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"NEW PERSPECTIVES ON PART-TIME WORK - PART I"

In June 1976(D  and again in May 1978^  
we discussed various aspects o f part-time 
work. The subject has continued to exer­
cise the minds o f many people since then. 
Thousands o f words have been spoken and 
written on the subject by academics, 
economists, educationists, employers, 
po lit ic ian s , unionists and representatives 
o f lobby groups.

Print media, radio and te lev is ion  have 
given considerable coverage to what a 
recent ABC TV programme(3) called  the 
'Part-Time Revolution'. I t  may indeed be 
a revolution, a lb e it a quiet one -  occur­
ring, as Joan Ford o f Future Lobby, says,

“by stealth without sufficient union or 
community awareness of the magnitude 
of the change and in many instances 
without adequate safeguards for employ­
ees such as the extension of many of 
che conditions of employment which have 
been fought for and established for 
fulltime members of the workforce".(4 )
Some unions may not be aware o f the fu l l  

extent o f the change but others have been 
concerned for some time that the growing 
incidence o f part-time work has been at the 
expense o f workers who want fu ll-tim e work 
and that this trend is  eroding the pay and 
conditions won so painstakingly by the 
union movement.

WHO WANTS PART-TIME WORK ?

The main advocates fo r  part-time work are 
professional people and mi ddle-class women 
married to men on high or middle incomes. 
Their proposition is  that part-time workers 
should have, on a pro-rata basis, a l l  the 
benefits and entitlements enjoyed by fu l l ­
time workers (e .g . paid public holidyas, 
annual leave plus 17*j% loading, sick, mat­
ern ity and long-service leave, superannua­
tion e tc .) plus the same opportunities fo r 
promotion as fu ll-tim e employees. They 
argue that most jobs, including academic, 
professional and senior management, could 
be shared by two or more people, each work­
ing on a part-time basis. However the 
great majority o f people who actually work 
part-time are women in low-status, low-paid 
jobs in  the service and recreation indus­
tr ies  and they are regarded almost univer­
sa lly  by employers as temporary or casual.

Employers are rather coy about th e ir 
attitudes to part-time work. When pressed 
fo r  an opinion they manage to give the im­
pression that i t  serves the interests o f 
employees rather than those o f management. 
However Timothy Rohl o f Troy S ta ff and 
Training Centre is  more r e a lis t ic .  He 
states that "there will be no part-time 
work i f  the market doesn't want it  or is 
reluctant to use i t " . (5)

Table 1: EMPLOYED PERSONS: FULL-TIME AND PART-TIME STATUS

Full-time Part-time Total

NumberNumber % Number %

Aug. 1970 4,825,900 89.44 569,700 10.56 5,395,600
i« 1975 5,046,800 86.40 793,400 13.60 5,841,200
it 1976 5,036,900 85.40 860,900 14.60 5,897,800
it 1977 5,094,600 84.97 900,900 15.03 5,995,500
it 1978 5,018,100 84.06 951,500 15.94 5,969,600
it 1979 5,084,200 34.15 957,300 15.85 6,041,500

i July 1980 5,267,700 33.88 1,012,400 16.12 6,280,100

Source: ABS Labour Force Cat. Hos. 6203 S 6204.
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WHO ARE THE PART-TIME WORKERS?

Eighty per cent o f Australian part-time 
workers axe women. Most o f them are mar­
ried, widowed or single mothers. They are 
employed as sales assistants, waitresses, 
typ ists, c le r ic a l assistants, bar attendants, 
ticket s e lle rs , door-to-door sales agents, 
cleaners and seasonal fru it-p ickers and 
food-processing factory workers. Because 
o f soc ie ty 's  attitude that men are the 
primary bread-winners and that women's main 
job is to bear and rear children, women are, 
as Weeks says, “grateful for a job at a l l ,  
le t  alone a well-paid secure job (and) are 
all too willing candidates for temporary 
and insecure jo b s " . (11)

PART-TIME OR CASUAL ?

The Australian Bureau o f S ta tis tics  makes 
no d istinction  between part-time and casual 
or seasonal workers. Casual and seasonal 
workers are not en titled  to annual, sick, 
maternity or long-service leave nor are 
they paid for public holidays and they can 
be retrenched without notice. They are 
often expected to work irregu lar hours, 
which makes i t  impossible to augment th e ir 
income by other work. A recent advertise­
ment (12) required cleaners to work Mon-Thur. 
5.30-7.30 pm, F ri. 9—11 pm, Sat. 12 noon - 
2 pm. Wages were not stated. Casual workers 
are supposed to receive a higher hourly 
rate than regular employees to compensate 
for the disadvantages but extra demands are 
often made on them. For instance, almost 
a l l  advertisements for cleaners and baby­
s itte rs  stipulate that applicants must own 
a car but no mention is  made o f an allow­
ance to run i t .

. , OR TEMPORARY ?

Many women have been employed by the same 
employer for years but are nevertheless re­
garded as temporary or casual because they 
work on a part-time basis. They are ex­
cluded from most o f the benefits extended to 
fu lltim e employees. While some are paid for 
annual leave and fo r  public holidays fa llin g  
on days on which they would normally work, 
hardly any qualify  fo r  long-service leave 
or superannuation and many are not paid for 
sick leave. Vet, because their work is 
regular, they seldom receive the penalty 
loadings applicable to casual work. A mini­
mal amount o f training is given, promotion 
is v ir tu a lly  unknown and they are often l e f t  
monotonous boring jobs which are despised by 
fu lltim e employees. For instance the Shell 
Company uses part-timers fo r  opening enve­
lopes , a task for which they consider they 
cannot use fu lltim e workers.(13)

. , OR CONTRACT ?

A number o f large international companies 
avoid responsib ilities  under the Labour and

Industry Acts by contracting with people to 
work as sales agents or demonstrators on a 
part-time basis. Usually the company pays a 
wage for a certain number o f hours per week 
but forbids the women to work for any other 
employer in the ir spare time. In most cases 
they must use th e ir own cars and telephones 
and th e ir own homes as o ffic es  or distribu­
tion points. Of course these women receive 
no pay fo r any leave or public holidays and 
they are not e lig ib le  for any other s ta ff  
b en e fits . They are seldom given any training 
or promotion and can be retrenched without 
notice. They are frequently expected to 
work outside normal o f f ic e  hours but are not 
paid penalty rates. The companies using the ir 
services avoid a l l  overhead expenses. One 
woman who responded to a number o f adver­
tisements found that, as soon as she enquired 
about workers' compensation, she was to ld  
she would be unsuitable for the job even 
though she had excellent qualifications and 
had had a great deal o f experience. (14)

ONE WOMAN'S STORY

" I  and many women like me are being em­
ployed on a part-time basis. He are doing 
the work of sales representatives. He have 
to provide our own cars. He are told we are 
being paid Commercial Travellers Association 
rates when there is no CTA rate for part- 
time work. He are told we are not covered 
by any award. Tar is not taken out of any 
pay and the companies don't pay payroll tar.
He get no pro rata holiday or sick pay and 
no 17*s% holiday loading. The companies 
don't take out workers' compensation cover 
for us and we are not paid enough to war­
rant taking out our own cover. Companies 
in this industry are employing several 
women to do the job of one sales represen­
tative and in this way are saving themselves 
huge amounts of money. " (15)

SCHOOL STUDENTS

Many large companies are reducing their 
costs s t i l l  further by employing school 
children as casual labour in service indus­
tr ies  which used to be sta ffed  mainly by 
women.

In August 1970 only 3.3 percent o f teen­
age employees were part-time workers. 3y 
August 1979 16.6 per cent o f employed teen­
age boys and 25.5 per cent o f g ir ls  were 
part-time employees and 72 per cent o f them 
were aged only 15 or 16.(16)

Most o f these youngsters work as sales 
assistants, cashiers, packers, wrappers, 
waiters, cleaners, labourers and short 
order cooks .(17)

Most jobs average less than ten hours per 
week. Almost a l l  are casual, nonunioni2ed 
and available only in the evenings or weekends.
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PART-TIME WORK OR PART-TIME UNEMPLOYMENT?

There is  evidence to suggest that the 
growth in part-time work is  largely  a 
camouflage fo r the growth in unemployment.
A f i r s t  glance at Table 1 might suggest 
that the extra 884,500 jobs created between 
1970 and 1980 represented a substantial 
increase in new employment opportunities. 
However, when we compare the rate o f growth 
o f the c iv ilia n  population aged 15 years 
and over with the growth in employment, we 
find that the former has increased by 21.2 
per cent whereas the number o f people em­
ployed has increased by only 14.1%. ^1,1

More than half o f the new jobs are part- 
time and when we look at the situation 
on an industry basis we find that many o f 
these jobs have been created at the ex­
pense o f fu ll-tim e jobs.

Paul Lyneham, in a recent "Four Corners'' 
programme, claimed that between 1973 and 
1979 there was a loss o f more than 15,000 
fu ll-tim e jobs in the entertainment and 
recreation industry with an increase o f
32.000 part-time jobs. In manufacturing, 
he said, nearly 170,000 fu ll-tim e jobs had 
disappeared in exchange fo r  only 10,000 
part-time jobs; in construction a loss
o f 51,000 fu ll-tim e jobs with a gain o f
22.000 part-time jobs; in wholesale and 
re ta il fu ll-tim e down 34,000 and part- 
time up 78,000.(22)

Most o f the new jobs are in the service 
area. In fact nearly 80 per cent o f a l l  
new jobs created between 1972 and 1979 were 
in Community S erv ices . (23) Many people in 
this industry are enqployed on a short-term 
temporary basis and, even though they may 
be employed fu ll-tim e while the job lasts, 
cuts in government funds fo r  community 
projects and s ta ff  c e ilin g  lim its  in the 
health and education departments have a l­
ready curbed growth in this area.

SOCIAL CHANGE

Malcolm Smith, representing the Institu te 
of Personnel Management, Australia, says:

"The downturn in the world's economy has 
caused employers to reduce some fulltime 
jobs into part-time jobs . . There is a 
definite social change taking place and, 
as the economy becomes tougher, employers 
are becoming more cost-conscious, prefer­
ring to hire temporaries rather than com­
mit themselves to permanent staff . . . 
Generally part-time workers do not enjoy 
the security of fulltime staff or have 
the opportunities for advancement, job 
growth or retraining." ( 24̂

I t  is s ign ifican t that Mr. Smith uses the 
terms 'temporaries' and 'part-time workers' 
as synonyms. Weeks noted the same habit in 
the Business Periodicals Index.(25)

Barry Hughes, Reader in Economics at 
Flinders University, says:

"The economic backdrop to part-time work 
development in the first half of the 1980s 
will be one of sustained, high unemployment 
. . .  I t  will also disguise the extent to 
which real moves towards greater propor­
tionate part-time work are occurring, for 
our basic labour market statistics are not 
structured well enough to distinguish 
easily between part-time work and disguised 
unemployment. “ ( 2&)

UNDER-EMPLOYMENT

Hughes points to the growth in the number 
o f part-time workers who would prefer to 
work more hours - from 120,500 in 1978 to 
149,300 in 1980 - an increase o f 28.8%.

“Bearing in mind," he says, that the 
labour force survey requires a minimum of 
only one hour of paid work during a week 
to qualify for employment status, i t  is 
difficu lt to know how much of this invol­
untary growth is really disguised unem­
ployment, how much a resort to casual work 
such as odd jobs and gardening when nothing 
else is available because of the poor state 
of the economy. There has been a high dis­
crepancy between the payroll tax based 
civilian employees series and the labour 
force survey estimates of employment. Now 
the former has had publication suspended."( 27)
In fact, although the number o f part-time 

workers has increased, the average number 
o f hours worked by each part-timer declined 
by 9.1 per cent during the year ended May 
1980. <2a>

GOVERNMENT VIEW

The Victorian Premier, Mr. Hamer, is on 
record as saying that "part-time employ­
ment was one way of effectively tackling 
unemployment and providing greater flexi­
b ility  in jobs under fair conditions". He 
also said that i t  could be a useful prelude 
to retirement fo r some employees and that 
"many two-income families would be happy to 
become one-and-a-half-income families and 
enjoy the benefits o f reducing working time 
while not losing all of the second income". 
(29)

Mr. Hamer did not say how he knew those 
fam ilies would be happy to reduce the ir in­
comes in the face o f continued in fla tion .

His solution is to increase the proportion 
o f part-time jobs in the Victorian Public 
Service from 2.7 per cent to 10 per cent. 
Unless current s ta f f  ceilings are l i f t e d ,  
that means a reduction in fu ll-tim e jobs.
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I t  is  easy to see why employers use 
part-time and casual labour. As Concetta 
Benn, Associate Director o f Hie Brother­
hood o f St.Laurence says, "They gain a 
more easily  disposable workforce, a work­
force more re lian t on part-time work and 
therefore more committed and, as such 
workers are usually married women, a less­
ened potentia l fo r  workplace m ilitancy".
(33)

Although a few women may benefit from 
obtaining a part-time job to augment the ir 
husbands' income, this can only be at the 
expense o f women generally.

F irs tly , they are so anxious to prove 
themselves that they work f la t  out during 
the hours they are erployed, often skimping 
lunch hours so they can get home early.
This puts a great strain on them and their 
fam ilies as they are endeavouring to do 
two }obs and'to maintain standards in both.

Secondly, they are putting an even greater 
strain on women who need a fu ll-tim e wage. 
The la t te r  are expected to maintain the 
same rate o f production over a fu l l  eight 
hours and then go home to do the housework 
in the evenings. They work under the con­
stant threat o f losing th e ir jobs to part- 
timers because they cannot maintain the 
same speed and concentration over the long­
er period. The resu lt is  an overa ll reduc- 
tion in  the hours o f work available and a 
lower rate per hour fo r  the work actually 
performed.

Thirdly, they see themselves as wives and 
mothers rather than workers and therefore 
tend not to jo in  or id en tify  with the union 
movement, thus undermining the effectiveness 
o f unions in protecting the welfare o f 
workers.

Fourthly, the ir willingness and a b ility  to 
forego paid work so that they can be home 
when th e ir children are not at school re­
duces the pressure on government to provide 
community child care fa c i l i t ie s  for those 
who cannot afford the same luxury.

In the long term the most damaging e ffe c t  
o f the increasing amount o f part-time work 
performed by women is  the reinforcement o f 
the notion that women do not need as much 
income as men and that they should be pre­
pared to fo r fe i t  paid work so that they can 
continue to do unpaid work in th e ir homes 
and for the community.

In times o f fu l l  employment part-time work 
may be a means o f attracting extra labour.
In the present economic climate i t  is  a l-  

-most certain ly a means o f reducing employ­
ment and minimising the effectiveness o f 
unions by the development o f a fragmented 
sh iftin g  subculture o f unionised casual 
workers who do not know th e ir rights and 
have no means o f enforcing them.

Nevertheless, whether they lik e  i t  or 
not, 1,012,400 Australians (16% o f a ll  
employed persons) are now employed on a 
part-time or casual basis. They badly need 
the protection o f the union movement. Ways 
and means o f dealing with this situation 
w i l l  be discussed in NEW PERSPECTIVES ON 
PART-TIME WORK, Part I I .

Reproduced from "Women and Unemployment■


