[image: image1.png]University of South Australia




Does practice match the policy?
Perceptions of women employees utilising maternity leave provisions at the
University of South Australia
Human Resources Unit
Summary of report
The University of South Australia has a long-standing commitment to equal opportunity for women and is currently listed as an ‘Employer of Choice for Women’ by the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Agency.
The University is also committed to continuously reviewing and improving its practices. In late 2004, 83 women who had used the University’s maternity leave provisions between 2002 and 2004 were surveyed to gain insights into their experience of pregnancy, maternity leave, and return-to-work at the University of South Australia.
This project was designed to investigate the experiences of women employees utilising maternity leave provisions at the University of South Australia. The purpose of this research was to identify good practice and areas for improvement, and to recommend strategies to address areas of concern.

Sixty-nine percent of eligible women employees responded. This excellent return rate provides a basis for the University to review current practices and implement strategies for achieving its goals of fair, consistent, and responsible people management.

The findings from this research will be of particular interest to UniSA as it seeks to

· build on its commitment to providing family friendly work practices

· continue to move from compliance with the  Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act to best practice

· move from accommodating the needs of women employees to addressing the subtler factors involved in minimising any negative impacts of maternity leave on a successful career.

Overview of positive responses

Sixty-eight percent of respondents felt that they had not been disadvantaged at work by their pregnancy and/or period of breastfeeding, whilst only twelve percent felt that they had been disadvantaged.
These percentages are a significant indicator of the University’s success in mainstreaming good practices in relation to the “Arrangements for dealing with pregnancy, potentially pregnant employees, and employees who are breastfeeding”. This is one of seven areas of attention required by the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act 1999. In comparison with another university that has used a similar survey, the University’s percentages are uniformly higher.

Women provided positive responses to many of the survey questions:

· 96 percent of respondents felt that their colleagues and managers had been supportive

· 95 percent reported that they had been readily allowed to go to medical appointments

· 80 percent of respondents felt that they had the same access to training opportunities as other employees

· 78 percent of respondents reported that they had no anxieties in disclosing to their supervisor that they were pregnant

· 77 percent of respondents said that they were not put under pressure to return to work early from maternity leave

· less than eight percent of all respondents reported that they had any anxieties in disclosing to their supervisor that they were breastfeeding.

Overview of areas of concern

Some responses indicate areas of concern:

· 57 percent of all respondents stated that while on leave they had not been invited to meetings that could be important for them and their work

· 50 percent of those respondents who gave an opinion on being able to breastfeed at work said that it was not made possible for them to breastfeed in a suitable location

· 43 percent of all respondents felt that while on leave they were not kept informed about development in their workplace that could be important to them

· 21 percent of respondents felt pressure to return to work early

· 21 percent of respondents had anxieties about disclosing to their manager that they were pregnant

· 16 percent of respondents stated that the essential conditions of their position had not been maintained on their return to work.

These figures are of particular interest to an organisation wanting to progress from mere compliance with the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act to best practice. None of these figures indicate failure on behalf of the University. They reflect the move from accommodating women employees to the subtler factors involved in minimising any negative impacts of maternity leave on a successful career.

Recommendations
The report includes a number of recommendations, including:

· That the University expands on its current ‘Pregnancy at Work’ pamphlet with web-based resources that are less focussed on the requirements of legislation and policy and more practically based around questions of concern such as ‘when do I tell my manager?’, ‘what are my leave entitlements?’, ‘what are my options on return?’ and ‘where can I breastfeed?’
· Strategies are put into place to ensure that all situations with employees returning to work are conducted in order to ensure no indirect discrimination inadvertently occurs.

· Employees are encouraged to discuss issues such as lactation and difficult pregnancy or birth experiences when arranging their return to work.

· The University ensures that managers fully understand the requirements to make reasonable accommodations and ensure no indirect discrimination occurs in any variation of work conditions.

· The University provides ‘mini-induction’ programs for staff returning from maternity leave of longer than six months or where significant changes have occurred in the workplace.

· Where childcare is not available on a particular campus, the University considers other options to facilitate greater childcare support within reasonable proximity.
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