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ABSTRACT

In this article we aim to provide a narrative of the critical engagement on work-family issues
in Africa that took place during the inaugural workshop of the African Research Network on
Work-Family held at the University of Pretoria, South Africa in September 2015. The inter-
disciplinary experts at the workshop agreed that with funding and appropriate local data, the
Network has the potential to make a substantial contribution to strengthening and amplifying
African voices in the global work-family discourse, which is currently dominated by research
findings and literature from the Global North. A future research agenda was also proposed.
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Introduction

Many countries in both the Global South and North are experiencing various socioeconomic
and demographic transformations that have the potential to negatively affect the work-family
balance of employees in those countries. Changes such as aging populations, changes in
family structure and the labour market, increased migration and urbanisation, and, in many
African countries, high prevalence of HIV and AIDS are well-documented (Damon, 2010;
Mokomane, 2014). Despite this, much of the research on the interaction between work and
family continues to focus on countries in North America, Europe, and advanced Asian and
Pacific economies (Heymann et al, 2004). While, as Heymann and colleagues assert, studies
in these countries have yielded important findings, their limited geographic coverage means
that there remains a “disparate and fractured understanding of the dynamic interplay between
work and family for those who live and work beyond the borders [of countries in the Global
North] as conceptualisations, methods and operationalisations are often inappropriate to
cultures in the South (Shaffer et al, 2011:222). As a result there has been increasing calls for
more cross-cultural research on work-family interface (see for example, Aycan, 2005;
Poelmans et al, 2005; O’Brien, 2012) with the basic thesis being that by excluding Asian,
African and Latin American countries, the current work-family research is ignoring a range
of global variations (Mapedzahama, 2014).

The importance of unearthing and sharing cross-cultural findings in this broad subject has
also found its way into international policy documents. For example, the United Nations
Economic and Social Council’s Resolution 2011/29 on the “Preparations for an observance
of the twentieth anniversary of the International Year of the Family” encouraged Member
States to develop and implement appropriate policies to address, among other things, work-
family balance and share good practices in this area. In Africa the Common Position on the
Family (African Union, 2012) encourages its Member States to “promote work-family
balance by putting in place context-specific mechanisms and policies to facilitate the
balancing of work and family responsibilities”.



Despite such calls, African research in the broad area of the work-family interface remains
scarce and rudimentary. An exploratory review of journal articles published between 2000
and 2011 on work-family issues in Africa (Mokomane & Chilwane, 2014) found that much
of the literature emanates from studies conducted in two countries: South Africa and Nigeria.
It also emerged that an overwhelming majority of the studies used small cross-sectional
samples to quantitatively explore mainly two broad areas, namely gender differences in
experiences of work-family conflict, and experiences of the conflict in specific occupations
and industries. To this end, the contextually salient factors shaping the work-family
experiences of people in Africa are not clearly understood as is the extent to which work-
family conflict may be affecting the well-being of employees and their families, and the
productivity of employers on the continent.

The dissemination of African research on work-family interface is also limited to few
stakeholders on the continent. Mokomane and Chilwane’s review, for example, revealed that
most of the African research findings are published in local South African and Nigerian
journals; extremely few appeared in core journals that demonstrate a commitment to work-
family issues and through which authors are likely to reach both researchers and
policymakers in the field (Drago & Kasihain, 2003:50). On the other hand, as Njuguna and
Itegi (2013) have pointed out, even when African research is accepted and published in
international journals the costs of access as well as poor technological infrastructure often
makes it inaccessible to local researchers, policymakers and other stakeholders who may
need it the most. Two of the most prominent international academic research networks in the
field (the US-based Work and Family Researchers Network or WFRN and the European-
based International Network on Parental Leave Policy and Research or INPLPR) also rarely
have African research on their agendas. For example at the inaugural WFRN conference in
2010, only six out of more than 200 papers presented were on African countries while at the
2012 conference 13 papers on Africa were presented again out of more than 200 papers. At
the 2016 conference only 10 out of more than 400 papers and two posters out of more than 60
were presented on African countries. The website of the INPLPR, on the other hand, states
that “the network has members from 35 countries mostly in Europe, but some from beyond,
including Australia, Canada and the United States”. The participation of African researchers
in the network is therefore extremely minimal, if any.

It was with this background that in September 2015 a group of academics, researchers and
policymakers with an interest in work-family issues in Africa met at the University of
Pretoria in South Africa for a one-day inaugural workshop which provided participants with
platform to: share information on existing work-family research in Africa and generate ideas
for future collaborative work; identify data needs, expertise, and funding opportunities to
further address the issue; establish the African Research Network on Work and Family
(ARNWEF); and discuss links between the Network and other relevant initiatives. The



workshop, which was funded by the South African National Research Foundation and
Department of Science and Technology’s Centre of Excellence on Human Development,
drew participants from Australia, Kenya, Nigeria, the United Kingdom, and South Africa.

The Network is not, in any way meant to compete with existing international networks on the
subject or, as Jacobs (2013) warned, to perpetuate the myriad of lines of demarcation based
on disciplines, research styles, and national borders that could divide and divert the global
work-family research community. Rather, the impetus for its establishment was to provide a
platform that can — within the context of the limiting research environment in Africa
(Njuguna & Itegi 2013) — complement individual efforts of members and that of portals
established by other networks and regional initiatives in order to produce and share the
evidence base that policymakers on the continent can use to pro-actively address Africa’s
work-family challenges and replicate successes.

This paper presents a narrative of the critical engagement that took place during the
workshop. The paper is begins with a summary of the proceedings of the workshop. The
proposed future research agenda for the Network which emanated from the discussions
during the workshop is then presented before the paper concludes by highlighting the key
tenets of the Network.

Summary of the workshop proceedings
In addition to the introductory and concluding sessions, the core discussions of the workshop

were held in three main sessions as shown in Table 1 and as discussed below.
Table 1. Summary of workshop sessions

Session Title of paper/contribution Author
Setting the stage Work-family interface in sub-Saharan Africa: | Zitha Mokomane, University of Pretoria,
Challenges & Responses South Africa
African voices in the work-family discourse
Discussant Samuel Aryee, King’s College, London, UK
Marian Baird, University of Sydney,
Australia
Tales from the field Research findings
e  Highlights on findings from Nigeria on the EISE | Chantal Epie, Pan-Atlantic University,
IFREI Research Lagos, Nigeria.

. Paternity leave in Southern African Development
Community (SADC) Lisa Dancaster, University of KwaZulu

Natal, Durban South Africa

e Work-family issues in the informal sector:
WIEGO Child Care Initiative Laura  Alfers, Women in Informal

Employment: Globalizing and Organizing

(WIEGO), Durban, South Africa

Examples of regional initiatives:

o Institute for Work-Family Integration (IWFI) Regina Bazuaye, IWFI, Lagos, Nigeria
o Centre for Research on Work and Family | Irene Kinuthia, CRWF, Nairobi, Kenya
(CRWF)
Roundtable discussion Discussion on: Led by Chantal Epie, Pan-Atlantic
. Key work-family issues in Africa. University, Lagos, Nigeria.

. Resources needed to address the identified issues.




Session 1: Setting the stage
The first main session set the stage for the rest of the workshop through two presentations by
Zitha Mokomane and Samuel Aryee. Both presenters illustrated the reality of work-family
challenges and the limited workplace and policy support for working caregivers in Africa
through the sharing of personal experiences and anecdotal evidence. It was evident from the
presentations that while African workers experience similar everyday work-family realities
with their counterparts in the Global North, work-family issues do not seem to be perceived
as a problem in many countries of the continent. Similar to what Kusakabe (2006) observed
in Thailand, family care responsibilities in Africa are not placed on the same pedestal as, say
pay and job security. Overall, workplaces and conditions continue to be structured around the
assumption that all workers have a source of unpaid labour to care for their families and, as
Dancaster (2008:24) noted, “the notion of the ideal worker as essentially male and free of
domestic responsibilities still permeates the thinking of many employers”. From the
presentations it was clear that the following statement could as well explain the prevailing
situation in contemporary Africa:
The lack of collective measures and support for balancing paid work and family
responsibilities constrains many households to turn to ‘individual reconciliation strategies’,
often with adverse consequences to families’ wellbeing and decent work objectives. This
situation hits poor and vulnerable families the hardest, as they have the weakest economic
capacity to purchase goods (processed foods, labour saving devices) or services (private
childcare, health services for the ill, domestic help) that can free up time for paid work
(International Labour Organisation, 2010:4)

In discussing the two presentations, Marian Baird drew from her expertise in the field and
shared her insight on contemporary issues of concern around the broad subject of work-
family interface and how these are relevant for Africa. She further argued that there is
sufficient African material available on the subject, but the main question is how it can be
effectively analysed, disseminated, and utilised in policy development. Based on her
experience as the director of a similar research network (the Australian-based Women and
Work Research Group) she also offered ideas on different models for further developing and
maintaining the ARNWF.

The overall ‘take-home’ message from this session was that the diverse nature of what
constitutes a family and work in contemporary Africa demands that scholars on the continent
and the diaspora place these issues at the centre of their work so as to provide an African
voice in the development of models and coping strategies that can enhance work-family
balance of employees in Africa.

Session 2: Tales from the field
This second session presented examples of current work-family research on the continent.
The first presentation by Chantal Epie was an overview of the salient findings from the IESE
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Family Responsible Employer Index (IFREI) conducted between 2010 and 2011 in Nigeria.
The index provides a national versus global comparison on the extent to which companies are
perceived by their employees as having a family-responsible culture (Las Heras et al, 2014).
The presentation showed that 59% of employees in Nigeria perceived that their work
environment occasionally hindered work-family balance while 15% though that the work
environment did so systematically. Only 5% perceived that their environment systematically
facilitated work-family balance while 22% perceived that their environment occasionally did
so. It was explained that these results partly reflect the limited opportunities in Nigerian
companies to participate in part-time work or other flexible work practices such as
compressed work weeks, flexible working hours, or tele-commuting.

With regard to the availability of family-responsible support in the workplace, the results
from Nigeria showed limited formal support as reflected in the absence of legislated
minimum maternity or paternity leave benefits for employees. The study results, for example,
showed that only 21% of women had access to maternity leave benefits. Access to paternity
leave was also low at 9%. By the same token, Nigerian employees reported limited informal
support (emotional and instrumental support) from their supervisors for managing their work
and family demands.

The second presentation by Lisa Dancaster drew from a recent study that investigated
legislative provisions on leave for working fathers in the Southern African Development
(SADC) region (Dancaster & Cohen, 2015). The study found that paternity, parental, and
‘other’ leave for fathers in the region were either non-existent or offered to a very minimal
extent. It was shown that six of the 15 SADC countries offer no leave of any kind for fathers
to attend to the birth of their children and only three countries offer paternity leave as a
specific entitlement for male employees. The balance of SADC member countries offers a
limited form of entitlement in terms of a general, multi-purpose leave provision. An argument
was made that this type of leave is a weak form in that it is not reserved for fathers only, it is
not exclusively demarcated for leave for the purposes of the birth of a child, and it is often of
limited duration. In some countries there are also restrictive qualifications on use of this
leave. For instance in South Africa employees can only take this leave if they have been in
employment for at least four months and provided that they are employed for at least four
days a week®.

In the third presentation, Laura Alfers shared the key highlights of a child care initiative
started in 2014 by WIEGO (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing).
WIEGO is a global network focused on securing livelihoods and improving the status of the
working poor, particularly women in the informal sector (WIEGO, 2015). Although child

! Sec 27(1), Basic Conditions of Employment Act (No. 75 of 1997).



care needs are important both for steering women toward informal employment, and for
constraining their income earning activities as informal economy workers (Cassirer &
Addati, 2007:1), this presentation showed that child care services in the informal sector are
relatively ignored in major development policy spaces in Africa. Overall, child care among
informal sector workers is perceived as a “family issue” and something that women “just”
have to deal with.

This second main session also included the sharing of experiences from two regional work-
family initiatives: the Institute for Work and Family Integration (IWFI) in Lagos, Nigeria and
the Centre for Research on Work and Family (CRWF) in Nairobi, Kenya. The presentations,
made by Regina Bazuaye and Irene Kinuthia respectively, illuminated the successes and
challenges of work-family initiatives on the continent. All in all, it was revealed that while
the work-family interface is slowly becoming part of the rhetoric in government circles, the
“business case’” for facilitating employees’ work-family balance is still to be fully
appreciated by both corporate and public organisations in Africa. As a result funding for
initiatives such as IWFI and CRWF remains one of their main challenges. Consistent with
what Njuguna and Itegi (2013) noted with regard to challenges of institutions of higher
education in Africa, the resultant financial constraints affect virtually all aspects of the
initiatives: their operations, processes, missions, as well as the integrity and quality of their
activities and outputs.

It was evident from the presentations in this session that another key impediment to rigorous
and comparative work-family research in Africa is the paucity and/or incompleteness of
appropriate data. Thus the general consensus in the discussion that followed the presentations
was that, to gain a nuanced understanding of work-family issues in the African context,
future research should aim to integrate emic and etic research designs. It was argued, for
example, that interpretive grounded theory could be used to deepen our understanding of
novel work-family issues on the continent. More qualitative and mixed-method work-family
research were also identified as having the potential to elucidate the meaning of work and
family in distinct African contexts, and to elicit culturally relevant constructs that may
otherwise not be reflected in existing Anglo-based work-family models (Shaffer et al., 2011).

Session 3: Roundtable discussion

Led by Chantal Epie, the third session was a roundtable discussion which weaved together
the key considerations of the previous sessions through an open and critical engagement
aimed at identifying important work-family issues in Africa and resources needed to address
the issues. In terms of the latter, the discussion reiterated that financial and data constraints
were a major impediment to work-family research in Africa.



Regarding key work-family issues, the general consensus was that many of the critical
questions needed to understand the work-family dimensions in Africa remain unanswered. In
line with Waldfogel and McLanahan (2011:6) such questions relate, among others, to the
share of employees that have family care responsibilities; the types of family members that
require care; the extent to which work hours and conditions are compatible with workers’
ability to meet family responsibilities; the extent to which employees can adjust their
employment to meet family needs; the consequences, both at the workplace and in the family,
of work-family conflict; the business case for providing employees with more flexibility; the
policy options that might enhance work-family balance; the roles that employers and
government play; and lessons that other countries offer.

The session concluded with the setting of an agenda that the Network and its members could
focus on - in terms of research, collaborations, and funding proposals - in the medium to long
terms. Taking cognisance of the identified financial constraints, it was agreed that Network
members should, among other things, embark on developing joint funding proposals for
collaborative research projects both within and across countries; undertake collaborative and
comparative research using secondary data sets across themes, institutions and countries; and
create a platform for an engagement with international and regional organisations such as the
International Labour Organisation, the African Union Commission, regional economic
communities etc.

It terms of addressing the key unanswered questions discussed above, it was agreed that a
systematic literature review to assess the state of African work-family research and to
identify gaps will be undertaken in the short term as a “proof-of-concept” to guide the focus
of the Network’s short to medium term activities and the research agenda which is presented
below.

Proposed future research agenda
It was agreed that the following issues and questions — presented herein in no particular order
of priority — are among those that need to be explored in the short to medium terms:

The conceptualisation of the family in Africa. While there is little doubt that family
structure is rapidly changing on the continent, the specific dimension of this transformation is
not clearly understood. To this end, research is needed to assess the types and patterns of
families in contemporary African societies, the cultural and legal contexts of these families,
as well as the trends and factors affecting family development so as to establish how African
family rituals and routines interact with workplace demands.

The extent and dimensions of work-family conflict in Africa. To the extent that there is
currently little evidence regarding what determines work burdens in Global South countries,



the extent to which African workers of diverse social and cultural backgrounds perceive their
work-family fit, that is, how well have they been able to integrate paid work and family life
(Hill et al, 2003) is worthy of study. It was thus agreed that in-depth qualitative studies
should be conducted to explore how family and work circumstances influence work burdens
experienced by African workers, the sources and types of work family-conflict experienced
by different types of workers on the continent, and their capacity to cope with it (Blin, 2008).

The role of fathers. Caution was made for research to not just focus on needs of mothers as
carers of children but to also explore the work-family challenges and needs of fathers. This
was against the background of evidence showing that efforts to encourage shared parenting
and measures to increase the role of fathers in caregiving are virtually non-existent in much
of Africa as reflected in the absence of legislated paternity leave or recognition of gender-
neutral leave arrangements such as parental leave in most countries of the continent.

Care needs of older people. Further consensus was that many African countries share the
care concerns of an increasing elderly population with countries in the Global North. Thus
the study of the vast difference between the African and Western contexts in terms of the
provision of social security and social welfare programmes for older people as well as
addressing the care needs of older people and their carers was identified as another critical
area of future research in Africa.

The impact of HIV and AIDS. It was further highlighted that the extent to which HIV and
AIDS affects work-family dynamics in Africa and contributes to the crisis of care in many
countries on the continent is worthy of study, particularly against the background of a large
body of research that has highlighted the difficult conditions under which care is provided in
these circumstances, and the consequences in terms of the emotional, physical and financial
wellbeing of the carers who also have work responsibilities.

Workers in the informal sector. It was further noted that many African countries have labour
markets with a large and growing informal sector where incomes are low and workers receive
little, if any, recognition in government policy and in the way of social protection. The
combination of work and care in this context is particularly difficult given the lack of access
to policy measures that support the combination of work and family care responsibilities.
Thus the need to understand the work-family challenges of workers in the informal sector —
who make up about 80% of the labour force in Africa (African Development Bank, 2013) —
was underscored.

Childcare dynamics. The need to understand the overall childcare aspects for parents
working in both the formal and informal sectors was also underscored as were studies to



examine the impact, on children, of common coping strategies for childcare, such as the
employment of domestic workers and use of family members, particularly older siblings.

Limited legislative support. The minimal provision of policies, programmes, and services
from government to support work-family integration was identified as a distinguishing
feature of most African countries that was worthy of in-depth research. Overall, legislation on
work-family provisions such as leave to attend to care concerns and the right to request
flexible working arrangements for the purposes of care are either non-existent or only
minimally covered in almost all African countries. This gap provide a potential avenue for
research within the Network.

The role of the employers in the provision of work-care arrangements. In line with an
assertion by Mokomane (2009), the roundtable discussions revealed that increased job
insecurity in the context of slow economic growth and high unemployment defines many
labour markets in Africa. The spillover effect of this for work-family issues means that the
fear of unemployment has resulted in an ethic of long working hours that are distinctly
family-unfriendly and conducive to elevated stress levels among workers. To this end, it was
agreed that further studies on employer involvement in work-family arrangements is
worthwhile.

Conclusion

The formal inauguration of the Network took place during the fourth Session led by Samuel
Aryee where the importance of forming a network to pursue the foregoing proposed research
agenda and other activities to facilitate Africa-focused scholarship and research collaboration
on work and family issues was reiterated by all participants. A consensus was reached that
the ARNWF will be a not-for-profit alliance of academic, research, and policy stakeholders
who have an interest on work-family issues in Africa. The objectives of the Network were set
as follows:

1. To provide a platform for work-family scholars and research centres in Africa and
beyond to collaborate in order to produce the evidence base for policymakers in the
continent to pro-actively address Africa’s work-family challenges.

2. To promote and disseminate the work of network members though a shared
knowledge platform so as to complement individual efforts of members and portals
established by other networks and regional initiatives on the subject.

3. To create a platform for an engagement with international and regional development
agencies and organisations to ensure that they draw on African scholars and
institutions for work-family research and analysis.

4. To create mechanisms for members to collaborate on comparative research on a
variety of research questions on the subject
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Other agreed aspects of the Network included short, medium and long term activities as well
as modalities for operation; member involvement; and administration of the Network. It is
envisaged that the achievement of the above objectives and the effective implementation of
the identified modalities will lead to the clarification in terms of: (i) how contextual
differences in the Global North and South may create different work-family issues and raise
different questions; (ii) the limitations of Northern conceptualizations, methods and
operationalisations in studying work-family interface in the South; and (iii) the differences
and similarities within the African continent with respect to work-family issues, policy
context, and research.
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