






















































































Executive Summary

This report provides information about the work, family and care arrangements of employees in Australia’s 
retail, fast food and warehousing industries. Through the pandemic, these workers have been recognised for 
their essential contributions in maintaining safe access to food and other necessities for the community.  
Yet this recognition is not reflected in their employment conditions and supports; they remain low paid  
and lack access to the flexibility arrangements which assist workers in other industries to provide care to 
children and adults, and to manage work and family commitments. 

To explore the challenges of managing work and family experienced by these workers, including their  
care for children and others, and their employment needs, Australia’s largest private sector union, the SDA, 
the union for workers in retail, fast food and warehousing, commissioned this research from the Social  
Policy Research Centre at UNSW. Information comes from a national survey of SDA members, conducted  
in early 2021, which explored:

• workers’ responsibilities to care for children and vulnerable adults; 

• how workers arrange their care responsibilities  
while they are working; and 

• the challenges arising from employers’ working time  
practices and Australia’s system of childcare provision. 

Findings show that as well as making important economic and 
social contributions through their paid work, SDA members make 
valuable contributions through the unpaid labour they provide as 
parents, and as carers to children and adults in their families and 
communities. Yet these social and economic contributions are 
poorly recognised and accommodated in their working lives. 

The data shows that: 

• SDA members lack genuine choice about their working times and childcare arrangements and require 
better support structures, including access to responsive childcare services that recognise their needs,  
to ensure they have meaningful opportunities to shape their working and caring lives. 

• Industrial relations settings and employer practices are limiting the choices and opportunities available  
to SDA members. Rostering and pay are shaped too strongly around employers’ agendas of profitability 
and cost minimisation. 

• The ways work is organised exacerbates difficulties faced by workers needing to organise their work  
and family lives, and find time for care. This impacts on the children of retail workers, many of whom 
cannot access early education and have constrained opportunities to fully participate in other aspects  
of social and community life. 

Changes are needed at the level of industrial relations policy, and within employing organisations and 
local workplaces. Policy and regulatory changes should be aimed at promoting decent pay, job security, 
predictability of shifts, employees’ control over work times, access to reasonable shift lengths, genuine 
choices about work days and times, and to ensure workers can make schedule adjustments without fear 
of repercussions. Changes are also needed in Australia’s childcare system, to improve the affordability, 
accessibility and suitability of care for low-income workers.
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Appendix B: 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.






