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Recommendations 
This project has investigated the institutional supports and organisational culture of care at WSU. 

We have gathered employee’s perspectives via an online qualitative survey (91 respondents) 

and a collaborative workshop (17 participants). We have situated WSU more broadly by auditing 

the outward facing communications of a cross-section of Australian organisations from various 

sectors/industries and reviewed the academic literature to better understand the experience of 

students and staff who are parents and carers. Based on this work, we have outlined three critical 

recommendations (further recommendations offered throughout the report and conclusions 

section) in the two areas of focus: policy and practice and institutional communications:  

 

Policy and Practice 

1. Flexibility – was identified as critical for parents and carers to be able to work and meet 

their care commitments. Flexible work practices including hours of work (reduction in 

hours, changes start and finish times), work patterns (i.e. job sharing) and/or location 

flexibility (work from home or remote locations). We recommend that WSU seeks to 

remove obstacles (as critically discussed in this report) to professional and academic 

employees taking up flexible work options.   

2. Carer ambassadors/representatives: information and support were frequently informal 

(i.e. employees seeking out colleagues in similar life stages/situations for information on 

policy and other institutional supports). We recommend a formal ambassadorial program 

is established. This undertaking can contribute to creating a visible network of carers and 

initiate a safe space through which to begin to engage with other carers together with 

contribute to the construction of a workplace culture that actively supports and 

visibalises care/caring.  

Communications 

3. We recommend there is increased visibility and valuing of parents and carers through 

targeted institutional communications -as part of this undertaking the needs and lived 

experiences of parents and carers should not be conflated (suggested examples initiated 

through this project are included in the proceeding report).   
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Executive Summary 
This report is a summary of a research project that set out to achieve three key goals. The first 

was to understand how employees and students who have caring responsibilities perceive the 

institutional supports offered by Western Sydney University. The second goal was to evaluate 

how care is portrayed in the outward facing communications of a cross section of Australian 

organisations to understand how WSU fits within the broader Australian context. The third goal 

was to scope out the academic literature to build an overview of the issues facing students and 

staff (professional and academic) who are carers.  

 

Our results revealed substantial consistencies between the academic literature and our empirical 

findings of staff and student carers at WSU’s experience of negotiating employment or study 

and caring responsibilities. We also found significant differences between individual 

organisations and the way they portray care on their websites and have compiled actionable 

insights for WSU to strengthen their external communications. Overall, our findings reveal that 

WSU offers some meaningful support to carers, however there is an opportunity to further the 

goals of WSU and better support carers manage the heaviness of their workloads.  
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Itemised Budget Expenditure 

Total funded amount $5,000 

Date Activity / Item Cost (GST incl.) 

3/8/21 RA activities (review of literature and policy 
audit) 
 
HEW 5 (Step 3) 
50 hours 

$3074.25 

10/11/21 Sample communications concept design & 
development 
 
HEW 5 (Step 3) 
 
22 hours 

$1352.67 

Total expenditure: $4,426.92 

 

  



 

 

8 

Research Report 

Project Context/History 

This project is in direct alignment with the overall organisational goals of WSU. WSU’s 

“Sustaining Success 2021-2026” Strategic Plan lists fairness as its second value and specifically 

states that we support fairness when we:  

“widen participation of students and safeguard gender equity, diversity and inclusion of 

staff” 

Further the report lists equity as one of four key principles of the organisation, stating that to 

realise this principle the university commits to: 

“provide support to students and staff from all backgrounds to ensure personal, 

academic and professional growth and success” 

This project sheds light on how WSU might meet these goals for their staff and student parents 

and carers.  

 

Our report builds on and actions prior VC funded projects and scholarship highlighting the 

institutional challenges WSU mothers, fathers, caregivers, and carers experience returning from 

parental leave and managing their parental and/or care responsibilities. More specifically, 

findings from Dr O’Shea et al prior funded (2017) VC gender equity project ‘Illuminating and 

understanding women’s and men’s experiences navigating family care responsibilities and their 

academic careers’, found that returning parents perceived and experienced tensions and gaps 

between policies supporting parental carers and WSU organisational practices.  

 

Information concerning return to work and allied policy/practice was a key issue reported by 

participants. For parents’ policy and allied information and institutional supports were difficult 

to find and interpret. Despite policy frameworks aimed at supporting parents’ participants 

frequently discussed navigating divisional cultures where parental care responsibilities were an 

‘inconvenience’ and engendered ‘unfair’ and ‘special treatment’.  
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Research undertaken by Dr Duffy et al as a part of the ‘Western Dads’ VC funded project (2019) 

found that in order to change the limiting male bread winner stereotype, fathering needs to 

become more visible and actively supported in the workplace through flexible working practices, 

gender neutral institutional supports and acknowledgement. A key output of the project was a 

calendar depicting “Western Dads” with their children. The calendar was a means for WSU to 

celebrate student Dads as well as professional and academic Dads as caregivers. The calendar 

was launched at an event where speakers shared their positive experiences fathering and the 

support afforded to them by WSU. The report’s central recommendation was that WSU amends 

their parental leave policies to be gender neutral extending the same provisions to fathers as 

they do to mothers and that the organisation removes the obstacles Dads currently face in 

accessing institutional supports.  

 

To date no specific substantive prior institutional research has been conducted to understand 

the experiences, perceptions and needs of employees with care responsibilities. While the 

proceeding report offers recommendations relevant to how Western parents and carers might 

be supported through practical institutional supports and enhanced visibility and valuing of 

employees with care responsibilities, we are conscious of not conflating parental care and 

care/caring. In NSW the Carers (Recognition) Act 2010 was introduced to formally recognise the 

significant contribution carers make to the people they care for and the community, by enacting 

the NSW Carers Charter and establishing the Carers Advisory Council. Under the Carers 

(Recognition) Act 2010 a person is a carer (Meaning of a “Carer”) if: 

the person is an individual who provides ongoing personal care, support and assistance to any 

other individual who needs it because that other individual: 

(a)  is a person with disability within the meaning of the Disability Inclusion Act 2014, or 

(b)  has a medical condition (including a terminal or chronic illness), or 

(c)  has a mental illness, or 

(d)  is frail and aged. 

 

Accordingly, through this report we value and give voice where possible to the experiences of 

WSU employees with care and/or parental responsibilities, this is especially important as we are 
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unaware of prior research at WSU on this topic. To redress the present information gap a review 

of academic and grey literature addressing the experiences and needs of employees and 

students with care responsibilities is provided.  

 

Project Aims 

The overarching aims of the present research were to (a) understand the experiences of 

employees looking for or accessing institutional supports owing to their parental and/or care 

responsibilities. Through this understanding a further aim of the project was to (b) explore how 

from the perspective of employees and other institutional stakeholders (line managers and 

academic supervisors) these institutional supports might be best communicated. In doing so the 

research offers empirically informed recommendations relevant to how the productive 

contribution of parents and carers might be practically enabled at WSU.  Through engaging with 

staff members and institutional stakeholders the project contributes to (c) a renewed and more 

visible approach to supporting staff with parental and/ or caring responsibilities strengthening 

Western’s commitment to a culture of care. 

 

Methods 

Stage one of the research design included an anonymous online survey (91 survey completions) 

comprising fixed response and open-ended questions (see appendix 1). The survey was directed 

at Western staff who have had in the past, currently have, or in the future expect to have caring 

responsibilities. Employees who supervise staff with the mentioned care responsibilities were 

also invited to participate in the survey. Key information areas included employee and supervisor 

observations, perceptions and experiences concerning WSU’s institutional supports for parents 

and carers.  

 

Stage two involved a review of academic literature and industry audit (appendix 2). Given the 

identified knowledge gap relevant to the experiences and perceptions of carers and in line with 

the studies broader aim of contributing to a more visible approach to supporting staff with 

parental and/ or caring responsibilities we offer a review of literature relevant to care and caring 
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(the review speaks to themes relevant to employee and student carers as defined under the 

Carers (Recognition) Act 2010.  

 

The industry audit aimed to capture and evaluate how Australian organisations are representing 

care in their outward facing communications. The audit involved each team member researching 

five organisations from the following industries (higher education, energy, not-for-profit, 

banking or consultancy and engineering). Each organisations’ outward facing communications 

were evaluated according to a matrix that prompted the evaluator to look for policy, 

communication or any outward facing activity that related to care or parental care 

responsibilities.  As a matter of space and saliency these two further mentioned project 

components/sections are included in the document as appendix 4.  

 

Stage three included a collaborative workshop where parents and carers (17 participants) were 

provided with an opportunity to discuss their lived institutional experiences of parental care 

and/or caring. To invite a broad representative cohort employee, supervisors, undergraduate 

and HDR students were invited to contribute to the discussion. Current institutional policies, 

communication platforms and information examples were critically discussed, and participants 

were invited to contribute to the design of future communication methods/forms. In association, 

participants discussed the nature and feasibility of current and future practical supports for 

Western students and employees who are parents and/or carers. 

 

An overview of the results from stage one was presented to participants. This was done to elicit 

responses that may resonate or contradict with the findings from the survey. Moreover, the 

industry audit from stage two contributed to the collaborative workshop as communications 

from industry leading organisations (from the higher education, banking, and consultancy 

industries to name a few) and their parental and care policies and communications were audited 

and shared with participants. Specifically, participants were shown communications relating to 

parental and care policies together with examples that sought to visibilise and value employees 

with these responsibilities.  
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Research Limitations 

The employee sample was representative of WSU’s workforce in line with the original 

parameters of the study. However, as the project was executed the team realised there was a 

need to consider many of the same issues facing student parents and carers. While there has 

been some focus on students in our project (undergraduate and HDR), they were not included 

in the survey. We suggest future research is designed to purposefully consider both students 

and employees.  

Summary of the Literature Review Findings 
We focused our literature review on work relating to how care responsibilities impact staff and 

students, first we’ll address students: 

 

WSU needs to help students identify as carers  

We found that universities need to reach out to students to determine if they are carers- at 

present there are few opportunities to self-identify. The other central finding was that there is a 

significant burden on student carers (namely HDR candidates) to keep repeating their story and 

providing evidence to support their carer status. It would be beneficial if this process could be 

further streamlined (identification process for all students) and standardised by taking it out of 

the hands of individual unit co-ordinators/supervisors as their responses vary widely, which is a 

poor outcome for the student carer.  

 

Recommendation: When students enrol, they have the option to check a box to identify as a 

carer, if they signal yes then a package of information will be automatically sent to them 

explaining the process and supports available. Student eligibility to apply for a carer verification 

statement is then assessed in line with Western’s current policy/practice. It is also envisaged 

(given current barriers to carer identification) that a system notification together with associated 

communications on a semester basis would encourage students to self-identify as carers. This 

practice should be consistent across our undergraduate and postgraduate cohort. 
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It should be acknowledged that Western’s student carer verification policy and process is 

acknowledged among other Universities to be a gold standard by way of supporting student 

carers. Rather the issue at hand is relevant to student and as we later discuss staff identification 

as carers and opportunities/encouragements and supports to do so. 

 

Culture eats strategy for breakfast  

Flexibility is critical for employees to be able to work and manage caring commitments. 

Surprisingly, although consistent with our empirical findings, supervisors, and managers of staff 

with caring responsibilities are often found to be barriers to enabling access to institutional 

supports. It’s common for a supportive workplace culture to matter more than individual 

supervisors or specific policies. Survey and workshop participant responses suggest this is due 

in part to the variability in the way policies are applied, we acknowledge that this is experienced 

at both the student and staff level.   

 

Our literature review explored the complexity of different types of care including, childcare, 

single parents, eldercare and students and young carers (see appendix 2). 

 

Care is multifaceted and variable in its demands  

Outside of these issues we also wanted to note that there will be staff and students who are 

“sandwich carers” and have multi-faceted care responsibilities. It’s important to note that care 

is not always consistent, there may be times with more intense demands when extra support will 

be crucial to enable the carer to meet their work and family commitments. Carers are particularly 

vulnerable when their caring responsibilities impact their social mobility and earning potential. 

This highlights the importance of WSU’s existing strategies by way of ROPE statements for 

promotions and funding opportunities.   
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Western Cares: the current context and findings from the 

empirical research 
In the proceeding section we present and discuss the key findings from the studies qualitative 

online survey. Supervisors responsible for managing employees with parental and/or care 

responsibilities were asked to reflect on their experiences supporting staff. Further, supervisors 

and employees (professional and academic staff) were also invited to comment on their personal 

experiences managing their work and parental/care responsibilities. Institutional policy, 

practical supports and organisational culture were central to these experiences and are hereafter 

discussed. 

 

Who are our carers? 
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Who do they care for?  

 

 

Supervisor Insights and Experiences 
What WSU needs to know about its institutional supports for carers as someone who has 

supervised staff with caring responsibilities? 

Gendered nature of care and other intersections (CALD staff and students, precarious 

employment): 

a. Burden of care typically experienced by women and female students, ‘women do the 

significant majority of institutional caring in addition to other unpaid care work. Very 

often colleagues have multiple caring roles’. Institutionally these pressures are 

confounded with supervisors openly acknowledging and lamenting at how ‘workloads 

do not reflect the actual hours worked to carry out duties’. 

b. Visibility and nature of care- supervisors recognised that institutionally childcare 

responsibilities and allied policy commitments to enabling parents to balance these 

responsibilities are increasingly acknowledged. However, other and layered forms of 

care need to be acknowledged, ‘elderly parental care is a growing field of caring with 

an ageing population, along with sibling care. This remains a gendered area of 

responsibility with caring predominantly falling to women’. 
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c. The challenges managing this burden are further heightened for the CALD cohort 

(students & staff). Participants echoed the need to address the individual and complex 

contexts in which they are managing their care responsibilities ‘They [the institutional 

policies and practices] need to recognise that when staff/students are from CALD 

background they may live in Australia, but their family ties and obligations are in 

[Australia] and their home country. This means flexible work practices including leave 

to look after family o/s without constraining them because "semester is in session". 

d. Few to no institutional supports for carers, especially casual/contract staff, ‘carer 

responsibilities are complex and precarious/sessional employment can create 

additional pressures which results in greater stress and anxiety’. Additionally, 

supervisor knowledge of supports was described as ‘poor’ and ‘lacking’. One 

respondent highlighted the challenges for carers managing their responsibilities in an 

inflexible institutional environment: ‘I'm not sure that we have many institutional 

supports for carers. As contract or ongoing staff, the support available is somewhat 

meaningless as the work has to be done no matter what caring responsibilities one 

has. We can build in a certain amount of flexibility, but classes remain scheduled at 

specific times … the needs of those we care about take second place to that. 

 

Flexibility and ‘kindness’ were identified by supervisors as key to supporting parents and 

carers. The salience of flexibility and supports was enhanced given the Covid 19 pandemic. 

Many respondents described being ‘fatigued’, at ‘breaking point’, ‘stressed’ and ‘anxious’. 

Against the backdrop of protracted Covid 19 impacts one respondent explained how ‘Staff 

are not always available during standard workday and are working around caring 

responsibilities. These staff often work a double day leading to extreme fatigue especially 

during COVID-19 lockdowns’.  

 

Problematically, and despite the burden experienced by parents and carers supervisors 

recognised how policies enabling flexibility for carers were inconsistently applied across the 

institution, ‘it does appear there is inconsistency across the university with flexibility’. 

Accordingly, supervisors recognised how “carer responsibilities are complex and precarious’. 
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Through encouraging staff to disclose their care responsibilities and enabling flexibility and 

supports when required employee productivity and engagement was not only maintained 

but enhanced. However, at the time of survey dissemination these opportunities had yet to 

be realised and employee’s felt disenfranchised, disempowered and let down. 

 

These findings highlight the importance of supporting carers to meet our commitments to 

gender equity and employee diversity. They also signal the need to further develop a culture 

of care.  

Understanding Employee Experiences 
Encouragingly several respondents positively reflected on Western’s supports for parents. 

For several respondents returning to work under ‘phased return to work arrangements’ were 

of particular note. Maternity leave and sick leave entitlements were seen to be ‘generous' and 

enabled parents and carers to navigate their parental care responsibilities and work 

productivity, ‘I have accessed various supports offered by WSU including EAP, sick and 

personal leave’.  

 

A Culture of Carelessness  

In addition to these positive experiences, feedback for improvement was provided, especially 

in relation to variability in access to support arising from supervisor attitudes and practices. 

Some employees felt their supervisors’ attitude towards those who have caring 

responsibilities or active blocking of access to institutional supports reflected a culture of 

carelessness. The institutions structure was seen to perpetuate this carelessness and 

construct a situation where employees were reluctant to disclose and so concealed their care 

responsibilities. One respondent commented:  

 

‘The problem at WSU is that it is such a top-down structure that if one's manager or Dean is 

not attuned to the issue of caring, then there is not much that can be done about it. How it is 

possible to change such a top down structure? As a sole carer, I have found it dispiriting and 

patronizing reaching out to my School for support’. 
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The nuanced and wide-ranging effects of this top down structure were experienced and 

interpreted by one respondent in the following way: 

 

 ‘… uneven recognition of caring responsibilities …  a supervisor who finishes early so she can 

pick up her child while other staff are not afforded the same flexibility. Do some children 

matter more than others? Financial burdens of paying for out of school care are distributed 

to those who are less well off financially. This hierarchy of value and care needs to be 

addressed’. 

 

In other instances, supervisors were seen to ‘lack empathy’, were ‘unsupportive’ with their 

behaviours adding a further layer of stress and in this instance perpetuated the grief of a 

loved one for whom they had been caring for:  

 

‘I was off on care/annual leave to nurse my mother in her last month. Even though my 

supervisors and HR knew the reason, staff were not told that I was off nor that my mother had 

passed away (I had out of office on email) so even on the day of my mother’s funeral I was 

receiving emails saying - I know you are off but I need this today! I received no calls or emails 

of condolence from the university even though my managers were informed of her passing’.  

 

While some respondents discussed improvements, ‘I am pleased to say that the culture has 

changed somewhat and now there seems to be more care’ the inconsistent application of 

policy entitlements and nepotism remained a barrier. Policy application was described as 

‘patchy and inconsistent - depending on the click or in/out group you are in’. These findings 

highlight the need for interventions designed to construct a culture of care.  

 

Recommendations: HR have greater involvement in the administration of employee’s 

working conditions, removing this task from supervisors who have many other competing 

priorities and an appeal process by a third party is made available. The appeal process should 

be quick and decisive.  
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In association with this recommendation we recommend formalised ongoing dialogue and 

feedback from staff and student parents and carers. While consolidated research can 

valuably inform future policy supports timely and ongoing meaningful opportunities to 

provide feedback on practical supports among this employee and student group should be 

an immediate focus. The salience of this opportunity amplified against the backdrop of covid-

19 impacts which have and continue to disproportionately effect parents and carers.  

 

We recommend an annual survey of parents and carers, perhaps embedded as part of my 

voice survey instruments to evaluate how effective current supports are perceived to be, 

with the goal of continuously improving what is offered to ensure WSU’s workforce can meet 

their work and care commitments. 

 

Flexibility is Key 

Overwhelmingly flexible work arrangements enabled staff to maintain their 

productivity/engagement and balance their care commitments:  “It has been the best thing 

ever as it gave me a chance to balance work and personal life and I am very thankful to WSU 

for this.”  

 

Staff with parental and care responsibilities were not wanting time off or concessions just the 

flexibility to balance their work and care in a mutually beneficial way: 

 

“Flexible working hours and the capacity to work from home are absolutely essential to my 

capacity to be present for my child and to perform my caring role. I am unable to get from my 

child's school and in to work for 9am and out of school care is not available for sufficient hours 

to make this possible. I balance my hours and my time on campus so that I can fulfill both sets 

of responsibilities. The capacity to do this is something that I value in my job.” 

 

Against the backdrop of Covid 19 one further respondent reflected on the value of flexible 

work. The short-term arrangement they were able to negotiate together with their managers 

support was invaluable:  ‘Without the support of my supervisor and the University, my family 
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wouldn't have been able to get through the last few months as well as we have. My children 

and I would have suffered and had an enormous amount of stress to deal with’. 

 

Despite these very positive instances of support, for other staff flexible arrangements were 

difficult to access. In addition to these obstacles other workplace practices induced stress, 
“Flexible working conditions. However, the workload states 35/hrs per week but I do 50-60 

hrs. While I have the flexibility in carrying out my duties, the hrs worked are not reflected in 

my workplan” 

 

Recommendation: WSU considers matching professional staff with caring responsibilities to 

roles that may be performed flexibly if the staff requests. WSU continues to allow all staff in 

roles that may be performed flexibly to continue to do so, as long as the needs of WSU 

continue to be met.  

 

Part time arrangements: unhelpful and untenable 

While WSU policies enabled parents and carers to take up part time work arrangements 

these provisions were characteristically seen to be unhelpful especially for academic staff. 

Respondents discussed being ‘warned off’ these arrangements by supervisors and peers in 

part because of their own negative experiences making use of these policy provisions: 

 

 “When I indicated I wished to go part time they said: academic roles are never part-time. You 

will end up working full-time hours at least but will have more flexibility around the hours that 

you work. While I find this completely inadequate and unsupportive, it is what numerous 

women have described to me - and what I had heard from the time I began a research career 

(doing my PhD) as the 'situation' when you work PT in academia”.  

 

The very nature of academic work roles was also seen to be incompatible with part time work 

supports with one survey respondent observing how ‘people with caring responsibilities 

basically have two full time jobs, and one never really stops. Well neither does academia!”. 

Indeed, one further survey respondent described looking to a professional role within the 
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institution as her anticipated care responsibilities were perceived as incompatible with the 

demands of academic workloads: 

 

‘I expect to be providing care to my child for a few years yet. I am considering returning to a 

professional role (instead of academic one) because my experience there is that work is less 

time-dependent and there seemed to be more staff trained and able to take over to cover if 

someone had to take sick leave’. 

 

A further survey respondent experience speaks to the challenges of academic work and care 

(both elder and childcare), described in the academic literature as ‘sandwich carers’: “I have 

taken sick leave when my father was unwell and also when kids were sick. The pressure of 

work not done on those leave days does not go away … returning afterwards can be stressful 

… work has piled up and you are also often exhausted by the caring requirements. 

 

Recommendation: WSU explores the possibility of offering other forms of support to 

academic carers beyond time off. Time off allows academics to keep their job and meet their 

care commitments, but it does not enable work to be completed. There is institutional 

precedence to offer small grants to assist academics with caring responsibilities. For 

example, the School of Social Science offered small grants to employees with children during 

COVID to be spend on marking assistance or research assistance.  

 

A caveat could be in place that marking and research related contracts funded through this 

initiative must be first offered to a HDR student providing the multiple benefits of training, 

developing and employment to Westerns HDR cohort, while also reducing stress and 

pressure on carers and meeting WSU’s organisational goals. We recommend WSU 

investigate the feasibility of offering supports of this kind on an ongoing basis.  
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Care Workshop: dialogue, debate and envisioning the future 
Following completion of the survey, participants were invited to take part in a workshop 

aimed at more deeply exploring their parental and care experiences. Through divisions, 

schools, and institutes namely Equity and Diversity Working Parties and Yammer 

communications employees and other stakeholders with parental and care responsibilities 

participation was formally and informally invited (i.e. undergraduate and research higher 

degree students). 

 

The workshop was an opportunity to reflect more deeply on the institutions policy and 

practical supports while also providing space to explore how through policy enactment and 

institutional communications parents and carers might be best supported. The salience of 

this undertaking was further underpinned by the additional challenges experienced by 

parents and carers during protracted Covid 19 lockdowns.  In the proceeding section key 

themes emerging from the workshop are reported and discussed. 

 

Valuing and de valuing parental care and caring  

Overwhelmingly participants discussed the important and noteworthy policy commitments 

WSU has initiated for parents and carers. Notwithstanding this acknowledgement two 

further recurrent ideas emerged from workshop participant reflections. First, while policy 

frameworks appeared to enable flexible and part time work, in practice they were seen to be 

inherently limiting.  For example, one respondent discussed making use of part time work 

arrangements, which quickly became untenable as she found herself working full-time hours 

for less pay. In addition, part-time academic staff find they are disadvantaged in their 

research workload allocation. They must achieve the same as full-time staff in less amount of 

work time and lose a portion of their research allocation due to being part-time. In response 

to these issues raised, other workshop participants discussed being ‘warned’ by colleagues 

‘not to go part time’ for these very reasons.  
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Some participants reluctantly work full-time, as they did not want the experience the 

detrimental effects of working part-time:  

 

The invisibility of academic workloads is a big part of it…Managing [teaching while working 

part-time], what that practically meant for me was taking a day off. I was working Friday 

nights and at least one day on a weekend just to get through it…Our workload formulas don’t 

take into account the full extent of what the work entails. 

 

Overall, while flexible work and leave policies had the appearance of being employee and 

family-friendly employees making use of these policy provisions did not necessarily perceive 

or experience them in this way. For example, there was consistent discussion of systemic 

issues relating to workload and part-time employment in both the survey and the workshop.  

 

In association, while leave provisions such as personal leave was valuable especially for 

unanticipated ‘sickness of young children’ and ‘once-off’ specialist/medical appointments 

respondents articulated how academic workloads present challenges for employees with 

parental and care commitments.  

 

‘The work still needed to be done’ and so taking up leave provisions especially any period of 

extended leave meant they were simply ‘deferring their workload’. These respondents found 

themselves in a cycle where they were catching up on work on evenings and on weekends, 

the impacts of which had significant personal and institutional impacts, including burnout 

and resentment.  

 

Recommendation: Each workload committee should include a representative whose 

purpose is to make care visible. Workload spreadsheet calculators should be revised so they 

can account for career breaks and part time employment.   
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Not without a fight and its exhausting 

A further group of respondents discussed how despite policy frameworks aimed at 

supporting their capacity to balance work and care responsibilities these needs were 

infrequently granted ‘without a fight’. Indeed, for one participant they ‘no longer had the 

energy to fight the institutional battles’. They had just ‘given up’ and sought private solutions 

to better manage their care responsibilities. These private solutions included paying casual 

staff to teach out of their personal funds and being resigned to working on weekends and 

evenings. This finding further underlines the urgent need to construct a culture of care within 

the organisation.  

 

The Tyranny of Metrics 

Participants discussed how pastoral care and student mentorship was infrequently 

recognised and despite the organisations core values and mission, care was devalued 

especially by way of workload and promotions. The challenges inherent in quantifying their 

time, commitment and impact in these areas left respondents disappointed yet still 

committed to this undertaking. One workshop participant discussed how at WSU the notion 

of a ‘good PhD supervisor’ was inherently limiting and further fostered a culture of 

carelessness. They argued that while the university regards supervisors with many ‘on time’ 

completions as good supervisors, there was a consensus that a good supervisor is one that 

ensures their students’ wellbeing, even if the student takes longer to submit, ‘It’s people’s 

lives and not on time completions that matter’. 

 

In a similar vein, another participant was concerned about the increasing focus on metrics, 

which is problematic when thinking about support and care for employees and colleagues. 

Heavy and unrealistic expectations around publications and grants can force staff to 

prioritise themselves over caring for colleagues saying, “How are we going to manage that 

so that people who have the heavy burden of care, who are great academics, but face those 

challenges [parental and care responsibilities] … can have a career in an environment that 

is…becoming more tyrannical in the kind of metrics that are expected?”  These findings 
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support the earlier recommendation that work plan committees include a representative who 

strives to highlight care and find ways to make it visible.  

 

Lack of Information and Knowledge 

There was consensus that it was difficult to find specific information about care and leave. 

While the information might be available somewhere on the university website, it was often 

hard to find or not engaging or user friendly. Many respondents were still perplexed about 

what they could use ‘personal leave’ for and some chose not to use it for things that it was 

valid for due to lack of knowledge. The uncertainty around leave provisions has left some 

staff members ‘feeling guilty’ with several employees discussing their ‘fears’ and ‘concerns’ 

at being labelled a ‘troublemaker’ or felt they were ‘causing trouble’ when they asked for 

things they were ‘actually entitled to’. 

 

Respondents were all in agreement that the policy pages on the WSU website were very hard 

to read and understand. One participant elaborated that they spend large amounts of time 

trying to find policies to support their course of action around students, be they 

undergraduate or postgraduate. They believe that creating plain language policies would be 

helpful for both staff and students. 

 

Recommendation: a policy audit (inclusive language) should be undertaken. Parental and 

care responsibilities are nuanced and complex and should be clearly 

articulated/communicated through the language of WSU policy and allied documents. We 

recommend all policy and associated documents are reviewed to ensure inclusive language 

is used (i.e. parents not just mothers) and specifically and purposefully speak to carers (in 

accord with NSW Carers (Recognition) Act 2010).  

 

Establish a central web page where all information relevant to parental care and caring can 

be accessed. This information should be engaging rather than policy exerts. Storied 

approaches (i.e. in the form of vignettes) could be used as an accessible way to show how 
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parents and carers can draw on policy supports. The prior presented infographics are 

examples that can be drawn from as is the communication audit located in appendix 3.  

 

In association and in specific reference to collegiate supports the development of a carer 

peer to peer support network should be established. Carers valued opportunities for 

connection and support among other carers. We recommend the establishment of a peer 

support network to enable information sharing by way of lived experiences, practical 

supports, services, and advocacy.  

Care Communications 
Through formal WSU communications the differences between parental and care 

responsibilities should be purposefully and clearly articulated. In association a centralised 

location for parents and carer supports on the WSU website should be established. The below 

image could represent an example website landing page where parents’ and carers can 

access one page then click on a tab PARENTS, CARERS, STUDENTS to access further 

information relevant to managing their carer responsibilities.  

 
 



 

 

27 

 
People and policy: current institutional communications concerning policy supports for parents 

and carers are buried within bland policy representations that can be difficult to interpret and 

are often little more than ‘policy exerts’. The below example communications (shared across 

platforms such a Yammer, Facebook, LinkedIn and Instagram) and as part of an overarching 

communications strategy can usefully contribute to enhanced visibility of parents and carers 

together with policy supports for this student and employee cohort.  

 

The suggested communications should form part of an overarching communications strategy 

aimed at increased policy understanding together with valuing the contribution of carers to the 

institution and societally.   

 

Image 1: Communication supports for students who are Carers 
 
The below images can be used on western socials in order to reach out to student carers as well 

as potential interactive infographics that can be housed on Western’s webpage and direct 

students to relevant supports. 
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Image 2: Communication supports for employees who are Parents 
 

 

 
 

 
Father’s Day, Mother’s Day, International Women’s Day and Carers week are impactful 

opportunities to tailor communications aimed at highlighting the contribution of Westerns 

parents/ carers and the institutional policy and practical supports available to them. The below 

communications were developed and circulated as part of this project and might form part of a 

future integrated communications plan using key dates as a way to reach out to western parents 

and carers: 
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Image 3: Father’s Day 2021 
 

 
 
 
 
Image 4: Carers Week 2021  
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Image 5: Careers Week (Zoom Backdrop) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image 6: Return to school following covid-19 School shutdown Yammer communications 
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Image 7: Email communications matter 
 
The content of emails and signature panels can be especially impactful opportunities to value 
and recognise a culture of care: 
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Conclusions  
The below image visually reflects key facets of our discussion and further speaks to the 

actionable recommendations provided through the body of our report. In concluding the report, 

we readdress some of the impactful ways Western might construct a culture of care. 

 

 

 

While this report speaks to the needs and experiences of parents and carers the study findings 

underscore the need to better understand the specific experiences and needs of Western carers. 

Referencing the identified intersections within and between products (including strategies to 

reduce care load) together with people, process (encouraging carer disclosure) and policy (carer 

inclusion in policy) we conclude that in order strengthen its commitment to supporting 

employees with care responsibilities Western should seek accreditation as part of the ‘Carers + 

Employers program’. The program defines best practice standards for supporting staff with 

caring responsibilities.  

 

Organisations that meet the Carers + Employers standards can be recognised as an Accredited 

Carer Employer with the accreditation processes providing a framework through which Western 
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can usefully audit, articulate and measure its current policy, process and practices as well as 

identify gaps and look to future impactful supports. The mentioned accreditation processes can 

also provide a useful platform from which to purposefully and with a recognised framework 

address information and knowledge gaps both from a supervisor and employee perspective.  
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From a practical perspective and returning to the needs of parents and carers flexibility should 

represent a key discussion and action point for the institution. Characteristically employees were 

not seeking more leave rather the flexibility to complete their work was key. The identified formal 

and informal practices preventing work flexibility need to be addressed with identified gaps 

between policy and practice a significant concern. Supervisor knowledge of policy and practical 

supports ought be addressed as a priority and consideration given to human resources taking 

over some of this responsibility as it is expected they will have more ready knowledge of the 

institutional supports available and entitlement conditions. Further, there is need for a 

transparent process through which flexible work arrangements can be discussed and agreed 

upon in a timely and fair way.   

 

Resources and strategic intent should be devoted to targeted communications that inform and 

illuminate how carers and care are valued and supported by Western.  By celebrating care in a 

broader sense, in part through the prior identified communication examples staff and student 

parents and cares might perceive a less hostile and more inclusive work culture. A sense of 

inclusion and more importantly belonging might be fostered through these communications 

with greater care disclosure and in turn supports made available and actively drawn on by 
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individual staff and students which will have institutional benefits by way of retained talent and 

enhanced productivity.  

 

If Western is to demonstrate and strengthen its commitment to fairness and equity a culture of 

care through practical and policy supports for its student and employee parents and carers 

should be prioritised. Our recommendations have been tabled and prioritised in the following 

section. 

Recommendations  
Priority Recommendation 

High We recommend that WSU seeks to remove obstacles to professional and academic employees 

taking up flexible work options.   

Medium We recommend a formal carer ambassadorial program is established. 

Medium We recommend there is increased visibility and valuing of parents and carers through targeted 

institutional communications. 

High WSU needs to help all students self-identify as carers when they enrol and follow up with a package 

of information that will help them obtain a carer verification statement.  

Medium HR have greater involvement in the administration of employee’s working conditions.  

Medium An appeal process is established for employees who are not granted the working conditions they 

desire and believe they are eligible for, the process should be quick and decisive.  

High An annual survey of parents and carers to evaluate how effective current supports are perceived to 

be. 

High We recommend that WSU seeks carer accreditation. 

Medium We recommend WSU considers alternative supports to time off for carers. There is institutional 

precedence for small grants for carers to be spent on RA or marking assistance.  

High Each workload committee should include a representative whose purpose is to make care visible. 

Workload spreadsheet calculators should be revised so they can account for career breaks and part 

time employment.   

Medium A policy audit (inclusive language) should be undertaken. Parental and care responsibilities are 

nuanced and complex and should be clearly articulated/communicated through the language of 

WSU policy and allied documents. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Qualitative Survey 
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End of survey. 
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Appendix 2: Review of Academic Literature 

To date, knowledge relevant to the particular and specific needs and experiences of WSU cares 

remains sparse. The proceeding review of literature provides a snapshot of key themes emerging 

from existing scholarship with a particular focus on students and employees in higher education 

settings with care responsibilities.  The review stands as a beginning information source for 

future institutional specific research.  

 

 

 

Context/Cohort Key Themes 

Higher Education • Universities can play a crucial outreach role for carers who do not self-

identify or students new to caring. 

• Student carers least prefer to consult unit convenor as it requires carer 

to provide documentation to every unit convenor for each of their 

courses. This repetition can be strenuous and may result in different 

outcomes and adjustments based on the individual unit convenor.  

• Carers may be unable to complete internships/placements that are 

located far from where the person they care for lives, or for extended 

periods of time where replacement and/or formal care arrangements 

are required  
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• Academic faculty with care responsibilities experience heightened 

challenges as they balance a wide variety of often time sensitive tasks 

(research, training, mentoring, and service) with life responsibilities 

(childcare, eldercare, housework, and personal lives)  

 

Flexibility and work 

provisions 

 

• Flexible working arrangements are key in enabling carers to maintain 

employment and more effectively balance both sets of responsibilities.  

• Common barriers to implementing flexible and work from home 

arrangements for carers include technical and safety considerations, in 

many cases the main barrier is simply resistance to change.  

• Lack of trust among managers that employees will remain productive 

and engaged. COVID-19 has encouragingly seen an improvement in this 

often-unfounded tendency.  

• Flexible work improves organisational productivity, attracts and retains 

employees, improves employee wellbeing, increases women in 

leadership, future-proofing the workplace.  

• Key concerns for working carers include fear and overwhelming 

responsibilities, sense that one's own needs are not being met and so 

personal physical and mental health deteriorates. 

• Work is important to carer financial and psychological wellbeing. Work 

is an important escape. In environments where colleagues and 

managers provide support and understanding carers employment is 

maintained and their productivity/impact is maintained.  

 

Leaders, managers, and 

institutional barriers to 

support 

 

• People who disclose caregiving to supervisor experienced greater 

levels of emotional and physical strain.  

• What matters more than the existence of care friendly work policies is 

workplace environment, including organisational support for policy 

implementation. 

• Absence of funds make it difficult to adopt carer friendly policies.  

• Managers agreed that paid caregiving was gendered. Male-dominated 

workplaces more likely to not view caregiving as an issue that their 

employees will encounter nor recognise the value of carer friendly work 

policies.  
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• Supervisors are positioned/conceptualised as ‘linchpins’ between staff 

carers and the organisation/institution.  

‘BURDEN OF CARE’: 

Childcare • The differences are not simply split by gender, they are split by 

gendered parenthood, with mothers of young children spending less of 

their work time on research than fathers or faculty without young 

children do.  

• One key area identified for Indigenous caregivers who experience high 

levels of stress is the burden of on-going and multiple caregiving 

responsibilities (e.g., caring for multiple people, or having care 

responsibilities for children or grandchildren.  

Single Parents • In divorced families, the young adult may have less choice about 

becoming a caregiver, especially if the single parent is the care 

recipient.  

• Young people with high carrying loads are considered especially 

vulnerable including; female, young carer providing care to parent, 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander young carers, those from single-

parent families.  

Elder Care • Hidden cost of eldercare is supervisors not being aware that carers 

have demands that take time away from their jobs (time banditry)  

• Multigenerational families, “sandwich” generation adults – especially 

women – are often care providers to young children and/or older 

parents, while also being engaged in the formal labor force.  

• Sandwich generation is more likely among racial and ethnic minority 

and lower-socioeconomic status population 

• More likely to work in “essential” professions and positions that often 

preclude distance-working alternatives.  

Students & Young Carers • Many young carers are hidden, meaning that they don’t identify as 

carers or are not recognised as carers.  

• While similar in the type of support required (e.g. flexible work); 

informal care and parental care should be differentiated. When these 

two groups are supported by the same policies and practices, informal 

carers are often less represented. This might be because of a number of 

reasons; 
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• parental care is more universally understood, and supervisors, HR, and 

workplace cultures are more likely to understand why support is 

needed. 

• Informal carers are less likely to disclose caring status to workplaces or 

even identify as carers (which are incredibly varied). 

• For young carers receiving the carer Payment, the 25 hour rule can also 

limit their opportunities to participate in schooling and employment. 

Under this rule a carer cannot work, study, train or volunteer for more 

than 25 hours a week, including travel. (Carers NSW, Policy Statement, 

2020) 

• Young adult carers cited time-poverty as the principle barrier to 

meeting coursework expectations & requirements, maintaining positive 

study habits, drafting written assignments, and stay up to date on 

prescribed reading & preparatory exercises.    

Further Pertinent Themes • Carers are particularly vulnerable during transitionary states. Some 

examples of these transitions found in the literature are seen below: 

• Transition from high school to tertiary education/employment (Carers 

NSW Research Team, 2020) 

• Transitioning into becoming a carer or no longer being a carer (post-

carers)  

• When the care recipient's condition changes (e.g. Dementia is a 

progressively degenerative condition and so while initially care load 

might be light as time goes on it will increase).  

• “Sandwich carers” - Carers who are caring for children or people 

younger than them and elderly parents, or spouses or other family 

members outside the nuclear family.  

• Caring can be episodic in nature, the jumps between these states can 

often cause strain for student and staff carers.  

• Carers can become vulnerable when their caring role risks impacting 

their health and wellbeing and their prospects of education, job 

attainment/retention, and career progression. In other words, carers 

become vulnerable when it impacts upon their earning potential and 

social mobility.  
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Key Terms Defined  

Case Management Refers to when carers are provided with a case-management style of support. A 

strong example is ALO staff that help support student carers manage 

administrative paperwork to apply and use academic/financial support.  

Multi-Agency Collaboration Refers to institutions building comprehensive support networks to support 

carers. Can include liaising with respite care services or engaging youth 

programs to engage and identify young carers.  

Identification Encouraging carers to disclose caring status, help identify hidden carers and 

collect data to help capture more data about carers.  

Improving Access to 

Services  

Carers face a multitude of barriers to accessing and utilising support services, 

this key term looks to capture barriers and potential ways to improve access.  

Carer Inclusion in Policy This refers to when policy is developed with involvement and consultation with 

carers.  

Flexibility  A general catch-all term to capture any literature speaking about incorporating 

flexibility into policy and practice. 

Financial Support When financial support (often for student carers) is mentioned in the literature.  

Peer Support The literature recommends peer support groups for carers 
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Professional Development When the literature recommends training to help staff become more carer-

friendly 

Strengths-Based Approach Refers to when the literature adopts a strengths-based approach to carer 

inclusion and/or recommends policy and practice that celebrates the unique 

knowledge and skillset of carers.  

Reducing Care Load Strategies that aim to mitigate or reduce the strain of the care load. 

Transitions Noted later in this document, transitions are an incredibly vulnerable stage for 

carers. This term identifies literature speaking to the specific challenges with 

certain transition states.  

Carer-led and Specific 

Support 

Refers to when the literature recommends supports that are specific to informal 

carers and/or are led by the needs of carers first. 

High/secondary school 

students 

To differentiate literature and recommendations that are specific to secondary 

school. A subcategory in the “Student Carer” focus area. 

Tertiary Students To differentiate literature and recommendations that are specific to tertiary 

education. A subcategory in the “Student Carer” focus area. 

Staff Carers Refers to staff/employee carers in higher education institutions (HEIs) 

Gender Highlighting literature that speaks to the gendered burden/orientation of 

care/caring 

 

Link to Review of Literature:  

 

Literature Review 
FINAL.xlsx  
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Appendix 3: Industry “Care- Audit” at a Glance 
Industry Sector Company Policy Diverse 

Images
  

The purpose of the 
images/ comments 

Dimensions of Care 
Self-
Care 

Child 
Care 

Elder 
Care 

Partner 
Care 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Higher 
Education 

ACU Personal & Carers 
leave detailed on 
website 

 Accompanies 
information on 
website (father and 
child) 

   

 

UoW Not specifically 
mentioned 

  

    
Sydney Uni Not specifically 

mentioned 
 

Parents & children 

 
   

UTS Carers Leave with 
reference to Covid-
19 

 In support of 
parents some 
diversity 
representation  

 

  

University of 
Adelaide 

Parental, Personal 
leave and carer 
leave entitlements 

 Landing page with 
listed family friendly 
Initiatives 

    

Monash 
University 

Voluntary reduced 
working year (in 
support of family 
commitments, 
parental leave and 
personal extension 
of leave) 

 Few to no images; 
text heavy 

 

   

Western Sydney 
University 

Staff benefits and 
work flexibility 

 

Showcasing cultural 
diversiy  

    

Macquarie 
University 

Parental, Personal 
leave and carer 
leave entitlements 

 Links to parental 
and carer leave 
provisions  

    

 
 
 
 
Banking Sector 

Westpac Parental, Personal 
leave and carer 
leave entitlements 
+ lifestyle leave 
(flexible work 
options) 

 

informative to show 
it is an organisation 
that cares     

ANZ Parental, Personal 
leave lifestyle 
leave, and carer 
leave entitlements 

 

informative to show 
it is an organisation 
that cares     

Commonwealth 
Bank 

Parental, Personal 
leave and carer 
leave entitlements  

informative to show 
it is an organisation 
that cares     

ING Me and my child & 
Time Out Leave 

 

informative to show 
it is an organisation 
that cares     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

McKinsey 
Consulting 

No details 
available 

 Showcasing 
diversity and multi-
cultural groups with 
information of how 
they have and are 
the leader in D&I 
policies. 

    

Boston 
Consulting Group 

Flex@BCG & 
Families@BCG 

 

Photos of 
employees from 
various cultural 
backgrounds + 
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Consulting/ 
Advisory 
Services 

multiple videos 
showcase their 
corporate culture 
and how and why 
the policies/ 
practices were 
developed 
 

PwC No details 
available 

 

Information 
available in support 
of diversity and 
multi-cultural 
working teams. Site 
is hard to navigate 

no detailed information available only one 
infographic stating that employees get 
entitlements 

KPMG No details 
available only 
general 
information 

 Showcasing diverse 
background of 
employees. Also 
have family photos 
available 

    

Deloitte Dedicated section 
to “women at 
Deloittes” with 
various support 
programs 
available. Also 
mentions families 
and importance of 
work-life balance 
and provides 
details re. 
entitlements 

 Information 
available in support 
of diversity and 
multi-cultural 
working teams 

    

 
 
 
 
 
Not for Profit 
Organisations 

World Vision Not shown on 
website 

 

Selling the idea of 
'making a 
difference' 

 

   
Smith Family Salary packaging 

available and 
parental leave  

Enticing people to 
change lives 

    

Red Cross Salary packaging 
available and 
parental leave and 
other provisions 

 Showcasing 
diversity and that it 
is a multicultural 
organisation and 
everyone is 
welcome 

    

Mission Australia No specific policy 
mentioned 

 

Convincing people 
that Mission 
Australia is the right 
place to work at     

Medecins Sans 
Frontieres 

No specific policy 
mentioned 

 

Showcasing a 
variety of roles and 
the variety of 
people who can fill 
them. 

 

 

  

OxFam various policies 
mentioned 

 

Taking pride in 
being an 
international 
organisation 

 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
Energy 

AGL 20 weeks parental 
leave for mother 
and 2 weeks for 
father at time of 
birth 

 Appears to be 
aimed at supporting 
mothers in the 
workforce     

Origin Employer of choice 
for gender 
equality, they offer 
flex, flexible work, 

 Recruit of women 
and other minorities 
including expressed 
commitment to     
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part-time, career 
breaks, purchase 
extra leave, gender 
affirmation leave 

recruit Aboriginal 
and Torres strait 
Islander employees  

Horizon Power Not shown on 
website 

 

Website showcases 
gender and racial 
diversity     

South Australia 
Power Networks 

Not shown on 
website 

 

Showing they 
employ women 

    
Ausnet 14 weeks 

maternity leave, 2 
weeks paternity 
leave, they also 
have breastfeeding 
rooms & flexible 
working 

  
Outdated  

    

Western Power Not shown on 
website 

 

No racial diversity, 
but they show 
gender diversity     

Ergon Energy 14 weeks of 
maternity leave, 1-
week paternity 
leave 

 

Mostly white men 
and the odd 
woman, no other 
forms of diversity     

Ausgrid Not shown on 
website 

 

Recruitment 

    
Synergy 12 weeks parental 

leave to primary 
carer (no mention 
of secondary carer 
entitlements) 

 

Women at work 

    

Energy Australia Diversity council 
and offer leave for 
employees 
experiencing 
domestic violence, 
a reconciliation 
action plan, a plan 
for LGBTQI 
employees, 14 
weeks paid 
parental leave  

 Racial and gender 
diversity 

    

  
Legend: 

 
= available            = not mentioned      = not specifically 
mentioned 

 

 

a. Consultancies, Professional Advisory Service Providers and Banks provide entitlements for all dimensions 

of care. The information is presented via user friendly infographics.  

b. Higher education sector provides details regarding self and childcare entitlements; policies are often not 

specifically mentioned.  
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Appendix 4: Care Workshop  
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