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ecently, Australia has been debating its
national policy on work and the family,
focusing on how to assist women integrate
work with their family responsibilities,
especially their parenting ones.  While there
is agreement about the desirability of
integrating work and family life (Gray, 2001;
Birrell, 2003), there is disagreement as to how
this can be achieved.  This paper explores the
relationship between the workplace and the
family, and considers how to achieve an
integration of work and family life while
encouraging gender equity at the same time.

The Reasons For Integrating Work and
Family Life and Achieving Gender Equity

Integrating work and family life and increasing
gender equity in the process has become an
important national policy issue, especially
since research has demonstrated that
improving work and family integration with
increased gender equity achieves a better
functioning community.

We now know that paid work is a protective
factor for the well being of all adults in the
family.  In addition to an individual gaining
economic well being, individuals in paid
employment, male and female, with and
without children, have better levels of mental
and physical health than people not in the
paid workforce (Warner-Smith and Imbruglia,
2001).  Although we do not know the exact
relationship between paid work and physical
and mental well being (MacDonald and
Siemans, 2000), we know that paid work
supports individual adult family members
functioning and, thereby, that of the family.

Conversely, we know that the absence of paid
employment for adult family members is a
risk factor for community functioning.  When
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unemployment occurs for one adult in a
family, it tends to be associated with
unemployment for other adult family
members including young adult family
members, and with wider unemployment
in the local community.  Where
unemployment exists in Australia today, it
is concentrated in certain geographical
areas, thus endangering the entire local
community in the short term. In addition,
in these types of  communit ies ,
unemployment is extending down the
generations, thus undermining them in the
long term.  Absence of paid employment,
even when addressed with income security
programmes, appears to disable whole
communities (Gregory, 1998).

Maintaining paid employment for both
male and female family members has
become a priority in developing a resilient
community.  No longer can we maintain
paid employment just for male family
members, but we must maintain paid
employment for female family members to
support the general well being of families
and of the wider community.  Once we
thought that we must work for gender
equity in employment as a matter of social
justice, to support male and females equally.
Once we thought gender equity in paid
employment was necessary to protect low-
income famil ies where the male
breadwinner did not earn enough to
support a family.  Once we thought gender
equity was necessary to protect
economically vulnerable families that were
headed by a female.  Today, research
suggests that we need to achieve gender
equity in the workplace to maintain the
economic and social well being of the whole
community.

Current Position of Gender Equity in the
Australian Workforce

In Australia, as in Singapore, the pattern of the
participation of each gender in the paid
workforce is changing.  The participation rate
of women in the paid workforce has risen in
both countries in recent years.  By way of
contrast, the participation rate for males in the
same period in both countries has dropped.
Between 1976 and 1996, Australian women
increased their participation rate in the workforce
from 43% to 58% and between 1976 and 1996,
men decreased their participation from 79% to
69% (OSW, 2001). Between 1984 and 2004,
Singaporean women increased their participation
rate in the workforce from 44% to 54% and
men decreased their participation from 88.1%
to 75.6% (Ministry of Manpower, Singapore,
2005).  While more men are now in paid
employment than are women, it is possible that
this balance will alter eventually.

However, the nature of this participation differs
between the genders.  In Australia, more women
than men work part-time.  Some 60% of males
work 40 hours or more per week, whereas some
32% of women do.  Women tend to take a
break from the paid workforce to have children,
and then return to work part-time.  Some 40%
of women now working took a career break to
have children, whereas only 12% of men did.
In Australia, women return to work while their
children are young with some 48% of women
with children under five (that is, children not
yet in school) working today.  Many of these
women continue to work part-time.  Almost the
same proportion of women that work are
working part-time, with only 6% more women
working full-time (OSW, 2001).

Part-time work is less common in Singapore and
its unavailability may be the reason that when
women in Singapore become parents and leave
the workforce, many do not return.  It may
explain why women who return stay out for
longer than those taking the same child rearing
break in Australia (MOM, 2005).  Part-time work
for women has strong appeal (Drago, 2003).
Since part-time jobs are the fastest growing part
of the economy, they are easily available and
allow women to balance work and family with
less effort.

In Australia and Singapore, males earn more on
average than females.  Taking an average across
all occupational groups in Australia, women's

A Constructive
Relationship Between The
Workplace and The Family
By Professor Thea Brown,
Director of International Programs,
Department of Social Work,
Monash University, Melbourne, Australia.
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earnings are some 15% less than the male rate.
In Singapore, some 29% of men earn at least
$3000 per month whereas only some 14% of
women do (Hua and Long, 1997). It has been
suggested that women earn less because they
are less ambitious than men, for example, when
in full time employment they work fewer hours,
around 3-5 hours less per week (Australian
Yearbook, 2002).  However, parenting
responsibilities may account for this difference.
Having children is a cost to all families and it is
a cost to women in a way that it is not to men.
When women leave the workforce to have
children, they lose salary and when they return,
they appear to have less access to employer
benefits, even when in permanent employment
(Gray, 2001).

The Social and Community Services

In Australia and Singapore, the social and
community services have a largely female
workforce.  In Australia, the sector employs more
women than any other industrial sector and few
men (OSW, 2001).   The proportion of female
to male staff in Singapore is not statistically clear
but females visibly predominate.  Their
predominance may be why that sector has a
higher proportion of part-time workers and
better family welfare and education benefits for
staff (MOM, 2003).

Studies of the most highly educated group in
this workforce, social workers (Brown, 1987,
1993), show that while most women have not
achieved the same levels of position and salary
as have men, they have been making progress
over time, as gender discrimination has
disappeared.  Instead, the more subtle barrier
of gender disadvantage, common for women
in all professions, has emerged.

Research has identified the specific mechanisms
of gender disadvantage that occur in the social
and community services.  Studies show that in
Australia, men and women social workers
graduate at about the same age and move
equally well through the lower ranks of their
employing organisation in the first five years
after graduation.  However, in the next five
years, the women lose ground as they have
children.  When women social workers begin
their families, although only half leave the
workforce at this time and well over the majority
of these return, those who do stay move to
lower level positions and to part-time positions.
Moreover, they take work in the smaller agencies

where promotional opportunities are few because
of the small size of such organisations. When
those who return rejoin the workforce, they too
take lower level and part-time positions and move
to small organisations located near their home.

During these years while the women are in part-
time positions, they do not gain promotion.  At
this time, most of them do not pursue further
formal education such as postgraduate degrees
as frequently as men do.  The trajectory that the
studies found to be associated with career success,
namely beginning work with a large social service
organisation, remaining working full-time in a
large social service organisation, taking a higher
degree and taking managerial positions, was a
trajectory that most women did not follow.  The
reason for their different trajectory was their
decision to have children.

Nevertheless, in recent years, the female social
worker's levels of position and salary have
improved.  Having children has become less costly
in career terms if the women maintain
employment in large social service organisations,
if they eventually return to work-full time, if they
pursue further formal education and if they move
into managerial positions.  Time out of the
workforce no longer seems to be as major a
constraining factor.  Moreover, as the social and
community services sector is growing in Australia
and Singapore, it offers expanding opportunities
to the women workers in it (Hua and Long, 1997).

Current Contributions to Gender Equity in the
Workplace

Research on social workers in the social and
community services show that achieving
integration between work and family hinges on
supporting parents, particularly mothers, to remain
in or to return to the paid workforce after they
have children.  The studies demonstrate, as others
do, that full gender equity in the workforce has
not yet been achieved for women as a group.
At the same time, there are men similarly affected
if they shoulder the same responsibilities for raising
children that most women currently assume.

The importance of supporting parents to remain
in or to return to the paid workforce has been
acknowledged in Australia over the past twenty
years.  Support has developed through a
combination of Commonwealth government
legislation and policies, Commonwealth funding
contributions, state government funding and
service contributions, local government funding
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and service contributions, industrial union
policies, employer contributions and family
contributions (sometimes family sacrifices).  The
support has been channelled to parents in a
number of initiatives introduced over time.
Today, the support resembles a patchwork quilt
of programmes.  Individual parents have to find
the patches, sew them together and make their
own quilt for their family during their life journey.
This task requires a high degree of knowledge
and flexibility over many years from all family
members.   The quilt of support is outlined in
Appendix A.

Conclusion

Despite the advances in integrating work
with family and achieving greater equity for
women, important issues remain.  They
include improving access to family friendly
policies at work, including the availability of
part-time work and flexible work conditions,
and family friendly governmental policies,
including support for child care services,
maternity leave and maternity benefits, and
information about family support services
for working women and men.
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Appendix A: TABLE OF AUSTRALIAN FAMILY FRIENDLY PROGRAMMES

Programme Type Programme Coverage
• Maternity Leave (Paid) • 0 - 52 weeks, varies according to employer

• Maternity Leave (Unpaid) with right to return • 60 weeks (comprehensive)
to position

• Cash Maternity Benefit for each child • Cash payment supposedly equal to 2 years pay
(comprehensive)

• Family Tax Benefit • Cash payment for each child according to child's age
and family income

• Paid Parental Leave, for child's illness, birth, adoption • 2 weeks availability varies according to employer

• Government Subsidy for child care place in centre • Comprehensive in registered scheme
and supervised home day care

• Government Fee Relief for child care fee in centre • Comprehensive in registered scheme
and supervised home day care

• Flexible start and finish hours • Government agencies and varies according to other
non-government employers

• Part-time work • Varies according to employer, increasingly common

• Job sharing • Varies according to employer

• Home-based work • Varies according to employer

• Before and After School Care • Subsidised by Commonwealth and local governments
- widely available

• Work-based parental support groups • Varies according to employer
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Students in both focus groups also named teachers'
expectations as a stress contributor but results from
the teachers' survey showed otherwise. The teachers
identified parents' expectations as a source of stress,
alongside examinations and homework, but they
did not view teachers' expectations as a salient
source of stress for the students.
2. Signs of Stress
The findings from the mass survey and the focus
group discussions revealed that the common signs
of stress were mostly feelings-oriented. Emotions
such as anger, fear, sadness, frustration, and feelings
of "tiredness" were found to be prevalent in students
when they are stressed. These were then followed
by sleep disturbances and school avoidance.
3. Coping Style
Students were given a list of items and asked to
select the activities they would commonly do to
cope with stress. 83.6% of students surveyed
indicated that they engaged in active coping by
"doing something about the problem". This was
followed by the avoidance coping style of "doing
other things and trying not to think about the
problem" (70.5%). In the focus group discussions,
students typically mentioned that they did
something else other than working on the problem
when they were stressed. Activities that were
mentioned included active outdoor activities
(cycling, swimming), passive outdoor activities
(hanging out with friends), active indoor activities
(surfing the internet, playing computer games),
and passive indoor activities (sleeping, watching
TV). These findings from both the survey and focus
groups thus seem to suggest that children
commonly adopt an avoidance approach in
response to stress.

Correlation analyses were then done between the
three coping styles and stress level. Results showed
that active coping was negatively correlated with
stress level, indicating that students who use active
coping were more likely to have lower stress level.
Negative emotion coping and avoidance coping
were positively correlated with stress level, indicating
that those who use negative emotion coping and
/or avoidance coping were more likely to experience
higher stress levels. Nonetheless, it is noteworthy

How Stressed are our Children?
It has been commonly regarded that our school
children experience considerable stress due to
high parental expectations and the competitive
nature of the education system in Singapore. The
occasional media reports of children and teen
suicide cases seem to support such perceptions.
Despite these common perceptions, the actual
state of our children remains to be studied.

The Study on Stress
This study was conducted to understand resilience
in our primary school children with regards to
their main sources of stress, the common signs
of stress, their resilience levels, and coping styles,
so as to serve as an updated index of the current
state of affairs in our children.

A multi-methods approach was adopted, with
the collection of both qualitative and quantitative
data from teachers and students. A mass survey
was administered among Primary 4 - 6 students
from ten primary schools, followed by two student
focus groups and a survey among teachers. A
total of 4661 valid questionnaires were used for
the analysis, with 48% of the student respondents
being male, and 52% female. Out of the Primary
5 and 6 students, 25% were from EM1, 67.3%
from EM2, and 7.7% from EM3 stream. The two
focus groups conducted with students consisted
of 12 Primary 5 students and 10 primary 6
students respectively. 46 teachers were also
surveyed.

Key Stress Findings
1. Source of Stress
"Studies" emerged as the main reported source
of stress in the survey with students, with 80.1%
of them identifying it as a source of stress. Further
probing during the focus group discussions
revealed that homework (too much and too
diff icult) and examinations ( including
examination-related revision) were the two main
study-related stress contributors. This was
consistent with the responses in the teachers'
survey, where most teachers identified
examinations as the main source of stress for
students.

STRESS!

STRESS!

STRESS!

STRESS!
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that the correlations were only moderate, indicating
that other factors besides coping styles also account
for variations in stress levels.
4. Support
43.8% of students surveyed indicated that they
turned to parents when they needed to talk to
someone. Another 39% indicated that they turned
to friends. When cross-tabulated against education
level, it was found that the proportion of
respondents turning to parents decreased from
primary 4 to primary 6, while the opposite trend
was true for the proportion of respondents turning
to their friends. This finding was consistent with
that of the focus group discussions, where some
Primary 5 students mentioned that they talked to
their parents or form teachers, but almost all Primary
6 children pointed out that they do not talk to
adults because they felt that friends could
understand them better.
5. Resilience
The survey respondents' resilience levels were
measured using a 4-point scale according to four
separate domains, namely, family relations, bonding
to school, peer group attachment, and individual
characteristics. Figure 1 presents the results.

As seen from Figure 1, school bonding emerged
as the strongest resilience factor among the four
domains, followed by individual characteristics.
Correlation analyses were subsequently conducted
between the four resilience factors and stress level.
With the exception of peer group attachment,
school bonding, family relations, and individual
characteristics were negatively correlated with stress
level, indicating that students with stronger school
bonding, family relations, and individual
characteristics were more likely to have lower stress
level. This result indicates the importance of
strengthening these three domains in order to help
reduce stress, or buffer against rising stress level.

All the four resilience factors were also positively
correlated with active coping. In other words,
students who enjoy strong positive relationships
with their families and peers, who develop
belongingness to their schools, and who are
predisposed to actively make plans and solve
problems, were more likely to cope with stress

actively. An alternative perspective could be that
active coping is more effective in reducing stress
with the support of good family relations, strong
school bonding, and positive individual
characteristics.
6. Other findings
The teachers surveyed and students from the focus
groups consistently pointed out that the most
effective way to address the issue of stress was to
consider structural changes, such as reducing
workload, and revising the curriculum time.

Recommendations
In view of the findings, the following are
recommended for schools, service providers, and
other concerned parties.
1. Developmental or preventive programs for

children should include family bonding as a
main component.

2. Such programmes should also help improve
children's bonding with their schools, and
enhance parents understanding of the study
environment in the schools. One possible way
is for service providers and schools to form
partnerships to conduct children programmes
and parenting programmes in schools as
integrative components of the schools'
curriculum.

3. Re-design emotion management programmes
for children such that emotion management is
not taught in isolation, but within greater
contexts, for example, touching on its association
with studies and friendships.

4. Conduct programmes that teach children to
build and manage healthy friendships, and to
provide mutual support for one another within
the peer group.

5. Teach and encourage children to use active
coping strategies when handling stress.

6. Make appropriate adjustments to the schools'
curriculum time and the students' workload so
as to create a less stressful and more conducive
learning environment in school. This is an issue
that the Ministry of Education and various schools
are already actively looking into.

7. Establish effective school-family communication.
This is to facilitate dialogues and promote mutual
understanding between teachers, parents, and
students. It can also be a safe platform for
students to express their wishes to their schools
and their families.

8. Educate adults on the possible signs of stress in
children, teaching them how to identify if their
children are experiencing too much stress. At
the same time, teach children to be more aware
of their own responses towards stress so that
they can also identify the signs of stress in
themselves.

Figure 1
Strengths of each Resilience Domains
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(I) Introduction

This research project was carried out by the
Spastic Children's Association in collaboration
with Dr Allison Rowlands, a former senior lecturer
of the National University of Singapore.  The
research is funded by the VCF Social Service
Research Grant.

Our initial assumption was that living and caring
for a person with severe disability is demanding
and exacts a toll on family members.  This
research reveals the factors involved in
maintaining the resilience of caregivers and
provides valuable information and insights into
how caregivers handle their role.  It also offers
directions in which we can provide further
assistance and support to these families.

(II) Research methodology
A mixed method design was used:
(a) Quantitative data collection by survey

method using two research  instruments:
the CAMI (Carers' Assessment of Managing
Index) and CASI (Carers' Assessment of
Satisfaction Index) both developed by Nolan,
Grant and Keady (1998).

(b) Qualitative data collection using personal
interviews with an interview guide which
aims to provide the general interview themes
and probing was used to explore areas in
greater depth, when necessary.

The rationale for this research design is that a
more comprehensive understanding of the
caring experience would be obtained through
in-depth interviews combined with data
collected from quantitative measurements.
The survey and interviews were carried out
between May 2005 and January 2006.

The research respondents chosen were 50
parents from the Home Management Program
of the Spastic Children's Association. The CAMI
comprises 38 statements about how they deal
with the demands of caring.   Respondents
were asked to rank on a 4-point Likert scale as
to their helpfulness.

CASI comprises 30 statements about the satisfactions
of caring. Respondents were asked to rank on a 4-
point Likert scale as to the level of satisfaction for
them. The CASI is designed to explore the rewards
of caring and it provides a framework for
understanding how various rewards might be
experienced and how these might relate to one
another.

Caregivers identify satisfaction arising from a range
of sources, such as maintaining their family member's
dignity, or keeping him/her out of an institution. The
CASI structures the data collection on satisfaction
around who mainly benefits ("beneficiary"), and
whether the source of satisfaction is within the person
("intrapersonal"), relational between two individuals
("interpersonal"), or as a result of some action
("outcome").

The coping strategies form the core of the CAMI and
the authors (Nolan et al 1998) developed three sub
scales from the instrument: strategies involving direct
action, cognitive strategies, and managing stress.
The quantitative data from the CAMI and CASI
instruments was analysed using SPSS to generate
descriptive statistics.

The research participants for the in-depth, semi-
structured interviews were a subset of 20 family
caregivers of the full sample of 50 participants.
Caregivers with diverse backgrounds were interviewed
to allow in-depth understanding of the coping
strategies and rewards of care-giving. This data
collection drew on the experiences of participants
directly (phenomenological approach).

Only consenting caregivers were interviewed and
audio-taped with the respondents' consent. The
audio-taped interviews were transcribed by social
work students from the National University of
Singapore. All transcripts and the detailed notes of
the interviews that were not taped were analysed by
the researcher with the assistance of the Nvivo 2.0
software programme developed by QSR International.
They analysed the themes of the interviews,
relationships between themes and developed a
coherent summary of the carers' experiences.
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Get Info Get
Professional help Talk Over Rely on

experience
Plan in
advance Routine

I do not do this 12.0 10.0 14.0 4.0 14.0 10.0

Not really helpful 18.0 12.0 14.0 4.0 18.0 10.0

Quite helpful 52.0 54.0 56.0 70.0 46.0 54.0

Very helpful 14.0 24.0 12.0 22.0 20.0 22.0

Total 96.0 100.0 96.0 100.0 98.0 100.0

Missing 4.0 4.0 2.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Free Time Distraction
E.g. watch TV

Self Help
Group

I do not do this 10.0 6.0 26.0 34.0 76.0 64.0

Not really helpful 10.0 4.0 14.0 10.0 8.0 6.0

Quite helpful 64.0 72.0 46.0 42.0 10.0 24.0

Very helpful 14.0 12.0 14.0 12.0 2.0 4.0

Total 98.0 94.0 100.0 98.0 96.0 98.0

Missing 2.0 6.0 - 2.0 4.0 2.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Outside
Interest Exercise Relaxation,

Meditation

Direct actions to cope with care-giving responsibilities (% of participants)

Strategies for managing stress (% of participants)

(III) Important findings

The research revealed that in terms of coping and managing their role, caregivers tend to be
proactive in coping with the difficulties of caring for their adult child.  The parents were active in
managing the care-giving responsibilities that they have been shouldering for decades.

While spouses, other children, parents and others have provided support to some extent, respondents
had used all four main clusters of coping behaviours: preventive action, direct action, reframing
and stress management.  The table below indicates the direct actions taken by the survey respondents:

The parents seemed to use help from professionals effectively and rated the home-based therapy
and social work services provided by our Association very highly. Many caregivers also indicated
their wish for additional hours of service provision.

In addition, caregivers also relied heavily on their personal experience.  The caregivers also coped
by seeing their predicament in a different light.  These parents used creative solutions, humour,
skills and knowledge to bear the task.  They found ways to accept the limitations brought about
by cerebral palsy and displayed many personal qualities that underscored their capacity to care.

Culture and religion played a role in the approaches caregivers used and helped them make sense
of their role and responsibilities.  These aspects were also sources of support and comfort.

However, it was found that very few parents engaged in activities such as joining self-help groups
or relaxation exercises.  Some had dismissed them as too time-consuming as they are already
stretched by their care-giving role.  Perhaps these caregivers were less active in the realm of stress
management approaches or perhaps they did not openly acknowledge stress.  The table below
indicates the strategies the survey respondents use to manage their stress:
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Sources of satisfactions regarding care-giving (% of participants)
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It is interesting to note that the caregivers derive a great deal of satisfaction from different aspects
of their care-giving role.  Many find fulfillment in the close relationships they share with their
son or daughter, their commitment towards providing continued care, enjoyment and rewards
from caring and the ways in which their adult child reciprocates their love and attention.  There
were many examples given of the rewards experienced in caring lifelong for a child with cerebral
palsy and these were rich and varied.  The table below indicates the sources of satisfaction
regarding care-giving:

(VI) Expressed concerns

The parents were explicit about their concern
for the future as they age and pass away.  Their
greatest concern is about who will take over
the care-giving role. the quality of care.
Financial concerns, stereotyping and
discrimination are further causes of concern
and the parents are usually lost in knowing
where or how to get help.

While the parents are the main caregivers and
are thus heavily committed or even burdened
with the demands of caring, complaints over
their situation were almost non-existent.  Some
constructive criticism of the current range of
services and support provided were offered,
but complaints and regrets were rarely
articulated.

(V) Recommendations

From the research findings, it is recommended
that the use of self-help groups be explored to
see if they are efficacious in mediating some of
the stresses that do arise from the demands of
caring. Introducing the value of meditation and
relaxation exercises is also recommended,
allowing caregivers to take up the offer if
interested.

Although we are unable to make generalization
due to the limitations of small sample size, the
findings are probably common for all other
parents with special needs children. What is
important is how we can translate these findings
into concrete services to further support and
enhance the quality of life for persons with
disabilities and their caregivers.

Being appreciated
by family

Widens my
interests

Does not apply 14.0 8.0 26.0 34.0 76.0 64.0

No real satisfaction 14.0 2.0 16.0 6.0 26.0 12.0

Quite a lot of 48.0 68.0 64.0 58.0 28.0 62.0
satisfaction

Great deal of 24.0 22.0 10.0 26.0 4.0 22.0
satisfaction

Total 100.0 100.0 98.0 96.0 98.0 100.0

Missing 0.0 0.0 2.0 4.0 2.0 0.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Provides
purpose in life

New skills
and abilities

S/he appreciates
what I do

I can develop
as a person


