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Dear Chair, 
 
I am a student at the University of Sydney and soon to be mother. Thank you for the opportunity 
to contribute to the inquiry.  
 
This submission is for the inquiry by the Standing Committee on Economy and Gender and 
Economic Equality on the Future of the Working Week. 
 
I address the following term of references for the inquiry: 
 
The advantages of a work-time reduction in regards to gender equality 
 
One of the major advantages of a work-time reduction is its capacity to reduce the gender 
inequality in Australia’s public and private spheres by reducing overall time pressure. Long 
working hours in Australia lead to some of the highest time pressures across the OECD as 
families try to meet the combined demands of work family. On average, Australian men and 
women spent more time in paid and unpaid work combined than the OECD average (OECD 
2020). Time pressure has two major negative outcomes on gender equality in Australia and 
reducing work hours is a promising opportunity to reverse some of these trends. 
 

• The first outcome of time pressures is an increased gendering of paid work, where more 
women decrease their working hours or pick up part-time roles than men, ultimately 
widening the gender wage gap. The historical gender role of women taking 
responsibility of childcare and household labor has become less pronounced with the 
rise of educational attainment by women and their entry into the workforce. However, 
women still change their allocation of time radically when they have children as 
opposed to men, who do not (Crag & Mullan 2010, p. 1345). Due to this, women are 
far more likely to work fewer, or part-time hours than men today as a result of children 
(Landivar 2015, p. 551). Indeed, the female share of part time employment is more than 
double than that of men, 31.7% and 68.3% respectively (OECD 2020, p. 44). Part-time 
employment does provide some advantages for mothers, for example, by enabling them 
to participate in the workforce and childcare responsibilities simultaneously. However, 
work hours affect income and opportunities for career advancements. As a result, 
reduced work hours for mothers decreases their lifetime earnings. This is a commonly 
reported outcome of policies targeted exclusively towards mothers such as the option 
for part-time employment, including maternity leave and work-hour flexibility, as they 
make it easier to adhere to gender norms, which involve women decreasing their work 
hours relative to men (Crag & Mullan 2010, p. 1346; Crag et all 2010, p. 31). 

 
In addition, the reduction of women’s work hours relative to men can also result in 
occupational segregation, which also contributes to income inequality. Disparities in 
work hours between men and women results in the exclusion of women from jobs with 
normatively long hours, for example management, doctors and lawyers (Landivar 2015, 
p. 552). Rather, it segregates them into a class of heavily feminised jobs where there 
are fewer opportunities for advancement and lower incomes (Landivar 2015, p. 552). 



 

This is reflected in the findings presented in the Gender Segregation in Australia’s 
workforce (2019) report by the Australian Workplace Gender Equality Agency 
(WGEA), which found that men dominate leadership roles across gender-dominated 
industries and ‘employees in female-dominated organisations have lower salaries on 
average when compared to male-dominated organisations’. 

 
• The second outcome of time pressure, and the subsequent reduction in women’s work 

hours, is the gendered distribution of un-paid labor in households. Survey data reveals 
that Australian families revert to traditional gender roles when mothers work part-time 
hours, “presumably because the allocation of their time to paid work is not seen to be 
‘equal’” (Baxter 2014). An outcome of this is that women who work part time paid 
hours end up spending just as many hours on household labor as women who work 
none (Landivar 2015, p. 552). On the whole, the WGEA (2019) report found that in 
Australia in 2016, working men spent an average of 7.1 less hours per week on 
housework than working women and 6.9 less hours on care for children or elderly 
relatives. 

 
In contrast, a reduction in average full-time work hours targets the work hours of all workers 
and genders as opposed to women alone. Rather than reinforcing gender inequality producing 
norms, such as the reduction of work hours for women, a four-day work week could reduce the 
gap in work hours between the two genders and consequently, the income gap. Indeed, there is 
evidence that a reduction in the working hours of both genders can reduce gender inequality in 
paid work hours. Studies have identified that countries with shorter maximum weekly work 
hours have less work-hour inequality in employment hours between couples (Landivar 2015, 
p. 567). Importantly, a policy directed towards reducing the maximum weekly work hours must 
involve mandatory participation for all employers and employees under legislation in order to 
achieve gender equality improvements. This is because a voluntary system could perpetuate 
gender discrimination and norms in the likely case that solely female employees opt-in for the 
new policy (Spiegelaere et al 2017, p. 57). 
 
On the other hand, it is unclear whether a reduction in work hours would reduce women’s’ 
unpaid work hours directly. This is because Australian fathers are amongst the fathers who 
spend the most time in unpaid work already. Notably, Australian men spent similar or more 
time doing unpaid labor as men in Denmark and Norway, which both have lower gender 
inequality in work hours due to men working shorter average hours (Craig & Mullan 2010, p. 
1358). Although women do spend less time on unpaid work in these countries, this is attributed 
to increased government support for childcare and sharing of unpaid work between women and 
the state rather than women and men. However, this does not mean women’s work hours won’t 
increase if men’s unpaid work time remains unchanged. On the contrary, in the past, more 
women have entered full-time roles as a result of a reduction in the average full-time work 
hours. This outcome was observed in France following the introduction of the 35-hour work 
week and the proportion of female part-time work reduced because “women who would have 
chosen a part-time job under the 39-hour scheme considered that a full-time, 35-hour, job fitted 
their preferences” (Spiegelaere et al 2017, p. 69). In addition, although a reduction in work 
hours may not impact the amount of time women spend on unpaid work by increasing the 
amount of time spent by men, a higher salary for women as a result of increased uptake of full-
time work could make childcare more affordable. As there is a preference in Australia for 
market-oriented approaches to providing social services such as childcare, increasing 
women’s’ income is a reasonable alternative to increasing government funding for childcare in 
achieving greater workforce participation by women (Craig & Mullan 2010, p. 1346). 



 

 
Based on these insights, it is apparent that a reduction in the average full-time work hours is 
advantageous for improving equality in Australia’s workplace. A four-day work week could 
reduce the time pressures experienced by Australians, diminish the work-hour inequality 
between men and women and the gender wage gap. However, this change should be 
implemented using legislation to ensure that reduced work-hours impact all industries, sectors 
and genders so that these outcomes can be achieved. 
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