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Overview and  
executive summary
“Most doctors accept that medicine is a life style and not just a job.  This is inaccurate; it’s a life, 
from 6:00am till 11:00pm Monday to Saturday.”

Male registrar 
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Overview and  
executive summary

“Flexible work arrangements are vital for a healthy, happy life.”

Female specialist
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1 Introduction and 
background

“I fully support more flexibility 
for the medical workforce.   

I am not fond of the idea that, 
when I start training, the rest of 

my life -- family, personal and 
otherwise -- has to go on hold 

for however many years it takes 
to finish training.”

Male junior doctor

“More flexibility would  
add attractiveness to the 

medical profession and would 
decrease work-related stress 

illnesses and leave.”

Female advanced registrar
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Aims of the survey

About the respondents

“Currently I am a resident medical 
officer in a public hospital.  I would 

like to work 40 hours a week so I 
have time to spend with family, 

friends and recreation.  Presently I 
have to work approx 10-20 hours 
of overtime including weekends, 

which is not a huge workload but it 
dramatically cuts into the daylight 

hours and weekend time.  I am 
unable to choose not to do all of 

this overtime – overtime is part of 
the contract.  If you ask not to do 

it, it places more work on fewer 
doctors on the roster and you are 
labelled as a ‘doctor in distress’ or 

‘not coping’ which is not true – just 
a doctor who wants a life.”

Female RMO
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2 Access to flexible working 
and training arrangements 
in the 12 months 
preceding the survey

“I have personally broached 
the subject of part-time 

training with several of my 
consultants at various times 
during my training with NO 
support and therefore felt it 
useless pursuing the option 

despite constantly struggling 
with balance between work, 

study and caring for my three 
small children.”

Female registrar

“It’s a great idea to have 
flexible work, etc, but it just 

doesn’t happen with any real 
ease.  It is nearly impossible to 
work flexible hours and there 

is a lot of resistance to change 
in this direction.”

Female junior doctor
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“I was fortunate in that I was 
allowed a staggered return to 

duties after maternity leave 
which allowed an earlier 

return to work than would 
otherwise have happened, 

which I think was a successful 
arrangement from my 

perspective.”

Female specialist 

“Currently my hospital is 
so short-staffed that only 

those with children can 
access part-time and job-

sharing positions.  Those who 
requested leave this year 

to study for the fellowship 
exams were denied this.”

Female registrar
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3 Availability of flexible working 
and training arrangements 

“I have put off having children 
until later in my career 

because of lack of options 
and will limit the size of my 

family in favour of returning 
to work.”

Female junior doctor

“I have previously tried to 
negotiate some of these 
things, but the hospital I 
work at would not even 

negotiate with me, let alone 
provide them. This is despite 
many years of service to this 

hospital.”

Male specialist

“Difficulty accessing flexible 
working arrangements is a 

significant barrier to retaining 
medical staff in rural and 

remote areas.”

Female registrar
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“Medicine is still set up around 
a patriarchal structure of the 

doctor having a full-time 
support person to manage 

their home duties and family 
duties.  This was traditionally a 

wife.  I think that it is sad that 
training in medicine does not 

reflect a change in doctors 
graduating today and that 

attention to family life is put 
at the very bottom of the 

list of priorities.  It is actually 
possible to be a good doctor 

and a good parent ; it is just 
not actually supported by 

the training schemes most 
colleges have to offer.”

Female registrar

“It would be great if we 
could stop talking about just 

women working full-time - 
lots of blokes don’t want to 

do crazy hours anymore - it is 
a generational change.”

Female registrar
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4 Why doctors want flexible 
working and training 
arrangements

“I am very interested in 
flexibility while training or 

working as a doctor, in order 
to live my life fully, also in 
other areas of life, such as 

hobbies, family, social life, self-
development.”

Male specialist

“I would like to become 
a medical registrar and at 

present I don’t think that it is 
possible to do this on a part-
time/job-share arrangement.  
As this time in my training is 

likely to coincide with having 
children the ability to do part-

time work when training is 
very important to me.”

Female intern
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“I have been granted flexible 
work hours in consultation with 
the director of my department 

such that I was able to negotiate: 
a part-time position for six 

months to reduce work stress 
and to pursue hobbies; flexible 
duties in the last three months 

of pregnancy and maternity 
leave for one year (award); paid 

maternity leave for 14 weeks 
(award); allowed to take all 

outstanding annual, ADO, extra 
and public holiday credits while 

on maternity leave (award); 
negotiated an early return to 

work while on maternity leave; 
and not be in charge of the 
department such that I can 

express breast milk part-way 
through a shift.  I believe that all 
of these requests were granted 

because my director allows a 
balanced approach to work/ 

family life and I believe that I work 
more effectively because of this.” 

Female registrar
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5 Barriers to flexible working 
and training arrangements

“Lack of staff to meet service 
delivery requirements; 

inflexible attitudes – the belief 
of some senior staff & VMOs 
that you have to work like a 

robot, devoid of any personal 
responsibilities and capable 
of working tirelessly with no 

non-clinical sessions and the 
concomitant expectation 

of completing research and 
educational requirements. 
There is not time to do all 

this and manage family 
responsibilities, spend 

quality time with spouse and 
children, and have time for 
hobbies/sport/recreation.”

Male registrar 
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Cultural and institutional factors

Shortage of resources

“There is a longstanding 
tradition that you must do 

what those before you did – ie, 
work ridiculously long hours 

and neglect all other aspects of 
your life if you wish to train in a 
specialty.  There is no genuine 
change in the set-up despite 
at times apparent lip-service 

being paid to accommodating 
the needs of doctors who have 

significant responsibilities outside 
of work that have little or no 

flexibility attached to them (eg, 
being a sole parent of young 

children with no input from the 
other partner and no  

child support).”

 Female specialist trainee

 “Staff and services get used to 
doctors working full-time all the 

time.  I have had consultants 
dissuade me from considering 
part-time registrar training.  It is 

often implied that a particular job 
or rotation would not be available 

unless I was working full-time.  A 
few years ago, I was also pressured 

into not taking any holidays at all 
in a three month rotation, because 

the service would not be able to 
cope with my absence.”

  Male registrar
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Training issues

Rostering and workplace practices

Continuity of patient care

“Part-time training is seen to be 
weak – a culture shift is needed.  
Doctors are often into their 30s 

when they commence a training 
program and, if they delay family 

until after that program, it is 
getting very late.  Starting a family 
during many training programs is 
difficult.  I think much work needs 
to be done with the colleges and 

within the profession.”

Male specialist

 “If hospitals were more open to 
flexible times and arrangements, 

they can actually benefit.  For 
example, when I was an RMO 

and job-shared, the HR dept was 
unhelpful at first.  By the end of 
the year, six of us covered 3 full-

time equivalent positions and 
acted as a built-in relieving team 
so the hospital did not need any 

external relievers.  They came 
to genuinely value the whole 

system!” 

Female registrar
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6 Future requirements for 
flexible working and training 
arrangements

<

“The difficulties of combining 
a fulfilling career while still 

having the time and energy 
to have children/raise a family 

is a major concern of mine 
that I will have to deal with 

in the next 5-10 years.  In the 
current climate, this issue 

has begun to be addressed 
although I feel there is still 

potentially a lot more that can 
be done to accommodate 

this need.”

Female junior doctor
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“Being a Fellow at the end of 
my surgical training, my role is 
somewhat superfluous, which 

makes it relatively easy for me to 
have some time flexibility.  As a 
consultant I hope to have even 
more control over my working 

hours.  However, the very nature 
of the surgical workload limits 

this.  Group practices where 
we can share the after-hours 

workload with our colleagues 
shall hopefully become the norm 

in the next few decades.”

Female specialist
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“Child care arrangements 
are essential for practitioners 

with family responsibilities; 
adequate time off is likewise 

essential, including to maintain 
individual health and wellbeing 

-- maintenance of personal, 
partner/family and social 
relationships -- as well as  

medical expertise.”

Female specialist

Work life booklet.indd   19 12/3/08   12:23:19 PM



AMA WORKLIFE FLEXIBILITY SURVEY, 19 JUNE  30 JULY 2007  REPORT OF FINDINGS 

20

“I think this is an important 
issue. Some doctors (especially 

women) drop out of the 
workforce due to lack of access 
to flexible work arrangements. 

Also, many people burn out, and 
need to take prolonged breaks or 

change careers, etc.”

Female advanced registrar
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 Glossary
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AMA work-life flexibility 
resources
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http://www.ama.com.au/web.nsf/doc/WEEN-6XFDKN
http://www.mja.com.au/classifieds/jobshare.cgi
http://www.ama.com.au/web.nsf/doc/WEEN-5TQ8EA
http://www.ama.com.au/web.nsf/doc/WEEN-6DU5S2/$File/Doctors_Guidelines_for_Implementing_Flexibility.pdf?openelement
http://www.ama.com.au/web.nsf/doc/WEEN-5KRU4U
http://www.ama.com.au/web.nsf/doc/WEEN-6DU5T6/$File/Management_Guidelines_for_Implementing_Flexibility.pdf?openelement
http://www.ama.com.au/web.nsf/doc/WEEN-6MPUEZ
http://www.ama.com.au/web.nsf/doc/SHED-5FUUT9
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Federal O�ce:

ACT Branch

New South Wales Branch

Northern Territory Branch

Queensland Branch

South Australian Branch

Tasmanian Branch

Victorian Branch

Western Australian Branch

AMA contacts


