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ABSTRACT 

Employee control over work-time arrangements promotes work-family reconciliation and buffers 
against stress. But which human service context provides employees with the best opportunities to 
control their work schedules? Analysis of Australian survey data shows that after accounting for the 
low levels of work-time control in human service occupations like teaching and nursing, nonprofit 
organizations offer superior prospects for work-time control. However, whether this is true is 
strongly influenced by other occupational, employment and personal characteristics, such that for 
personal-care workers, work-time control is lowest in nonprofit organizations. 
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Introduction 

Although women’s workforce participation has increased in recent decades, entrenched gender 
norms mean that on average, women’s working conditions are still inferior to men’s, with inequality 
evident across public, private, and nonprofit human service organizations and in the wider 
workforce. While the gender division of domestic labor and male breadwinner employment models 
narrow opportunities for both men and women, gendered norms and practices more often 
undermine women’s status in the workplace, as women maintain more responsibility for unpaid 
domestic work and child care than men (Sang & Powell, 2012). Like in other countries, this is borne 
out in Australia, where women’s rates of part-time work, and time spent on child care and domestic 
work are particularly high and where highly sex-segregated labor markets mean high proportions of 
women work in the feminized industries of health, education, and social welfare provision, often for 
public and nonprofit employers (Barns & Preston, 2010; Baxter, 2002; Craig & Bittman, 2008; OECD, 
2007). 

In the human services as in other industries, flexible work arrangements, such as part-time and 
variable hours can help employees to reduce conflict between home and work and to deal with the 
time pressures of each domain (ten Brummelhuis & Van Der Lippe, 2010). Where time pressures are 
poorly managed, combining work and family will be problematic, raising health risks and threatening 
organizational performance, with costs for government, employers, and service users as well as 
employees (Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000; OECD, 2007; Pocock, Skinner, & Williams, 2012; Sang 
& Powell, 2012). Conversely, flexible work arrangements can have positive effects on individual and 
family outcomes, minimizing work-family conflict and work-related stress and promoting employees’ 
capacity to fulfill family responsibilities (Carlson, Grzywacz, & Kacmar, 2010; Kinnunen & Mauno, 
1998). 

Research has shown however that access to flexible arrangements and the impacts of these 
arrangements tend to vary, depending on institutional and regulatory context and constraints, and 
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on the balance of power between employees and employers in shaping their work-time 
arrangements (Berg, Appelbaum, Bailey, & Kalleberg, 2004; Donnelly, Proctor-Thomson, & Plimmer, 
2012; McCrate, 2012; Sweet, Pitt-Catsouphes, Besen, & Golden, 2014). Some practices, such as 
variability in work times, have been criticized for providing employers with primary control over 
flexible work arrangements, while contributing to unpredictable, irregular hours and income for 
workers seeking flexible hours (McCrate, 2012). The irregular work schedules associated with casual 
or zero-hours contracts, for example, may offer more advantage to employers than employees, as 
they lower costs by adjusting staffing to reflect short-term fluctuations in demand (Beers, 2000; 
Berg, Bosch, & Charest, 2014; Chung & Tijdens, 2013; Daly, 2014; Stein, 2015). On this basis, the 
most common measures of flexibility—whether or not flexible work arrangements are available or 
whether or not employees work irregular hours—risk misrepresenting the extent to which 
arrangements benefit employees, as they do not capture the extent to which employees and 
employers influence whether and how nonstandard arrangements are used (Sweet et al., 2014). 

We examine work-time flexibility using a different approach. Rather than assessing the availability or 
take-up of particular arrangements, we are concerned with the level of control employees feel they 
have over their working time.1 Work-time control refers to employees’ decision making over start 
and end times, when to take a break, when to take leave, how work-time is distributed across the 
week, and whether and when to perform specific tasks or overtime (Berg et al., 2004; Nijp, Beckers, 
Geurts, Tucker, & Kompier, 2012). While control over scheduling has been associated with better 
work-family balance (Beutell, 2010; Fenwick & Tausig, 2001; Nijp et al., 2012), it can also improve 
work outcomes for employers, as it provides employees with resources to plan for and cope with job 
demands (Hurtado, Berkman, Buxton, & Okechukwu, 2016; Richman, Civian, Shannon, Hill, & 
Brennan, 2008). 

By focusing on employees’ ratings of their work-time control, our approach recognizes the power 
relations underlying work-time arrangements and so offers more-telling insight into the benefit of 
arrangements to worker well-being, family, and other areas of life (Beutell, 2010; Fenwick & Tausig, 
2001; Kelly & Moen, 2007; McCrate, 2012). Focusing on employee control over work-time allows us 
to focus on employees’ overall subjective experience of formal and informal scheduling 
arrangements, in contrast to other studies that have focused on employees’ use of formal 
arrangements, such as flexible working times (Shockley & Allen, 2012), part-time work (Lewis & 
Humbert, 2010); and shift work (Henly, Shaefer, & Waxman, 2006). Our focus on employee control 
avoids assuming that the presence of flexible work arrangements in an organization is necessarily 
positive but, rather, recognizes that employees may experience flexible arrangements in different 
ways and may benefit from arrangements to different extents (Hill et al., 2008; McCrate, 2012). 

The analysis focuses on the organizational, occupational, employment, and personal characteristics 
influencing work-time control among Australian employees in the human services, defined broadly 
as the health, education, and social assistance industries. We therefore focus on the factors affecting 
work-time in a context in which much female employment is concentrated; public, private, and not-
for-profit organizations compete for women’s labor; and requirements for face-to-face service 
delivery in social services, schools, hospitals, and other institutional contexts may be perceived by 
managers as reasons to curtail employees’ control over their work-time. Although we include men in 
our analysis, the focus is primarily on women, as they constitute the majority of employees in 
human service industries and generally carry greater domestic and care responsibilities than men, 
making control over work-time particularly significant for personal and family wellbeing outcomes. 
Women’s experiences of work-time control are also of interest because while women shoulder most 
caregiving burden, they are more likely than men to work in positions that offer limited 
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opportunities for employee-controlled flexibility and tend to have less leverage to influence their 
employment conditions (Swanberg, Pitt-Catsouphes, & Drescher-Burke, 2005; Sweet et al., 2014). 

Work-time in the human services 

For the purposes of the study, human service industries are defined broadly to incorporate the 
health, education, and social assistance industries, which are concerned with nurturing and 
promoting growth and well-being and are female-dominated. The human services include the 
professional jobs of social work, nursing, and teaching and lower-status “pink-collar” personal-care 
occupations in aged care, child care, and disability services and a range of clerical, management, and 
other roles that do not require face-to-face contact with students, clients, or patients. However, the 
high proportion of staff who work directly with others can make the human services a particularly 
difficult context in which to implement employee-driven flexibility (Brescoll, Glass, & Sedlovskaya, 
2013; McMenamin, 2007; Skinner & Chapman, 2013). As Sweet et al. (2014) point out that while 
industries relying on highly skilled workers can be expected to offer a wider range of options for 
flexible work arrangements where production is on site, such as in hospitals, schools, or care 
facilities, options may be limited. 

Assessing levels of employee control in this set of industries also provides a way to assess the 
occupational influences over work-time among human service workers. The female dominated 
profession of teaching, for example, may be considered to provide opportunities for work-life 
balance because there is generally more consistency between teachers’ face-to-face work-time and 
children’s daily scheduling than in other jobs, enabling working parents to be available after school 
and during school holidays. However, although there is much variation in how teaching work is 
organized in different schools or other contexts, the face-to-face time teachers must spend with 
students on site means they have minimal control over work-time scheduling and locations 
compared with employees in other occupations. This makes it difficult to adjust work times to 
attend to nonwork responsibilities. Further, as Drago (2001) pointed out, “ideal worker” norms are 
entrenched in teaching, as teachers face intense and gendered pressures to care for children, 
underpinning expectations that they will work longer hours to provide extracurricular activities 
(Drago, 2001). Williamson, Cooper, and Baird (2015) point to the limited opportunities for flexible 
work arrangements in the teaching profession, particularly in relation to scheduling, and document 
career penalties incurred by women from the use of job-sharing arrangements including expanded 
workloads and limited career prospects. 

In contrast to teaching, nursing is a 24-hour occupation performed in hospitals as well as other 
institutions and community-based settings. It is frequently managed through irregular scheduling, 
such as shift work (e.g., night shifts, split shifts), and temporary agency employment, primarily to 
ensure that patients’ needs are met around the clock, but shift work may also enable nurses to 
achieve work-family reconciliation (Maher, Lindsay, & Bardoel, 2010; Underhill, 2005). While this 
model of scheduling has underpinned assumptions that nursing is family friendly, irregular 
scheduling does not necessarily indicate work-time control as employees may have limited control 
over the shifts they work. Employers may allocate work inflexibly through set shifts, for example, 
and workers may find that shift times conflict with school or child-care hours or partners’ working 
hours (Lindsay & Maher, 2014; Lindsay, Maher, & Bardoel, 2009; Maher et al., 2010). 

Although it may be difficult to implement arrangements that allow human service workers to control 
their work-time given the demands of working with clients, research has started to elucidate the 
importance of flexibility in these contexts for service effectiveness. Job control—incorporating both 
how work is performed and when—has been found to help frontline care workers minimize work-
related stress, for example, and also to more effectively respond to the complex needs of children 
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and the elderly, sick, or other vulnerable populations (for a review, see Cortis & Eastman, 2015). In a 
study of 30 nursing homes, Hurtado et al. (2016) found aged-care workers used their schedule 
control in the interests of clients, with self-reported measures of schedule control predicting better 
well-being of nursing-home residents, indicated by lower prevalence of pressure ulcers. As such, 
allowing some human service workers, such as those providing aged care, to have some control over 
their work scheduling may enable them to schedule their work-time and tasks in ways that respond 
to client needs and that improve service quality. 

Work-time in the public, private, and nonprofit sectors 

As well as incorporating many female-dominated occupations for which client contact requirements 
have tended to make it difficult for employees to control their work-time, human service industries 
are of interest because in these industries, public, nonprofit, and for-profit organizations provide 
broadly similar kinds of services and compete for women’s labor (Weisbrod, 1983). As public and 
nonprofit organizations tend to operate in a fairly narrow range of industries, the human services 
are the only area of the labor market where employees can plausibly choose between employment 
in public, private, or nonprofit organizations. Institutional theory suggests that organizations that 
operate in similar industry and sectoral contexts respond to a similar mix of employee values and 
motivations, governance arrangements, and sources of finance and constituent accountabilities and, 
as such, configure their human resource practices and standards, including work-time arrangements, 
in ways that correspond to those in similarly situated organizations (Cunningham, 2001; Parry, 
Kelliher, Mills, & Tyson, 2005; Sweet et al., 2014). This suggests there may be differences in work-
time practices as well as other employment characteristics across the sectors, for both individuals 
and occupational groups. However, comparisons of employment arrangements and conditions 
across the public, for-profit, and not-for-profit sectors have tended to focus on pay, with only a few 
studies exploring whether and how work-time dynamics, including employee control over work-
time, varies across the sectors (McNamara, Brown, & Pitt-Catsouphes, 2012). 

Parry et al. (2005) compared nonprofit and public sector employment in the UK and observed the 
nonprofit sector offering a wider range of flexible work arrangements. Flexi-time, part-time work, 
job sharing, and home working were used to attract and retain workers where lack of funding 
restricted nonprofits’ capacity to offer higher levels of pay (Parry et al., 2005). McNamara et al. 
(2012) explored whether motivations for employers to offer flexible work arrangements differed 
across public, private, and nonprofit organizations and found that financial considerations, such as 
the cost of implementing flexible work arrangements and the returns that could be expected for the 
organization, were more important in the decision-making of private sector employers, compared 
with public or nonprofit employers. 

Overall however, research into work-time arrangements across the sectors is sparse. Wider 
comparisons of employment across the sectors have tended to compare two sectors only, often 
excluding the nonprofit or public sector, or conflating nonprofit and private sector employment (e.g., 
Benz, 2005; Leete, 2001). Comparisons have focused on monetary rewards (Weisbrod, 1983) or job 
satisfaction as a proxy for nonmonetary utility (Benz, 2005), with little focus on work-time 
arrangements. In addition, cross-sectoral comparisons of employment outcomes have not 
consistently accounted for the narrow range of industries in which nonprofit and public 
organizations are concentrated, nor for relevant individual, organizational, and industry factors 
(Gregory & Milner, 2009). 

Our sample, described in more detail later, is limited to employees in the human service industries in 
Australia. In Australia, as in other liberal welfare states, managing work-time around family and 
other responsibilities is a largely private, rather than state, responsibility (Orloff, 2009; Pocock, 
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2005). Work hours for full-time workers are high by OECD standards, which combined with the high 
incidence of part-time work among women underpins large differences in men’s and women’s 
working arrangements and highly gendered household labor divisions and sizeable gender wage 
gaps (Barns & Preston, 2010; Craig & Mullan, 2010; Pocock, Skinner, & Ichii, 2009). 

Historically, Australia’s system of industry-based awards regulated total weekly working hours and 
when work was performed through the day and week, with collective bargaining outcomes 
determined through compulsory federal and state arbitration (Berg et al., 2004). Since the 1990s, 
enterprise bargaining has expanded, such that around 44% of Australian workers now have their 
wages and conditions set at levels above minimum “safety net” standards at the enterprise rather 
than industry level (ABS, 2015). Since 2010, minimum standards have included the right to request 
flexible work for parents, carers, employees with a disability, and older employees, although 
requests can be refused by employers on reasonable business grounds (Cooper & Baird, 2015). 
While this is a national standard that sets a safety net for all employees, the distribution of flexible 
work arrangements may be uneven among and within organizations and industries, depending on 
bargaining outcomes and differences in organizational and managerial cultures. For this reason, our 
analysis explores differences in work-time control among public, private, and nonprofit employees 
and among workers in different occupations, within Australia’s human service industries, but due to 
data limitations, we cannot estimate the full range of firm-level factors that would shape employees’ 
control over their work-time. Recognizing that work-time arrangements will be shaped by similar 
regulatory demands and constraints in each sector and the occupational composition of public, 
private, and nonprofit organizations, we expect levels of work-time control to differ across the 
sectors. 

Public sector 

Traditionally, public sector organizations have been understood as a source of quality jobs and as 
model employers of women, especially in health, education, and social care (Rubery, 2013). 
Promoting public sector employment has been widely seen as a way to promote gender equality, 
facilitating women’s access to equal pay, merit-based career progression, job security, and 
comprehensive equity and diversity protections (Gornick & Jacobs, 1998). Public sector organizations 
can be expected to provide more support for employees to adopt flexible work arrangements, due 
to their public visibility and likelihood of being evaluated against government standards (Den Dulk & 
Groeneveld, 2013). 

Public sector employment could therefore be expected to provide employees, and women in 
particular, with superior opportunities for work-time control. Public sector agencies were among the 
first to respond to the needs arising from the increased labor force participation of working mothers, 
being early adopters of flexible, compressed, and part-time schedules and opportunities to work at 
home, in some cases serving as models for private business (Saltzstein, Ting, & Saltzstein, 2001). On 
this basis, human service employees may be expected to have more opportunity to control their 
work-time arrangements in the public sector compared with the private and not-for-profit sectors. 
However, there is likely to be much variation within the public sector. Den Dulk and Groeneveld 
(2013) found that in the European public sector, “public administration organizations” (ministries, 
federal bodies, local authorities) were more likely to offer flexible work arrangements than welfare 
state public organizations (i.e., those in health, social work, education) most likely because of the 
face-to-face work required in schools, hospitals, or other institutional workplaces. These researchers 
also found that larger public organizations and those with higher proportions of female employees 
offered a greater range of flexible work arrangements. 
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On the other hand, public sector models of work-life reconciliation have been criticized. It has been 
argued for example that notions of the public sector as a model employer of women are based on 
the traditional elements of public sector human resource policy, such as pay, job security, and 
retirement benefits rather than flexible work arrangements (Kim & Wiggins, 2011). Public employers 
have been criticized for being relatively slow to introduce opportunities for employees to control 
their work-time arrangements (Kim & Wiggins, 2011). Glauber (2011), for example, challenged 
notions that female-dominated–public sector jobs offer greater flexibility, finding that unlike other 
types of family friendly benefits (like paid parental leave and onsite child care), public sector jobs 
offer worse access to flexible work arrangements in the United States. Similarly, Golden (2008) 
found that government employment, particularly at the local level, reduced employees’ access to 
flexible work arrangements. Interestingly however, this was largely due to the particular type of 
occupations present in each sector, underlining the importance of controlling for occupation in 
studies of work-time and of interacting occupational and sectoral measures. 

Not-for-profit sector 

Not-for-profit organizations offer environments that could also be expected to offer good 
opportunities for women to control their working hours. Nonprofit employees tend to be more 
satisfied than others with their jobs overall (Benz, 2005; Donegani, McKay, & Moro, 2012), and their 
satisfaction with flexible work arrangements has been widely interpreted as one of the 
“compensating differentials” that makes up for the lower levels of pay they receive (Andreoni, 1990; 
Handy & Katz, 1998; Hansmann, 1980; Mosca, Musella, & Pastore, 2007). Compared with the public 
sector, nonprofits tend to be less bureaucratized and have more-fluid role expectations, which may 
give employees opportunities for higher levels of control over their work arrangements. Nonprofits 
are less likely to have formal policies and procedures in place for regulating work-time and fewer 
layers of managerial hierarchy, giving employees more scope to control their own working 
arrangements (LeRoux & Feeney, 2013). 

In addition, the social movement, voluntary origins, and justice-focused missions of many nonprofits 
could be expected to translate into egalitarian approaches to decision making, including those 
involving employment conditions and schedules (Haley-Lock, 2009). Indeed, Donegani et al. (2012) 
found that workers in nonprofit organizations tend to have greater autonomy and involvement in 
the running of their organizations than those in the private and public sectors, which may be 
associated with higher levels of work-time control. 

On the other hand, resource scarcities, a lack of economies of scale, and limited access to human 
resource management expertize can yield minimalist approaches to compensation and flexible work 
arrangements in the nonprofit sector (Haley-Lock, 2009). Although nonprofit organizations are often 
argued to be flexible, dynamic, and innovative (Forth, Bryson, & Bewley, 2006), since the 1980s, 
nonprofits in many countries have been subject to privatization, decreased funding, increased 
service demand, the erosion of professional autonomy, and new managerial models (Baines, 2011; 
Evans, Richmond, & Shields, 2005). For employees, these structural challenges have been argued to 
lengthen working hours, reduce employment numbers, and erode wages and working conditions 
(Baines, 2004, 2010; McDonald, 2006). The social services sector, for example, is increasingly 
characterized by flexible staffing arrangements, lean shifts, split shifts, and part-time, contract, 
casual, and other forms of temporary work (Baines, 2011), which may make it challenging for 
employees to retain work-time autonomy. However, while resource constraints may undermine 
nonprofits’ capacity to invest resources in promoting flexible work arrangements, organizations may 
attempt to make up for lower pay and benefits by offering such arrangements (Matz-Costa & Pitt-
Catsouphes, 2009). 
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Private sector 

In the private sector, discourses of gender equity or neutrality have become increasingly common in 
human resource departments and diversity initiatives, at least in larger organizations. However, 
these usually coexist with business-focused discourses that position those who deviate from the 
traditional male model of work and careers as problematic (Kugelberg, 2006; Lewis & Humbert, 
2010). Golden and Wiens-Tuers (2006) suggests that profit-focused employers are more likely to 
require their employees to work longer hours than they might prefer, although Dex and Bond (2005) 
found that private sector employees did not have systematically less work-life balance than public 
sector employees. Workplaces that privilege “ideal worker” models are also likely to reward 
compliance and penalize noncompliance (Drago, Wooden, & Black, 2009). This may explain why the 
take-up of flexible work arrangements is lower than the availability of such arrangements in the 
private sector (Powell & Zhu, 2014), demonstrating that it is insufficient to examine only the 
presence of flexible-work policies in private companies. For example, in Australia, 44.5% of public 
sector employees have some say in their start/finish times, compared to only 38.4% of private sector 
employees (ABS, 2012). Further, since private sector employees often have less job security than 
employees in the public sector, they may have less bargaining power for workplace entitlements, 
including flexible work arrangements (Drago et al., 2009; Kalleberg & Mastekaasa, 1998). 

Methods 

To explore the factors affecting schedule control for employees in public, private, and nonprofit 
human service organizations, we analyzed data from the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA). HILDA is a large-scale longitudinal panel survey of a nationally representative 
sample of households. HILDA collects data about individuals and their households, relating to 
economic and subjective well-being and labor-market and family dynamics. It is particularly valuable 
for its detailed information about employment conditions and employee well-being. The first wave 
of HILDA was conducted in 2001 with annual waves thereafter. Although the longitudinal dimensions 
of the survey could be used to explore the impact of employee control over time, our analysis 
instead has more focused aims, attempting to use HILDA to analyze the factors associated with 
levels of employee control over work-time. As such, our analysis uses data from one wave only: 
Wave 12, which was collected in 2012 and consisted of approximately 17,500 respondents from 
9,500 households.2 Using unweighted data, we limited our sample to women and men receiving 
wages/salary, who usually worked some hours each week and who were of prime working age (21- 
to 60-years old). Those in human services industries only were selected, defined as education, health 
care, and social assistance, using national industry classifications.3 This provided a total sample size 
of 1,636 women and 464 men. Information about the sample is detailed in Table 1. More than half 
of women and men in the sample worked in the public sector (53.4% and 56.0%, respectively), 
reflecting the importance of government policy, administration, and provision in education, health, 
and social services. 

The sample description shows that men were much more likely than women to have a tertiary 
degree (i.e., an undergraduate or postgraduate qualification from a university or college) and were 
more than twice as likely to be employed in a managerial occupation. Men were less likely than 
women in the sample to be employed as nurses or personal care workers and to work in small 
workplaces and on a part-time basis. Men also averaged longer weekly work hours (38.3 compared 
to 31.8) and higher hourly wages (AU$34.47 compared to AU$30.46). 
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Table 1. Sample (percent, unless otherwise stated) 

 Women Men 

 
All 

sectors Private Public Not-for-
profit 

All 
sectors Private Public Not-for-

profit 

Total 1636 372 874 386 464 94 260 110 

Personal characteristics         

Mean age (years) 42 40 42 42 41 38 42 41 
Child under 14 in the 
household 37.2 36 39 34.7 36.9 35.1 37.3 37.3 

Has a tertiary degree 49.9 36 59.2 43 61.2 45.7 71.2 50.9 

Occupational characteristics Â Â Â Â Â Â Â Â 

Managers 4.6 4.8 3.7 6.5 11.4 10.6 11.2 12.7 

Teachers 27.4 11.3 37.9 19.4 31 14.9 39.6 24.5 

Nurses 15.5 18.3 17.6 8.3 4.5 2.1 5.8 3.6 

Personal-care workers 10.3 13.2 5.6 18.1 7.1 7.4 4.6 12.7 

Other occupations 42.2 52.4 35.2 47.7 45.9 64.9 38.8 46.4 

Employment characteristics Â Â Â Â Â Â Â Â 
Small workplace (less than 
20employees at place of 
work) 

24.9 46.5 13.2 30.1 16.2 31.9 9.2 19.1 

Part-time 46.8 52.2 43.7 48.7 17 22.3 13.5 20.9 

Casual 16 28.5 11.3 14 14.9 25.5 10.4 16.4 
Irregular work schedule 
(varies week by week or 
month bymonth) 

16.7 16.1 17.8 14.8 16.2 17 14.6 19.1 

Trade union member 38.9 19.9 52.5 26.8 35.1 11.7 48.5 23.6 
Mean hourly wage (AU$) 
(winsorized) $30.46 $27.56 $32.82 $28.03 $34.47 $31.62 $36.49 $32.14 

Mean weekly work hours 
(SD) 

31.8 
(12.6) 

29.7 
(12.6) 

32.9 
(12.9) 

31.3 
(11.9) 

38.3 
(12.2) 

35.8 
(12.9) 

39.3 
(11.5) 

38.0 
(13.1) 

Across the sectors, lower-than-average proportions of men and women were employed on a casual4 
(rather than permanent or fixed term) basis in the public sector. Higher-than-average proportions of 
private sector respondents in the sample worked casually. Part-time employment (less than 35 hours 
a week) was highest for both women and men in the private sector (52.2% and 22.3%, respectively) 
and lowest in the public sector (43.7% and 13.5%, respectively). Public sector workers were less 
likely than others to be employed in small workplaces, defined as those with less than 20 employees. 
Across all sectors, men were more likely than women to be in managerial occupations (11.4% 
compared with 4.6%). Among women, those in the public sector were less likely to be in managerial 
occupations than women in private or nonprofit organizations, while men employed in the private 
sector were least likely to be in managerial occupations. 

Teachers in the sample were concentrated in the public sector, with the low proportion of teachers 
in the private sector likely reflecting how in Australia, private primary and high schools are defined 
as nongovernment schools and constitute not-for-profit organizations. Personal-care workers, 
defined as those who provide routine personal care such as feeding and bathing to people in 
residential care facilities or in private homes, were concentrated in the not-for-profit sector. Public 
sector workers were most likely to have a tertiary degree and to be trade union members. Average 
incomes were higher for public sector employees than for employees in other sectors as were mean 
weekly work hours. 
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Analysis plan 

We present two linear regression models to examine whether public, nonprofit or for-profit 
employment offer employees the best prospects to control their work-time, accounting for other 
occupational, employment and personal characteristics. 

Dependent variables 

Control over work-time is a derived measure combining responses to the three survey questions: “I 
have a lot of freedom to decide when I do my work”; “my working times can be flexible”; and “I can 
decide when to take a break.” Our approach follows other studies that have used average scores 
across specific subdimensions of work-time control. A systematic review showed that of 63 relevant 
papers on work-time control, 31 assessed it using a global construct that asked employees, in 
general, how much control they had in deciding when they performed their job, while 13 took the 
approach similar to ours, of aggregating average scores tested for scale reliability across specific 
subdimensions of work-time control (Nijp et al, 2012).5 

In HILDA, respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement or disagreement with the three 
statements on work-time control on a seven-point scale, where 1 indicated strong disagreement and 
7 indicated strong agreement. The derived variable was calculated as the mean score across the 
three items,6 with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81 indicating high scale reliability. The measure was 
normally distributed with measures of kurtosis and skewness falling between −1 and 1. 

Independent and control variables 

The key independent variables captured whether or not respondents worked in the private for-profit 
or nonprofit sectors, to help overcome the paucity of knowledge about the extent to which 
employment across the sectors differs in terms of work-time control. 

As control over work-time and access to alternative working arrangements may be influenced by 
occupation (Golden, 2008; Stein, 2015), we controlled for the main human service occupations, 
using national occupational classifications (ABS, 2006a). Four dummy variables (yes = 1, no = 0) 
captured whether or not respondents were managers (n = 128); teachers or other educators (n = 
592); nurses or midwives (n = 275); or personal support workers (n = 202).7 Other respondents (n = 
903) were from a diverse range of occupations, including receptionists and clerical workers, welfare 
support workers, child carers, and program and project administrators. 

As well as sector and occupation, the models controlled for personal, workforce, and workplace 
characteristics shown in other research to be associated with flexible work arrangements and job 
control and which could therefore have confounding effects on our dependent variable. As research 
has found that the number of employees or size of the workplace is positively associated with 
support for flexible work arrangements (Den Dulk & Groenveld, 2013), our models control for 
whether or not employees worked in a small workplace, defined as having less than 20 employees. 
We also included dummy variables to control for part-time hours (less than 35 hours per week), 
casual employment, and irregular scheduling (yes = 1, no = 0), on the basis that these may have 
independent associations with employee perceptions of control (Golden, 2008).8 Personal factors 
that may impact on individuals’ needs and desire for flexible work arrangements were also entered 
in the models, including age, tertiary-degree-level qualification, and presence of a child under 14 in 
the household (Golden, 2008; Hill et al., 2008; Peters, Den Dulk, & Van Der Lippe, 2009; Shockley & 
Allen 2012). Trade union membership was included on the basis that unions can influence 
organizations to implement work-time practices that benefit employees (Berg et al., 2004; McCurdy, 
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Newman, & Lovrich, 2002), although unions may also resist individual flexibility initiatives as 
contrary to aims of collective time regulation (Sweet et al., 2014).9 The reference category in the 
models therefore consisted of permanent full-time, nonmanagerial, nonunion, public sector 
employees working in large workplaces. 

Model 2 repeats Model 1, but with interaction terms for sector and the main human service 
occupations. Including interactions enables the analysis in Model 2 to delve deeper, to explore 
whether and how levels of work-time control differ for the main human service occupations in each 
sector. Thus, as well as accounting separately for occupation and sector, our analysis accounts for 
the possibility that workers in a particular occupational group may have different levels of control 
over their work-time when employed in the public, private, and nonprofit sectors. 

Findings 

Model 1 (Table 2) used linear regression methods to identify the extent to which working in the 
nonprofit and private sectors influenced employees’ perceived level of control over their work-time 
when controlling for employment, occupational, and personal characteristics. Working in the 
nonprofit sector was found to have an independent, positive association with human service 
workers’ control over their work-time compared with public sector employment, while private 
employment had no effect. Being male was associated with higher levels of control over work-time. 
Control over work-time was also positively associated with hourly wages and with having a tertiary 
degree. Being a trade union member, working an irregular schedule, and working in the main human 
service occupations of nursing, teaching, and personal care were associated with lower control over 
work hours. However, the negative effect was largest for teachers, presumably because of the rigid 
scheduling of school time (Drago, 2001; Williamson et al., 2015). 

Model 2, which incorporates the interactions, further shows the effects of sector for the main 
occupational groups (Table 2). Compared with Model 1, sector differences in employees’ 
perceptions of control over work-time were stronger in Model 2. This more comprehensive model 
predicts that employees in the nonprofit sector will have significantly higher levels of control over 
work-time than public sector employees, with private sector employees having significantly lower 
levels of control over work-time. Among occupation groups, control over work-time is highest 
among managers and “other” occupations (our reference category), a category that includes a mix of 
child carers, receptionists and clerical workers, welfare support workers, program and project 
administrators, and office managers. Again, control over work-time was lowest among teachers, 
which, as noted above, likely reflects fixed school times. 

The interaction effects in Model 2 demonstrate that while workers in managerial occupations have 
high levels of autonomy relative to other human service workers, managers’ average level of control 
over work-time is significantly higher in the private sector than in the public sector. Among teachers, 
work-time control is significantly lower in the not-for-profit compared to public sector and is 
significantly higher in the private sector, although as noted earlier, private sector teachers are more 
likely to be working outside of schools, as private (nongovernment) schools are formally constituted 
as not-for-profit organizations in Australia. Among nurses we found no significant difference in work-
time control between sectors, suggesting that levels of work-time control are defined by 
occupational norms and characteristics other than sector. For personal-care workers, control over 
work-time was found to be significantly lower in the nonprofit sector than in the public sector. The 
implications of this finding warrant further exploration at a time that much Australian public sector–
home-care work is being transferred to the nonprofit and private sectors, including as a result of 
outsourcing state home-care programs and the introduction of consumer-directed funding initiatives 
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in disability and aged care. All other control variables were found to have similar effects across 
Models 1 and 2. 

Table 2. Linear regression models: control over their work-time 

 Model 1 Model 2 
 β SE β SE 
Gender     
Men 0.26** 0.09 0.27** 0.09 
Sector     
Nonprofit sector 0.20* 0.09 0.44*** 0.13 
Private sector -0.16 0.1 -0.32* 0.14 
Occupational characteristics     
Manager 0.23 0.16 0.12 0.22 
Teacher -1.62*** 0.09 -1.61*** 0.12 
Nurse -0.40** 0.13 âˆ’0.30x 0.16 
Personal-care worker -0.36** 0.13 -0.01 0.23 
Interactions     
Manager*NFP   0.48 0.34 
Manager*Private   0.80* 0.39 
Teacher*NFP   -0.53* 0.22 
Teacher*Private   0.71** 0.26 
Nurse*NFP   -0.51 0.33 
Nurse*Private   -0.01 -0.27 
Personal-care worker*NFP   -0.95** 0.3 
Personal-care worker*Private   0.12 0.33 
Employment characteristics     
Small workplace (< 20 employees) 0.02 0.09 0.03 0.09 
Part-time 0.1 0.08 0.1 0.08 
Casual 0.19x 0.11 0.17 0.11 
Irregular schedule -0.23* 0.11 -0.24* 0.11 
Belongs to a trade union -0.49*** 0.08 -0.48*** 0.08 
Hourly wage (winsorized) 0.03*** 0 0.03*** 0 
Personal characteristics     
Age last birthday -0.00 0.03 -0.00 0.03 
Age squared 0 0 0 0 
Child under 14 in the household 0.07 0.09 0.07 0.09 
Has a tertiary degree 0.20* 0.08 0.22** 0.08 
Constant 3.03*** 0.55 3.04*** 0.55 
Adjusted r squared 0.23  0.24  
N 1902  1902  

Discussion and conclusions 

As previous research has shown, control over work-time shapes the extent to which employees 
benefit from flexible work arrangements, through better work-family balance and well-being 
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(Donnelly et al., 2012; Fenwick & Tausig, 2001; Hurtado et al., 2016; McCrate, 2012). We have built 
on this with a unique focus on the factors affecting work-time control in human service 
organizations, where many women perform face-to-face caring and nurturing roles. Whereas 
common measures of work-time arrangements assume employees benefit from variable hours or 
flexible work, our approach uses employees’ own ratings of the extent to which they control their 
work-time. Focusing on employees’ perceptions of their overall level of control over scheduling 
avoids assumptions of the benefits of formal flexible work arrangements. Furthermore, we explored 
the impact of working in the public, nonprofit and private sectors on control over work-time, and, by 
focusing on human services only, accounted for the narrow range of industries in which not-for-
profit and public sector organizations operate. Our modeling also controlled for and interacted 
occupations, recognizing the different occupational compositions of the public, private, and 
nonprofit sectors, even within human service industries. This showed the varying prospects of the 
human service’s main occupational groups to achieve work-time control in public, private, and not-
for-profit contexts. 

First, the analysis showed that among employees in human service industries, men have higher 
levels of work-time control on average than women, echoing previous research showing that men 
have better access to schedule control (Swanberg et al., 2005). As women face more domestic 
demands and are more likely than men to use flexible scheduling to promote family well-being 
outcomes, the finding that patterns of work-time control are highly gendered underlines the 
suboptimal distribution of this element of job quality (Baxter, 2002; Craig & Bittman, 2008; Sang & 
Powell, 2012). Human service managers can intervene to ensure not only that their organizations 
offer opportunities for employees to control their work-time arrangements but also that these 
opportunities are fairly distributed to female-dominated areas of the workforce, with any barriers to 
take-up or flexibility stigma addressed. 

Further, the multivariate findings build evidence that sector shapes human service employees’ 
control over their work-time. We found that nonprofit employment offers a modest but significant 
advantage in control over work-time, compared with public sector employment. Employees had 
greater likelihood of controlling their work-time in the nonprofit than in the public sector and the 
lowest prospects in the private sector. As suggested previously, higher perceptions of control over 
work-time may indicate that autonomy and flexibility are among the nonmonetary rewards that non 
profit employers use to attract and retain employees in lieu of pay (Andreoni, 1990; Mosca et al., 
2007). 

In a competitive labor market, where other organizational resources are constrained, offering 
opportunities for work-time control may improve the capacity of not-for-profit human service 
organizations to attract employees. Prospects to better balance work and family may be one factor 
contributing to the sector’s feminized workforce profile. It may also be that not-for-profit 
organizations have flatter, less hierarchical structures that enable women more capacity to 
negotiate and exert control over their working arrangements than their public- and private sector 
counterparts (LeRoux & Feeney, 2013), although this could not be specifically explored with the 
HILDA data. 

While it may seem surprising that the public sector did not afford employees more control over 
work-time even after controlling for occupation, this may reflect some of the rigidity of employment 
arrangements and roles in the public sector, which are more centrally and tightly regulated than in 
other contexts. For example, public sector agencies may be subject to more political and managerial 
scrutiny and, as mostly large organizations, they may have more-formalized policies offering 
particular benefits and may offer less variation in terms and conditions of employment (Den Dulk & 
Groeneveld, 2013; Kim & Wiggins, 2011). Our findings suggest a need for public and private human 
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service organizations in particular to focus on promoting work-time control. Schedule flexibility and 
employee work-time control should be considered alongside pay, leave, and other conditions as a 
strategy to attract and retain staff. To develop initiatives, case study evidence of good practice in 
enabling schedule control in face-to-face health, education, and welfare contexts would guide 
implementation by human service managers. 

As well as exploring sector, our analysis showed how employees’ levels of work-time control are 
influenced by other employment, occupational, and personal characteristics and their intersections 
(Hill et al., 2008). Occupation was found to be important. Notably, frontline occupations of nursing, 
teaching and personal-care work were associated with low work-time control, presumably because 
of the need to schedule work in ways that guarantee face-to-face services for students, patients, and 
clients (Drago, 2001; Lindsay & Maher, 2014). Indeed, the findings show how higher levels of control 
over work-time arrangements tend to be found outside the large female-dominated occupations of 
teaching and nursing. Furthermore, the interactive models showed that sector had a different 
association with employees’ control over work-time across occupations. Employees in managerial 
positions and those working outside teaching, nursing, and personal-care work were found to have 
higher levels of control over work-time than others, but work-time control was higher still if workers 
in these occupations were employed outside the public sector. Teachers had very low overall levels 
of work-time control relative to employees in other occupations, but their control over their work-
time was higher in the private sector. This may be because this category consisted of the small 
number of teachers working outside of more rigidly scheduled public and nongovernment school 
contexts, such as private tutors. 

Higher levels of work-time control among employees in managerial occupations, among those with 
tertiary-level education and with higher levels of remuneration may be because employers of these 
workers offer a greater range of flexible work arrangements than others. As suggested by Sweet et 
al. (2014), employers may use this strategy to attract highly skilled employees or, alternatively, 
higher skilled employees may have greater capacity to negotiate control over working time. 

There are some limitations with our study. We have focused on employees’ self-reported 
perceptions of the extent to which they can control their work scheduling. While, as we have argued, 
this is preferable to conventional measures of the presence of variable working hours, we need a 
much deeper understanding of how the work-time arrangements that enable employees, especially 
women, to control their circumstances, are negotiated between employees, supervisors, and 
employers and how these can be reinforced in organizational and public policy. Further research 
should explore negotiation of formal work-time arrangements and the outcomes of arrangements 
negotiated between supervisors and employees, including outcomes for service users. The HILDA 
data set does not provide information about employees’ personal decision making about their work-
time arrangements and when, how, and why they vary them, nor does it link working arrangements 
with client experiences and service delivery outcomes. Experiences of work-time may be better 
explored using qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews with employees, managers, and 
service users. Further work could also use the longitudinal capacity of HILDA and other panel data 
sets to link changes in working-time arrangements, perceived levels of control, and well-being 
outcomes across the life course. While our analysis is based on cross-sectional comparison only, it 
can nonetheless inform future inquiry by indicating the sectoral, occupational, and other 
employment features shaping work-time arrangements in the human services. 
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Notes 

1 Like Berg et al. (2004), our focus is on individual control rather than workers’ collective control. 

2 The Wave 1 (2001) household response rate was 66% and as a longitudinal survey, there was some attrition 
in subsequent years. In Wave 12, 96% of individuals interviewed in Wave 11 were re-interviewed, and 88% 
returned the self-completion questionnaire in addition to completing an interview. More information about 
the survey structure and sampling is in Wilkins (2015, see pp. 91–94) and Melbourne Institute of Applied 
Economic and Social Research (2014). 

3 These were defined as education and training (ANZSIC 8000–8299) and health care and social assistance 
(ANZSIC 8400–8799), see ABS (2006b). 

4 Casual employees are defined as those without entitlement to either paid annual leave or paid sick leave, as 
per the primary measure of casual employment used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and contained in 
the HILDA survey (Kryger, 2015). 

5 Remaining studies examined specific subdimensions of work-time control only. 

6 Missing values on any of the three items were imputed based on respondents’ average scores on completed 
items. 

7 The category of “managers” included all managers, including school principals and health and welfare 
managers (ANZSCO codes 1000 to 1499). The category of “teachers” included school, tertiary, and other 
education professionals such as private tutors and teachers of English to speakers of other languages as well as 
education aides (ANZSCO codes 2400–2493 and 4221). The category of “nurses” was defined as midwives and 
nursing professionals, as well as enrolled and mothercraft nurses (ANZSCO 2540–2544 and 4114). Personal 
support workers included aged and disabled carers, nursing support and personal care workers, and special 
care workers (ANZSCO codes 4230–4231 and 4233–4234). 

8 These scheduling measures also differed across occupations in our sample. For example, whereas 48.4% of 
nurses and 35.6% of personal care workers had schedules that varied week to week or month to month, this 
was the case for less than 8.8% of human service workers in other occupations. 

9 Employee control of working time may also be shaped by competitive conditions in the labor market, as 
excess demand or skill shortages can improve the bargaining position of employees seeking individual control. 
It may also be shaped by employer strategy, including managerial use of time arrangement to lower costs or 
increase efficiencies (Berg et al., 2004). As the HILDA survey did not capture labor market conditions or details 
of managerial approaches, these were not included. 
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