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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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Caring responsibilities of SDA members

As well as contributing to employers and the 

wider community through their paid work, 

SDA members perform essential unpaid care 

work in their families and communities. 

Most provide regular unpaid care, help or 

assistance to a child or young person, or to 

an adult, person with disability, or person 

with long-term illness or health condition.

Overall, 55% of survey participants were involved 

in providing some form of regular unpaid care, 

whether for a child or adult. However this was 

higher for women: 60% had care responsibilities 

compared with 43% of men.

•	 39% care for a child or young person under  

18 (within or outside their household);

–	30% of participants are parents  

of a child under 18 years; 

–	17% of those aged over 50 are 

grandparents caring for a child; and 

–	14% aged under 20 care for a  

younger sibling. 

•	 17% provide regular care to  

an older person;

•	 10% care for someone with a  

long-term illness or health condition;

•	 9% provide regular care to a person 

with a disability;

•	 16% of parents caring for a child  

under 18 and 12% of parents with  

a child under 5 years were also  

providing regular elder care;

•	 25% of parents with a child under 18 

said they are sole parents. 68% of SDA 

mothers who were sole parents had sole 

custody. 74% of fathers who were sole 

parents had shared custody; and

•	 29% of young workers aged 20 years  

or under and 34% of those aged 21  

to 25 years provide regular care.

Proportion of members who regularly provide care by age  
and type of care provided
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Women across all age ranges were involved in the care of children at higher 

rates than men, particularly in the 21- 35 age groups where women are twice 

as likely to be providing care to children.
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SDA WORK & CARE SURVEY

Who Cares?

SDA members work while managing complex care arrangements 
more than other Australians

Australia 
(ABS) 

SDA survey 
participants

Care for an older person  
or person with disability

11% 24%

Sole parents 14% of families 25% of parents

Parent of a child with a disability
7.7% (child <15  

with a disability)
16% (child <18  

with a disability)

Young carers (<25, provide regular  
care to elderly, person with disability)

5.6% 13%

SDA members  
provide vital care  

throughout their working 
lives, whether they are  
young carers, parents  

or grandparents.


