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“I know of so many talented women who are being denied the chance to go back to work part-time because their employer is forcing them to either come back full-time or quit.  We do not have children just to put them in daycare, and employers should recognise what they are losing out by not letting mothers re-enter the workforce part-time.”

Executive summary

With employers reporting that their key business challenge is attracting and retaining workers, and many parents saying they cannot find work that suits their circumstances and skills, the EEO Trust endeavoured to find out what parents need in order to reach their potential at work while still being the sort of parent they want to be to their children.

In August this year, we conducted an on-line survey asking parents about their family and work situation, what would most help them do paid work and their experiences of parental leave. The survey ran for just over three weeks and was completed by 4,475 New Zealand parents. This compares to around 1,200 respondents to previous surveys on different topics, indicating that parenting and work is an extremely pertinent topic. Around a quarter of respondents were fathers.

This survey was designed so that people could only answer it once. As with most on-line surveys, it tended to be answered by those in white collar occupations. 

A wide range of issues impact on parents’ decisions around participating in paid work and their ability to do so effectively. Many of these issues are well beyond the control of workplaces and thus outside the EEO Trust’s sphere of influence. The survey was designed to collect information that could be of use to workplaces without preventing respondents from commenting on other issues of importance to them, for example, paid parental leave and childcare issues. 

The survey findings confirm some of what we already know by personal experience, anecdotal evidence and previous research - that many parents find it difficult to juggle paid work and parenting, and feel unsupported by their workplaces. 

The findings indicate that the one thing that workplaces could do to help parents be effective at work and at home is to provide some flexibility around working hours. This could include flexible starting and finishing times, or occasional time off during the day to see to family matters like medical appointments or school activities.

One respondent wrote, “I need an understanding boss. An understanding environment in which colleagues don't frown on changes to working hours to suit family needs.”

Another wrote: “Flexibility is essential to maintain a balance of work, home and personal life. When working full-time and being almost a full-time mum it’s easy to lose the balance. Workplaces need to have systems in place to enable mums also to be mums.”

Affordable, quality, conveniently located childcare is also important to working parents, with a number of respondents saying how helpful it would be to have childcare facilities located close to work. 

“It would help immensely if my employer could provide in the workplace a crèche, or facility close by for childcare.”

Breastfeeding facilities emerged as a controversial issue, with some respondents saying mothers should not return to work while they are breastfeeding and others reporting their positive experiences of continuing to breastfeed while working. For example, one respondent wrote, “My team leader was very understanding. He paid for my car park across the road so I could breastfeed at home at lunchtime.”

Another said, “The lack of breastfeeding and milk storage facilities at work definitely contributed to me ceasing breastfeeding when I did.”
And another, “I don't believe that it is desirable for both parents to work full-time while they have young children. I think providing more flexible hours and more holidays is more helpful than providing a breastfeeding room.”

We also asked people why they worked and, not surprisingly, found that most people work mainly for financial reasons, but there are a host of other reasons for doing paid work. Social, personal fulfilment, career development and being a good role model rank highly.
“Other than the mortgage, there are three reasons I work - to finish my sentences, to drink hot coffee, and to go to the toilet on my own!!”

“I'm a solo Mum and went to work after my son turned one so that I was financially independent and didn't need to rely on a benefit!”

“I really enjoy working because it is time for 'me' rather than as a wife and mother, plus I love what I do.”

“Ability to build a comfortable life for myself and my family. To show to my child that it should never be an option to be a beneficiary.”

Some of the key survey findings relate to how employers can help parents be their best at work. Parents want flexible working hours, particularly start and finish times, high quality part-time work and a supportive workplace culture to make family friendly policies work.
They also want breastfeeding rooms and breast-milk storage facilities, special leave provisions so parents can care for sick children or attend school and sporting activities and they want to be able to take work home occasionally. 

Other key findings were:
· Paid parental leave is highly valued by working parents. 

· More than a quarter of respondents of both genders expect to take parental leave (paid and/or unpaid) in the next five years.

· 81% of respondents returned to the same employer after parental leave (paid and unpaid). 
· The main reason people changed employer or job status when they returned from parental leave was to work flexible or part-time hours.

· Like women, men value flexible hours very highly but part-time work options are less important to men than to women (40% of the male respondents rated them as important).

· A quarter of men believe it is important to have breastfeeding facilities in the workplace.

Nearly 1,000 respondents made general comments on paid work and parenting, covering a range of issues. The most common topics, in order of frequency, were:
· The difficulties of breastfeeding once back at work, including the lack of workplace facilities and support.
· The lack of part-time options at senior and professional levels.
· The stress and guilt involved in juggling both paid work and a family, and the lack of support and understanding in the workplace of the challenges involved.
· The financial pressure to return to work when children are very young and the need for more Government support to enable parents of very young children to stay at home. 

With unemployment currently at 3.5%, employers have a strong motivation to assess their people management policies to ensure they are doing all they can to recruit and retain dedicated workers who happen to be dedicated parents too. As one respondent said, “In learning to juggle work commitments with a family the more understanding an employer is the better. We can do a great job of work and family!” 
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