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The Listening Tour Community Report
Welcome to my report representing the major issues you 
shared with me as I travelled the length and breadth of 
Australia.

As many of you are aware, I became the federal Sex Discrimination 
Commissioner with the Australian Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission (HREOC) in September 2007. One of my 
main responsibilities is to promote gender equality in Australia as a 
human right. 

Coming into this role, it was important to me that I listen to 
Australian women and men. I wanted to find out what you see as the 
major challenges we face in creating a fairer and more equal society. 
Of course, I had my own ideas and concerns, but my aim was to 
provide you with an opportunity to have your say.

So, in November 2007, I began a nation-wide ‘Listening Tour’. I 
wanted to ask the Australian public two big questions: How far have 
we come in our journey towards gender equality? And where should 
we focus our efforts into the future?

During the Listening Tour, I travelled to every state and territory, 
visiting cities, regional towns and remote communities. I also set 
up an online blog so that people could share their views widely. I 
met over 1000 people during the course of the Tour. I heard stories 
and experiences from factory workers, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians, women’s and men’s services workers, refugees, 
academics, government Ministers, investment bankers, gay and 
lesbian people, young women and older people, to name a few.

Women and men across the country provided their input on what I 
could do to make a difference.

The Listening Tour has greatly enriched my understanding of the 
lives and experiences of women and men across Australia. I also hope 
that it has been a positive experience for all those who have been 
involved. 

I am delighted and proud to share the stories and experiences of the 
people I have met. To each of you, I say thank you. Your contributions 
will help shape the agenda for my term as federal Sex Discrimination 
Commissioner.

Elizabeth Broderick

Sex Discrimination Commissioner and  
Commissioner responsible for Age Discrimination

Gender equality: What matters to 
Australian women and men

Elizabeth Broderick was appointed 
to the role of Sex Discrimination 
Commissioner and Commissioner 
responsible for Age Discrimination 
in September 2007.

Liz has a background in law and 
computer science. She was a partner 
at law firm Blake Dawson where 
she developed their business case 
for flexibility in the workplace. Her 
efforts created an environment 
where more than 20 per cent of 
the law firm’s workforce now uses 
flexible arrangements.
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About the  
Listening Tour

What the Commissioner wanted to 
find out
The Listening Tour started in November 2007. As 
the new federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner, 
Elizabeth Broderick visited every state and 
territory in Australia. Over 1,000 people took part 
in the 90 events held in metropolitan, regional 
and remote locations. An additional 128 people 
contributed through the Listening Tour blog, 
with 39,612 viewers reading the Commissioner’s 
Listening Tour diary, and a total of 66,826 hits. 

Before the Listening Tour began, the Commissioner 
identified three crucial areas for achieving equality 
between women and men in Australia:

economic independence for women••
balancing work and family balance across the life ••
cycle, and
freedom from discrimination, harassment and ••
violence.

These three themes, and the different issues raised 
within each, provided a broad framework for the 
Commissioner’s discussions. A key goal of the Listening 
Tour was to help the Commissioner decide where she 
should focus her work.

Those who took part in the meetings discussed the 
relevance and importance of the three themes of the 
Tour to achieving gender equality in Australia. The 
Commissioner also wanted to identify other issues which 
were relevant to equality between men and women.

How people participated
The guiding principles of the Listening Tour were 
participation, inclusion and diversity. 

The Listening Tour specifically focussed on reaching 
diverse groups including: women with disabilities, 
Indigenous women, culturally and linguistically diverse 
women, women of diverse sexualities and workers 
from low paid occupations and industries. The Tour 
also ensured that both men and women were able to 
participate and contribute. 

The Tour involved a variety of forums to allow people to 
share their views, including:

open community consultations••
women’s and men’s focus groups, targeted to specific ••
industries 
meetings with service providers and community ••
groups
meeting with Ministers, Members of Parliament and ••
government agencies
academic and business roundtables, and••
an interactive website and blog, including regular ••
diary entries from the Commissioner.
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What the 
Commissioner found

The three key themes of the Listening Tour – 
economic independence for women, balancing 
work and family balance across the life cycle, and 
freedom from discrimination, harassment and 
violence – resonated strongly with women and 
men in the Australian community.

While there have been many improvements in 
Australia since the appointment of the first federal Sex 
Discrimination Commissioner in 1984, the stories from 
the Listening Tour show that Australia still has much to 
do in order to truly achieve gender equality for all. 

The findings from the Tour supported the need for a 
national gender equality agenda to achieve full and equal 
participation for both women and men in all spheres of life.

Gender inequality is a daily experience
The experiences that participants shared add a powerful 
human dimension to the research and statistics on 
women’s status in Australia.

Women spoke about the barriers to their career 
progression and workforce participation, providing their 
personal stories to explain the under-representation 
of women in senior leadership positions. Many 
older women, with limited retirement savings due to 
movement in and out of the workforce, shared their 
anxieties of poverty in their later years.

Men and women expressed their difficulties in 
balancing work and family responsibilities, and their 
disappointment at the lack of a legislated paid leave 
scheme for parents, particularly maternity leave. Men 
told of the pressure that they felt to be the primary 
breadwinner and the long work hours that prevented 
them from sharing time with their partners, children and 
other family members.

Consistent with HREOC’s own research, the 
Commissioner heard many personal experiences of 
sexual harassment, along with concerns about the 
repercussions of making a complaint.

Stories about the impact of long-term violence on a 
woman’s ability to participate in the workforce added a 
human perspective to statistics which estimate the cost 
of domestic violence to business at $500 million each year.

Factors contributing to gender 
inequality are interconnected
The stories and experiences that participants shared 
during the Listening Tour highlighted how inequality is 
connected and reinforced by a range of factors.

For example, pay inequity is a contributing factor to 
the gender gap in women’s retirement savings. Pay 
inequity is also influencing decisions within families 
on the sharing of paid work and caring responsibilities. 
The movement of women in and out of the paid 
workforce due to caring responsibilities is another factor 
contributing to the gender gap in retirement savings.  

Structural and cultural barriers in the workplace prevent 
women from balancing their paid work and caring 
responsibilities, reducing their workforce participation 
and their economic independence. Those same barriers 
prevent men from taking on a greater share of caring 
responsibilities, with men sometimes finding it even 
harder to access flexible work due to cultural stereotypes 
about roles between parents. Women continue to 
undertake more unpaid care responsibilities.

Violence, discrimination and harassment also impact on 
women’s ability to engage in paid work, affecting their 
economic independence.

Examining and addressing one issue in isolation from 
the others will not deliver the systemic change required 
to achieve full gender equality. 

The gender equality agenda must 
recognise differences between women
While there were a number of shared experiences among 
women, there were also stark differences based on other 
factors, including race, disability, age, sexuality and 
socio-economic status.

For example, issues of primary concern to many 
Indigenous women in remote communities were basic 
living conditions, such as the ability to live safely, access 
to housing, access to education or employment and 
access to healthcare.

For women in low paid industries, particularly those 
in female dominated sectors, better pay and basic 
workplace conditions, such as tea breaks and access to 
toilets, were the important concerns. 
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