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Abstract 

The Department of Labour and the National Advisory Council on the Employment of Women (NACEW) commissioned 

research to idenNfv the factors that influence people 's decisions surrounding paid 1-1:ork. and to provide a better picture 

of the decision making process. F[/~1 · qualitative interl'iews were undertaken '1-t'ith people with primary caring 

responsibilities for children and/or adults, or in a few cases, shared caring responsibility 'vVith their partner. This stud,v 

found that multiple factors in.fluence people's choices about paid work. and that d(flerent approaches suit d(fferent 

people in different situations. Participants made decisions that. as far as possible. balanced their belief.~ about caring 

with their commitment to work and their needjor intellectual satisfaction. social contact and money. Their decisions 

were based on their personal preferences. rather than on iJ?formation about financial benefits or services that might 

support them in their role. The research also highlighted the importance of providing an environment that supports 

people's choices to be involved in employment, and tu care .for their loved ones. The study has ident(/ied a number of 

areas forfurther work. 

Introduction 

Although there have been many international and local 

studies related to combining paid work and parenting. 

there is limited qualitative research in New Zealand that 

looks specifically at factors influencing labour market 

decisions, and the decision making process for parents 

and people with other caring responsibilities. 

The Department of Labour and the National Advisory 

Council on the Employment of Women (NACEW) 

commissioned research to identify the factors that 

influence people 's decisions surrounding paid work, and 

to provide a better picture of the decision making process. 

An overview of international research on families and 

paid work shows that most studies about families and 

paid work centre on the circumstances and choices made 

by low income and sole parents, or on improving 

outcomes for children from low income families. An 

increasing amount of attention is being paid to the paid 

work/caring dynamic for people caring for adults, but 

there appears to be limited literature that refers to 

workforce participation decisions made by people in a 

range of circumstances. 

Recent New Zealand Research 

A number of recent New Zealand reports focusing on 

paid work and parenting provide some context for this 

research. 

Stephens and Callister (2006) show that New Zealand has 

a different pattern of participation by mothers of young 

children compared to other OECD countries. For 

partncred mothers, the pattern features a high rate of 

withdrawal from the labour market when children are 

very young, but high participation rates when children are 

school age. New Zealand has relatively low employment 

rates for sole mothers compared with many other 

countries, both when children arc young and when they 

arc at school. 

The Work, Family and Parenting study (Ministry of 

Social Development, 2006) showed that 30 percent of 

two-parent households had made a conscious decision for 

one parent not to be in paid work in order to care for 

young children at home; whi le 40 percent of all parents 

said they chose to work shorter hours or fewer days 

because of family responsibilities (age and number of 

children not specified). Little is known about how people 

made these choices, what factors influenced their 

de-: isions, or what they aimed to achieve by making them. 

In 2005, the Families Commission undertook 43 focus 

groups with a range of families as part of a larger project 

to improve understanding of successful outcomes for 

families with dependent children. The focus groups 

looked specifica lly at decision making among other 

topics, and found that while families recognised that poor 

decision making was detrimental to well being, few made 

an explicit link between decision making and successful 
outcomes. 
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Balancing Work and Fo m i~\ ' L((e 

As might be expected. recent research has also made it 

clear that some parents find it difficult to j uggle paid 

work and parenting. The Department of Labour (2006) 

report Work-Ltfi! Balance in Nell' Zealand found that 

employees with carcr responsibilities were more likely to 

experience work-life conflict. The home-to-work ·spill

over' had a greater impact on home life than work life. 

but effects at work were sti ll considerable. For example. 

carers were signiticantly more likely than others to report 

that life outside work sometimes had an impact on their 

abili ty to take up development and career opportunities, 

and to uet to work on time. Those with pre-school :::-

children were more likely to say that life outside work 

affected their abili ty to concentrate when they are at 

work. and having enough energy to do the job. 

The research on work/ life balance shows that achieving a 

balance is si tuation specific and affected by many factors. 

including individual choice or preference, 

cmploycr'cmployee relationships and government 

policies. Therefore no single policy or support 

a1Tangemcnt for ac hieving a balance will meet everyone's 

needs. Studies that look in depth at people ·s 

circumstances. and the factors influencing their decisions. 

will be an important source of information for the 

ongoing discussion about work-life balance. 

Purpose of Research and Methodology 

The current research ai med to increase understanding 

about the decisions men and women who ha\'C caring 

responsibilities make about whether. how. when and why 

they participate in paid work. A secondary objective was 

to cxanainc whether information on the consequences of 

decisions about paid work had an impact on these 

decisions. 

Fifty qualitative interviews \-vcre undertaken with people 

who haJ primary cari ng responsibilities for chi ldren 

andlor adults. or in a fc\\' cases. shared caring 

responsibi lity equal ly with their partner. The qualitati ve 

approach allowed in depth exploration of the research 

topics. Having a sampk with a number of different 

characteristics provided breadth but t h~ small sumplc size 

means that the findings cannot be generalised to the 

population as a whole (e.g. not al l men will feel the same 

way as the men in the sample). At the san1e time, the 

int~n · iews did produce some consistent tindings and 

hit1hli!!hted areas for further research. 
:;:. -

The population of interest was people wi th at least one 

ch i Id up to the age of eighteen years. including parents of 

children \\'ith special needs. and people who have caring 

responsibi lities for another adu lt. including adu lts with 

disabi lities and older adults. Researchers used the 

snowball technique to select 50 people with caring 

responsibilities from Wellington. Auckland. Nelson (and 

Motucb) and the Wairarapa. The data was transcribed 

and coded into an NVivo database, and analysed 

thematically. 

The sample included a range of participants: people aged 

between 20 and 65; men and women; European, Maori 

and Pac ific people; living rurally, in small towns and 

urban centres. It included a disproportionate number of 

participants with tertiary qualifications and levels of 

income above the national average. Other studies have 

tended to focus on those with low income or sole parents; 

this study has a mix of income levels, particularly around 

those in the higher brackets who are often excluded. All 

but one part ic ipant cared for children, and a quarter cared 

for children with special needs or an adult with a 

disability. One person cared for an adult only. 

Participants were in part ti me and fu ll time paid work, or 

not in paid work. People usually stopped paid work upon 

the birth of a child, going back part or fu ll time as thei r 

youngest child went to school. People who worked few or 

i rregu Jar hours were usual ly contractors; those who 

worked longer. more regular part time hours or fu ll time 

were almost all employees. 

Discussion of Main Findings 

This study identified two broad patterns of decision 

making about parents' participation in paid work. In one 

pattem, a parent (usual ly but not always the mother) left 

paid work to care for a baby and resumed work when the 

chi Id was older. This is in accord with the pattern 

described by Stephens and Callister (2006). The second, 

less common pattern was for both parents to remain in 

fullti mc work, wi th a period of parental leave for one of 

them. 

People wi th caring responsibilities for adults or for 

chi ldren with special needs had similar patterns of 

participation in paid work. This may be because all but 

one of the participants in this study had caring 

responsibili ties for ch ildren. Given the nature of the 

sample, these results arc not necessarily typical of the 

situation in New Zealand. Further research is needed into 

the participation in paid work of people who have caring 

responsibilities only for adults. particularly adults who 

live with the carer and adults with disabi lities. and people 

who have caring responsibilities only for chi ldren with 

special needs. 

The parti ci pants in this study based their decisions about 

paid work on a combination of factors involving 

parental/ family care of children. financial factors and 

other factors 

Purentui!Fwnif\· Care qj'Children 

Beliefs about parental/famil y care for children 

underpinned most participants' decisions. Men and 

women across all categories of involvement in paid work 

felt strongly that parents/family should provide all or 

most of the care for ve ry young children, and for some 

parents, for dependent children of any age. The age of 

their youngest child had a strong influence on almost all 

participants' participation in paid work. For example, 

one participant, who worked as a teacher aide at the 
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kindergarten where her son went. said: 

I haven 't worked until the last year when he 

started kindergarten and I am there with 

him. All activities are around him - he is 

the primary factor [in relation to work 

situation]. I want to be there for him. A 

parent should be at home. I believe in 

parental care. When I work at the kindy. I 

am part of his life. I do it because he is 

there. 

Regardless of their income. occupation. or level of 

education, participants did not want pre-school children. 

particularly those under two. in full day centre-based 

services. Another participant mentioned that: 

We 're not into childcare- too many kids [at 

centres]. We wanted to have one parent at 

home. Maybe the kids get socialisation [at 

a centre} - I don 't know but there's not 

enough one on one. 

As children got older, parents were more willing to use 

part time centre-based services and other formal earl y 

childhood education such as playcentre, kohanga reo. and 

kindergarten, usually for the opportunity for thei r children 

to interact with other children. Only parents who had pre

school children and worked full time used these services 
to enable them to work. 

The importance of wider family in providing care for 

children and general support for parents across all ethnic 

groups is a key finding of this and other recent stud ies 

(e.g. Ministry of Social Development, 2006; Department 

of Labour and NACEW. 1999). For example, one study 

participant highlighted the importance of her family in 

facilitating her return to work: 

Having support .fi'om fami(r enabled earz\' 

return to full time work. I would not have 

gone back so ear(l' (( my mother was not 

there. 

Financial Factors 

All participants took their financial circumstances into 

account when making decisions. However. people's 

actual personal and household income appeared to have 

no relationship to their views about whether they needed 

to be in paid work for the income, or could afford to have 

one parent work part time or not at all. Income from work 

was an important factor in the decision for people 

working longer part time hours and full time. One 

participant who was a single parent and who had worked 

full-time since her child 's birth stated that: 

[Work] is about stability and commitment 

and participation, contribution, giving back 

and remuneration ... I have chosen to 

prioritise financial security as opposed to 

being an actively involved parent. 

For people with partners, and particularly for men, 

relative incomes were important in deciding who would 

be the primary caregiver. However, men who were in 

fulltime work and took on the primary caregiver role did 

so for other reasons as well, such as working evening 

shifts or having flexible employment. 

Other Factors 

Work related factors such as personal satisfaction, 

intellectual stimulation, and feeling valued were also 

strong influences on people's decisions to be in paid 

work. both part and full time. For example, one 

participant believed that: 

Paid work is real(v important. /understand 

the value it gives to people .feelings of value 

and contriblllion. and food and being able 

to providefor the children. 

Although they did not discuss the quality of their work in 

any depth. a majority of those in full-time work were in 

jobs that paid well above the national average. These are 

likely to be jobs that provide both intellectual stimulation 

and personal satisfaction. The findings al ign with recent 

research into balancing work and caring responsibilities, 

where a majority of respondents would prefer to have a 

job even if they had a reasonable living wi thout one 

(Department of Labour 2003 and 2006; Families 

Commission 2005; Ministry of Social Development 
2006). 

Employers· and eo !leagues· attitudes. and workplace 

flexibility, such as glide time. working at home and an 

abili ty to work part time. were significant but not the 

strongest fac tors in people's dec isions about participating 

in paid work. They were more important for people wi th 

older children who considered them in combination with 

other factors, such as family support for caring for 

children. Another participant stated that: 

There's a huge amount of netH'orking 

before 9am and afier 5pm. and I am not 

able to participate in that. 

Acceptance of traditional gender roles was a decisive 

fac tor for some participants. and underpinned other 

participants· decisions. The latter group did not 

necessarily hold traditional views about gender roles, but 

slipped into these roles once a child was born. For 

example, they may have shared domestic work before 

they had a child but did not do so afterwards. A recent 

Ministry of Social Development study found that about a 

third of adults with families believe that the father should 

earn the family income and the mother should stay at 
home (Ministry of Social Development 2006). 

A range of other factors working in combination had 

some influence on decisions. These included living in a 

rural area, having more than two children, being unable to 

drive. and having spent years out of the paid workforce. 

People also made decisions to change their hours of paid 
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work because they wanted to study, or because particular 

work opportunities arose. 

People made their decisions for personal reasons. They 

did not consider the state of the labour market, or the 

effects of government policies. The lack of discussion 

about the cost of childcare may reflect the relative 

affluence of the sample. It is interesting in the light of the 

2004 Living Standards study, which found that families 

who identified cost as a reason for not using childcare 

were more likely to be in some degree of hardship than 

other families wi th dependent children. 

It is unckar whether New Zealand's comparatively low 

rate of employment among mothers of pre-school 

children reflects active choices by parents or constraints 

on choices due to lack of support in areas such as 

childcarc. This study suggests that. for this sample at 

least. the lower rate of employment largely retlects an 

active choice. 

Similar factors influenced decisions of people from 

different ethnic. age. income and occupational groups. 

with the exception of managers who felt that they needed 

to work full time e,·en if this was not their preference. 

Fuctursjhr Spt!c(/ic Groups o/P<'ople 

Caring for a child with special needs or an adult with 

disabilities was an added stress in people's li,·cs. but the 

type of caring responsibility did not. in itself. appear to 

dri,·c their decisions about participation in paid work. 

People who cared for children with specia l needs or 

adults with disabilities made their decisions on similar 

grounds to those caring for children generally. Caring for 

older adults without disabilities did not influence people's 

decisions about participation in paid work. although it did 

affect the time they had for other acti,·ities. One 

participant mentioned that: 

1\(r uged pon'llls ure not in ftht! cil_l' I lil·c 

in/. ,\(1· mother is in hospitul H'ith St'\'l.!l't! 

dementio. ,\fr fatha is ut home ... his 

health is just deterioruring noli'. /Ill · 

lt 'ceke nd~ · an: -"I>L'Ilf up there helping him. I 

take timeji·om II 'Ork to do this. for example. 

I lwi'C.: taken my father to lwstJitul ji)l' 

UIJiwintments.fiJltr tillll:'S in the last/1/0nth. I 

get 1>uid hol/1'~1 · so {f' I '111 1/0/ there I don't 

get puid amlthut makes u difJ'erl!nce. 

Single people made decisions based on a similar range of 

factors as partncrcd parents. Some single peopk had high 

levels or family support. including from their ex par1ner 

and his or her family: others did not. Recent studies have 

found that the largest difference between single and 

partncrcd parents is the amount or money. and for some. 

the amount or time they have for themselves. rather than 

the factors that shape their decision to be in paid work 

(Ministry of Social Development. ~006: Families 

Commission . .2005 ). 

A key fi nding from this and other recent research is that 

people arc influenced in their choices by many factors, 

and that different situations suit different people. 

Decision Making Processes 

Most people felt they had choice and control over their 

decisions about paid work. although some felt obliged by 

circumstances such as a partner's inability to care for 

children, to be in their situation. This was particularly the 

case for men who were primary caregivers and not in any 

paid work. People discussed decisions with partners 

where they had them. and sometimes with immediate 

family. Other people were largely supportive of whatever 

decision people made. Negative attitudes had no material 
effect on decisions. 

Most people found decision making straightforward. 

Decisions about participation in paid work evolved over 

time. and built on earlier decisions and experiences such 

as choice of occupation and where to live, experiences at 

school. and family patterns in childhood. 

The study explored whether people sought information to 

help them make decisions. No participant looked for 

inforn1ation about what support was available, or the 

longer term financial or career effects of not working or 

reducing hours in paid work. Participants were aware of 

debate around longer term effects of formal early 

childhood education or informal childcare. although they 

did not seck this information out to help them decide 

whether or not to participate in paid work. A quote from 

one of participants illustrated this point: 

I IW\'('11 ·, looked at longer term .financial 

impacts - ll'hat 1ri// be. will be. Money is 

not the most important thing. I talked to my 

cousin 11·ho is a teacher about d(Uerences 

ll'ith kit/.'1 1rho lu11·e o parent at home [in 

ll:'I'IIIS (?I] children 's hehal'iour and 

ollitudes and that has reinforced to me that 

lu11g tem1 I 0111 doing thl! right thing u·ith 

mr son. 

Because no participant had robust. or in most cases. any 

external information about the implications of their 

choice. it was impossible to assess the impact of 

infonnation on decision making. Research carried out by 

the Families Commission in 2005 found that few families 

made explicit links between decision making and 

successful outcomes. The tindings of this study suggest 

that people arc obliged to respond to their immediate and 

short tenn needs. and cannot always take into account 

long term effects even if aware of them. 

E.!/ects ofDecisions 

Another issue is whether time out of the workforce has 

adverse effects on future employment or promotion 

prospects. 
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In this study, caring responsibilities had postttve and 

negative effects on people in all paid work categories. 

Some people not in paid work or working few hours felt 

they would not be able to return to highly paid and 

demanding jobs, and still fulfill their caring 

responsibilities. They chose to leave work or consider 

retraining for a position they could do part time. Others 

took the opportunity while away from fu ll time work to 

study, aiming for a better paid and more satisfying job 
when they returned to work. 

People working full time were unable to attend 

professional development and networking opportunities; 

others were reluctant to leave employers who offered 

flexible arrangements to pursue career development. An 

example of this was mentioned by one of the study 
participants: 

Lots of times I would like to go on training 

but I don't because of ha\'ing a child. 

Having a child has held me back because 

my first thought always has to be for home. 

There are lots of positions. extra 

responsibility that came up in my }oh but I 

can 't ... I did get [a promotion) but 

resigned because I realised before I e1·en 

started that I couldn't do it ll'ith [mr child} 

as this would take me all'~\' .fi'om heing a 

mother. 

This study shows that it is not so much that people cannot 

progress in jobs or access training when they have caring 

responsibil ities, but that some choose to prioritise their 

caring responsibilities while others find it too hard to 

combine work and caregiving. They include people who 

are single, have a partner with an inflexible job or one 

that requires travel. live rurally, have more than two 

children, and have children with special needs that require 

varying and/or unpredictable levels of extra care. 

Another issue is the effect of parents' decisions about 

participation in paid work on children. Stephens and 

Callister (2006) summarise the literature in relation to 

pre-schoolers as follows: 

On the one hand. additional income ji·om 

employment reduces the impact that 

poverty has on child allainments ... On the 

other hand, maternal employment increases 

stress and reduces the availahility of time 

for child-rearing. both of which can 

adverse~v a,ffect child outcomes. Howe1•er. 

the trade-off between these two varies by 

age group. with a general impression that 

for the firs t year of l(fe. the child is 

probab~v beller at home with a parent. and 

benveen ages three and five some form of 

quality child interaction is desirable. with a 

grey area for children aged one and two. 

This summary reflects the values and practice of almost 

all the people in this study. 

Men and women in this study who had with school aged 

children and had reduced their hours of paid work felt th is 

was positive for family relationships. They had more time 

with their children. People in full time work felt that, 

while they were role models for their chi ldren and the 

family had more money, they missed out on time with 

their children and participating in school activities. These 

findings are consistent with other research (Ministry of 

Social Development, 2006; Families Commission 2005). 

This study included only parents' views. but the Families 

Commission research included focus groups with 

children. Their views about parents working were similar 

to their parents: there was more financial freedom. but 

they spent less time together. For children, some of the 

additional benefits of parents working were more privacy 

to do what they wanted. having the house to themselves. 

and having more takeaway meals. Exploring optimal 

outcomes for children of all ages could feature more 

prominently in research into balancing work and caring 

responsibilities. 

The study showed a relationship between being the 

primary caregiver and being responsible for all unpaid 

work in the household. The primary caregiver for the 

children did domestic work in the household regardless of 

whether they were in any paid work. and irrespective of 

gender. In households with two working parents, 

domestic work tended to be shared, although women took 

more responsibility for organising it . This finding 

diverges from other research showing that women do 

more domestic work than men. even when both partners 
in a household are in full time paid work (Ministry of 

Social Development 2006). [f there is interest in 

exploring the relationships between caring 

responsibilities, paid work and unpaid domestic work 

further, case study research gaining the views of different 

people in a household would be useful. 

Sati . ~f'action ll'ith Decisions 

Participants felt that society did not value their work as 

carers. even though they personally valued this role 

highly and were satisfied with their decisions. People not 

in paid work were most affected by this. as others derived 

social value from their paid work. All participants thought 

it was beneficial for parents to be with chi ldren. 

especially young children. Men in particular reflected on 

the va lue and importance of building strong relationships 

with their children. One participant believed that: 

({ we valued parenting and stay at home 

parents we 1\'0 Uid not ha1·e ha(lthe issues 

1re do - (l we enhanced and facilitated the 

role. 

While people in part ti me work found elements of both 

caring and working satisfying, they were not satisfied 

with having to juggle two roles and make compromises 

with both. People in fu ll time paid work also had to 

juggle two roles and had less time for parenting and for 

themselves than they would like. This ti nding IS 

supported by recent research, which shows that most 
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people are satisfied with their work/home situation, even 

though it is not their ideal (Families Commission, 2005: 

Ministry of Social Development, 2006). 

Most people found decision making straightforward. 

Their choices were clear cut and they could not identify 

ways to make decision making easier. However, they did 

discuss changes that might make their I ives easier. for 

example. having more family close by who could provide 

support. 

Participants who had high levels of fl exibili ty within their 

employment were more satisfied. and found it easier to 

manage their caring and paid work responsibilities, than 

those who did not. Some participants in paid work felt 

their lives would be easier if employers took a more 

active and lateral approach to workplace flexibility. 

On the whole. the study concurred with other recent 

research which shows that many people do have access to 

various types of flexible work options. but their ability to 

use them depends on a variety of factors. including 

workplace culture (Ministry of Social Development. 

::!006: Department of Labour. 2003. 2006). Some people 

in the study changed jobs to obtain flexible conditions. 

This. and other recent research into work-life balance. 

suggests that individuals and families establish priorities. 

are able to arrange situations that more or less suit these 

priorities. and on the whole. are satisfied with their lives 

at work and home. In summary. this study is in accord 
with other research findin gs on· 

.... . 

• 
• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 
• 
• 

mothers· pattern of participation in paid work 

parents· ex tensive use of informal childcare . 

particularly for children under the age of two 
~ 

the influence of beliefs about traditional gender roles .... 

the importance of tinancial factors in making a 

decision about participating in paid \vork 

the importance of factors such a · personal 

satisfaction. intellectual stimulation and feeling 
va lued in making a decision .... 

the similari ty of factors influencing single and 

partnered parents· decision making 

the lack of a longer term viev\' in decision-making 

the benefits of flexible \\'Orkplacc conditions 

people's generally high levels of satisfaction with 
their decision. 

This study showed that. when making a deci ion. 

participants did not actively seek information on services 

and financial benefits available to support them in their 

role as caregivers. nor did they speci tically seck 

infonnation on the long-tenn consequences of their 

decision. However. this does not mean that information 
should not be provided or made available. 

Conclusions 

This study has shown that multiple factors influence 

people's choices about paid work. and that different 

approaches sui t differcnt people in different situations. 

The res~arc h also highlighted the importance of providing 

an envtronment that supports people's choices to be 
involved in employment, and to care for their loved ones. 

Future Research 

Participants made decisions that, as far as possible 

balanced their beliefs about caring with their commitmen; 

to work and their need for intellectual satisfaction, social 

contact and money. They based their decisions on 

personal preferences, rather than on information about 

financial benefits or services that might support them in 

their role. 

The study has identified a number of areas for further 

work. These include exploring the experiences and views 

of a wider variety of people: understanding men's 

situations better; developing ways to support people's 

preference to care for very young children (those under 

the age of two) themselves: exploring ways to support 

people's preferences for family and other informal care 

for children: promoting flexible working: and exploring 

the relevance of the nature and quality of work in 

decision making. 

Note 

This paper is based on the research report 

·Decisions about caring and working: A 

qualitative study' published by the Department of 

Labour. 
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