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What s yours is
hours, or theirs
Tis the silly season but are you giving away too
much in unpaid overtime? By Sue White.

W

ith Christmas looming, it's
nice to know Australians
are a giving bunch.
According to the Australian Bureau
of Statistics, in 2006 we volunteered
713 million hours to community
organisations and offered countless
hours of support to children and
elderly family members.
The problem is, we are giving
even more to our employers "gratis".
According to the executive
director and deputy director of The
Australia Institute, Richard Denniss
and Josh Fear respectively, there are
2.14 billion hours of unpaid
overtime worked in Australia each
year - three times as many hours as
Australians volunteer to
community organisations.
A 2009 survey by the institute
showed this "$72 billion gift to
employers" affected more than

45 per cent of workers (and more
than half those working full time).
The issue becomes more prevalent
as we rise through the ranks.
It is something Jane Oliver, who
has spent more than a decade
working for one of Australia's big
banks, knows firsthand.
"Unpaid overtime hasn't always
been part of my career but once you
get to a certain level, your salary
becomes packaged," she says.
Packaged workers might receive
a higher base than those on an
hourly rate but they are expected to
work until the job is done.
"On average, I work 8.30am until
about 7pm, although last week I
worked two nights until 10.30pm,"
she says. "I couldn't get the job
done in less time." When she does
leave the office, work does not
necessarily end. "I can log on at

Extra time... it "goes with the territory" for Mike Sullivan. Photo: Rodger Cummins

home, so I might go home via the
gym and then do more work."
Despite the hours, Oliver is
content with her situation, saying
there is a sense of fair play in her
workplace that makes the long
hours sustainable.
According to The Australia
Institute, Oliver's experience that
"the job wouldn't get done" without
the overtime is commonplace. The
researchers say this shows
employers are placing too many
demands on workers but according
to the chairman of The Executive

OVERWORK AND OVERLOAD
Although Simon Hunter now
runs his own business, his
13 years in marketing and
communications roles for big
companies gave him more than a
taste of the corporate world's
view on unpaid overtime.
"It was expected in every single
job I've ever done," says the
founder of Dotpoint, a
copywriting and digital
consulting business.

He recalls working at
Holden when (parent
company) GM announced
it was going bankrupt.
"For about three solid
days the whole communications
team was there till two in the
morning. I'd go home at 2am and
be back at Sam," he says.
At NEC, the Japanese work
culture defined Hunter's working
hours. "I learnt that you don't

leave before your boss," he
says. "I accepted if I
wanted to progress you had
to put in the time."
Though Hunter says some
unpaid overtime is reasonable
before a big project, if it's ongoing,
there are repercussions. "If you
have to do it every week or every
day, it impacts your relationships
with family and friends and even
the quality of your health."

Connection, Mike Sullivan, it's all in
the definition.
"When you take on a salaried
job, you don't actually have unpaid
overtime," he says. "The contract
will read 'normal working hours are
9am till 5.30pm' but you need to do
the work required.
"You don't expect to get a job as
a senior project manager and work
nine to five.
"But the reward structure is set
up to make people feel OK that
every now and then they have to
put in the hard yards."
Sullivan says most employers are
fair. Working extra hours "goes with
the territory" but it should be quid
pro quo. "If you want to go to the
dentist then you go," he says.
It has worked for Oliver. Her
bank lets her take six to eight weeks
of leave a year to indulge her love of
travel and the only time she has
resented the job is when she has
worked for managers who were
not flexible.
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