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About the SDA 
The Shop, Distributive and Allied Employees’ Association (the SDA) is one of Australia's  
largest trade unions with around 210,000 members nationally. Our members work in retail, warehousing, 
fast food, hairdressing, beauty, pharmacy, online retailing, and modelling. 

The majority of SDA members are women (60%, approximately 131,000), under 35 years  
(57%, approximately 120,000 workers), and low-income. Retail and food services are two  
of the three lowest industries for median weekly earnings. 

The SDA has a long history of advocating on behalf of members with caring responsibilities, who are 
predominately our women members. We do this through enterprise bargaining; making submissions 
regarding Awards and the NES to provide a relevant safety net; and through numerous submissions 
made to parliamentary and government inquiries and other important reviews.  

The SDA has 10 policy principles that guide our engagement in these reviews.  
For a list of these, see Appendix A.
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Executive Summary  
The SDA welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Productivity Commission Inquiry into 
Early Childhood Education and Care. 

The SDA regularly advocates on behalf of members who are constantly battling to juggle their care 
responsibilities with punishing and inflexible work time arrangements and lack of workplace support. This 
is further impacted by a lack of access to suitable formal early childhood education and care to support 
their family’s caring needs while allowing them to participate in paid work. 

SDA members make a significant contribution to our economy and society, not only through their paid 
work, but also through the unpaid labour they provide as carers. This valuable care contribution is 
unrecognized, undervalued, and unsupported in our workplaces, society and economy. 

In 2021 the SDA partnered with the UNSW Social Policy Research Centre to undertake research into 
our members’ experience of managing their work and care responsibilities. A major part of this research 
focused on parents of young children and the care arrangements they utilized while working, including 
use of formal ECEC services and informal care such as from family and friends. This significant research 
resulted in a Report titled ‘The challenges of work, family and care, for Australia’s retail, online retail, 
warehousing and fast-food workers’. (The Report)1.  

The Report provides an insight into the daily lives of SDA members managing their work and care 
responsibilities and highlights the powerlessness; and lack of certainty and control they have over their 
working hours; the anxiety and stress this causes them, their children, and their families; and the 
intergenerational disadvantage that current workplace practices and the gaps in the affordability and 
accessibility of formal early childhood education and care entrench.  

The Report found that SDA members provide care at higher rates than the general population and they 
do this while trying to manage work that is low paid2, unpredictable and insecure. Over half of all SDA 
members regularly provide some form of care to another person, such as a child, grandchild, an older 
person, or person with a disability or long-term health condition.  

Of the 6469 SDA members surveyed, 55% of survey respondents provide regular care to a child or an 
adult, however this was higher for women (60%) than men (43%)3. The most common form of care was 
for a child under 18 years (39%) and 30% of all participants were parents of a child under 18.4 

The care provided is often complex. SDA members are more likely than the national population to be 
sole parents or parents providing care to a child with a disability5. These factors also contribute to the 
need for flexible, accessible, affordable, and suitable childcare. 

The Report demonstrates that the needs of working parents are not being met by employers, workplace 
laws and the childcare system. 

 
1 Cortis, N., Blaxland, M., and Charlesworth, S. (2021). Challenges of work, family and care for Australia’s retail, online retail 
warehousing and fast food workers. Sydney: UNSW Social Policy Research Centre 
2 . 52% of respondents live in households with post-tax income of less than $1000 per week. This was the case for 32% of 
couple parents and 80% of sole parents, and 56% of workers who were not currently parenting a child aged under 18 (see 
Appendix Table A.10) ibid, page 82. 
3 Ibid, page 20 
4 Ibid, page 20 
525% of participants who are parents with a child under 18 said they are sole parents. This is high: sole parent families 
comprise around 14% of families in Australia.2 16% of parents with a child under 18 said they have a child with a disability or 
additional needs. While measured differently, ABS data indicates that in 2018, 7.7% of children under 15 had a disability.3 

ibid, page 3 
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Work time arrangements in the retail industry are characterised by short shifts, fluctuating hours, 
precarious shifts and rosters, often during non-standard hours, for both casual and permanent workers. 
These types of working arrangements make it extremely difficult for retail workers to access formal 
childcare within the structure that it is provided. 

The Report found that for parents of children under 12, only 9% used formal care services only, half 
(49%) used informal care only, and 42% used a combination of both6. Most relied heavily on informal 
care provided by immediate family or household members or extended family and friends, particularly 
grandparents. 

The Report also found that not only is the challenge to manage work and the care of children, including 
the ability to access formal ECEC, impacting on the finances and mental stress of workers and their 
families but it is resulting in a significant impact on children. It impacts the access that children have to 
education and care that is critical for their pre-school development and school readiness, it also impacts 
on development through the primary school years. This is resulting in short and long-term disadvantage 
for the children of SDA members.  

We welcome the recent improvements to the Federal Child Care Subsidy, which aim to make childcare 
more affordable, but we recognize that there will still be structural barriers for our members to access 
formal early childhood education and care. The accessibility of ECEC must be addressed to ensure 
more equal access for all families and children so that no children are disadvantaged, and we are not 
entrenching intergenerational disadvantage for families living in lower socio-economic households. 

Improvements to the accessibility and affordability of ECEC is also vital for gender equality. Providing 
care is gendered. The Report found that the lack of support for workers with caring responsibilities and 
the difficulties accessing formal childcare has a disproportionate impact on women as they shoulder a 
higher burden of care This is creating a barrier for women’s access to suitable and sufficient working 
times, and career opportunities and progression. 

Accessible and affordable childcare is vital for women’s participation in paid work and for improvements 
in gender equality in Australian workplaces, our economy and broader society. 

The Report explored the way in which work and childcare impacts families, the provision of care and the 
ability to participate in paid work. While we will touch on all of these, to address the terms of reference, 
the focus of our submission will be in relation to the childcare arrangements our members make, 
utilization of formal ECEC and informal care, reasons for this and the difficulties they experience using 
formal ECEC, including a mismatch between our members working arrangements and the delivery of 
ECEC. The submission will also focus on how this impacts workplace participation.  

The full report and fact sheets can be found at Challenges of work, family and care for Australia’s retail, 
online retail, warehousing and fast food workers | SDA Union and the Executive Summary is attached to 
this submission at Appendix B. We will highlight some of the data further in this submission. 

  

 
6 Ibid, page 26 
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Recommendations 
Recommendation 1 

The provision of supply side funding by Government to ensure widespread availability of flexible ECEC 
places for children of workers with non-standard hours and unpredictable shifts. 

Recommendation 2 
Greater availability of more adaptable childcare options such as occasional care and family day care, 
with incentives and supports for providers and educators to make care available to workers with non-
standard, changeable hours. 

Recommendation 3 
Expanding access to early education. Currently early education in family day care is not recognised. 
Innovative approaches are needed to ensure children who only attend family day care are also able to 
engage in a preschool program, whether provided by an appropriately trained family day care educator, 
or by linking them to a standalone preschool.  

Recommendation 4 
Previous attempts to develop flexible ECEC floundered7. Further research is needed to better 
understand how the ECEC system can better meet the needs of workers like SDA members.  

Recommendation 5 

Improved access and affordability of outside school hours care, including raising the eligibility age of the 
Child Care Subsidy and outside school hours care into the teen years so that young people can have 
safe places to be cared for while their parents’ work. This is a particular need for some young people 
with disabilities. 

Recommendation 6 

Provide better access and affordability of vacation care, especially for children who use no other form of 
care during term time. 

Recommendation 7 

Provide supports to ensure older children can engage in extra-curricula activities outside of school time, 
even when these clash with their parents’ employment. 

Recommendation 8 

Ultimately, providing a free place for every child, regardless of the circumstances of their parents, would 
address many of the challenges SDA members face, while also simplifying the system for families, and 
addressing children’s right to early education.  

Recommendation 9 

Consider the ECEC system including affordability, availability and accessibility for more vulnerable 
families such as sole parent families, families caring for children with disability or special needs, families 
in low socio-economic households and families in rural and regional communities.  

 
7 Baxter, J. A., Hand, K., & Sweid, R. (2016). Flexible child care and Australian parents’ work and care decision-making (Research Report No. 37). Melbourne: Australian Institute of 
Family Studies. 
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SDA members are workers and carers 
1. In 2021, the SDA commissioned the University of NSW, Social Policy Research Centre to survey 

our members in relation to their experience in managing their work and care. The research had a 
significant focus on parents of young children and the care arrangements they utilized while 
working, including the use of formal ECEC services and informal care such as from family and 
friends. In October 2021 the Challenges of work, family and care for Australia’s retail, online retail, 
warehousing and fast food workers8 report (The Report) was published. 

2. The Report is based on survey responses of 6469 SDA members and provides a comprehensive 
analysis of the extent and nature of the combination of work and care for SDA members, 
predominately in the retail sector. 

3. Retail is the largest private sector employer in the country, employing over 10% of all working 
Australians.  

4. The survey size was large and a representative sample of our members, providing a reliable 
insight into the issues impacting workers in retail more broadly. This research provides solid 
evidence as to the challenges working parents face daily. The Report very clearly demonstrates 
the detrimental impact the current system of combining work and the care of children is having on 
workers and their families in terms of access to opportunity, financial well-being and long-term 
economic security, and mental health. It is also having an inequitable and profound impact on 
children.  

5. The Report found that SDA members make significant, unpaid contributions through the labour 
they provide as parents and carers to children and adults in their families and communities, which 
is beneficial to our society and our economy. 

6. Fifty-five percent of survey respondents provide regular care to a child or an adult, however this 
was higher for women (60%) than men (43%)9. The most common form of care was for a child 
under 18 years (39%) and 30% of all participants were parents of a child under 18. Older SDA 
members also provide care to grandchildren (17%) and young SDA members, 20 years and 
younger (14%) are providing regular care to siblings10. This data demonstrates the level of care 
provided to children across all cohorts of retail workers. 

7. The provision of care by young workers for younger siblings can impact on their ability to 
participate in paid work and on the earnings of the household. Care provided by grandparents, and 
most commonly grandmothers, also impacts on women’s participation in paid work, resulting in 
less earnings and retirement savings exacerbating the existing gender pay, lifetime earnings and 
retirement gaps between women and men. 

8. SDA members care for others at disproportionately high rates when compared to the national 
population, particularly in relation to complex caring arrangements. 

 
8 Cortis, N., Blaxland, M., and Charlesworth, S. (2021). Challenges of work, family and care for Australia’s retail, 
online retail warehousing and fast food workers. Sydney: UNSW Social Policy Research Centre. 

9 Ibid, page 20 
10 Ibid, page 20 
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9. Many SDA members provide care to a child or children while also caring for an older person. 16% 
of parents with a child aged 18 and under, and 12% of parents with a child aged 5 or under, were 
also providing regular elder care11.  Combining work while juggling multiple caring responsibilities 
creates even greater pressure and stress on families. Workers in this situation are also less likely 
to be able to rely on grandparents to provide informal care to their children. 

10. Care is gendered. More women (60%) surveyed than men (43%) provide regular care to a child or 
an adult 12. This is more pronounced when considering the care of children, especially when 
children are young, and mothers are in the 26-45 years age group13: 

11. The report found that the lack of workplace support and childcare options for working parents has 
a disproportionate impact on women as they shoulder a higher burden of care. This is a barrier to 
women’s workforce participation and ability to earn an income to support their family. It also has a 
long-term impact on lifetime earnings, retirement savings and career opportunities. This is having a 
negative impact on gender equality. 

12. The care provided by SDA members contributes an enormous amount to our society and economy, 
but often comes at great personal cost. Greater support, including better workplace rights and 
improved access to ECEC is needed to enable greater workplace participation and to eliminate or at 
least minimize the economic cost of providing care. 

Working arrangements of SDA members and its impact on access 
to ECEC 
13. The way in which employment and work time is arranged, and rosters are set; the growth in 

insecure work and non-standard hours; and the inability for workers to access changes to their 
working arrangements has an enormous impact on a worker's ability to manage their caring 
responsibilities and access ECEC for their children. The structure and rules around the supply and 
delivery of ECEC services is not well matched to the working conditions of SDA members and 
other workers who experience similar working arrangements. 

14. The below explores the working arrangements of SDA members and the challenges and difficulties 
the working arrangements create for accessing ECEC services. The SDA understands that much 
of the problem is due to the way in which employers are managing these working arrangements 
and the lack of support that this provides to working parents managing their work and childcare 
arrangements, however, the rules around the delivery of ECEC and the structure of how it is 
provided also needs to be considered so that it aligns more with the working arrangements and 

 
11 Ibid, page 22 
12 Ibid, page 20 
13 Ibid, page 21 
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patterns of working parents. 

Insecure work and the ‘hunger games’ model of rostering  

15. One of the biggest issues facing our members is insecure work, not only for casuals but also 
permanent part-time workers who are engaged on low-base hour contracts but regularly work 
additional hours. The Report details how workers are routinely underemployed and are often in 
desperate need of more hours in order to financially survive. However, these additional hours are 
offered and rostered with little certainty or predictability, which significantly impacts on care 
arrangements which then need to be adjusted to allow the worker to access these additional hours. 
The current model of low base hour contracts, coupled with the promise of more hours has created 
a ‘hunger games’ model of rostering.  

16. This model of rostering significantly impacts on the ability for SDA members to access ECEC as 
the rules around the supply and delivery of ECEC are not flexible enough to meet their needs. The 
SDA has advocated strongly for legislative changes to provide workers with more secure and 
stable work and rosters but there also needs to be changes to the provision of ECEC to make it 
more flexible to better meet the needs of workers. 

Work time arrangements and rostering practices 

17. When surveyed regarding this, ‘SDA members described very poor working time security. Very 
high proportions of participants work non-standard hours, face challenges relating to unpredictable 
rosters (and income), and experience lack of consultation over changing work times. While 
affecting everyone, these factors exacerbate difficulties workers face in providing care’14.  

18. The report found that many workers, including those employed on a permanent basis don’t have 
regular work times (Chapter 8 Working time and rostering practices): 

• One in ten parents (10%) said they do not have a regular workday. (Figure 3.3)  

• Only two in five (40%) work the same shifts each week ‘all of the time’, (fathers 48% and mothers 
37%). 17% only work the same shifts ‘some or a little of the time’ and 6% ‘none of the time’.  

• Permanent employment is not always stable or predictable with 18% of part-time and 13% of 
full-time workers only working the same shifts ‘sometimes’, ‘a little of the time’ or ‘never’.  

• 41% of parents said their shifts can change unexpectedly, including 36% of part-time and full-
time employees. (Table 8.2)  

• Unpredictable hours of work impacts workers ability to meet their financial needs. 34% agreed 
or strongly agreed that ‘if my hours were more predictable, I would be able to work more’ (53% 
of casual workers and 29% of permanent workers). (Figure 8.6)  

• SDA members have very limited control over their working times. Only 19% can adjust start/ 
finish times and only 21% said they can change workdays.  

• 1 in 3 workers have to closely monitor their phone or device to receive notice of shifts. 

19. Working hours in retail are highly variable, change frequently, unexpectedly and often at short 
notice, all of which making it difficult to plan stable care arrangements, particularly in a formal 
ECEC setting which predominately requires a decision to be made on set times and days it will be 
accessed each week. ‘Irregular work times increase the work of coordinating care, especially for 
mothers who tend to carry the responsibility for managing, reassessing and changing care 

 
14 Ibid, page 60 
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arrangements, day to day and week to week’15. 

20. The impacts of these working time and rostering practices on workers, and in particular carers is 
evidenced by the following: 

Among those with a child aged 12 or under:  

• 68% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement ‘When I get my roster, I have to check it fits 
with the family’s childcare arrangements’.  

• 69% agreed their work times affects when other family members can work.  

•  62% said they find it stressful to organise childcare around work times.  

21. The Report found that ‘many families pay for formal childcare that they do not use. Comments from 
families show that this happens for several reasons. Families sometimes book more care than they 
need because their child care service requires regular bookings, but their employers do not offer regular 
hours. So families may, for example, book regular care from Monday to Thursday because they do not 
know from week to week which days they will need to use. When their roster becomes available, they 
may discover they only need two or three of those days, but still need to pay for the days their child 
doesn’t attend. Other times, families pay for childcare that their child doesn’t use because the service 
will not accept a sick child, or because the parent’s roster has changed with short notice, and they do 
not require the care’16. 

22. Building in more flexibility around the access to ECEC would benefit workers who are trying to juggle 
unpredictable hours and childcare. 

Non-standard hours 

23. A large proportion of SDA members work non-standard hours. With the widespread deregulation of 
shopping hours over the last two decades, and stores opening from early in the morning until late 
at night, and sometimes 24 hours, retail workers are increasingly being expected to work non-
standard hours as part of their regular roster: 

Half work Saturdays 

43% work Sundays 

37% work evenings 

35% work early mornings 

5% work nights (night shift) 

24. Many retailers have policies and in some cases model rosters that expect workers to work non-
standard hours, whether it be a certain number of evening shifts and/or weekend work. For some, 
especially managers, this also includes a requirement to work public holidays. Arguably, these 
policies are a form of discrimination against workers with family and caring responsibilities.  

25. The expectation that all workers must work non-standard hours puts enormous pressure on carers. 
This is exacerbated by the fact that we have a formal childcare model in Australia based on 
standard work hours leaving many workers with no way to provide care to those who need it, 
particularly children, while they work non-standard hours. However, it should be noted that the 
SDA does not support the extension of ECEC into non-standard hours of work, as this would 
simply create similar issues in another feminized sector, without addressing the structural and 

 
15 Ibid, page 60 
16 Ibid, page 43 
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systemic workplace discrimination that is occurring in relation to working times and flexible work.  

26. The supply and delivery of ECEC or other methods of supporting working parents who work non-
standard hours need to be considered when determining how to resolve the gaps in access and 
availability of formal childcare services. 

27. Members commented on the impact that working non-standard hours has on their ability to use 
ECEC: 

It is very hard to find a childcare in the weekends, evening etc. For people like us 
who do shift work, it is stressful to get.  
Partnered father, permanent full-time 

I struggle to get back to pick my kids up on time as I finish work at 5.30pm and 
work 40 minutes away. The after school care closes at 6.00pm. It’s also hard to find 
vacation care that suits early morning and evenings.  
Sole mother, permanent part-time 

Vacation care trading times are less than on normal school days and therefore will 
require an adjustment in my roster so that I can collect my children earlier than 
normal to avoid additional fees.  
Partnered mother, permanent part-time 

Length and spread of shifts 

28. Rosters for permanent part-time and casuals also typically include short shifts, despite many 
workers preference for longer shifts. Short shifts are not well suited to formal care arrangements 
such as childcare. The rostering of short shifts also often results in workers being rostered over 
several days to meet their base hour contracts. Many members feel that their hours are spread 
over too many days, also impacting on their ability to provide care or find suitable formal childcare 
services. 

29. The Report found that, ‘The most commonly mentioned challenge was the need to pay for a full 
day of long day care, even if a child attends for short hours. This happens, especially in long day 
care, where families are typically required to pay for a full day of 10 or 12 hours, regardless of how 
long a child attends. Child care becomes affordable for SDA members as a result.’17 

I would utilise childcare except I have to pay for a whole day when my shifts are 
only for 3 hours it’s not worthwhile. 
Partnered mother of child with disability, permanent part-time 

We thankfully have a great daycare but we also pay for full 12 hr days even if we 
done use that but it’s something I’m willing to do to give us flexibility around work. 
Partnered mother, permanent full-time 

30. The structure and rules on the delivery of ECEC need to be considered for parents working shifts 
that are less than a full day and how this can be provided, availability increased, and fairer costs 
applied. 

Childcare arrangements used by SDA members 
31. Chapter 5 of the Report looks at the childcare arrangements that SDA members who are parents 

of a child aged 12 or under use. Only 9% used formal care services only, half (49%) used informal 

 
17 Ibid, page 43 
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care only, and 42% used a combination of both18. Most relied heavily on informal care provided by 
immediate family or household members or extended family and friends, particularly grandparents. 

32. Use of formal and informal arrangements differed according to the age of their youngest child 
(Figure 5.1).17: 

 

33. Appendix Table A.6 shows that there are also some differences in the type of care used depending 
on the number of hours worked. As parents worked more hours, use of informal care only (with no 
formal service) is less common. This is particularly apparent among parents with very young 
children (aged 0 to 2) and 3 to 5, underlining the role of formal services in enabling parents to 
increase their labour supply.19 

Reliance on informal care 

34. The Report demonstrates the significant reliance by SDA members on the informal care provided 
to their children by friends and family. Among those whose youngest child was aged 0 to 2, 37% 
reported informal arrangements only, while half (53%) reported using a mix of formal and informal care 
arrangements. Most parents of school aged children reported no formal care use: 68% had used only 
informal arrangements so far in 2021, and a further 26% used a mix of formal and informal care. Among 
all parents with a child under 12, 38% of parents used some form of informal care on a weekly basis.20 

35. Grandparents (used by 28% of families) are the most common form of informal care used followed 
by care from other adult relatives and older children in the family. While many use these forms of 
care not all (36%) didn’t use grandparent care at all, and many commented on having no family 
nearby or in a position to help.21 

36. Many commented on having to arrange the care of children from within the household resulting in 
couples working opposite shifts to cover the care of children. While this enabled families to reduce 
childcare costs it also means these families miss out on time together as a family. 

 
18 Ibid, page 26 
19 Ibid, page 26 
20 Ibid, page 27 
21 Ibid, page 27 
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Luckily my husband and I work at the same place and they are very flexible. But we 
work opposhifts each day so we barely see each other to try and save money not 
putting our son into daycare.  
Couple mother of child with disability, permanent part-time 

37. Parents provided a range of reasons they rely on informal care rather than formal childcare 
services including that it helped fill the gaps left by employment arrangements, and by childcare 
services which were mismatched to their needs, not available during their work hours or most 
commonly that were unaffordable, or that informal care was more flexible, available at short notice 
and for short periods.22  

38. The below are some comments from parents when asked why they use informal care instead of 
formal childcare services: 

Child care would cost me more than I earn plus travel time between child care and work 
and home would be too difficult 

Can't afford childcare, so my parents babysit 

Free care and available at short notice and weekends. Also available for short care of only 
a few hours without having to pay whole day fees like a normal childcare 

I work longer than kindy is open 

I work retail sat and Sunday and there’s no childcare open and family day care said they 
will charge $30 per hour for the 2 kids which makes it pointless going to work so I rely on 
friends and family or I cancel work 

No childcare on alternative work schedule 

No childcare spots available 

Only option I have as I work outside of normal hours 

The time of day I am starting the shift. Child care isn’t available at 5/6am when I start a 
shift. 

Utilization of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 

39. Chapter 6 of the Report explores SDA members’ use of formal early childhood education and care. 
The Report broadly found that ‘Formal early education and care services, such as long day care, 
family day care, pre-school, kindergarten or occasional care, are an important support for SDA 
members and their families, although many lack access’23  

40. The main issues they identified with ECEC services include:  

• paying for unused care;  

• finding same childcare for siblings;  

• accessing extra days or swapping days when needed;  

• obtaining weekend or after normal hours care;  

 
22 Ibid, page 30 
23 Ibid, page 34 
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• access to Child Care Subsidy (CCS) limited for families with short hour shifts;  

• when a child is sick, paying for childcare not used and not being able to work which     
jeopardises eligibility for CCS;  

• unpredictable shifts contribute to lack of access to CCS.  

Pre-school Care 

41. Among the 703 parents with a child aged 5 or under, around two thirds (68%) said they had used a 
formal early years service so far in 2021, either on its own or in addition to using informal care (see 
Table 6.2). Most often, the formal care used was long day care, which was used by 45% of 
parents, followed by pre-school or kindergarten, used by 28%. One in ten used family day care 
(10%) and 4% had used occasional care.24 

42. The most startling data found by the survey was that while nationally, 95% of children participate in 
a preschool program for 15 hours per week before they start school, among parents surveyed with 
a child starting school in 2022, only 72% said their child attended at least 15 hours of long day 
care, preschool, or kindergarten, where they might receive a preschool education. 10% said they 
attended but for less than 15 hours, 12% did not attend, and 5% were unsure about attendance or 
hours25.  

43. This can have a long-term impact on children. ‘Research shows starting school without the skills 
that early education can provide, can leave children trailing further and further behind their peers 
throughout primary and high school18’26. 

44. Children’s access to education and opportunity should not be determined by their parents’ 
employment. The children of SDA members have unequal access to early childhood 
education and care and other important extra-curricular activities which impacts 
intergenerational disadvantage. We must ensure work and rostering practices, and availability, 
access and affordability of ECEC are not exacerbating this.  

45. The biggest difficulties our members faced when accessing ECEC for pre-school aged children 
was:  

• Affording childcare (63%)  

• Coordinating work times with childcare (46%)  

• Finding childcare that fits work schedule (35%)  

• Finding childcare at short notice (35%)  

46. Parents of pre-school aged children were asked if they agreed or disagreed with a number of 
statements in relation to their experience with ECEC. The Report found that: 

 
24 Ibid, page 34 
25 Ibid, page 34 
26 Ibid page 34 
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47. This shows that parents are having to pay for care they don’t use, exacerbating the difficulties they 
observed in relation to the costs associated with formal care. This is compounded if the parent is 
permanent and has had to take unpaid leave or is casual and missed a shift to look after their child 
instead of using care as not only are they missing out on an income but also have to pay for 
unused care.  

48. Responses to these statements also demonstrate the inflexibilities associated with formal ECEC 
particularly in relation to accessing extra days, swapping days or obtaining care outside of 
standard business hours. As our members work in an environment of unpredictable and unstable 
rosters, flexibility of ECEC is essential for their children to have access to ECEC. 

49. One member described the anxiety of contemplating how she would be able to match childcare 
with work when returning from parental leave: 

I am currently on maternity leave and still have 7 months remaining, but find 
myself already worried about finding appropriate childcare when I return to work. 
Seeing other parents’ experiences at my workplace with not being able to work 
hours that suit their families in regards to drop off and pick up at childcare/school 
for their children makes me worry about how I will juggle getting my son to and 
from childcare, as my husband also works for the same company and works very 
similar hours to myself. 
Partnered mother of young child, permanent full-time 

50. Other members made the following observations in relation to the difficulties they have affording 
and/or accessing ECEC: 

Challenge of child care being so expensive, we don’t come out on top from my work 
wage and putting him into care. 

Childcare doesn't cater for people who work after hours. Finding childcare on weekends 
is impossible 

Would love it to be open from 5am to 6pm 

From January 2020 to January 2021, We couldn’t find a preschool in a convenient 
location. Finally got off the waiting list this year.  
Partnered mother, carer for person with long-term illness, permanent part-time 
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Unable to find childcare as they have no available spots.  
Sole mother, permanent part-time 

Out of School Hours Services 

51. Among the 1000 parents in the sample with a child aged 6 to 12, 24% said their family had used 
before or after school care so far in 2021, and 15% had used vacation care (Table 6.3). Many had 
used both; 27% had used either before or after school care, or vacation care.27 

52. The biggest difficulties described by parents when accessing ECEC for school aged children was:  

• Coordinating work times with childcare (38%)  

• Cost (37%)  

• Finding school holiday care (36%)  

53. Similarly, to parents of pre-school children, parents of children aged 6-12 were also asked if they 
agreed or disagreed with a range of statements in relation to their experience with before and after 
school care: 

 

54. The experience parents have with out of school hours care is similar to the experience parents 
have with ECEC for pre-school children, with many parents paying for care they don’t’ use, and 
difficulties swapping days or accessing extra days when needed. 83% also disagreed that it’s easy to 
obtain care on weekends or after normal business hours. 

55. Given the fairly low use of OSHC and high reliance on informal care for school aged children of the 
parents surveyed and the difficulties identified, it appears that OSHC for SDA members is not 
universally available, accessible or convenient. 

56. Members made many observations about the difficulties accessing OSHC: 

Our before and after school care has limited numbers (due to most of the time 1 caretaker) 
and is generally full all the time. I have 3 kids and trying to get a spot for all 3 is difficult.  

 
27 Ibid, page 34 
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Partnered mother, permanent part-time 

I struggle to get back to pick my kids up on time as I finish work at 5.30pm and work 
40 minutes away. The after school care closes at 6.00pm. It’s also hard to find 
vacation care that suits early morning and evenings.  
Sole mother, permanent part-time 

57. Members described particular difficulties with vacation care: 

My son’s school did not provide vacation care so I had to find care elsewhere. 
Female, aged 26 to 40 

Vacation care trading times are less than on normal school days and therefore will 
require an adjustment in my roster so that I can collect my children earlier than 
normal to avoid additional fees.  
Partnered mother, permanent part-time 

58. Aside from members identifying issues with availability and the operating hours of OSHC, some 
identified issues with OSHC rules as creating difficulties or barriers for use. For example, this 
parent only requires care during school holidays, but their children’s service will only accept 
children for vacation care if they also attend before and after school care. So to have access to 
vacation care, they enrol their children in care during term time they don’t need.28  

I have avoided out of school hours care as we do not require care during the school 
term but I’m required to send my children throughout the term in order to utilise 
the vacation care.  
Partnered mother, permanent part-time 

59. Another issue identified in the Report is the issue of supervision for children in early teenage years. 
‘A number of families commented on the difficulty of finding appropriate care for teenage children. 
Formal childcare and the Child Care Subsidy are not available for children aged over 13 years. But 
teenagers may require supervision, especially if an only child or having additional needs, and retail 
workers may need to be away from home for extended periods if their shifts do not coincide with 
school.’29 

There isn’t any out of school hours care for young teenagers in high school, who 
cannot be left home alone, or, who do not want to be home alone.  
Partnered mother of child with disability, permanent part-time 

Whilst I have teenage kids, you would still like to be there before and after school, but 
that’s impossible when doing 9 or 10hr days, no choice because the pay rates are so low, 
needs to change.  
Sole mother, permanent part-time 

 

60. Supervision of teenage children also creates stress for working parents. While worrying was lower 
among those whose youngest child was aged 13 to 17, most parents with a teenage child (56%) 
nonetheless agreed that they worry about what their child is doing while they work30.  

A new rostering system is being demanded by higher powers so now I have to work an 
evening shift as well as a weekend shift. This leaves my 12 and 13 year old children having 
to get home from school and be alone till 8pm at night. Who is going to get them dinner? 
My 12 year old recently had an accident whilst attempting to make his own food using a 

 
28 Ibid, page 43 
29 Ibid, page 44 
30 Ibid, page 77 
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microwave that resulted in an ambulance trip to hospital. I feel it doesn’t matter how 
responsible they seem they still require supervision. 
Partnered mother, permanent part-time 

What aspects of ECEC work well for SDA members? 

61. The Report found that when asked ‘Very few participants (6% of those who answered this 
question) said that formal child care meant that their work and family arrangements worked well. 
When they did, they most commonly pointed to issues of convenience. For some, a convenient 
location, near home, school or work, was helpful.’31 

Childcare is at my children’s school in the hall, so it’s very convenient. 
Partnered mother, permanent part-time 

The childcare is very close to home. 
Partnered father, permanent full-time 

 

62. But for most, it was long day care services with early starting hours and late opening hours that 
made the difference.  

I can drop my kids off early so I can be at work on time.  
Partnered mother of child with disability, permanent full-time 

It helps that the childcare open early and close late.  
Partnered mother of child with disability, permanent part-time 

It’s open from 6.30am to 6.30pm which is within my roster.  
Sole mother, elder carer, permanent part-time 

Impact of a lack of availability or access to ECEC 
Impact poor access to ECEC has on Workforce Participation 

63. Access to suitable childcare is a barrier to workforce participation for SDA members, 43% of 
mothers and 35% of fathers said they want to work more hours. Access to suitable childcare is a key 
barrier: among parents with a child aged 12 or under, 35% of mothers and 27% of fathers agreed with 
the statement “If I had suitable childcare, I would work more hours”.32. Agreement with the statement 
is higher the younger the children are who need care. 

64. Parents were also asked if they had to turn down work activities or opportunities because of their 
caring responsibilities. 28% of members turn down work activities or opportunities because of 
caring responsibilities, this is higher for parents (47%) and even higher for parents of children with 
a disability of additional needs (64%) and sole parents (53%).33 

65. The Report highlights the gendered nature of care, with women being more likely to be providing 
care. Women undertake more unpaid work than men; are more likely to take breaks in employment 
to provide care; and more likely to work in part-time or casual roles to enable them. 

66. The Report found that more women (60%) surveyed than men (43%) provide regular care to a 
child or an adult 34. This is more pronounced when considering the care of children, especially 

 
31 Ibid, page 50 
32 Ibid, page 39 
33 Ibid, page 105 
34 Ibid, page 20 
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when children are young, and mothers are in the 26-45 years age group35: 

 

67. The Report demonstrates that SDA members who are mothers undertake more parental care and 
are also much more likely to indicate that they would like more hours and if suitable childcare was 
available, they would work more. This demonstrates that any improvement to access to ECEC 
would have a positive impact on the participation of women in the workforce. This is vital for our 
economy and for gender equality in workplaces and society. Increasing the ability for women to 
participate more in paid work would also boost their earnings over their lifetime and importantly 
boost superannuation and retirement outcomes. 

Financial Impacts - workers in low socio-economic households 

68. As demonstrated above many of our members who are parents of children under 18 years would 
like to work more hours but face barriers in relation to work and finding suitable childcare. This 
impacts their financial wellbeing which results in lower incomes and retirement outcomes. 

69. As previously stated, ‘52% of respondents live in households with post-tax income of less  
than $1000 per week. This was the case for 32% of couple parents and 80% of sole parents, and 
56% of workers who were not currently parenting a child aged under 18 (see Appendix Table 
A.10)36. 

70. Of those surveyed, only 36% of participants agreed or strongly agreed that “I work enough hours to 
make a living”. This was lower for sole parents (25%) (Appendix Table A.11). Women were also 
less likely to agree, and more likely to disagree, compared with men (Appendix Table A.12).37 

71. This is critical given that the Report found that ‘access to suitable childcare is a key barrier: among 

 
35 Ibid, page 21 
36 Ibid, page 82 
37 Ibid, page 82 
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parents with a child aged 12 or under, 35% of mothers and 27% of fathers agreed with the 
statement “If I had suitable childcare, I would work more hours”.’38 

72. Access to ECEC is critical for low-socio economic households and this must be a driving consideration 
of this inquiry. It will assist to raise the household income and ensure that unequal access doesn’t 
contribute to entrenching intergenerational disadvantage. 

The Impact unequal access to ECEC has on children  

73. Retail workers are the parents to over a quarter of a million children under the age of 15 nationally. 

74. The combination of work and care also has a significant negative impact on the lives of children of 
SDA members, including increased household stress, and missed opportunities for early education 
and important social and community activities.  

75. The Report found that ‘Working time arrangements, combined with low pay and rostering 
arrangements which are out of step with the routines of children and families, mean that many 
children of SDA members are missing out on the benefits of extra-curricular activities, and on 
quality early education to prepare them for school, with long-term implications for their futures23. 
Children’s life chances should not suffer because of their parents’ employment, and employers 
must ensure the arrangements they offer do not contribute to intergenerational disadvantage’39. 

76. As discussed earlier in our submission, only 72% of parents of children in their preschool year 
surveyed said their child attended at least 15 hours of long day care, preschool, or kindergarten, 
where they might receive a preschool education. 10% said they attended but for less than 15 
hours, 12% did not attend, and 5% were unsure about attendance or hours40. This is compared to 
95% of children nationally. 

77. The SDA is extremely concerned about the fact that this will be having an impact on the school 
readiness of the children of our members and the potential for long term impacts on their education 
and opportunities. Access to early childhood education must be designed for all children and 
families to ensure that social disadvantage is not entrenched. 

78. Not only do work hours impact on access to early education, but also on children’s participation in 
important activities outside of school such as sport, music, medical and well-being appointments, 
all of which contribute to important life experiences that build skills and confidence in children. 54% 
of parents surveyed agree or strongly agree that work hours make it difficult for children to attend 
extra activities, such as swimming, sport and music.  

 

 
38 Ibid, page 39 
39 Ibid, page 93 
40 Ibid, page 34 
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As a single mother I am committed to working hard for my children. With 
consistent hours,I have been able to have stability. Now due to low hours of only 
9 hours a week, all of a sudden I have found myself more stressed and losing 
sleep at night worrying about how I am going to survive. I’ve considered 
…quitting their sports because me having to take them to training and their 
games doesn’t suit my managers idea of rostering. [But] I know it can be done, as 
it was managed well once before with many hours without me having to stress.  
Sole mother, casual 

79. The Report also found that a large majority of parents (63%) worry about what is happening with 
their children while they are at work, however, among mothers with a child below school age, those 
using formal childcare services were less likely to worry about their children compared with others, 
underlining the importance of formal childcare for alleviating maternal stress.41 

80. Unequal outcomes for children and families must be addressed in the design of any reforms, 
including ensuring ECEC is affordable and accessible to all. 

Impacts on the mental health and stress on workers and their families 

81. Managing work and childcare is also having an impact on the mental health of workers and their 
families. Among all participants, 35% either agreed or strongly agreed that the way they are 
rostered impacts on their mental health. This was a little higher for parents. Of those with a 
child 12 or under, 36% of mothers and 41% of fathers agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement “The way I am rostered to work impacts on my mental health” (see Appendix data Table 
A.7). The proportion who agreed or strongly agreed with the statement was higher for those with 
more complex caring arrangements. For young carers, almost half agreed or strongly agreed with 
the statement (47%), as was the case for sole parents (46%), those caring for a person with a 
long-term illness (45%) and those caring for a person with disability (44%).42 

My hours affect me and my family. I have an 11 year old to care for and  
my husband has terminal cancer. I need to be at home of a night time,  
but work don’t seem to care about that.43 
Partnered mother of child with disability, permanent part-time  

 
41 Ibid, page 6 
42 Ibid, page 76 
43 Ibid, page 70 
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The roster resets affect my mental health as I am worried about having to explain  
my situation often. When my kids are home I worry about them being unsupervised. 
Partnered mother, permanent part-time 

82. 37% of respondents with caring responsibilities (whether for children or adults), either agreed or 
strongly agreed that their shifts and work schedule cause stress for them and their family (Table 
8.1). This was higher for sole parents, half of whom either agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement “My shifts and work schedule causes stress for me and my family”44.  

83. Among those with a child aged 12 or under, 68% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 
“When I get my roster, I have to check it fits with the family’s childcare arrangements”, and only 
14% disagreed. Higher proportions of mothers agreed than fathers (70% compared with 61%). 
69% of either agreed or strongly agreed that their work times affect when other family members 
can work. Most (62%) found it stressful to organise childcare around work times, and 57% of 
parents said it was time consuming to organise childcare around work times45.  

84. As demonstrated, managing work with the care of children creates ongoing stress and anxiety for 
parents and is impacting their mental health and that of their families. Access to ECEC to support 
the care of children is critical to alleviate some of that stress on families and children. 

Cohorts requiring special consideration 
ECEC in Rural and Regional Communities 

85. In 2021 the SDA commissioned Essential Media to undertake research into the differences in 
lifestyle, opportunities and challenges for people living in diverse communities within regional 
Australia, to understand how the pandemic has impacted them and to establish what is needed as 
we plan the recovery from the pandemic to build stronger, more vibrant communities. The research 
was published in the SDA: State of the Regions 2021 Report46. 

86. The State of the Regions Report makes findings in relation to the casualisation of work, and 
concerns about unemployment and lack of opportunity, particularly in rural Australia and the 
difficulty in finding well-paying, secure jobs. One in seven of those in employment are engaged on 
a casual or contract basis, with low or zero wage growth entrenched in the system47. 

87. The research also found that only 61% of those surveyed in regional cities, 62% in country towns 
and 48% in rural areas rate childcare facilities as good. The research also found that there is 
strong support for universal childcare in regional communities48. 

88. When asked about the difficulties accessing childcare several members living in regional and rural 
Australia who responded to the survey commented about the lack of available childcare: 

Finding childcare at short notice for when my partner and I both return to full time, at the 
moment only one of us can because there are no childcare openings in our town 
Partnered mother, permanent full-time 

We live in a semi rural area and do not have any childcare available within 20ks. And 
even further on weekends 

 
44 Ibid, page 77 
45 Ibid, page 61 
46 Essential Media, SDA: State of the Regions 2021 
47 Ibid, page 11 
48 Ibid, page 16 
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Partnered mother, permanent part-time 

Where I live there is a massive waiting list to get children into childcare, although my 
oldest child goes to kindergarten 3 days a week in the town I live in, I’ve had to put my 
youngest in childcare in the town that I work in which is 40 minutes away. So my 
children go to two separate childcare’s and they start at different times. So I have to take 
into account their start times, travel time and getting to work on time. I live rurally. 
Partnered mother, permanent 

89. Given that we know insecure work makes combining work and care difficult and access to 
childcare in the regions and rural areas appears a challenge, there may be even poorer outcomes 
for workers in regional and rural areas when combining work and care. There can also be 
significant additional costs associated with travel and time to get to childcare that is available. 

90. The particular needs of workers in regional areas must be considered when exploring how 
problems associated combing work and care are resolved. 

91. A copy of the SDA: State of the Regions 2021 Report is attached to this submission at Appendix 
C. 

Consideration of Sole Parents 

92. Twenty-five percent of participants who are parents with a child under 18 said they are sole 
parents. This is high: sole parent families comprise around 14% of families in Australia.249 Among 
SDA mothers who were sole parents, 68% had sole custody. Among men who were sole parents, 
74% had shared custody. Sole parenthood rises over time, and is higher among those with older 
children (Table 4.2). Among SDA members who were parents, 14% of those whose youngest child 
was aged 2 or under were sole parents, and this rose to 20% for those whose youngest child was 
3 to 5 and 29% for those 6 or over. 

93. SDA members who are sole parents are more likely than any other cohort to be living in 
households with incomes under $1000 (80%) and most likely to disagree or strongly disagree they 
are satisfied with their take home pay (56%). 

94. The Report also found that the difficulties with childcare were particularly acute for sole parents, 
who often found themselves with little family support to help manage the incompatibility of their 
work and childcare arrangements. 50 

Daycare is expensive but I have no option. I asked to start work earlier and finish 
earlier so I could get to daycare on time. I was told no option for that and I would 
need to reduce my hours which I can’t afford to do.  
Sole mother of child with disability, permanent part-time 
I am a sole parent without family. It’s always a juggle.  

95. The Report also found that the mental health of sole parents was more likely to be impacted by the 
way they are rostered (46%)51 and that their shifts and schedule causes stress for them and their 
families52. 

96. The challenges that parents and carers experience managing work with caring for a child/ren is 
exacerbated for sole parents. ECEC should be designed to support families most in need of help 
with the provision of care, including sole parent families. 

 
49 Ibid, page 3 
50 Ibid, page 45 
51 Ibid, page 76 
52 Ibid, page 77 



   
 

       21   |  SDA SUBMISSION TO THE PRODUCTIVITY COMMISSION INQUIRY INTO ECEC 

Care for children with additional needs 

97. The Report found that 16% of SDA members provide care for a child under 18 years with a 
disability compared to 7.7% of the national population who care for a child with a disability under 
15 years of age53. Caring for someone with a disability can present particular challenges. Complex 
care often requires additional support as some of the common forms of care supports are not as 
appropriate or accessible. 

98. The Report contains many examples of the challenges and is evidence of the considerations that 
must be given to better support those in our community with a disability and the people who care 
for them. 

99. However, those parents caring for a child with disability or additional needs were more likely to be 
prevented from taking up work opportunities, reflecting particular lack of suitable care and supports 
for these families. Figure 6.4 shows that among parents of children with a disability or additional 
needs, 64% agreed or strongly agreed that their caring responsibilities meant they had to turn 
down work activities and opportunities, compared with 47% of other parents and 18% of those not 
currently parenting a child aged under 18.54 

100. Finding suitable childcare arrangements for children with a disability or requiring additional needs 
exacerbates the challenges faced with childcare. Suitable and accessible ECEC is vital for children 
and their families and would have a positive impact on the participation of parents in paid work, 
their financial and mental wellbeing. 

Recommendations  
 

101. The Report makes several recommendations to change the way that ECEC is funded and charged 
to make it more accessible and affordable and recommends that this begin with access to early 
education in the year before school, then expanding access to other ECEC services. The SDA 
supports the Report’s recommendations55: 

Recommendation 1 

The provision of supply side funding by Government to ensure widespread availability of flexible 
ECEC places for children of workers with non-standard hours and unpredictable shifts. 

Recommendation 2 
Greater availability of more adaptable childcare options such as occasional care and family day 
care, with incentives and supports for providers and educators to make care available to workers 
with non-standard, changeable hours. 

Recommendation 3 
Expanding access to early education. Currently early education in family day care is not 
recognised. Innovative approaches are needed to ensure children who only attend family day 
care are also able to engage in a preschool program, whether provided by an appropriately 
trained family day care educator, or by linking them to a standalone preschool.  

Recommendation 4 

 
53 Ibid, page 22 
54 Ibid, page 39 
55 Ibid, page 94 
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Previous attempts to develop flexible ECEC floundered56. Further research is needed to better 
understand how the ECEC system can better meet the needs of workers like SDA members.  

Recommendation 5 
Improved access and affordability of outside school hours care, including raising the eligibility age 
of the Child Care Subsidy and outside school hours care into the teen years so that young people 
can have safe places to be cared for while their parents’ work. This is a particular need for some 
young people with disabilities. 

Recommendation 6 
Provide better access and affordability of vacation care, especially for children who use no other 
form of care during term time. 

Recommendation 7 
Provide supports to ensure older children can engage in extra-curricula activities outside of 
school time, even when these clash with their parents’ employment. 

Recommendation 8 
Ultimately, providing a free place for every child, regardless of the circumstances of their parents, 
would address many of the challenges SDA members face, while also simplifying the system for 
families, and addressing children’s right to early education.  

Recommendation 9 
Consider the ECEC system including affordability, availability and accessibility for more 
vulnerable families such as sole parent families, families caring for children with disability or 
special needs, families in low socio-economic households and families in rural and regional 
communities. 

 
 
  

 
56 Baxter, J. A., Hand, K., & Sweid, R. (2016). Flexible child care and Australian parents’ work and care decision-making (Research Report No. 37). Melbourne: Australian Institute of 
Family Studies. 
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Appendix A: Rationale for SDA policy positions 

 
SDA policy is driven by providing value to our members whose work is regulated by a broken industrial framework. 
We seek an economic system that supports, protects and advances the interests of working  
people in this country.  
 
Our predecessors built the conciliation and arbitration system which provided the foundations to our nations prosperity 
over a century ago, it is now our responsibility to build a system for the next generation. 
 
Since the introduction of the Fair Work Act 2009 and subsequent radical changes to the financial and digital context 
inequality has grown and economic and political power has concentrated in the hands of a few.  
 
We believe that fundamental not incremental change is needed. In contributing to policy, we seek to drive a new 
system that acknowledges the change that has occurred and will withstand the emerging world of work.  
 
We engage in topics that help us drive this agenda and are guided by ten principles that we believe will create value 
for our members. Those principles are: 
 

1. Address Inequality & Enshrine Fairness 
Minimum expectations must be set and adhered to. 

 
2. Equity & Empowerment  

All workers must be supported to progress so that no-one is left behind. 
 

3. Mobility & Security  
A socially successful economy must provide opportunity for all, regardless of their background. Systems must 
be built in a way that support success and adaptation in a rapidly changing world of work. 

 
4. Delivering Prosperity & Growth For All  

A foundation for prosperity and economic growth must be achieved. 
 

5. Protection in Work & Beyond  
Workplaces and the community must be healthy and safe for all workers and their families during and beyond 
their working lives. 

 
6. Workers Capital & Superannuation 

Workers capital and superannuation must be an industrial right for all workers and treated as deferred 
earnings designed for dignity and justice in retirement. 

 
7. A Strong Independent Umpire 

A strong, independent, cost effective and accessible industrial umpire and regulator must be central to the 
future system of work in Australia. 

 
8. Protection & Support for Our Future 

Protecting and supporting our future requires a strong and vibrant retail industry and supply chain providing 
jobs with fair and just remuneration and contributing to the economy including through  
skilled workers. 

 
9. Work & Community 

Work is a fundamental human activity that provides for personal, social and economic development. Work as 
it operates in community must build and protect a balance between life at work and life so that workers can 
contribute to society through the wider community. 

 
10. Institutional Support for Collective Agents 

Institutional support must provide for collective agents (registered organisations) so that they are recognised, 
enshrined and explicitly supported as central to the effective functioning of the system. 

 
 

Details of specific policy positions can be discussed by contacting the SDA National Office.  
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Appendix B: Challenges of work, family and care – Executive Summary 
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Appendix C: State of the Regions Report 
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