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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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Table 8.2	 Agreement with the statement “My shifts can change unexpectedly”, by contract type

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree
Strongly 

disagree
All

n % n % n % n % n % n %

Casual 287 30% 330 35% 182 19% 107 11% 42 4% 948 100%

Permanent part-time 450 13% 801 23% 713 21% 1012 29% 469 14% 3445 100%

Permanent full-time 241 13% 452 24% 370 19% 529 28% 325 17% 1917 100%

All 978 16% 1583 25% 1265 20% 1648 26% 836 13% 6310 100%

Working time and employer  

rostering practices

SDA members described very poor working time 

security. Very high proportions of participants 

work non-standard hours, face challenges 

relating to unpredictable rosters (and income), 

and experience lack of consultation over 

changing work times. While a�ecting everyone, 

these factors exacerbate di�culties workers face 

in providing care.

Unstable and unpredictable work times

•	 One in ten parents (10%) said they do not have 

a regular work day. (Figure 3.3)

•	 Only two in five (40%) work the same shifts 

each week ‘all of the time’, (fathers 48% and 

mothers 37%). 17% only work the same shifts 

‘some or a little of the time’ and 6% ‘none of 

the time’.

•	 Permanent employment is not always stable 

or predictable with 18% of part-time and 13% of 

full-time workers only working the same shifts 

‘sometimes’, ‘a little of the time’ or ‘never’.

•	 Working hours are also highly variable with 

hours changing at short notice making it 

di�cult to plan stable care arrangements.

•	 41% of parents said their shifts can change 

unexpectedly, including 36% of part-time  

and full-time employees. (Table 8.2)

•	 The unpredictable hours of work impacts 

on how much work people can do and this 

impacts on their ability to meet their financial 

needs. 34% agreed or strongly agreed that  

‘if my hours were more predictable I would be 

able to work more’ (53% of casual workers  

and 29% of permanent workers). (Figure 8.6)

•	 SDA members have very limited control over 

their working times. Only 19% can adjust start/

finish times and only 21% said they can change 

work days.

•	 1 in 3 workers have to closely monitor their 

phone or device to receive notice of shifts.

SDA WORK & CARE SURVEY

Working Time & Rosters 

Figure 3.3	 How often participants work the same shifts each week
each week by gender and parenting status
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“3 hour minimum shifts  
are frustrating. Apparently these  

are the new requirement  
and working 15 hours a week  

doesn’t support my family.”

Woman aged 25+,  

permanent part-time

“No notice when needed for  
an extra shift. This morning I had  

45mins notice and sometimes extra  
shifts are added without being asked.” 

Woman, carer, permanent part-time



Non-standard hours 

•	 Half work Saturdays, 43% work Sundays,  

37% work evenings, 35% work early mornings 

and 5% work nights. 

•	 Many carers, especially sole parents 

commented on di�culty working late nights or 

for closing or on weekends and public holidays 

when they can’t arrange care for their child.

Rosters

Many SDA members would prefer to work more 

hours and longer shifts when they do work. 

(Figure 8.3)

•	 40% agreed or strongly agreed ‘I would like 

to work more hours’, 58% among those who 

work less than 20 hours per week. 

•	 37% agreed or strongly agreed ‘I would  

prefer if the shifts available were longer’.

•	 26% felt their work was spread over too  

many days.

Rostering challenges include: 

•	 Work times which emphasise business 

priorities and do not accommodate 

personal needs and circumstances, 

making life particularly di�cult for workers 

with complex care responsibilities.

•	 Low number of weekly hours, short 

shifts and insecurity, contributing 

to underemployment and financial 

di�culties and stress. 

•	 Mismatch between working times  

and childcare availability.

•	 Changing schedules, often at short  

notice and without adequate 

communication from employers.

•	 Repercussions and fear of being 

penalised, including loss of hours,  

when workers refuse shifts or seek  

to change them. 

•	 Inflexibility relating to start  

and finish times.

•	 Employers changing rosters  

unilaterally and without consultation.

Underemployment as a result of lack  

of shifts or shifts that are too short.  

This impacts significantly on ability  

to earn enough to make ends meet.

Many workers are made to feel bad  

for communicating their availability, 

refusing unsuitable shifts or taking leave 

which has repercussions on access to 

hours and opportunities.
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Figure 8.3	 Agreement with statement about the length and spread of hours

“It’s all over the place. Shifts get  
changed last minute, I never get the  

same shifts every fortnight. You ask for  
extra contract hours and they give you  

the bare minimum but expect you to give  
up your weekends without notice.” 

Partnered mother, permanent part-time
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Figure 8.2	 Experiences of rostering and organising family life,  

parents with a child aged 12 or under
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Impacts of poor employer rostering 

practices on workers, their children  

and families

Rostering practices contribute to financial 

di�culties in low-income families, makes it 

di�cult for families to access childcare, and 

makes it di�cult for families to spend time 

together. Rostering practices also prevent 

workers from working more hours. All of this  

also impacts on family stress and mental  

health of workers and their families.

35% agreed or strongly agreed that the 

way they are rostered impacts on their 

mental health.

This was a little higher for parents (36% 

of mothers and 41% of fathers) and much 

higher for those with more complex caring 

needs (46% of young carers, 46% of sole 

parents, 45% caring for someone with 

a long-term illness and 44% caring for 

someone with a disability).

Among those with a child aged 12 or under:

•	 68% agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement ‘When I get my roster, I have 

to check it fits with the family’s childcare 

arrangements’. 

•	 69% agreed their work times a�ects 

when other family members can work. 

•	 62% said they find it stressful to organise 

childcare around work times.

•	 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 and 12% described using 

‘opposhifts’ – parents coordinating work 

hours. 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.

•	 63% of parents agreed or strongly agreed 

that they worry about what’s happening 

with their children whilst working (69% of 

mothers and 57% of fathers). 
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“Being on set contract hours often  

means it’s hard to get shift changes  

as I work in a specialist area of the store  

and often hard to have cover at all times.”

Male, aged 26 to 40

“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

Poor job security, rostering and understa�ng were 

common themes in the ways working time impacted 

mental health and contribute to family stress.


