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CHANGE IS REQUIRED

Changes are needed in the industrial relations system, and within employing organisations and local workplaces. Policy 

and regulatory changes must promote decent pay, job security, predictability of shifts, employees’ control over work times, 

access to reasonable shift lengths, genuine choices about work days and times, and to ensure workers can make schedule 

adjustments without fear of repercussions. Changes are also needed in Australia’s childcare system, to improve the a�ordability, 

accessibility and suitability of care for low-income workers.

The SDA commissioned research from the Social  

Policy Research Centre at UNSW Sydney to explore  

the challenges our members experience when 

managing work and family, their care for children  

and others, and their employment needs.

It is the first ever study of its kind into work, family and 

care in retail. The national survey of 6469 SDA members, 

conducted in early 2021 explored workers’ responsibilities 

to care for children and vulnerable adults; how workers 

arrange their care responsibilities while they are working; 

the challenges arising from employers’ working time 

practices and Australia’s childcare system. 

Findings show that as well as making important 

economic and social contributions through their paid 

work, SDA members make valuable contributions 

through the unpaid labour they provide as parents, 

and as carers to children and adults in their families 

and communities. Yet these social and economic 

contributions are poorly recognised and accommodated 

in their working lives.

THREE KEY FINDINGS

•	 SDA members lack genuine choice about their working 

times and childcare arrangements and need better 

support structures, including access to responsive 

childcare services that recognise their needs, so they 

can shape their working and caring lives. 

•	 Industrial relations settings and employer practices 

limit the choices and opportunities available to SDA 

members. Rostering and pay are shaped too strongly 

around employers’ profitability and cost minimisation 

and result in unpredictability, variability and insecure 

rosters resulting in poor support for care responsibilities, 

underemployment, financial stress and poor mental 

health outcomes for workers and their families. 

•	 The ways work is organised exacerbates di�culties 

faced by workers needing to organise their work and 

family lives and find time to care. This impacts on the 

children of retail workers, many of whom cannot access 

early education and have constrained opportunities 

to fully participate in other aspects of social and 

community life. 

Challenges of work, 
family and care.
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Care for children under 12

•	 9% used formal care services only, half (49%) used informal  

care only, and 42% used a combination of both. 

•	 28% used grandparent care each week and a further 10% 

used it most weeks, increasing use with an increase in 

mothers working hours.

•	 17% of those aged over 50  

were providing regular  

unpaid care to a grandchild. 

•	 14% of those aged 20 or  

under provided regular unpaid  

care for a younger sibling.

The biggest di�culties when accessing ECEC  

for pre-school aged children was:

•	 A�ording childcare (63%)

•	 Coordinating work times with child care (46%)

•	 Finding childcare that fits work schedule (35%)

•	 Finding childcare at short notice (35%)

The biggest di�culties when accessing ECEC  

for school aged children was:

•	 Coordinating work times with child care (38%)

•	 Cost (37%)

•	 Finding school holiday care (36%)

The main issues identified with ECEC services include:

•	 paying for unused care;

•	 finding same childcare for siblings; 

•	 accessing extra days or swapping days when needed; 

•	 obtaining weekend or after normal hours care;

•	 access to Child Care Subsidy (CCS) limited for families  

with short hour shifts;

•	 when a child is sick, paying for childcare not used  

and not being able to work which jeopardises  

eligibility for CCS;

•	 unpredictable shifts contribute to lack of access to CCS.

Formal Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)

When asked what works well for work and family, only 6% said 

formal childcare, and of those most commonly referred to 

convenience, location, or early starting and late opening hours.

Members described the di�culties they have with childcare.  

It is not only that they are not able to a�ord care, it’s being able 

to find a�ordable care that fits in with working hours.

Preparing children for school 

Di�culties accessing childcare are resulting in unequal 

participation in early education among children of SDA members. 

Nationally, 95% of children participate in a preschool program 

for 15 hours per week before they start school.1  Among SDA 

members surveyed who were parents with a child starting 

school in 2022, only 72% said their child attended at least 15 

hours of long day care, preschool, or kindergarten, where they 

might receive a preschool education. 10% said they attended 

but for less than 15 hours, 12% did not attend, and 5% were 

unsure about attendance or hours.

This significant di�erence in access to early childhood 

education for the children of SDA members can have enduring 

consequences for their children’s learning and may contribute 

to intergenerational disadvantage.

Reliance on informal care and ‘opposhifts’

Close to half of respondents described making arrangements 

within the family to accommodate work schedules and 

childcare inflexibility as what works well for them. 26% said 

they relied on informal care from family and friends and  

22% said they coordinated work schedules to ensure a family 

member, usually a parent, was home with young children.

Some parents managed to care for their children by  

co-ordinating their working hours, to avoid assistance from 

outside the family and the costs of childcare. However, this 

often involved great di�culty. For example, one parent worked 

day shifts, the other night shifts, co-ordinating alternating work 

schedules which they termed working ‘opposhifts’. While this 

enabled them to avoid or reduce care from outside the family, 

it meant that families had little time at home together.

12% described managing work and care schedules using 

‘opposhifts’. These types of arrangements have impacts on  

families, reducing time spent together and creating stress to juggle 

the care of children while maintaining work arrangements.

SDA WORK & CARE SURVEY

Caring for children 

“I can’t use childcare until  
I have more regular work  

to accommodate childcare.” 

Partnered mother, casual

1	 Through the Council of Australian Governments’, all jurisdictions have agreed to aim to provide 15 hours per week of early education for all children in the year before school.  
This reflects that 15 hours is considered the minimum amount of learning needed to develop the skills needed for a successful start at school.

Access to childcare arrangements are a barrier to participation in work

43%
mothers

35%
fathers

with a child under 12  
want to work more hours 

but access to suitable  
childcare is a barrier

35%
mothers

27%
��thers

agreed with the statement  
“If I had suitable childcare 
I would work more hours”

33% of parents

with a child under 12 turn 
down extra shifts because 

they won’t earn much more  
after tax and childcare costs


