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For several years now Australian unions have been waging campaigns to limit 
working hours and the growth in casual employment in the name of improving 
workers’ well-being. Yet these campaigns are little more than an attempt to impose 

uniform rules on the entire workforce, thereby discouraging workers from opting out of 
collective bargaining by preventing them from individually negotiating their own pay 
and conditions. Moreover, the evidence used to support these campaigns does not stand 
up to closer scrutiny.

The campaign to limit working hours (‘the hours campaign’) is based on the claim 
that an increasing number of Australians are working longer hours to the detriment of 
their family life, health and safety. But although the incidence of longer working hours 
has grown in recent years, studies demonstrate that long hours per se do not adversely 
affect family life and general well-being. It has also been shown that if working hours 
were capped, labour costs for employers would most likely increase, forcing them to cut 
jobs. For low-paid workers, shorter working hours would erode their income by reducing 
their overtime earnings and destroying their jobs.

The casuals campaign aims to give casual employees the right to convert to permanent 
employment after six months with the same employer. The assumption is that casual jobs 
are ‘inferior’ to permanent jobs. But casual employees seem just as satisfied with their 
jobs as permanent employees while the growth of casual employment appears to reflect  
workers’ preference for flexibility. Moreover, for the less educated and less skilled, casual 
employment can serve as a stepping stone to other job prospects. If such a regulation 
were introduced, employers might stop hiring casuals or replace casuals with fewer 
permanent employees. The low-skilled unemployed would therefore be further deprived 
of employment opportunities. 

There are, of course, some workers who struggle to balance work and non-work 
commitments and/or have trouble moving from casual into permanent employment. 
But introducing uniform regulations to cater for this minority would affect the majority 
who are currently satisfied with their hours or casual employment arrangements. A less 
collectivised approach is necessary. Unions must allow individual employers and employees 
to work out their respective problems at enterprise or workplace levels.

Dr Kayoko Tsumori is a Policy Analyst at The Centre for Independent Studies. The author wishes to thank 
Bob Day, Peter Saunders and Carolynn Chen for their helpful comments and suggestions. The usual disclaimers 
apply. 
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For workers 
who discover 

they are capable 
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negotiating 
individual 

agreements, 
union 

membership 
becomes less 

attractive.

Introduction
Workers negotiate their pay and conditions in two main ways. One involves collective action, whereby 
they join together in a trade union and seek higher wages, shorter hours, longer holidays, and so on 
for everybody. The other possibility is individual bargaining, whereby workers individually negotiate 
their pay and conditions with their employers. Compared with collective bargaining, the latter allows 
greater flexibility. For example, one worker might want to put in a lot of overtime to boost earnings 
while another might want to forgo annual leave entitlements and instead receive higher wages. Such 
individualised arrangements would be impossible under a collective agreement that limits overtime 
hours and prohibits the cashing out of leave entitlements. 

In practice, many workers engage in both types of bargaining at the same time. But the importance 
of collective bargaining tends to diminish in inverse proportion to individual bargaining. For workers 
who discover they are capable of successfully negotiating individual agreements, union membership 
becomes less attractive. This weakens the influence, and even the raison d’être, of unions.

To discourage workers from opting out of collective action, union leaders can use either positive 
or negative incentives.1 Positive incentives are rewards for remaining loyal to the union. They may 
include, apart from the successful outcome of collective bargaining, special home loan offers, cheaper 
health insurance, exclusive membership of recreational facilities, and so on. Negative incentives can 
involve peer pressure and intimidation. Less obvious but just as pernicious is to set up a closed shop, 
which excludes the employment of non-union workers.

The most effective negative incentives are those that impose uniform rules on the whole workforce, 
thereby preventing workers from individually negotiating their own pay and conditions. Two of the 
campaigns currently being waged by Australian unions provide a good example of this. The first, 
which seeks to limit hours of work, is based on the claim that an increasing number of Australians 
are working longer to the great detriment of their family life, health and safety.2 Unions thus want 
hours of work reduced by law. 

Low skills are a major cause of joblessness

AustraliaÊs unemployment rate fell to a 22-year low of 5.6% in October 2003.1 Unemployment·or more broadly, 
joblessness·nevertheless remains a pressing issue .2 There are alarmingly large sections of the population that simply do 
not or cannot move out of joblessness. These include the long-term unemployed, some young labour market participants 
and members of jobless households·all of whom are more likely to lack skills:

• In October 2003, nearly 40% of the unemployed had previously held an occupation that is considered low-
skilled (Âelementary clerical, sales and service workersÊ or Âlabourers and related workersÊ);3

• While the long-term unemployment rate (the proportion of those unemployed for over a year to all those un-
employed) in recent years has declined approximately in tandem with that of unemployment, more than one 
in five unemployed persons still had spent more than a year out of work.4 A large proportion, 43.8%, of the 
long-term unemployed were low-skilled, although this is probably a reflection of the fact that the low-skilled 
are overrepresented among the unemployed to begin with;

• Young labour market participants almost by definition lack education, experience and skills. The unemployment 
rate is accordingly high among youth. In October 2003, 14.3% of labour force participants aged 15 to 19 
were unemployed in spite of the very low overall unemployment rate;5

• In 2001, nearly 15% of households had no adult members in paid work. Some 10.9% of adults and 14.6% 
of children lived there.6 Of adults in jobless households who had no qualification beyond primary school, 
45.6% were in jobless households in 2001, whereas the corresponding figure for those who had completed 
secondary school was just 9.3%.7

Notes
1  Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Labour Force, Australia, ABS Cat. No. 6202.0 (Canberra: ABS, October 2003), Table 2.
2  Unemployment is not necessarily synonymous with joblessness. The unemployed refer to those who are out of work and are looking for a 

job. The jobless are also out of work but may or may not be looking for a job. They consist, in other words, both of those unemployed and 
of those Ânot in the labour force'.

3  See Note to Figure 3, p.5.
4  Derived from ABS, Labour Force, Australia, ABS Cat. No. 6203.0 (Canberra: ABS, February 2003), Table 25.
5  ABS, Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Labour Force, Australia, ABS Cat. No. 6202.0 (Canberra: ABS, October 2003), Table 7. This 

figure, however, may somewhat overstate the extent of the problem, because unemployed youth are much less likely to remain unemployed 
over a long period of time than their adult counterparts. An estimate by the ABS shows that, while around 39% of adults (aged 25 to 54) who 
had been unemployed in one month were no longer unemployed in the following month, the corresponding figure for unemployed teenagers 
(aged 15 to 19) was about 48%. A large proportion of these teenagers (29.3%) left the labour force rather than moved into employment. 
This arises from the fact that the ABS monthly Labour Force Survey includes those who are in full-time education but are actively looking for 
part-time work. They may, for instance, only seek work during breaks just to leave the labour force upon returning to study (ABS, ÂLabour 
Market Transitions of TeenagersÊ, Australian Labour Market Statistics, ABS Cat. No. 6105 (Canberra: ABS, October 2003), 14).

6  Rosanna Scutella and Mark Wooden, The Characteristics of Jobless Households in Australia: Evidence from Wave 1 of the Households 
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, a paper presented at the Australian Social Policy Conference (Sydney: Social 
Policy Research Centre, The University of New South Wales, 9-11 July 2003), Table 2.
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are intended 
to improve 
workers’ 
well-being. 
But that is only 
a half-truth.

The other campaign is directed against the growth of casual employment. Casual employees, it 
is argued, suffer from ‘greater insecurity’ and ‘economic stress’ due to irregular hours of work and 
lower earnings than their permanent counterparts.3 The unions argue that one way to improve the 
conditions of casual employment is to provide an entitlement for casual employees to convert to 
permanent employment after six months with the same employer.4

These campaigns are intended to improve workers’ well-being. But that is only a half-truth. The 
unions are, in the name of shielding workers from the allegedly adverse effects of long hours or casual 
work, closing off opportunities for individuals to make their own decisions about their own working 
lives according to their own needs and preferences. Moreover, the claims underlying both campaigns 
are supported by evidence which does not stand up to closer scrutiny. The hours and casuals campaigns 
would also end up further increasing the risk of joblessness among the low-skilled (see box).

Limiting hours worked
In 1998 the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) launched the Reasonable Hours campaign, 
which sought to introduce into the awards system a uniform definition of ‘unreasonable hours of work’. 
Its centrepiece was a claim that two extra days paid leave be provided for workers who have worked 
given numbers of days or hours over given periods of time.5 A test case was subsequently opened in 
November 2001 and concluded eight months later. The Australian Industrial Relations Commission 
(AIRC) accepted employees’ right to refuse ‘unreasonable’ overtime—overtime that might pose a 
risk to health and safety or have a negative effect on family responsibilities—but otherwise rejected 
the ACTU’s claims.6 The campaign is far from over, and the ACTU is now considering calling for 
a cap on the number of hours worked per week, which was not among its original claims.7 In a 
separate campaign, the Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union in early 2003 sought a 36-hour 
week across the manufacturing industry, though it was unsuccessful.8

These campaigns by Australian unions follow similar initiatives by the European Union, whose 
Directive on Working Time limits the total of ordinary and overtime hours to 48, and particularly 
France, which introduced a law capping weekly working hours at 35 in 1998.9 The law—sometimes 
called the Aubry law after Martine Aubry, the former labour minister responsible for it—was touted 
as an effective way to restore work-life balance. It was also claimed that it would help cut the country’s 
chronically high unemployment by enabling workers to share work. Yet the French government is 
now under pressure to repeal the law, as will be discussed later. 

The unions’ case for shorter hours is based on two claims. The first is that Australians are 
spending more and more hours at work and that limiting hours by law would boost employment as 
has allegedly occurred in France.10 The second is that longer hours of work are undermining health 
and safety as well as family life.

Can workers share hours?
Figure 1 shows that the number of hours worked per week, on average, has hardly changed since 1979 in 
Australia. Part-time hours have remained more or less constant, although full-time hours have somewhat 
increased. In 2003, an average full-time worker was working 1.2 hours a week longer than in 1979.

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Part-time workers

Full-time workers

All workers

2003200119991997199519931991198919871985198319811978
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Labour Force, Australia, Cat. No. 6203.0 (Canberra: ABS, various 
issues); ABS, Australian Labour Market Statistics, ABS Cat. No. 6105.0 (Canberra: ABS, 2003). 
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The incidence of very long hours has risen sharply, however. Figure 2 indicates that between 1979 
and 2003 the proportion of Australians working more than 49 hours per week has increased nearly 
twofold—from 14.6% to 26.0%. Very long hours are twice as common among the self-employed 
(own-account workers and employers in unincorporated businesses), compared with employees.11 
Nonetheless, a significant number of employees—almost one in four—were working 50 hours or 
more in 2001.12 Figure 2 also shows that the incidence of employees working less than 35 hours per 
week has increased. This may reflect the growth of underemployment, where the employed want to 
work more hours but cannot find such opportunities.13

From Figure 2, it is easy to see why the unions claim that limiting, and thereby redistributing, 
hours of work could reduce unemployment and underemployment. But as leading French economist 
Jean-Paul Fitoussi puts it, the claim that a cap on hours will create jobs stems from an ‘arithmetical 
illusion.’ It is not possible for eight people working six hours each to produce the same results as six 
people working eight hours each, because workers are not perfectly homogeneous.14

In Australia, there is a skill mismatch between those working short hours and those working 
long hours. In 2001, 59.2% (1.2 million) of those working more than 50 hours per week were in 
high-skilled occupations (‘managers and administrators’, ‘professionals’ or ‘associate professionals’).15 
Cutting their hours might create more work for the 28.0% (0.8 million) of those working less than 
35 hours in these categories. But the remaining 72.0% (2.0 million), including 33.0% (0.9 million) 
in low-skilled occupations (‘elementary clerical, sales and service workers’ and ‘labourers and related 
workers’), would probably miss out. So would most of the unemployed who are low-skilled.

Furthermore, hours currently worked are largely consistent with workers’ preference.16 Table 1, 
derived from the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, Wave 
1, shows that the majority of workers are satisfied with their hours. Even the 43.3% working more 
than 49 hours indicate that they want to work about the same hours.
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Table 1. Preference With Regard to Hours of Work (%)

  Prefer to work:

Current hours of work Fewer hours About the same More hours Total

Less than 35 8.8 57.0 34.2 100.0
35 to 39 22.9 59.8 17.3 100.0
40 to 44 27.6 62.2 10.2 100.0
45 to 49 42.9 51.3 5.7 100.0
More than 49 54.2 43.3 2.4 100.0

Total 28.8 54.9 16.3 100.0

Source: Derived from the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, Wave 1 (2001), 
Release 1, Confidentialised Unit Record File.

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Labour Force, Australia, Cat. No. 6203.0 (Canberra: ABS, various 
issues); ABS, Australian Labour Market Statistics, ABS Cat. No. 6105.0 (Canberra: ABS, 2003. 
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It is true that as the number of hours worked increases, the preference for fewer hours grows 
significantly stronger, and vice versa. But this does not mean that a mandatory limit on hours of 
work would enable those wanting fewer hours to share their work with those wanting more hours. 
Figure 3 plots, occupation by occupation, the number of workers who prefer fewer hours on the X 
(horizontal) axis and the number of workers who prefer more hours on the Y (vertical) axis. Also 
drawn is a line that connects points where the values of X and Y are equal. The point representing an 
occupation will be exactly on this line, if the number of workers wanting fewer hours and the number 
of workers wanting more hours are exactly the same within that occupation. Redistributing hours 
from the latter group of workers to the former, then, could help eliminate underemployment. 

There are two conditions that need to be met. One is that workers within an occupation are 
completely substitutable with one another, and the other, that the number of extra hours sought by 
an underemployed worker is exactly the same as the number of hours that his or her ‘over-employed’ 
counterpart is willing to give up. Neither is realistic. Even if these conditions were somehow met, the 
underemployment problem would not be solved, as is clear from Figure 3. High-skilled occupations—
‘managers and administrators’, ‘professionals’ and ‘associate professionals’—are located far below 
the oblique line. This indicates that, although a cap on working hours could generate a significant 
number of additional high-skilled jobs, there would not be enough underemployed workers to fill 
them. What needs to be created are low-skilled jobs—‘elementary clerical, sales and service workers’ 
and ‘labourers and related workers’—but in these occupations, there are more workers who prefer 
more hours than workers who prefer fewer hours. Jobs generated by capping hours would elude 
many of the low-skilled underemployed.

Unintended consequences
Shorter hours may also destroy rather than create jobs. In a September 2002 survey, a significant 
proportion (49.2%) of employers indicated that if the ACTU’s Reasonable Hours claim had been 
accepted by the AIRC, there would have been substantial cost implications.17 Respondents who were 
able to provide an estimate of the cost put it, on average, at $182,348 per company, which would 
have translated into $3,187 per federal award employee.18 Asked what would have been the primary 
source of the possible cost increase, 54.2% pointed to an increase in labour costs. Higher labour 
costs could mean job losses. Low-skilled workers would be disproportionately affected, because the 
demand for low-skilled labour is particularly susceptible to the price of that labour.19

France’s persistently high unemployment demonstrates that a cap on hours would be of little help.20 
While the 35-hour week initially generated 200,000 jobs (equivalent to 0.5% of the population aged 
15 to 64 in 2000),21 Fitoussi points out that 0.2% economic growth would have had the same effect 
and that dropping interest rates by one point would be more effective in boosting employment.22 
With the economy contracting, French job market prospects remain grim.
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Notes: The number in the parenthesis by each occupation denotes the skill level required for that occupation. An 
occupation with a lower number is considered to require a higher skill level. Occupations and skills are classified 
in accordance with the ABS, Australian Standard Classification of Occupations, 2nd Edition, ABS, Cat. No. 1220.0 
(Canberra: ABS, 1997). 
Source: Derived form the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, Wave 1 (2001), 
Release 1, Confidentialised Unit Record File. 
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Are long hours a problem?
A 2001 survey of 50 Australian families, commissioned by the ACTU, concluded that the majority 
are being adversely affected by unreasonable hours.23 But this finding is at odds with other studies 
based on larger-scale surveys. One, using the results of a survey that ran from 1984 through to 2001, 
found no significant conflict between long hours and family life.24 Long hours did not adversely 
affect satisfaction with family or with life in general. Financial satisfaction was higher among those 
working longer hours, and so was job satisfaction. 

Another study, which focused on male full-time workers who lived with a partner and had at 
least one child under 15, similarly concluded that long hours per se had little to do with subjective 
well-being.25 Rather, it depended on the way in which people viewed their working hours. Fathers 
who enjoyed working very long hours were coping as well as, or even better than, fathers who 
enjoyed working ‘standard hours’ (35 to 40 hours per week). Neither did fathers who did not enjoy 
long hours appear pervasively worse off than fathers who did not enjoy working standard hours. A 
similar analysis of a wider variety of families also concluded that working more than 48 hours per 
week had no sizeable adverse effects on family life or general well-being.26

France’s 35-hour week has arguably undermined workers’ well-being. A recent survey shows that 
36% of the French want the 35-hour week scrapped while 18% want it suspended.27 In total, 54% 
are opposed. Ironically white-collar workers in large businesses are the ones enjoying longer holidays 
and occasional four-day weekends, and appear to be among the most enthusiastic supporters of 
the law. Poorer workers are frustrated because they have lost much of an important source of extra 
income, that is, overtime earnings.28 Others are stressed, for they never have enough time to get 
their work done. The adverse effect of the law is most visible at hospitals, where the waiting lists 
are growing longer. Some blame the 35-hour week for contributing to 15,000 heatwave deaths in 
the summer of 2003.29

Summary
The unions’ hours campaign is based on evidence that is at best weak. Long hours may have become 
more common, but they have not necessarily undermined workers’ well-being. A cap on hours would 
not create jobs where they are needed. It could even destroy jobs by increasing labour costs and/or 
weakening the economy as a whole. The plight of the low-skilled would worsen, with their income 
declining and their jobs disappearing.

Casual rights
Casual employment, as opposed to permanent employment, is now increasingly common. In August 
2002, over 27% of Australian employees were casuals.30 This represents a 8.4 percentage point 
increase compared with 1988, the earliest year for which data is available. While the term ‘casual’ 
suggests temporariness, casual employment today is not necessarily temporary. In 2001, 57% of 
casual employees had been in their current jobs for more than a year, and the average duration of 
casual employment was 2.6 years.31

Casual jobs are often regarded as ‘inferior’ to permanent positions, and employers who hire casual 
staff are sometimes seen as simply trying to cut corners. Unions have therefore been attempting 
to give casual employees the right to convert to permanent employment after six months with the 
same employer. In early 2003, the New South Wales Labor Council launched a test case seeking 
this, and the ACTU is pursuing a nationwide campaign.32 The federal Labor Party is developing a 
similar platform.33

Casual employees, with a few exceptions, have no leave entitlements.34 Federal and state industrial 
relations regulations exempt them from a number of leave provisions, such as sick leave, annual leave 
and parental leave. Casuals are also exempt from unfair dismissal laws. Under the Commonwealth 
Workplace Relations Act 1996, for example, a casual employee is not eligible to make an unfair 
dismissal application before completing 12 months of service (s170CBA (3)(a)). In short, casual 
employment implies less onus on employers.

The lack of leave entitlements is sometimes seen as a way for employers to save on labour costs. 
But according to one study based on a 1995 survey, cost-cutting was not the primary motive for 
employers who hire casual staff.35 Casuals usually receive, in lieu of leave entitlements, a ‘loading’ of 
20% to 30%. The saving made on leave provisions is offset, sometimes more than offset, by these 
loadings.36 Many employers indicated that the rigidity of labour market regulations was a more 
important determinant of their recruitment practices, pointing particularly to unfair dismissal laws. 
Unfair dismissal laws make it more cumbersome and costly for employers to fire employees—even 
for legitimate reasons.37 Casual employment is one way of avoiding this.
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Table 2. Job Satisfaction, Male and Female (Mean scores)

All males Casual Fixed-term(a) Permanent

Pay 6.63 6.98 6.79 
Job security 6.77 7.26 7.92
Work itself 7.02 7.93 7.56
Hours worked 6.85 7.04 7.10
Flexilibity available to balance 7.42 7.24 7.15
work and non-work committments
Overall job satisfaction 7.18 7.75 7.46

All females Casual Fixed-term(a) Permanent

Pay 6.92 6.60 6.63 
Job security 7.32 7.28 8.31
Work itself 7.30 8.01 7.69
Hours worked 7.24 7.28 7.36
Flexilibity available to balance 7.97 7.47 7.38 
work and non-work committments
Overall job satisfaction 7.68 7.90 7.72

Notes: (a) Fixed-term employees refer to those who may have leave entitlements but are on fixed-term contracts.
Source: Mark Wooden and Diana Warren, The Characteristics of Casual and Fixed-term Employment: Evidence from 
the HILDA Survey, Melbourne Institute Working Paper No. 15/03 (Melbourne: Melbourne Institute of Applied 
Economic and Social Research, June 2003), Tables 5 and 6.

How do casuals feel about their jobs?
The growth of casual employment appears to reflect not only employer preferences but also the needs 
of many working-age individuals for more flexible arrangements than those offered by permanent, 
full-time employment. A total of 28% of casual employees are studying full-time (13.3% at school 
and 14.8% studying full-time in higher education) while 17.1% of women  with dependent children 
also work casually. This explains why three-quarters of casual employees work part-time (less than 
35 hours).38

Job satisfaction among casual employees, moreover, is more or less on a par with permanent 
employees. The HILDA survey, Wave 1, asked its employed respondents to rate their job satisfaction 
on a scale of 0 to 10. The higher the score, the higher the satisfaction. As shown in Table 2, female 
casual employees were just as satisfied with their jobs as their permanent counterparts. They also rated 
flexibility particularly highly. Likewise, overall job satisfaction among male casual employees was 
fairly high. Their job security rating was significantly lower than that of male permanent employees, 
but this high level of job dissatisfaction among male casuals was restricted to those working full-time 
(a mere 4%).39 

Overall, casual employees were content with their pay as well. While their earnings ($16.45 per 
hour) were lower than those of permanent employees ($19.80 per hour), this reflects the fact that 
many were relatively less educated and less skilled.40 More than 42% of casual employees at the time 
of the survey had no post-school qualifications, and about the same proportion was in low-skilled 
occupations (‘elementary clerical, sales and service workers’ or ‘labourers and related workers’).

Casual employment can also serve as a stepping stone to other job prospects. This is particularly 
pertinent to the less educated. Those who lack a secondary school qualification do not fare well in 
the labour market no matter what. Beyond that, a low level of education decreases an unemployed 
person’s, but not a casual worker’s, chance of finding a permanent job. Thus, the less educated are 
likely to experience difficulty moving from unemployment to a permanent position, but landing a 
casual job brings them relatively closer to permanent opportunities. The longer the time spent in 
casual employment, the greater the probability of transition to permanent employment, though not 
necessarily with the same employer. This points to the importance of experience and a network of 
contacts acquired through casual work.41

Do casuals want or need permanent jobs?
Under the federal Metal, Engineering and Associated Industries Award, casual employees have had 
the right to convert after six months to permanent employment since 2001.42 According to one 
source, not a single casual employee had chosen to do so as of April 2002.43 They did not see any 
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immediate benefit in having paid annual leave, sick leave and public holidays. They preferred the 
extra pay from casual loadings and the flexibility of casual employment arrangements.

A number of industries need casual employees for a period longer than six months but shorter 
than 12 months. Consider the pharmaceutical and sporting industries.44 Many temporary assignments 
in the pharmaceutical industry involve complex tasks. The lengthy and costly training that is needed 
will not be cost-effective unless the trained casuals are employed for more than six months on a 
casual basis. In the sporting industry, the AFL season lasts longer than six months but not a whole 
year. In these cases, it would not make economic sense to require employers to grant casual workers 
permanent status after only six months of employment.

Summary
• The demand among casual employees for conversion to permanent employment is likely to be 

small. Although the spread of casual employment, including long-term casual employment, points 
to managements’ willingness to circumvent strict labour market regulations, it also appears to 
reflect the preference of a section of the labour force for such jobs. 

• Many casual employees are content with their existing employment arrangements, and for 
disadvantaged labour market participants (the less educated and less skilled), casual employment 
can provide valuable experience which improves their future job prospects. 

• Regulation of casual employment would put many jobseekers and casual employees at a 
disadvantage. Employers, faced with the prospect of having to eventually offer casual employees 
permanent status, might stop hiring casuals or begin to replace existing casual employees with a 
smaller number of permanent employees.45 Either way, jobs would be destroyed. Because a large 
number of casuals are low-skilled, the destruction of casual employment opportunities would 
exacerbate low-skilled unemployment.

Conclusion: Individualisation, not collectivisation
Union membership has significantly declined over the past three decades. In 1982, close to 60% of 
Australian workers belonged to unions. By 2002, the figure was just above 23%.46 Unions, in a bid 
to bolster their relevance, are trying to impose union-negotiated conditions and reduce the benefits 
to workers of pursuing individual agreements, as illustrated by the hours and casuals campaigns. 
Despite their claims to the contrary, both campaigns are likely to harm rather than help the majority 
of workers—including, importantly, those most disadvantaged (the less educated and less skilled). 
Shorter working hours would erode low-paid workers’ income by reducing their overtime earnings 
and destroying their jobs, while the regulation of casual employment would further deprive the 
low-skilled of employment opportunities.

Existing labour market regulations partly explain the recent growth in casual employment. 
Similarly, long hours may have arisen in part from employers’ desire to minimise risks associated with 
recruitment. Employing fewer employees may mean, for instance, fewer unfair dismissal allegations, 
although each existing employee may have to work a bit longer. 

There are, of course, some workers who struggle to balance work and non-work commitments 
and/or have trouble moving from casual into permanent employment. But introducing uniform 
regulations to cater for the needs of this minority would also affect the majority who are currently 
satisfied with their hours or casual employment arrangements. A less collectivised approach is 
necessary. Unions must allow individual employers and employees to work out their respective 
problems at enterprise or workplace levels.

Endnotes
1  Mancur Olson, Jr., The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups (Cambridge, 
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