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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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SDA WORK & CARE SURVEY

Working Time & Rosters 

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. 

Impact on children

Working time arrangements, combined with 

low pay and rostering arrangements which 

are out of step with the routines of children 

and families, mean that many children of SDA 

members are missing out on the benefits of 

extra-curricular activities, and on quality early 

education to prepare them for school, with 

long-term implications for their futures.

Nationally, 95% of children participate in a 

preschool program for 15 hours per week 

before they start school.1 Among surveyed 

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.

54% of parents agree or strongly agree that 

work hours make it di�cult for children to 

attend extra activities, such as swimming,  

sport and music.

Children’s access to education and life 

chances should not su�er because of their 

parents’ employment. The children of SDA 

members have unequal access to early 

childhood education and important extra-

curricular activities which may contribute to 

intergenerational disadvantage. Employers 

must ensure work and rostering practices are 

not exacerbating this and government must 

ensure that appropriate industrial relations, 

childcare and social policies are implemented 

to prevent this.

Figure 9.1	 Agreement with the statement: “I worry about what goes on with my 

children while I’m working” mothers with a child 5 or under by use of formal 

and informal care
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Figure 9.2	 Agreement with statements about children’s activities and routines,  

parents with a child aged 12 or under (%)
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“My manager doesn’t care that l’m a  
single mother and that my girls have to  

hang around outside the school for 1 hour 
and 10 minutes for me to pick them up. 

She also didn’t care when she changed my 
roster and my daughters couldn’t see their 

psychologist any more…. and she didn’t care 
that my girls had to give up their sports.  

This has a�ected my and my girls’ mental 
health and it a�ects our daily lives. 

Our lives are very stressful because of  
my work hours and my girls su�er because 

they only have me and they always miss out, 
and my boss couldn’t care less.”

Sole mother, permanent part-time

Table 6.1	 Attendance at preschool, kindergarten  

or long day care in the year before school

n %

Doesn't attend 29 12%

Attends 1-14 hours 24 10%

Attends 15+ hours 168 72%

Don’t know hours/not sure if attends 12 5%

All parents with a child eligible  

to start school in 2022
233 100%


