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Three Ways to Read this Report

This report documents conclusions based on a thorough review of available social research and related
information. Because not all readers will have an equal interest in studying the underlying data on which
the conclusions are based, the findings are presented in three forms.

The Executive Summary is the five minute version, suitable for those who wish to quickly understand the
report’s overall findings.

The Main Report (the one hour version) is for those who are interested in reviewing the report findings
thoroughly without fully engaging with the underlying research. A set of exhibits highlights core research
elements, the reasoning behind findings is explained, and recommendations are included in full. Data
sources are generally not referenced in this version.

The Appendix (two hours plus) lays out the complete basis for the work undertaken through a
comprehensive set of exhibits. Pages of text linking the exhibits permit the reader to follow the complete
argument so that this section can be read as a stand-alone document. All data sources are fully referenced
and a complete bibliography is included.
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What Australians Want

In 2006, 77% of surveyed Australians agreed with the statement: “A government’s prime objective should
be achieving the greatest happiness of the people, not the greatest wealth”. And when asked “What is the
most important thing for your happiness?”, almost 60% of surveyed Australians cited partner/spouse and
family. A further 8% specified community and friends. It would appear, then, that a large proportion of
the Australian population believes that a primary responsibility of government is to support and protect
their happiness, founded in relationships with their family, friends and the broader community. At the
same time, only one quarter of those surveyed think that life is getting better.

What Australia Needs

To date, Australian governments have shown little awareness of the general association between working
patterns and quality of relationships, particularly those in our immediate families. However, a variety of
signals point to growing, broad-based dissatisfaction with the way that working patterns have evolved over
the last three decades, particularly as they affect workers’ ability to foster relationships with family and
friends. More than two-thirds of Australians believe that too many of us are working long hours. And
almost two-thirds of those working long hours consider that their hours of work interfere with their family
and personal life.

Sustained discontent with this core aspect of our shared social structure indicates an underlying imbalance
of power between employers and employees. Two conditions will be required for policymakers to redress
this imbalance:

1. A broadly-held public preference for the government to take action needs to be communicated
clearly to those responsbible for implementing public policy. The analysis and findings included in
this report are intended to provide important grist to public debate. It is the task of politicians,
journalists and other leaders within the Australian community to engage personally with this
critical issue, encourage broad public discussion, independently gauge public opinion and,
ultimately, push for policy reform.

2. Policymakers must have access to tools that will enable them to take appropriate action to support
strong relationships in families and in the wider community. Two key tools required by
policymakers are an integrated set of performance indicators to understand critical aspects of
working patterns and relational outcomes, and practical policy options, so as to be equipped to
take appropriate and timely action to foster relational health within households and families, and
in the community more broadly.

It is likely that, once implemented, a set of policies that builds a platform for relational wellbeing, while
minimising any downside to employers, will have a strong ongoing positive impact on the Australian
macroeconomy, as well as greatly improving the lives of all Australians.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates the connection between changing working patterns and a general decline in
wellbeing associated with relationships – particularly those in families, but also including friendships and
participation in the broader community. The cold statistics hide immense human tragedy.

If the link between working patterns and family disintegration is accepted, it is incumbent on political
leaders to take urgent action to address working time issues – so as to avert emerging social and economic
repercussions, and to ensure a stable and sustainable society in the future.
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Preface

Context

The issue of working patterns is increasingly the subject of international debate, for example in the UK,
Canada, the EU and Australia. There has been growing concern from social commentators and church
leaders, as well as from trade unions and politicians, about social impacts of long and unpredictable
working hours. At the same time, there has been growing public concern about the breakdown of marriage
and family life, and the consequences for the wellbeing of children. The time seems right to study the
possible links between these two phenomena.

Scope Of Study

The objective of this report is to seek to establish whether there is a link between changes in Australian
working patterns and aspects of wellbeing associated with relationships, particularly those in families, but
also including friendships and participation in the broader community. It is intended that the output of this
work will provide valuable input to broader community debate about working time and patterns, as well as
provide an analytical foundation for family and community impact assessment and policy development.

The report has not been written primarily for an academic audience, with a process of peer review, though
the detailed Appendix is extensively referenced and the authors have consulted many Australian experts in
the area of social policy in the course of compiling the report.

The document is not intended to provide a set of definitive policy proposals, nor to investigate the causes of
the changes in working patterns. The final section of the main report responds to the unease felt by many
Australians (as evidenced by assembled data) and to set out a possible way forward. We suggest both a
more comprehensive and better integrated set of indicators, including more consistent data collection and
reporting, and a range of possible policy responses. The latter need to be tested and evaluated in the light
of international experience and discussed in detail with policymakers, business leaders, trade unions and
those with a professional or personal interest in the relevant fields.

Sources And Uses Of Information

This study has been directed at identifying existing data sets and research of relevant and reliable
information that can be analysed to yield conclusions regarding working patterns in Australia and their
impact on relationships and associated wellbeing.

Considerable research and analysis have been conducted within Australia examining the topics of working
time and relational health. This study aims to raise awareness of important conclusions from existing
research and to synthesise them into a compelling argument to provoke public debate.

To date, most research attempting to show a link between changing working patterns and family/child
wellbeing has demonstrated correlation, without showing causality. Several major Australian surveys will,
in future, provide data that can be used to analyse the link between long and atypical working patterns and
family/child wellbeing, and potentially to identify the direction of causality of these associations (e.g. the
Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia – HILDA, and the Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children – LSAC).

This report makes use of a number of international studies; research projects conducted in Canada and the
UK have been particularly helpful. We have no reason to think that the conclusions from the studies used
here are not applicable in the Australian context, but would encourage that similar research be conducted
in Australia.
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Some of the studies cited contain data up to ten years old. This partly reflects the nature of the studies
themselves, particularly those including longitudinal research, which relies on data collected over a period,
and time use studies, which require a great deal of work to analyse their detailed data sets.

Definitions For ‘Long’ and ‘Atypical’ Working Times

There is no consistent definition of standard working times in Australian or international literature on
working patterns, apart from classifying any work on the weekend as atypical. The main sources of
information used in this study have generally defined weekday atypical working times as either 6pm to 8am
or 7pm to 8am. Long working hours are generally defined as 45 or 50 hours per week or more.

Information on the incidence of long and atypical working patterns can be based on either ‘usual’ or
‘actual’ work at these times. In general, the incidence of actual long and atypical working patterns is higher
than the incidence of usual working patterns because of the bias for people to work beyond what they
define as their ‘normal’ schedule.

‘Usual’ working times are reported from surveys that ask individuals about their usual or regular working
patterns, and are therefore considered a reflection of their normal working patterns.

‘Actual’ working times are reported in surveys where individuals are asked about their actual working
patterns during a given period (for example, a week or month). Actual working patterns, therefore, provide
a snapshot of the specific time period, including any variations from usual working patterns (such as people
away on holiday/sick leave) and daily fluctuations of working times, which generally reflect the
unpredictability of work patterns.
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A significant body of evidence suggests that those
people who work long and unsocial hours spend
less quality time with their families and friends,
which in turn is associated with relational
breakdown and dysfunction within the family unit
and poor relational outcomes for children. Parallel
trends – including increased intensification of work
responsibilities, reduced job stability and rising
household debt – compound the pressures placed
upon Australian households and family relations.

This report gathers together, for the first time, the
substantial body of relevant research and analysis
documenting these trends, assesses their
implications for Australian society – with a
particular emphasis on parents and their children –
and makes some initial recommendations on how
policymakers might remediate these problems.
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2. A Quiet Revolution: From the Lucky Country
to a Nation Dominated by Work

Over the last thirty years, Australia has emerged as
one of the most intensely work-focused high-
income countries in the world, with around 20% of
employees now working 50 hours or more each
week and a high proportion working outside what
were once considered regular working hours
(Exhibit 2). Today, more than 30% of Australian
workers regularly work on weekends.

Longer Hours

Average working hours for full-time employees
steadily increased during the 1980s and 1990s,
stabilising at around 41 hours per week in the last
decade (Exhibit 3). The typical Australian
working day is now longer than in all comparable
high-income European countries, where hours
worked have generally declined over the last ten
years.

Over this period, the actual number of Australians
working long hours and at atypical times has
increased at an even faster rate due to a 60%
increase in the size of the labour force, a result of
both population growth and increased female
labour force participation.

The United Kingdom is most similar to Australia –
experiencing a moderate rise in the 1980s and early
1990s. But even in the UK there has been a decline
in the last ten years, to a level similar to that of 20
years ago. Countries such as France and Denmark,
where reductions in standard full-time hours have
been debated publicly and then implemented, have
experienced significant declines in average hours
worked.

Of high income countries, Australia stands out –
along with Japan, New Zealand, USA and UK – as
having a large minority (~20%) of long hours
employees (50hrs or more) in comparison with
other OECD countries (Exhibit 4).

Exhibit 2 (See Appendix p.7)

Incidence Of Atypical Working Patterns In Selected Countries

Proportion of employees working 50 hours or more per week (%, 2000)

Spain

Italy

UK

Australia

USA

Proportion of
employees
usually employed
on weekends
(%, 1997)

Netherlands

Finland

Belgium

Sweden

Denmark Greece
Portugal

Ireland

France
Germany

Canada

Australia
(1978)


