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What happened to my work-life balance?
By MartHew McDonao, RMIT VieTnam

Claire has been working in the insurance industry for 15
years. Her career began after she completed a Bachelor
of Commerce degree. Initially she was hired on a casval
basis to work in the marketing department for NDI, a [arge
Ausiralian insurance company. After six months as o casual,
she successfully opplied for a fulltime permanent position in
the same depariment. Claire always wanted to have children.
However, she felt it was important to finish her degree and
gain a number of years’ work experience before she did so.
She would then go back to work after her children started
school. At this point she hadn't yet found the right man with
whom to start a family, but it was still early days.

In order to develop a sustainable career in the insurance
industry, Claire’s plan was to move to different departments
in the company so she could gain knowledge of all of the
different business units. After 18 months she took a promotion
as a product manager, still within the marketing department.
This was a demanding job, but Claire, along with her team,
successfully launched a number of new products onto the
market. Claire’s leadership abilities and drive to succeed
were noticed by NDI executives and as a result she was
quickly promoted into a middle management role and then,
a few years later, to a senior management position. Although
Claire’s initial plan was to move around the different sections
and departments of NDI to gain a better understanding of
the insurance industry as a whole, she felt sviled to the area
of product management and with her quick promotions she
decided this was the place for her to stay.

As Claire was progressively promoted she found that the
demands on her time and energy began to increase. By the
time she found herself in a senior management position,
she was working long hours, atiending numerous weekly
meetings and constantly travelling around the country. She

often needed to work weekends to catch up on emails and
paperwork because this was the only time of the week when
she wasn't interrupted by the daytoday running of her
department. As a consequence, Claire found she had litfle
time to spend with her friends or to develop the sort of long-
term relationship she desired; it was this aspect of the job that
she found most disheartening. She’'d had a number of short-
term casual relationships throughout her career. However,
these never seemed to last because either her partners were
not ready to settle down and have children or they found her
job too demanding and never saw enough of her.

A life-changing decision

After Claire turned 37 she realised that if she didn't have
children soon she may never get the opportunity. Although
she did not particularly desire to be a single parent, she knew
in her heart that she still wanted to be a mother. Without a
long-term partner she decided to undergo in vitro fertilisation
{IVF). Over the years Claire had saved enough money and
annual leave to be able to take two years away from her job
to look after her baby before returning to work.

The IVF was successful and Claire left her position eight
months later to have twins. After the babies were born, Claire
was able to do small projects as a casual employee, working
from home for NDI when her babies slept or while they spent
fime with their grandparents.

When Claire eventually went back to work at NDI two years
later she ook a firstline manager’s position. She hoped that
because her children were now in nursery she could spend at
least one day a week working from home and that some of her
working hours could be arranged flexibly. This meant she could
drop off and pick up her children at least one or two days a
week. The rest of the time this was done by her mother. However,
while NDI had been willing o give her casual work she could
underiake from home directly akter the birth of her twins, when
she tried to negotiate this into a more formal arrangement,
she encountered a lot of resistance. Claire had spoken with
a senior human resources manager in the company who told



arrangements and that she should look af working for another  she had to moke alterngtive arrangements for her children

company that was more progressive in ferms of its work-life g the last minute. She became more and more frustrated,

balance arrangements. The human resources manager told her particularly as there had been occasions when her mother

about ancther insurance company called Surelife, which had o wasn't available fo pick up her children and she had had 1o

good reputation in this respect, rely on friends or ask the nursery to keep her children back
late, which incurred g penalty fee.

She felt that on a nymber of occasions the workload and

the confidence she had in her team fo complete the necessary
the move. After doing some research on Surelife she was  fasks did not warrant her physical presence in the office and

happy with what she saw, 0 she contacted the CEQ, Brign  hat she could ecsily. have led her team wor'king from home.
Campbell, Io register her interest and sent out her CV 1o find  She also felt undermined by the lack of confidence tha Peter
out what opportunities might be coming up in the fusre.  had in her abilities. Claire felf that in the six months she had

Campbell was very impressed with Claire’s experience and workec! at Surelife .She had successfully facilitated a self-
skills and got back to her siraight away to organise o meeting.  19NAging team, which she had .w.rorked fjc:rd to achieve in
At the meeting, Claire falked abou, her work experience  the first few weeks of her new position. Claire had developed
and how she thought she could confribute to Surelife. She  these skills in her role as o senior manager a NDI—where
explained that she was looking to work for g company that she was frequently out of the office travelling and had to

took work-life balance seriously. Campbell reassured her that feg oE.'andhensure her depcrtmem‘al] tear,ns. 90; . dw:h thﬁ
Surelife’s policy was to attract more women into their ranks 100 While she was away. As a result, Claire foun ke

and that they were looking to achieve this by introducing becoming siressed more easily and this was interfering with
initiatives that supported employees’ non-work demands such ~ her sleeping ?“d ealing patierns. .
as childeare. When it came 1o negotiating a position ond When Claire spoke with Peter about her frustrations he

pay, Claire conceded that she would consider a role with  reassured hfar that it had been o particularly busy Few. months
fewer responsibilities and demands as long as her flexible ~ @nd that in fime things wouid'seh‘le down. However, this didn‘t
working arrangements would be honoured furn out to be the case. Claire found that on average there

Six weeks later, Claire was offered and took Up a new  Were inferruptions fo her Hexi.ble' arrangements on at least
position as a team leader in Surelife’s products department, o out c‘)F every four weeks. This included Peter requiring her
Although this was another step down from her previous '9 come in on the days she.norrmcily worked from home. The
position as a firstline manager and prior to that as a senior  Sifuation compounded Claire’s siress Ie.vels and ”'_'e_ effects
manager with NDV, it was Claire’s belief that taking a pay cut  this had on her heaith bect?me more serious. She w.srted her
and a job with less responsibility was the price she hod o OGP on a number of occasions, who initially prescribed her
pay for working at g company that allowed her more flexible slegpmg tablets and then eventually recommended she fake
working arrangements. Prior 1o toking up the position, ~ Ontidepressants.

Campbell hod advised Claire to organise her Hexible
working arrangements with her direct manager, and as iong
as these were reasonable her manager would accommodate Things came to a head one afternoon when Claire left early
her schedule. lo pick up her children. Peter rang Claire on her mobile

On her first day with Surelife, Claire had o meefing with  and asked her to come back into the office. Claire couldn't
her manager, Peter, in which they discussed her duties in believe it. She told Peler that she was already halfway to
more detail, the team she would be leading and the projects  the nursery and that there wasn't enough time to arrange
she would be working on. Claire then discussed her wishto  for someone else to pick up the children. Once she got
work from home at least one day a week and to arrive late home and got the children setfled she rang the office back
and leave early on one other day. Peter told her this would to check on the problem. The next day Claire found a note
be OK except during busy periods when Claire would be  on her desk asking her to see Pefer straight away. In their
required to work normal hours of the office. meeting Peter told Claire that he wasn't happy that she had

in the first month, Claire was able to work from home,  not done as he had asked. He said he realised the difficulty
arrive early and leave early one day a week. By the second this had presented, however, and suggested to Claire that
month there had been two weeks in arow when her flexible  she put in place o permanent emergency pick-up for her
arrangement had been interrupted due to what Peter claimed children in case this happened again in the future. Claire
was a heavy workload. Claire was able to deal with this  told Peter of her frustration at being asked to come back at
because her mother stepped in o the last minute to pick  a most inconvenient time. She also voiced her frustration
up her children. However, as the months passed by, the  about her flexible working arrangements in general, whigh
interruptions fo her flexible schedule continved 1o occur. As  she felt had not been honoured by the verbal agreement
Claire was never sure when these so-called 'busy periods’ they had made when she first started working for Surelife.

It was at this point that Claire decided she would make




Peter responded by saying that he did warn her that from
time to time there would be interruptions during busy
periods. Claire said she respected this and was happy to
abide by it, but that these so-called ‘busy periods’ were
alitoo-frequent. She also said she felt that on most of these
occasions they didn’t warrant her staying behind late or not
being able to work from home. At the end of the discussion,
Peter told Claire that this is what the job entailed and that if
she wasn't happy with it she should start locking for a job
eisewhere.



