonstrate my value  

at work.”

“Always feeling like  
I’m late, rushing, never 
doing a good enough job 

at home or work -  
constantly worrying and 

feeling guilty about  
everything. Financial  
pressure is also very  
difficult to manage.”  
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2. MAKE FLEXIBLE WORK ARRANGEMENTS A CULTURAL NORM 

Survey participants responded “having more control over where and when I work” as the most 
important factor in balancing work and caring commitments. Women find it more culturally 

acceptable than men to take advantage of flexible work options. 

Accommodating adjustments in work patterns to meet caring commitments is critical  
for all employees.

Enabling more men to work flexibly and access leave to undertake caring responsibilities is  
key to helping families juggle work-family responsibilities. Having a policy in place is insufficient, 
as the organisational culture needs to normalise and support flexible working as an option for  
all employees. 

RECOMMENDATIONS INTO PRACTICE

ACTIONS TO CONSIDER ARE: 
➤  Senior leaders must role model flexible working, sharing their experience across the     

organisation.

➤  Review policy and procedures and promote these to ensure all employees are given the 
best opportunity to access the flexible work needed to achieve immediate work and  
family commitments and wider career and life goals.  

➤  Set success measures for increasing flexibility by gender, aiming to reduce the career 
penalty and stigma associated with both men and women undertaking caring 

 responsibilities. 

➤  Facilitate the opportunity to re-evaluate job design to access improved flexible  
work options.

“Although flexible  
working is encouraged in 

principle, there are  
no strategies to support 

this. For example,  
redistribution of  

workload, tasks or  
prioritising activities.”

“I wanted to change my 
start time one day  
a week to arrive 10  

minutes later than usual 
to drop off my son at  

preschool, but I was told 
it was not fair on other 

colleagues.”

“Regular work from 
home days were not  

appealing to my  
direct manager and  

so were actively  
discouraged despite  

being in contravention  
of our flexible work policy.” 
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3. EQUALISE PARENTAL LEAVE AND PROMOTE SHARING THE CARE 

Employers can play a part in closing the gender gap in the workplace and in the home by  
introducing family workplace policies that are gender neutral, flexible and equally accessible.  

This means introducing some form of paid parental leave to support both men and women to 
take leave. Shared parental leave policies can help to break the cycle and foster a more equal   
division of unpaid care and paid work and improve the work-life balance outcomes of families, 
reducing ‘breadwinner’ vs ‘homemaker’ stereotypes.8  

By equalising parental leave provisions, employers can reduce the negative career penalties, 
wellbeing and family outcomes that impact employees with caring responsibilities - including 
couple, single and blended families, heterosexual and same sex families. 

RECOMMENDATIONS INTO PRACTICE

ACTIONS TO CONSIDER ARE: 
➤  Introduce parental leave, caring and flexible work policies that are gender neutral, 
 providing access to all employees with caring responsibilities. 

➤  Offer equal duration of parental leave for both parents, with flexibility in how the  
duration of parental leave is taken over a minimum 24 month period.

➤  Provide financial and career support during parental leave to reduce the financial burden 
of taking time out of the workforce and address the ‘career-penalty’ to ensure parents 
and carers are able to have the time needed with their family before returning to work.

➤  Make it equally acceptable for employees to take time out and work flexibly to care for 
any relatives in need of carer support through the use of carer’s leave.

“My career aspirations 
were perceived to be a 
less important matter  
as I became a ‘mum’.  

This affected my  
remuneration, reward 

and recognition.”

“As a male carer  
my requests were not 
considered genuine  

although similar  
requests from female 

workers were approved.”

“My husband was not 
allowed to work 4 days 

so has taken redundancy 
to start in one month. 

He felt guilty [and like a] 
bad parent. And that [he] 
couldn’t be the person he 

wanted to be.”
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4. PROVIDE CHILD CARE AND OTHER ADULT CARE SUPPORT SERVICES

Finding quality and affordable child care is a primary issue for many Australian parents and  
carers and is particularly important to enable women (who take on the highest proportion of  

unpaid caring) to engage more fully in paid employment.9 10 Survey participants reflected this  
issue when they selected access to employer provided or subsidised child care as the second 
most important thing that would help them manage work-life conflict.

  Investing in child care provisions and wider caring support benefits employers. Research  
indicates that the return on investment can be sizable – reducing employee turnover,  
improving absenteeism and enhancing employee engagement. 11 12  

Families regularly struggle to support family members who are ill and require support to meet 
these additional caring challenges.  This includes parents who are unable to send their children  
to child care due to illness and or a disability, or those looking after elderly and sick relatives. 

RECOMMENDATIONS INTO PRACTICE

ACTIONS TO CONSIDER ARE: 
➤  Provide access to carers or family leave for all forms of care, such as childcare, eldercare, 

disability, family member illness or medical treatment.

➤  Enable flexible work patterns for short periods to resolve caring challenges.

➤  Employer contribution towards child care and other caring support services, for example: 
providing areas in the workplace that are child friendly; offering subsidies; salary sacrificing 
for care; back up or emergency care; respite support; and vacation care programs.  

“I needed to work an  
additional day for a  

conference and requested 
I be paid for this as I was 

paying for additional 
child care. I was told that 
this was unavailable as 

others do not receive this 
and it would be unfair 

but I could take a day in 
lieu (I have 4 owing to 

me already).”

“I applied for carer's 
leave, it was refused as 

my organisation did not  
perceive my mother as 
someone who qualifies 

for my care.”

“I pay more for child  
care than I earn. It is a 

difficult choice - to  
continue my career so 

my family is financially  
better off in the long run, 

or stop working so my 
family is financially  

better off now.”
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5. MAKE RETURNING TO WORK A POSITIVE EXPERIENCE 

Returning to work after parental leave or extended carer's leave can be challenging.  
Women and men often find themselves faced with a workplace and a job that has  

changed in their absence. In addition, they are likely to be adjusting to new home and  
travel routines. Education, tools and manager support to help employees adjust and  
sustain work and family balance is critical. 

RECOMMENDATIONS INTO PRACTICE

ACTIONS TO CONSIDER ARE: 
➤  Allow for a ‘transition’ period to re-onboard and make necessary adjustments to ease an 

employee’s return – particularly when changing roles or moving to part-time work.

➤  Put measures in place to ensure work and family needs are addressed and seek employee 
feedback on the return to work experience. For example, measuring engagement and setting 
targets for the retention of employees who not only return from leave, but remain with the 
business 12 months and 24 months later will further support this.

➤ Offer an appropriate space for breastfeeding mothers to feed their baby, express and store milk.

➤  Provide return to work support services, connect employees to parenting and caring  
service providers.

➤  Share stories; raise awareness on importance of parents and carers being supported to  
take time out to care for others by sharing stories of others and how it’s benefited them.

“Trying to continue to breastfeed and 
having to find the time to express milk 
for my baby at work was challenging. I 
felt under pressure all the time for my 

child, to manage payments on my home 
and the stress of challenges at work. 

When I left work on time while others 
stayed back I felt I was seen as letting 

the team down but I needed to get home 
in time to feed my son - it seemed I was 
made to choose what was important.”

“The difficulty I've encountered in  
returning to work is the demand to  
be a full-time contributor at work,  

which for me is often much more than an  
average working week, and then to be  

a superhero partner at home too.  
I absolutely want to be both these things, 

but feel the strain of these two worlds 
sometimes pulling me in opposite  

directions. I haven't figured this out yet, 
and it adds to a sense of helplessness  

and exhaustion.”
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6. SUPPORT MANAGERS TO PROMOTE TEAM WELLBEING AND WORK-LIFE 
INTEGRATION

Managers play a pivotal role in the success of team performance, wellbeing, engagement,  
morale and job design. Managers remain one of the biggest barriers to mainstreaming flexible 

work, accommodating part time work and providing support to employees with caring responsibilities. 
Managers need to 'walk the talk', make flexible work a reality and team wellbeing a priority.

Managers require support and training to embed workplace practices that promote a healthy 
work-life integration. 

Informed managers help to create a more consistent and inclusive approach which leads to a 
more successful transition for everyone. Above everything, it is important that managers lead by 
example in their decision making, communication and practice of the organisation’s approach to 
family friendly workplace practices.

RECOMMENDATIONS INTO PRACTICE 

ACTIONS TO CONSIDER ARE:
➤  Managers need to be equipped with the tools, resources and skills required to effectively 

support and manage employees whilst transitioning to and from parental leave or extended 
carer’s leave.

➤  Managers should be skilled in creating flexible resourcing options within their team,  
or know where they can access support to assist in creating this.

➤  Put processes in place to review and measure how requests for flexible work are man-
aged to ensure they’re not blocked at the management level and that rejections don’t 
conflict with organisational policies.

➤  Invite feedback from managers on challenges and concerns they have around resourcing, 
team impact, job design, etc. to ensure they are adequately supported to embed family 
friendly work practices within teams.  This includes addressing any negative team bias 
towards team members working flexibly to care for family and ensuring workloads are 
realistic, in particular, for those working part time.  

“No one else in my team 
had children therefore  

it was seen to be  
unfair to let me work 

from home.”

“My daughter was sick 
quite a bit when she 

started daycare.  
My manager was very 
aggressive towards me 

for taking carer's leave.”

“My manager believed 
that it did not set a good 
example to my team if  
I worked from home a 

day a week.”
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“Employers must be willing to confront and 
tackle stigma, discrimination and gender 

bias associated with caring for children and 
working part-time or flexibly.”  

 Emma Walsh



The 2019 National Working Families Report is a not-for-profit
initiative undertaken by Parents At Work with the support of
Karitane and the Advancing Parental Leave Equality Network

(APLEN).

For more information please contact 
info@parentsatwork.com.au or

www.parentsandcarersatwork.com/aplen




