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The Future of Work and Family
A discussion paper
Introduction
There is an emerging literature on the changing nature of work in the 21st century. To date, the
main focus has been on the increasing use of digital technology, the growth of so-called ‘peer to
peer’, ‘gig’ and freelance working arrangements and the way changes in employment type and
availability might interact with an ageing and increasingly gender-balanced workforce (Hajkowicz SA
2016). While this literature has informed policy preparation for future employment and income
support needs, there has been almost no focus on how changes to work and income stability might
affect families. Yet there exists a large body of research demonstrating that the nature and
availability of work, including the income it generates, day-to-day conditions and the time
constraints involved all have important implications for family care, health and wellbeing and these
implications are intergenerational (Strazdins 2015, Dinh 2017, Strazdins 2017).
Ensuring families thrive in the future is essential if Australian society and the economy are to
flourish. Just as the future of work is likely to affect families, how well families fare will shape the
calibre and productivity of our future workers (and innovators). This discussion paper brings a
‘families lens’ to current thinking about the changing nature of work. It considers how anticipated
changes might shape family resources and capabilities to provide care. It also explores ways in
which governments and industry can support workers’ adaptation to new and ever-changing work
conditions and expectations, while also enabling them to balance caring responsibilities (Baxter
2015, Westrupp 2016, World Bank 2019). Currently four in ten Australian workers combine their
employment with caregiving.

Social and economic context
The broad context for this discussion is an Australian economy in which there has, for some years,
been ongoing stagnation in salaries and many welfare benefits, accompanied by increasing costs of
living, particularly in housing and power prices. Combined with a certain level of structural
unemployment and under-employment, these conditions have led to a growing number of ‘working
poor’ (Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre 2018), as well as the unemployed and underemployed
finding it more and more difficult to manage. In 2017 one in ten families with dependents were
jobless (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017). One parent families are particularly vulnerable to
joblessness and children in these families are disproportionately at risk of being raised in poverty.
The clear association between caring for children of different ages and rates of workforce
participation, particularly for single parents, is set out in Figure 1.
The cost and availability of childcare also affect both household income and decisions about whether
or how much parents can work and is one of the main drags on women’s labour market
participation. The gendered nature of these issues and changing roles within families will be
addressed in more detail below.
Housing security is another major social context for the future of work and families. Australia ranks
7th in household debt as a proportion of income and housing affordability is widening the social
‘have’ and ‘have not’ divide (OECD 2017). Related to the ongoing housing stress in most parts of
Australia, many people are having to live further and further from work and other amenities, which
reduces even more the time available for caring and leisure and can increase both costs and stress
experienced by individuals and families (Dinh 2017).
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Figure 1: Parents and workforce participation, 2017

(Department of Social Services 2018, p 10)

Changing nature of work
There are various views about the future of work, particularly the extent to which jobs will be lost to
digitisation and the increasing use of robots in some industries. At the same time, new jobs requiring
different skills will emerge in others (Hajkowicz SA 2016, Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre 2018,
Hegewisch 2019, World Bank 2019).
The CSIRO’s report on the changing nature of work (Hajkowicz SA 2016) examined recent trends in
overall employment rates and noted that ‘Australia has a relatively low unemployment rate by
historical and international standards. However, over the last few years it has been growing, even
while the EU, US and OECD unemployment rates have fallen. The rate of underemployment, the
proportion of people who want to and can work more than they currently do (for example, they
work part-time but are available for full-time work), is also rising’ (pp 23-24). Combining the
numbers of unemployed and underemployed produces a labour underutilisation rate, which reached
14.3 per cent in August 2015, with a higher rate for women, at 16.5 per cent (Hajkowicz SA 2016). In
this context, the rapidly changing nature of work presents additional challenges.
The current period in history is characterised by a combination of forces likely to be associated with
greater, faster and different transitions than previously experienced’. These include the exponential
growth in computer power, connectivity and artificial intelligence, an expanding peer-to-peer
marketplace and globalised labour market, major demographic changes in the workforce and the
post-mining boom ‘diversification into services, knowledge and innovation exports’ (Hajkowicz SA
2016, p 7).
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Over the last 40 years, there have been significant changes in the Australian workforce. Overall,
more people are working, female workforce participation rates are rising while male rates are falling,
fewer people are working full-time and Australians are working fewer hours overall. Manufacturing
jobs have been lost, service and managerial/professional jobs are increasing and more workers,
especially managers and professionals, regularly work from home. In addition, more workers are
moving from the formal employment sector to independent or contract work, reflecting new
opportunities on offer in the shared or ‘gig’ economy (Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre 2018).
There is a growing gap between high-skilled managerial and professional jobs and low-skilled,
routine, labouring and service jobs, which has been described as the ‘hollowing out’ of the mediumskilled workforce (Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre 2018). This coincides with marked changes in
the kinds of jobs available, particularly the decrease in manufacturing and increase in service and
managerial and professional jobs.
In some predominantly medium-skilled occupations, such as technicians and trades workers, and
clerical and administrative workers, the employment shares have indeed decreased in the last three
decades. However, the share of community and personal service workers (a combination of lowmedium skilled workers) has increased from six per cent in 1988 to 10.6 per cent in 2018. And the
rate of growth of community and personal service workers is well above the all occupation average
(1.6%), growing by 4.0 per cent on average each year between 2008 and 2018 (Figure 13). This
suggests that growth in this occupation category is likely to go some way towards narrowing the
division between high and low-medium skilled workers within the Australian labour market
(Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre 2018, p 12).
Advances in technology also have an impact on the Australian workforce, affecting economies,
industries and individuals in both positive and negative ways. While technological change has driven
economic growth and improved living standards, it has also disrupted individuals and societies. ‘In
the long term, technology has increased the productivity of workers, and driven very substantial
increases in living standards, but in the short term it has also led to considerable hardship among the
workers it displaces’ (Hajkowicz SA 2016, p 71). For example, digital technologies facilitate
globalisation, resulting in substantial increases in international trade, but enable jobs and even
industries to go off-shore to countries with lower wages (Hajkowicz SA 2016). Similarly, automation
has affected the availability of employment by substituting for workers undertaking medium-skill,
routine tasks. This has contributed to the hollowing out of the workforce described above.
Another major change in the Australian workforce over the last decade or more has been the rapid
expansion of peer-to-peer and freelance working arrangements, as well as the growing casualisation
of jobs within the formal employment sector. Combined with wage stagnation, wages and
conditions for many workers are deteriorating, especially those whose employment arrangements
are outside regulatory systems and standards. For example, casual employees’ lack of access to
leave can have a major impact, especially for those with caring responsibilities. While these trends
can create more opportunities for people to work, they can also lead to people being
underemployed or having to work several jobs to earn an adequate income. This, in turn, can mean
working longer hours or having less control over working arrangements. Insecure or precarious
employment can be measured across three broad domains: employment that has a limited duration,
a lack of control over working conditions and a lack of employment protections (Bankwest Curtin
Economics Centre 2018). The impact of precarious employment on families is discussed in more
detail below.
The changing nature of work has a number of implications. Firstly, some workers will need new
knowledge and skills to adapt to the changing requirements of their work and may, in turn, need
training to be provided or funded by governments, employers or the workers themselves (Munro
2019, World Bank 2019). Even jobs in the growing service sector in Australia increasingly require
skills or training qualifications and most workers are likely to need adequate levels of literacy,
numeracy and digital literacy. In particular, ‘science, technology, engineering and mathematics
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(STEM) skills are likely to be needed in many of the better-paid jobs of the future. As technology
becomes more advanced and more complex, STEM capabilities may be an entry level
requirement’(Hajkowicz SA 2016, p 14).
However, some commentators suggest that vocational and higher education providers should be
encouraged to develop courses that produce graduates who are both more workforce ready and
more flexible (Jürgens 2018, Munro 2019). The CSIRO report notes that ‘an objective for trainers
and educators is to equip students with skills, knowledge and capabilities which are complementary
to advanced artificial intelligence (not attempting to compete with it)’ (Hajkowicz SA 2016, p 13).
While ‘life-long learning’ will become more and more important across a range of industry types, it is
possible that training in specific technical skills may be less valuable than learning enduring
concepts, knowledge and capabilities (Hajkowicz SA 2016), also referred to as the ‘foundational
skills’ that will enable people to acquire specific or technical skills if required (Munro 2019). Building
such skills contributes to the development of human and social capital in individuals and
communities.
As well as the new approaches that need to be taken by the education and training sector, there are
‘implications for the ways in which individuals manage their careers, […] the ways through which
companies manage their workforce and the ways the government regulates and manages the labour
market’ (Hajkowicz SA 2016, p 13).
The World Bank report on the changing nature of work suggests there are several ways in which
governments can protect communities and individuals from the effects of the changing nature of
work, in particular by:
• Investing in human capital, particularly early childhood education, to develop high-order

cognitive and socio-behavioral skills in addition to foundational skills.
• Enhancing social protection. A solid guaranteed social minimum and strengthened social
insurance, complemented by reforms in labor market rules in some emerging economies,
would achieve this goal.
• Creating fiscal space for public financing of human capital development and social
protection.
(World Bank 2019, p 9)
While all these measures, to varying degrees, have been part of the public policy landscape in
Australia since the early 20th century, the current rate of change in technology and the nature of
work may require a realignment of public policy to meet the changing needs of industries and
individuals and their families.
The ‘hollowing out’ of the workforce has several implications. Firstly, there are cohorts within the
population who may be unable to adapt to the loss of their jobs or industries and may be unable to
retrain to take up different employment options. In some cases, whole communities can be affected
by large-scale changes, such as the loss of the car manufacturing industry in Australia over recent
years.
In 1930, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) set the maximum working week to 48 hours.
This was in the context of a largely male workforce ‘at a time when gender divisions were normative
and paid work and caregiving separate endeavours.’ Now, in developed economies such as
Australia, nearly two thirds of working-age women are in the labour force and work time
expectations are also changing. ‘Economies are digital, business communicates globally, and paid
work can and does happen outside a standard eight-hour day. For large segments of the labour
force this is extending the working week, even while the gender composition is changing’ (Dinh
2017, p 42).
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Yet, in spite of significant changes in the Australian workforce described above, ‘in the today's labour
market, current workhour regulations will not protect women's health or any adult who combines
work with significant care-giving’ (Dinh 2017, p 49) and the notion of a minimum wage may not be
workable in a context of deregulation and casualisation.
Similarly, our social security system is broadly based on the model of a single main breadwinner in
fairly stable employment or alternating between periods in or out of the workforce. In the context
of increased casualisation of work, the growth in contracting and the ‘gig’ economy and increasing
underemployment, we may need more adequate, flexible labour regulation and income support
systems that can adapt more easily to changing work patterns.

Balancing work and family
The links between work and managing family responsibilities are well established, especially for
women, and have been measured across several domains that contribute to individual and family
wellbeing, including time, health and stress and their impact on relationships and family functioning
(Strazdins 2015, Westrupp 2016, Dinh 2017, Dinh 2017). In particular, the work-family conflict
experienced by many parents has a clear impact on their mental and physical health which can
adversely affect family relationships to such an extent that child wellbeing is jeopardised (Westrupp
2016).
It is important to present a conceptual framework for family wellbeing before reflecting on the ways
in which wellbeing can be compromised by the growing demands of workforce participation.
Defining what constitutes a ‘family’ is difficult. Traditionally, definitions have been based on
relationships of blood, marriage, adoption or co-residence. There are many diverse family forms,
including couples with children, single parent families, blended families, same-sex couples with
children and couples without children. Combined with changing community perceptions of and
attitudes to ’family‘, traditional definitions fail to provide an inclusive and practical definition. An
alternative approach has been to focus on family wellbeing, which has been framed in different ways
over the last two decades.
In 2000, the then Department of Family and Community Services published a list of key family
resources that support wellbeing. They were defined at that time as income, time, human capital
(education, knowledge, health), psychological capital (mental health, stresses and pressures) and
social capital (connections, belonging, engagement with community) (Zubrick 2000). Subsequently,
a symposium was convened in 2007 by Families Australia, in conjunction with the National Centre
for Epidemiology and Population Health at The Australian National University College of Medicine
and Health Sciences and supported by the Australian Government Department of Families,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs. It aimed to explore the meaning and relevance of
family wellbeing and proposed that further work be undertaken to develop a family wellbeing
framework to be tested with stakeholders (Babington 2007).
Later work undertaken took a holistic view of wellbeing, seeing the wellbeing of the family in its
broader context. This view of wellbeing includes elements such as family functioning, resources
available to families, and the influence of the broader context in which families operate. It is the
dynamic interplay of these elements that tells us about how a family is faring at a particular point in
time (Esler 2014).
This Family Wellbeing Framework adopted a functions-based definition of family, defining families
not by their membership but by what they ‘do’ – the important, irreplaceable and generally shared
functions that families perform. These functions include:


supporting family members emotionally and socially through relationships;



sharing resources and tasks;



bearing, raising and nurturing children;
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caring for family members, especially the sick, disabled and frail aged; and



connecting members to physical, cultural and social environments.

To perform these roles and functions well, families need access to/control over a range of resources,
including:
 Human capital: parent and child education and training, employment, parenting
knowledge and beliefs and aspirations for themselves, their family and their children;
 Psychological capital: parent and child mental health, family cohesion, family support
and the level of stress or conflict in the family;
 Social capital: trust, civic involvement, culture, social engagement and reciprocity;
 Income: for the purchase of goods and services;
 Time: that caregivers have available for themselves and other family members, including,
importantly, children; and
 Health: family physical health and wellbeing.
Figure 2: Family Wellbeing Framework (Department of Social Services 2018, p 19)

Functions

Resources
Income – money available for
the family to spend on things
they want (akin to Sen’s material
and financial resources)

A. Supporting each other
through relationships

Time – for things that improve
family life

B. Nurturing children and
young people

Human capital – changes in
parents’ and children’s levels of
education, health and parenting
skills

C. Connection to physical,
social and cultural
environments

Psychological capital – families
are able to get
support/advice/practical
assistance when they need it

D. Managing and sharing
resources and tasks

E. Caring for (vulnerable)
family members

Social capital – families’ sense of
community, friendship and trust

The Family Wellbeing Framework views families within their broader social, economic and cultural
contexts and acknowledges that these broader contextual factors have an influence on family
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wellbeing. However, it does not view families as passive recipients of these environments, but
rather as agents that influence and are influenced by society. In other words, broader contextual
factors are both a cause and consequence of how families are faring. These influences include, but
are not limited to, government, culture and the economy. There are very few spheres that are not
influenced by the wellbeing of families, and in turn exert an influence on families.
If we look at the resources needed by families, disadvantage can be conceptualised as a deficit in
one or more of the identified resource domains. This provides government with the opportunity to
enhance family functioning and improve outcomes for children and other family members by
providing payments or services to reduce those deficits. For example (see Figure 3), the Department
of Social Services’ policy approach (Department of Social Services 2018) describes the range of
payments and services funded directly or indirectly by government that can improve the outcome
pathway for a young pregnant woman and her child. It is not just payments that improve the
outcome pathway. Resources such as time and human, psychological and social capital can be
enhanced by government programs and policies.
Figure 3: How government programs and policies can increase resources and improve functioning

(Department of Social Services 2018, p 42)
The major focus of this paper is how jobs and the future of work and family wellbeing affect each
other and how each might be supported through policy, legislative and program responses to
increase the range of resources available to families.
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Although it has been noted that without current time-use data we lack detailed information about
the extent to which our jobs and caring responsibilities affect each other, at least in terms of time
(Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre 2018), there is a growing understanding of how work-family
conflict affects the health and wellbeing of families, including the long-term, inter-generational
effects on children.
Long work hours are a key element of work-family conflict, as they reduce the time available for
other activities such as caring, household responsibilities and leisure and can also have a direct
impact on health and wellbeing. ‘Long work hours (usually defined as 50 hours a week or more)
have been associated with general ill health, a number of physical and mental health conditions
(such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes and depression), changes in bio markers (such as
cardiovascular and immunological parameters) and declines in behaviour needed for good health’
(Strazdins 2015, p 5). Apart from potential long-term effects on children’s outcomes, there is
evidence that hours worked by parents have an immediate impact on children and how they
perceive relationships.
Over time, the roles of mothers and fathers have been changing to some extent, so there is often a
greater expectation that fathers will be more involved in the day-to-day care of children, including in
leisure activities. One study used two waves of data from the Australian Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children (LSAC) to consider ‘how the hours, schedules, intensity, and flexibility of fathers’
jobs are associated with children’s views about fathers’ work and family time’ and found that:
working on weekends, being time pressured, being unable to vary start and stop times,
and working long hours generated negative views in children about fathers’ jobs and
time together. The time dilemmas generated by fathers’ work devotions and demands
are salient to and subjectively shared by their children (Strazdins 2017, p 1).

This also suggests that it is not just the number of hours spent away from the home for work or
travel that affects other family members, but that work pressure and a lack of flexibility also
contribute to negative experiences and possibly longer term outcomes. Other contributing factors
are addressed in more detail below.
Westrupp et al. note that ‘parent mental health is one of the most important determinants of
parenting, family functioning, and children’s well-being and development’, which means that the
relationship between work-family conflict and psychological distress has important, wide-ranging
implications beyond the health and well-being of individual employees and is likely to have
implications for broader family functioning and child developmental outcomes’ (Westrupp 2016, p.
108).
Other commentators note that ‘both mothers’ and fathers’ mental health are important predictors
of how children fare, with evidence that depressed parents are more irritable, withdrawn and less
responsive to their children’ and [that] this in turn can compromise children’s cognitive, emotional
and behavioural outcomes’. Furthermore, children of depressed parents are more likely than
children of non-depressed parents to have emotional or behavioural difficulties, poor physical
health, and impaired social or academic performance not attributable to any intellectual limitations’
(Strazdins 2015, p 2).
In the Australian context, where employed mothers typically bear a greater share of household and
child care responsibilities than fathers, the impact of work-family conflict may be more significant for
mothers’ health and wellbeing (Strazdins 2015, Westrupp 2016, Dinh 2017) and, in turn, mothers’
experience ‘may be particularly important for family functioning and child outcomes’ (Westrupp
2016, p 108).
However, as noted above, time is only one factor that affects individuals and families. ‘The health
benefits or harms are driven largely by the quality of work and, when employees also have
caregiving responsibilities (such as mothers), the extent jobs conflict with or support them to
combine work with caregiving. Chronic difficulties and stress associated with work, family or
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combining both roles, can lead to biological changes which at least partly explains why chronic
disease can result’ (Strazdins 2015, p 4). Dinh et al, in a comprehensive analysis of the
workhour-health relationship, have shown that there are identifiable ‘tipping points’ beyond which
working longer compromises mental health and that ‘these workhour-health tipping points are 10
hours lower than current regulatory standards, and lower again for women and employees with care
and domestic responsibilities’. This means that there is there is a ‘workhour-health trade-off that is
socially patterned. It is likely to be systematically disadvantaging women and caregivers, generating
labour market-based health inequalities (Dinh 2017, p 49).
It has been suggested that work-family conflict and psychological distress are separate constructs
and that they ‘affect each other consistently across the first eight years of the family life cycle’. In
addition, they were not ‘confined to nor amplified by one particular stage of the family life cycle;
they could and did occur at any point over the 8 years we examined’ (Westrupp 2016, p 120).
Another aspect of work that affects individuals and families is the security of their employment.
The Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre has developed an index of precarious employment, based on
six waves of data from the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey.
Table 1
Job insecurity

Lack of control

Working conditions

Self-reported probability of
losing job in the next 12
months

Irregularity of work schedule

Lack of availability of family/
compassionate leave

Self-reported dissatisfaction
with job security

Difficulty in balancing work
and non-work commitments

Lack of availability of sick leave

Casual or short-term contract

Preference for more/fewer
hours

No extra leave entitlements

No union membership
(Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre 2018, p 28)
Table 1 sets out the elements of the three domains that are the main features of precarious
employment, which has been shown to contribute to increased stress or poor health outcomes. It is
likely that the co-occurrence of two or more of these elements could further worsen the short,
medium and long-term impacts on workers and, ultimately, their families. And there are other
inequalities, both on and off the job, that could exacerbate the impact of time spent at work on
women’s health and wellbeing. ‘Women's jobs tend to be poorer quality, offering them less
autonomy, flexibility and security’ (Dinh 2017, p 43).
Furthermore, many employers have increased uncertainty over working hours and schedules for
many workers in the lower wage service sector, which can create havoc for anyone with child care
responsibilities, particularly lower level employees, so that ‘the impact of instability and
unpredictable hours reverberates beyond the individual worker to their families, and broader
environment’ (Hegewisch 2019, p 66).

What does the changing nature of work mean for families?
Firstly, the movement away from the formal employment sector and the growth in casual, contract
and insecure work all have implications for families. In financial terms, the insecurity and
unpredictability of work, combined with wage stagnation and increased costs, mean that many
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families increasingly have insufficient resources to provide for their families, especially in terms of
housing.
In addition, the growth of the ‘gig’ economy and the trend towards more people working from home
means that traditional social connections with the workplace can be disrupted. This can lead to a
decrease in social connectedness which can exacerbate the physical and mental health issues
experienced by working parents and generally have a negative impact on their wellbeing.
These changes also intersect with changes in family form and roles, including dilemmas about how
to share work and care within couples. This can be affected by issues such as the cost and
availability of childcare, as well as the pressures of uncertain or irregular work or the pressure on the
parent with the higher earning capacity to undertake as much paid work as possible. These issues
can further embed gender inequality both within family relationships and in terms of balancing for
work and family responsibilities, especially for women trapped in low-paid, insecure employment.

Discussion: What are the implications for governments, industries and individuals?
If we look more closely at the recommendations of the World Bank set out above, it is worth
considering how each element could be considered in future government policies and programs or
legislative frameworks for industry.
The World Bank firstly suggests ‘investing in human capital, particularly early childhood education,
to develop high-order cognitive and socio-behavioral skills in addition to foundational skills’ (World
Bank 2019, p 9). Furthermore, this investment needs to continue throughout childhood,
adolescence and early adulthood if we are to build human capital and the foundational skills that will
enable workers and those hoping to join the workforce to quickly acquire the skills needed for new
or changing roles.
Enhancing social protection is another way in which governments can support workers in an
increasingly casualised and ‘person to person’ economy and a broader context of growing
underemployment. ‘A solid guaranteed social minimum and strengthened social insurance,
complemented by reforms in labor market rules in some emerging economies, would achieve this
goal’ (World Bank 2019, p 9). This also suggests that workplace legislation could be strengthened to
support workers in precarious or inadequate employment.
Their final suggestion is ‘creating fiscal space for public financing of human capital development and
social protection’ (World Bank 2019, p 9). Australia already makes significant investments in
providing funding and other support for a range of health, education, infrastructure, social security,
legislative and other policy priorities. However, there is always scope to improve policies and
programs, particularly in terms of flexibility and responding to changes in both families and the
broader society.
So, what is the significance of linking the future of families and family wellbeing with the changing
nature of work? It should be noted that these issues are not really on the public or research agenda
in any comprehensive way. While there has been a focus on individual elements such as time
inequities and the impact of various aspects of work on the health and broader wellbeing of parents
and children, there is not yet an overarching agenda to support both elements. Accordingly, the
following questions warrant further consideration:
 What are the current key gaps in what we know?
o How should these be prioritised?
 Are there ways in which governments in Australia can protect communities and
individuals from current and ongoing changes in the nature of work?
 How can family functioning, especially caring, be supported and prioritised in government
policy?
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 How can government policies, services and other interventions increase the resources
needed for effective family functioning?
 How can we build human capital that will support the foundational skills and flexibility
that will be required of workers more and more in the future?
o Whose responsibility is that?
 What is the role of industry, if any, in protecting workers and, by implication, their
families?
 What actions would be required of the secondary, tertiary and vocational education
sectors to support required change?
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