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1 Foreword 

I am pleased to present the report of my Listening Tour, reflecting the major issues 
you shared with me as I travelled the length and breadth of Australia. 

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 as Commissioner 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 a genuine cross-section of the community with an opportunity to 
have their say on gender equality. 

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 in an alternative format. 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. I thank each one of you for your contribution. Your participation will help shape 
the agenda for my term as federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner. 

 

Elizabeth Broderick 

Sex Discrimination Commissioner and Commissioner responsible for Age 
Discrimination 
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2 Overview of Listening Tour findings 

The Listening Tour had three key themes, identified by the Sex Discrimination 
Commissioner Elizabeth Broderick (“the Commissioner”) before the Tour as likely to 
guide her work towards achieving gender equality in Australia. These were: 

 Economic independence for women; 
 Work and family balance across the life cycle; and 
 Freedom from discrimination, harassment and violence. 

The three key themes resonated strongly with women and men in the Australian 
community. Overall, participants in the Listening Tour supported the continuing need 
for a national gender equality agenda, to achieve full and equal participation of 
women in all spheres of life. This report contains the stories, opinions and ideas of 
participants about how Australia can achieve full, and lasting, gender equality. 

The aim of this report is not to provide a close analysis of what participants said, but 
to provide an accurate and respectful account of the contributions made during the 
Listening Tour.  

2.1 The themes of the Listening Tour were reflected back to the 
Commissioner as central to the daily experience of gender 
inequality. 

The stories told during the Listening Tour provide qualitative support to the 
quantitative research evidence around the three themes. These stories give a 
powerful human dimension to the statistics on women’s status in Australia; the 
struggle of men and women to balance paid work with unpaid caring work; and the 
ongoing problem of violence, discrimination and harassment against women.  

Women reported on the barriers to their career progression and workforce 
participation, providing individual narratives to explain the under-representation of 
women in senior leadership positions. Many older women shared their anxieties of 
poverty in their later years, consistent with the statistic that half of women aged 45-60 
have $8000 or less in retirement savings.1  

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

Consistent with HREOC’s research showing that 41 per cent of women experience 
sexual harassment and 28 per cent of women experience it in the workplace,2 many 
personal experiences of sexual harassment were shared, along with concerns that 
making a complaint would result in “career death”. Stories about the impact of long 
term violence on a woman’s ability to fully participate in the paid workforce were told, 
adding a personal dimension to statistics estimating the cost of domestic violence to 
business as $500 million per year.3 
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2.2 The themes of the Listening Tour represent a set of 
interconnected and interdependent issues that cannot be 
considered in isolation from each other.  

A key finding of the Listening Tour is the interconnectedness of each of the three 
themes. For example, pay inequity is a contributing factor to the gender gap in 
women’s retirement savings. Pay inequity also influences decisions within families on 
how paid work and caring responsibilities are shared. 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 barriers in the workplace prevent women from balancing their paid work 
and caring responsibilities, reducing their workforce participation and their economic 
independence. The same structural and cultural barriers prevent men from taking up 
a greater share of caring responsibilities. Violence, discrimination and harassment 
also impact on women’s ability to engage in paid work, affecting their economic 
independence. 

The interconnected nature of these issues means that examining and addressing one 
issue in isolation will not deliver the systemic change required to achieve full gender 
equality. Each issue needs to be considered in the context of its causal and 
connecting factors.  

2.3 Stark differences amongst women, based on race, disability, 
age, sexuality and socio-economic status, mean that a gender 
equality agenda must take into account disparate groups of 
women.  

It is important to note that although there were shared experiences amongst women 
who participated in the Listening Tour, there were also stark differences based on the 
intersection of gender with race, disability, age, sexuality and socio-economic status. 
For example, for Indigenous women in remote communities, the issues of primary 
concern were basic living conditions such as the ability to live safely, and access to 
housing, education or employment and health care.   

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 highlighted as chief concerns. For refugee women, access to education and 
employment without the fear of racial discrimination was most important along with 
the need for social acceptance of cultural difference.  

For women with disabilities, the ability to live safely and have autonomy over one’s 
life decisions was noted as a critical issue, alongside the ability to access education 
and employment.  

An effective gender equality agenda must recognise and illuminate the particular 
disadvantage faced by different groups of women, just as it is must address the 
shared experiences of women as a whole.  
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2.4 Attitudinal change is a central means of achieving long term 
gender equality  

A number of policy and project ideas were provided to the Commissioner to advance 
gender equality under the three key themes. Of them, the need for education to 
change attitudes and build skills was the most commonly reiterated. For example, 
education on salary negotiation was proposed in order to close the gender pay gap 
and increase women’s economic independence. Educating the community on the 
value of unpaid work and educating employers and employees on effective flexible 
work practices were offered as suggestions to overcome the paid and unpaid work 
conflict. Participants also suggested that sexual harassment could be countered 
through education on its impact and cost.  

Underlying these suggestions was a clear message from the community that gender 
inequality is a pervasive and deep rooted phenomenon that will not be successfully 
addressed without significant attitudinal change.   

2.5 Listening Tour framework 

The Listening Tour commenced in November 2007 and included consultations 
across every State and Territory of Australia before concluding in April 2008.  

The aims of the Listening Tour were to test the validity of the proposed themes and 
to gauge whether there were other major issues that needed to be considered as part 
of the Commissioner’s agenda and future work plan. An additional aim was to gather 
qualitative information about current issues and possible future action.  

The objectives of the Listening Tour were to: 

 confirm the Commissioner’s priority issues as set out in the themes;  

 highlight new issues and possible future action to feed into the 
Commissioner’s strategic planning process; 

 connect widely and build strong relationships with key stakeholders; 

 build public momentum on the issues and on the role of the Commissioner 
and the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission in addressing 
them; 

 build the Commissioner’s profile across diverse groups in the community, 
including those who may be marginalised in public debates to ensure a 
heightened role for these groups in the Commission’s gender equality work; 

 gather stories and case studies for media and other public work to improve 
public understanding of gender equality in practice; and 

 build a virtual community around the issues of gender equality to strengthen 
collaboration and communication between disparate groups and individuals. 

The guiding principles of the Listening Tour were participation, inclusion and 
diversity. For this reason, there was a specific focus on reaching marginalised groups 
including women with disabilities, Indigenous women, culturally and linguistically 
diverse women, women of diverse sexualities and workers from low paid occupations 
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and industries. The Tour included visits to metropolitan, regional and remote 
locations.  

2.6 Listening Tour methodology 

To meet the Listening Tour objectives a variety of consultation tools were utilised.  

2.6.1 Open community consultations 

These events were held in partnership with local agencies and advertised widely 
through email lists, websites and paper mail outs. The format of each consultation 
was to highlight the issues for each theme using statistics, show a video narrative of 
a personal story relating to the theme and then open up to participants to share their 
experiences and ideas. There was also time given for participants to raise other 
issues and put their idea forward on what the Commissioner should prioritise in her 
term. 

2.6.2 Women’s and men’s focus groups 

These focus groups were targeted to specific industries to meet the Listening Tour 
objectives. The focus groups were structured with targeted questions designed to 
draw out personal experiences, opinions and ideas related to the themes.  

2.6.3 Service provider and community group meetings 

The aim of these meetings was to seek community feedback on the three themes 
with specific reference to disadvantaged and marginalised views. Meetings were also 
held with specialist service providers to gain knowledge of particular issues raised in 
community consultations and focus groups.  

2.6.4 Meeting with Ministers, Members of Parliament and government 
agencies 

Meetings with Ministers, Members of Parliament and government agencies were held 
to brief the Commissioner on current government initiatives and planned initiatives 
relating to the themes of the Listening Tour. Opportunities for further collaboration 
were also discussed at these meetings.  

2.6.5 Academic roundtables 

The academic roundtables were designed to inform the Commissioner of any 
emerging research and policy issues relating to the Listening Tour themes. The 
roundtables were also a forum to discuss how HREOC could work collaboratively 
with researchers.  It should be noted that the research included in the report is not an 
exhaustive literature review, but a summary of the research that was presented to the 
Commissioner during the Listening Tour.  
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2.6.6 Business roundtables 

Employers were invited to provide feedback on the three themes through structured 
roundtables. At the roundtables, each theme was introduced and a video was shown 
to illustrate the issues. Then participants were invited to share their experiences and 
ideas for addressing the issues.  

2.6.7 Interactive website with blog 

The website was designed to allow members of the public to contribute to the 
Listening Tour themes online. The website contained information about the Tour, a 
blog, case studies and regular diary entries from the Commissioner outlining her 
findings and raising new issues as the Tour progressed.  

2.6.8 Communications and media 

To meet the objective of raising the Commissioner’s profile and building public 
momentum for the Listening Tour themes, a communications and media strategy was 
developed to support the physical Tour. This included opinion pieces in relevant 
newspapers and interviews with a diverse range of national and local media.  

2.7 Listening Tour events 

As part of the Listening Tour, 90 events were held between November 2007 and April 
2008 with an estimated total of 1000 participants. In addition, 128 people contributed 
to the Listening Tour through the blog, and 39,612 viewers read the Commissioner’s 
Listening Tour diary from its establishment in November until the end of April, with a 
total of 66,826 hits. 

The Commissioner and staff visited each state and territory, as follows: 

Date Location  

26 Nov – 30 Nov South Australia 

03 Dec – 07 Dec New South Wales 

11 Dec – 14 Dec Tasmania 

21 Jan – 25 Jan Victoria 

28 Jan – 01 Feb ACT 

17 Mar – 21 Mar Western Australia 

25 Mar – 28 Mar Northern Territory 

21 Apr – 24 Apr Queensland 
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3 Theme One: Economic Independence for Women 

3.1 What is this chapter about? 

I’m a mother who has been out of the paid workforce for two years and will probably 
be for the next 4 years, until my children are ready for pre-school. My return to work 
will probably be on a part-time basis and I will probably have to re-start my career 
after so many years out so I don’t expect that I will earn very much. I never thought 
this would be the case - I studied for many years, earned a higher degree, worked 
overseas and then started my family...I can’t see how, after this time out of the 
workforce, my earnings will ever come close to my partner’s. I dread to think of how I 
will ever manage if I have to rely upon my meagre superannuation contributions in 
retirement.4 

Achieving economic independence for women has been at the core of the vision for 
gender equality across the globe. Economic independence is about expanding the 
capacity of women to make genuine choices about their lives through full and equal 
participation in all spheres of life. It is about recognising women’s work, paid and 
unpaid, as valuable, both socially and economically. It is about having policies and 
systems that value and celebrate women’s contributions, and reflect the reality of 
women’s lives.  

Currently, women working full-time earn 16 per cent less than men who are working 
full-time.5 The gender pay gap is even greater when women’s part-time and casual 
earnings are considered, with women earning two thirds what men earn overall.6 The 
reasons for this pay gap are complex. Women are more likely to be working under 
minimum employment conditions and be engaged in low paid, casual and part time 
work.7 Australian women are particularly over-represented in industries with high 
levels of casual work such as retail, hospitality and personal services.8 

The gender pay gap has a number of critical flow-on effects. Pay inequity is often 
cited as a major factor determining how paid work and family responsibilities are 
shared. Women, having earned less than men and carried the lion’s share of unpaid 
work, have significantly less retirement savings compared to men. Current 
superannuation payouts for women are one third of those for men.9 Almost 50 per 
cent of women aged 45 to 59 have $8000 or less in superannuation savings.10 

By focusing on economic independence for women, the Commissioner sought to 
understand how contemporary Australian women are faring in various aspects of 
their financial lives. Do women feel financially secure? Does this change over the 
lifecycle? How do these experiences vary amongst different groups of women? Most 
importantly, what can be done to ensure financial security for women?   

This chapter contains a summary of the key issues raised during Listening Tour 
under the theme of Economic Independence for Women.   
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The chapter is structured as follows: 

What we heard: This section is a summary of the key points made under each sub-
issue, illuminated by personal stories and opinions. 

Research and literature: This section summarises research that is relevant to each 
sub-issue. It should be noted the research included in the report is not an exhaustive 
literature review, but a summary of the research that was presented to the 
Commissioner during the Listening Tour.  

Policy and project ideas: Listening Tour participants provided their ideas to the 
Commissioner on what could be done to address the various issues under this 
theme. Some suggestions are for the Commissioner and HREOC to consider and 
others are for government or other relevant bodies, but which HREOC could 
potentially support. 

3.2 Gender pay gap 

3.2.1 What we heard 

Participants in the Listening Tour largely recognised closing the gender pay gap as 
central to achieving economic independence for women. A number of points were 
raised under this issue, including: the overrepresentation of women in low paid 
industries; the experiences of women working in male dominated industries; women’s 
experiences of individual negotiations of pay; and the impact of pay inequity on 
personal decisions.  

Work that is characterised as ‘women’s work’ is undervalued 

A key problem underpinning the theme of economic independence for women is the 
lack of value ascribed to the work that women do. Although Listening Tour 
participants cited examples of more women entering non traditional fields, many 
participants pointed to the fact that what is seen as ‘women’s work’ remains 
undervalued both in monetary terms and social status.  

One participant in the Canberra Community Consultation said: 

I work in vocational education. Here the TAFE system in the ACT and in Australia is 
gendered. Women choose to do courses that mostly women study – aged care, 
beauty, community care, hairdressing, mental health work etc. Most of these are 
lowly paid too. We need more effort to get women into the non-traditional areas.11 

A woman working in the child care sector drew attention to the complex set of skills 
required in her work and the social benefit of high quality care for children. She 
pointed out that the pay and status of workers in this sector fails to acknowledge the 
skills required or the benefits returned: 

The amount of pay is incredibly low and the work is undervalued. Caring for children 
should be valued in our society but we are invisible.12 

Women in the female dominated aged care sector also told us that there was little 
prospect of any pay progression, however long they worked or gained experience.13  
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Some participants said that in female dominated industries, men had a greater 
chance of promotion, further contributing to pay inequity within those industries.14 
One participant used the nursing sector as an example, pointing out that while men 
and women are paid the same, men “track up the ladder quicker into management which 
pays more”. 15 

One woman sought to explain why women are over-represented in low paid 
industries:  

Women are clustered in lower-paid jobs due to educational choices, perceptions of 
‘women's work’, and women's family and caring responsibilities. The average weekly 
earnings of men and women will not be the same unless men and women share 
family responsibilities equally; and this will be a long time coming.16 

A woman working in a male dominated industry remarked upon the social attitudes 
that underpin pay inequity, pointing out the stereotype that women “can’t earn more 
money than a bloke” and also that women tend to undervalue themselves, thinking “I 
can’t do as much as a bloke so I shouldn’t earn as much.” 17 

As a solution to closing the gender pay gap one participant at the Adelaide 
community consultation said that “part of it is changing the idea of what sort of work 
boys do and what sort of work girls do”.18 

There are still significant barriers to women working in male dominated 
industries 

Both women and men working in male dominated industries recognised the barriers 
facing women working in these industries, based on assumptions about what is 
‘women’s work’ and what is ‘men’s work’. 

One woman spoke of her experience working in a male dominated industry: 

I think there is a big difference in the [mining] industry in terms of jobs for women and 
jobs for men. You don’t see any women working in hydrators or operations. Men still 
have the mindset that this is really a job for men. They will say, “You don’t want to do 
this”. I applied for a job in plant services and they just took me out of the running 
because they thought you don’t really want to do that.19 

Another woman noted the physical features of her workplace as gendered, pointing 
out that there is a “huge” amenities block for the men and a “tiny cubicle” for the 
women.20 

A man working in a male dominated industry described how certain expectations 
made his a “male” workplace, including the view that “boys do it better” and “that 
you’ve got to be 6 foot 2, and size 14 shoes” to do the job.21   

A male participant working in the banking and financial sector argued that it is 
women’s lesser commitment to the job that explains the under-representation of 
women in senior positions: 

What proportion of women would find banking and finance something they want to do 
over a lifetime? The girls, they learn the skills from the business they’re in, and then 
they go away and travel.  How many are committed enough to be doing the books 
unless they’re in a really good role that is interesting? The industry we are in can be 
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pretty boring. From a male perspective is there a greater incentive to continue to earn 
and progress in the career train versus different drivers for women.22 

In response to a question about whether the structure of work presents a barrier to 
women’s participation one male participant argued that it did not: 

[I]t’s an industry thing, perhaps because [financial work] interests males more than 
females...I don’t think you can get away from women being more interested in 
nurturing etcetera and men more interested in figures…The girls are good on the 
front line, that’s where we make our money. They have strengths that males just don’t 
have.23 

Women are not faring well with individual negotiations for pay and conditions 

The gendered difference in negotiation of pay and conditions was raised as a 
contributing factor towards pay inequity. Participants commented on women’s 
tendency to undervalue themselves and trade off pay for family friendly conditions, as 
well as the undervaluing of women employees by their employers.24  

One woman commented on the different negotiation styles of men and women: 

Women are conditioned to put themselves as the last option, always putting 
themselves last. It is a huge issue to assert yourself around money. Men 
communicate with arrogance, but women are emotive and it doesn’t work in the 
negotiating room. We do undervalue ourselves. But if you do negotiate well you are 
up against someone who doesn’t value you, usually a man and so you still lose out. 
Women use evidence to build a case but men just go in with themselves.25  

Employers also recognised this matter as an issue for closing the gender pay gap, 
although some note that it is changing for younger women: 

Men are [more] likely than women to come out and say I want more money. Women 
are more likely to hope they get praise or a pay rise. Unless they talk to each other 
and realize that it isn’t fair and others are getting more it doesn’t get fixed. Younger 
women are better at it.26 

Some people pointed to the introduction of WorkChoices and Australian Workplace 
Agreements as a factor in increasing the gender pay gap. One participant 
commented that the abolition of the “no disadvantage” test “has meant that women’s 
wages have gone backwards.”27 

A women’s service provider commented that women generally fare better under 
collectively bargained agreements: 

Women generally aren’t as outspoken and assertive as men in negotiating their pay 
and conditions. If you look at AWAs the pay gap is bigger [than in certified 
agreements]. If you are a woman … struggling to get back into work, you are unlikely 
to be asking for paid maternity leave or time off for school holidays.28 

One woman noted that for women from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds, the individual negotiation process could be more difficult: 

It is possibly worse for migrant and refugee women. Culturally, we don’t feel we can 
negotiate for pay. It’s very rare.29 



Australian Human Rights Commission 
Listening Tour Report  

15 

A participant in a focus group said that when women are more assertive or 
“masculine” in a negotiation they are labelled as “hard” or a “lesbian”. Despite this, 
she said that she “goes in hard” when negotiating and “tells [the employer] what 
[she’s] worth”.30 

Pay inequity is influencing choices about paid and unpaid work within families 

Many women and men said that decisions about sharing paid work and family 
responsibilities are borne out of financial necessity; they are largely determined by 
who has the greater earnings or earning potential in the relationship.  

One man recounted his own experience: 

Doing the sums of child care can make it more economical for my wife to stay at 
home because she earns less than I do. 31 

One service provider noted that closing the gender pay gap is critical for creating an 
environment where men can undertake greater caring responsibilities: 

More and more blokes want to care for their children, but financially they are not 
making that decision because men are earning more. They are the breadwinners. If 
you do equalise women and men’s pay it will create opportunities for men to do that.32 

3.2.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Institutional effects on pay equity and pay inequity in emerging industries 

Meg Smith at the University of Western Sydney is currently undertaking research in 
the area of gender pay equity and institutional explanations for the undervaluation of 
feminised work. Her research sets out to highlight the influence of industrial relations 
institutions in the shaping of pay inequity. Her more recent collaborative research 
projects have focused on the production of pay inequity in newly emerging industries 
and occupations, as well as the development of a methodology for better recognition 
of the skills in service work.33  

3.2.3 The gender pay gap in Western Australia 

This independent review of the gender pay gap in Western Australia (WA) was 
commissioned by the WA Minister of Employment and Consumer Protection.34 The 
report covers recent research dealing with the gender pay gap, the capacity of the 
State Wage Fixing Principles to close the gap, the efficacy of voluntary strategies, the 
role of the Minimum Conditions of Employment Act 1993 (WA), and strategies for 
training. The report points to WA as having the largest gender pay gap of any state or 
territory in Australia. This gap has economic, social and political consequences for 
individuals, business and governments. The report identifies a number of causal 
factors contributing to the gap including: the nature of jobs and the type of 
employment in which women are concentrated and the lower level of earnings 
associated with these jobs; the value attached to jobs and skills associated with 
female labour; entrenched social norms that impact on wage determination; barriers 
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to women juggling paid work and caring responsibilities, and the deregulation and 
decentralisation of wage determination. 

3.2.4 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Consideration should be given to a differential tax rate for women and men in 
recognition of the gender pay gap and women’s role in caring for children.35 

2. Skills in salary negotiation should be taught at university.36 

3. There should be an inquiry into work value examining why is it that the care 
industries are viewed as ‘unskilled’ and considering the value of part time and 
flexible work.37 

4. Pay equity clauses should be included in work agreements.38 

5. Increase minimum wages and conditions and make sure they are enforced.39 

6. Aim to close the gender pay gap for Average Hourly (Non-managerial) 
Earnings. This will require an overhaul of industrial relations guidelines, 
perhaps as part of the revision of WorkChoices, so that women's work is 
valued equally.40 

7. Service industries should be provided with guidelines, possibly enforceable, 
for how employees should be paid, depending on experience, and on training 
requirements for staff. These industries employ many women, often as casual 
employees, and may not increase the pay of employees as they gain 
experience nor provide training for better-paid positions.41 

8. Reporting requirements under the Equal Opportunity for Women in the 
Workplace Act 1999 (Cth) should be expanded from employers of 100 or more 
employees to include employers of 50 or more employees.42 

3.3 Superannuation and retirement savings 

3.3.1 What we heard 

The gender gap in retirement savings and superannuation resonated strongly as an 
issue with participants in public consultations and focus groups. Many women 
identified with our case study, Margaret’s story, which described a woman who 
moved in and out of paid work due to caring responsibilities, and was required to 
move out of her house due to financial pressures later in life.43 Stories about older 
women living in poverty due to minimal retirement savings and the inadequacy of the 
age pension were common. Young women commented on their lack of awareness 
about the importance of superannuation. Some women reported using the co-
contribution scheme, designed by the federal Government to support low income 
workers, while others could not afford to make the contributions that would garner 
matching government funds.44 
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Women are justifiably anxious about living in poverty in later years 

Many women identified strongly with Margaret’s story, revealing their own anxieties 
about their retirement savings and identifying the lack of societal value placed on 
unpaid work as an explanation for their vulnerable financial status.  

One woman from Hobart shared her story: 

I’m in a similar situation to Margaret and I have anxiety too. I was in the paid 
workforce which I left five years ago to care for my disabled husband. I’m a nurse and 
with nursing comes extreme pressures. It’s a double whammy with pressure because 
of the type of work and [the] pressure of [the] caring role. [The future of [my] work is 
an on-going financial issue for me, like Margaret. I just downgraded to a shack and 
without my faith I would not be here. When family is unwell, women can’t work and 
we have to remember that many may not always wish to work.45 

A 60 year old woman from Canberra also expressed her anxiety: 

I am freaking out about retirement. After three months in hospital and enormous 
medical bills I had to start again.46 

A union official highlighted the financial pressures that prevent women from 
contributing extra payments towards their superannuation: 

The first priority for people is to pay back the HECS debt, then to pay for a house. It’s 
very difficult to get people to contribute to superannuation. Many women who are 
eligible for [the government] co-contribution [scheme] cannot afford to co-contribute 
so women have actually missed out on this incentive. Many women have an income 
so far behind the threshold that they are not getting the breaks.47 

The increasing casualisation of the workforce, and women’s overrepresentation in 
this kind of work was also noted as a contributing factor to the gender gap in 
retirement savings with many women earning below the threshold for the co-
contribution scheme.48 

Women working on farms were seen to be particularly vulnerable to poverty in later 
years with all joint assets tied up in the farm, leaving women with no financial security 
if they separate from their partners. In regional South Australia one woman noted: 

In relationships there seems to be an unconscious transition towards being totally 
dependent on the other party. On the farm, tradition sees farms left to boys in the 
family or in a marriage the farm is often not in her name.  Everything is in the name of 
farm and all money and assets tied up in the farm. If the couple splits, the women 
usually end up with nothing.49   

One man argued that the gender gap in women’s superannuation gap is to be 
expected and should be compensated for by women’s financial choices early in life: 

[Women w]ill always have an interruption to [their] earning capacity … but you would 
have hoped they’d make better use of an earning period of time before starting a 
family.50  
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Women’s past exclusion from superannuation schemes is still impacting on 
their retirement savings 

One woman reminded us of the history of women’s exclusion from superannuation 
schemes, which is still impacting on some groups of women: 

When I worked years ago men could join the super fund but women couldn’t. My 
husband said, “Don’t worry about super because you’ll be leaving [the paid workforce] 
soon”. Then my marriage fell apart and I was left with no superannuation because all 
the money had gone into the house instead. I left after 15 years in the paid workforce 
with nothing, no superannuation, a bit of long service leave. I didn’t get the same 
wage as the males yet I was expected to take on more secretarial work. That is the 
way the work was structured. Everyone worries about retirement savings but let’s 
remember we were not invited to join the super fund until 25 years ago.51 

One participant said that past superannuation rules and indirect discrimination 
against women has left many women with no choice but to extend their working lives: 

I think so many of the grandmothers are working to a far greater age than they were 
before.  [In the past, e]very time you got pregnant, you got your superannuation paid 
out. There was no compulsory superannuation, so you only got to do it by invitation.52  

Another woman pointed out the effects of multiple hurdles for some women, of past 
exclusion from paid work and superannuation combined with health issues: 

I’m seventy three, was a teacher, had superannuation, then got married and had to 
retire. When I rejoined teaching after 10 years, I could get superannuation. But some 
couldn’t get it because of health. That was thirty years ago, and so now, they are not 
able to live on the money that they have.53 

Women’s work as carers is not socially and economically valued 

Participants said that linking superannuation to paid work sends a strong message 
that unpaid caring work is not valued by society.54 There was a strong view that the 
system needed to reflect the value of unpaid work to society.  

Many women pointed to the lack of social and economic value placed on unpaid 
work.  

[Margaret’s] story resonates very strongly. What are the factors impacting [on 
women’s poor financial status in retirement]? Public discourse doesn’t value women’s 
work. [There is n]o economic value [put] on homekeeping or mothering. We are told 
we don’t work because we are not in paid work. Women like Margaret do the best 
that they can do -- sending her son to university despite her personal costs. But what 
are the costs to society?55  

Some participants raised concerns about the superannuation system being linked to 
paid work, thereby disadvantaging unpaid carers: 

We need to recognise unpaid carers – what about their superannuation? The policy 
of human rights needs to also focus on people who are not in paid work. We are 
talking about one in eight Australians.56 
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Women are working longer to accumulate adequate retirement savings 

Many women said that they were working longer to support themselves financially in 
retirement. This is impacting on the health and wellbeing of older women who find 
themselves under pressure to earn an income to pay for housing and other living 
expenses.  

One woman shared her story of needing to work much longer in an attempt to secure 
her financial future: 

As a baby boomer approaching retiring age and having spent most of my years 
raising children, I have very little hope of retiring and will need to work for as long as 
possible. I will not be independent financially. Many women I know are the main 
income earner, sometimes this will be off farm income in order to maintain the family 
farm and lifestyle due to drought or because they may have a husband with a 
disability. The pressure is really on women who have not been high income earners 
and the outlook for the future is bleak. I see many tired women who are working 
fulltime, supporting husbands and trying to be a helpful grandparent.57 

One contributor to the Listening Tour blog explained the health impact of working 
long hours to meet her loan repayments in retirement, highlighting the inadequacy of 
the age pension: 

Because I was unable to access superannuation funds through my work in earlier 
years I had to return to work at the age of 66, because I found it was impossible to 
maintain a house on my own and pay service bills etc. on the old age pension. I am 
now 72 [years] old and still working. I took out a $40,000.00 Home Equity loan (like 
reverse mortgage) … before I was able to re-commence working. This loan is now 
charging 9.5% interest (compounding) and if I don’t keep on working to pay the 
interest the bank will very quickly gobble up my home. I love my work and am 
dedicated to it - but long hours are having a deleterious effect on my health and the 
constant worry of not being able to meet the greedy interest rate payments is very 
stressful. ..Paying [a loan] back, out of a pension, is impossible - and women don’t 
realise this until they have been forced in to the situation of using their only asset to 
try to achieve a liveable income.58 

Women are also working longer to help family members with their living expenses 
and are unable to save for their own retirement: 

I talk to many women who can’t retire when they thought they were going to be able 
to because of family transmitted debt. They are supporting kids through university 
and helping kids with a mortgage. With the cost of housing and university studies, 
older women can’t save for their own retirement.59 

Employers also noted the rising trend of people staying on to work because they 
“haven’t got a retirement nest egg built up”.60 

However, not all women are able to supplement their retirement income by extending 
their time in the paid workforce. One participant highlighted the pressures on women 
between 40 and 60, who “have to leave the paid workforce because of caring for 
parents, and for grandchildren as well” which limits their retirement savings.61  
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There are mixed views about the adequacy of the age pension 

There were mixed views about the age pension with many women bringing attention 
the inadequacy of the payment while others looked forward to being able to receive 
it. One participant in the Brisbane community consultation reported that older women 
on the pension are really struggling financially, particularly with the rising cost of 
living.62 

A representative of the Women’s Action Alliance (Victoria) raised her concerns about 
the adequacy of the age pension, particularly for single women: 

I would like to draw your attention to the financial plight of single age pensioners, 
mostly women. On the death of a spouse, the age pension is slashed by 40 [per cent] 
even though their normal living costs barely change and may in fact increase.63 

This view was echoed by another service provider at the National Women’s Secretariats in 
Canberra, who pointed out that “costs are fixed whether you are on a single or shared 
pension”.64 

A contributor to the Listening Tour blog raised her concern about the tax disincentive 
to work while on the pension: 

A single, age pensioner who does not own a home and must pay rent, simply cannot 
live on the pension. However, if you work, you lose 40 cents (like a tax) on every 
dollar you earn above $62 per week.65 

One woman brought attention to an issue of inequity in access to the pension for 
Indigenous women: 

Given the shortened life expectancy for Aboriginal women, there is an issue around 
access to the age pension and superannuation.66 

A representative of the Older Women’s Network in NSW suggested that the age 
pension could be the first time a woman receives independent income, allowing 
women in abusive relationships to leave their partner: 

Many older women don’t have super or savings. Retirement is a difficult time for 
those only on the pension. But the pension is equal between men and women. This 
allows those in abusive relationships to leave their partner after retirement as they 
have their own funds to live independently because they will be able to have access 
to money for the first time in their lives.67 

Some women working in low paid factory work said that they were looking forward to 
receiving the pension and wished that it would be available sooner: 

It’s not fair that women can only retire at 65 to get the pension. When we got older, 
we don’t have the energy to do the hard work. The work that we do is heavy like 
cleaning.68 

Young women need increased education about superannuation 

The need to educate young women about financial security and superannuation was 
raised a number of times throughout the Listening Tour as a way of redressing the 
gender gap in retirement savings.69  
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One young woman spoke of her superannuation situation: 

I don’t even know who my super fund people are.… I know I’ve got about eight or 
nine different funds all around the place. And I got a letter at one point saying, “you’ve 
got money here”. I’m like, “who are they?” And I’ve had letters saying, you had 500 
dollars but because your scheme hasn’t been used, we’re taking that in admin fees.70 

In recognition of this issue, Unions ACT ran seminars for young women about 
superannuation and about combining jobs and Centrelink payments. They were 
targeted mainly to women working in low paid industries.71 

One woman supported broader access to financial advice in a blog entry: 

[We need a] network of government-funded financial advisers who could analyse a 
woman’s situation and advise her on how to organise her affairs in order to maximise 
her income in old age. The advisers would preferably be women with good 
communication skills (that is, who can put a case in plain English and make sure the 
client understands it). They would not recommend specific investments as 
commercial advisers on commissions do; rather, they would list the pros and cons of 
various alternatives. Such a system would:  

1. inform women of their entitlements to government funding 

2. enable them to maximise the return from funds/investments they control so as to 
obviate the need for government assistance; and  

3. could help protect them from financial scams. 72 

3.3.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Women’s access to superannuation and retirement savings 

Diana Olsberg reported on her research of the last twenty years examining women’s 
access to superannuation and retirement savings. Although her earlier research 
influenced the policy of removing explicit discrimination in the superannuation 
system, her recent research has demonstrated that there is still a level of implicit 
discrimination due to the occupation-linked nature of the system. She is now doing 
work on ageing and housing and her research has identified female renters as in the 
most financially vulnerably position.73 

Women in Social and Economic Research (WiSER) at the Curtin University of 
Technology, Western Australia, have a strong research focus on the gender gap in 
retirement savings.74 In particular, recent research conducted by Therese Jefferson 
highlights how Australia’s superannuation system poses particular difficulties for 
women who have broken patterns of paid employment and relatively low wages. 
Economic simulations show that women in the baby boomer cohort will spend around 
35 per cent less time in paid employment than their male counterparts. This will 
translate into a gender gap in compulsory accumulations of a similarly large 
magnitude. In addition, interview based studies reveal that many women are 
uncertain about how to save for retirement. For some, the problem is having too little 
money to participate in a savings scheme, while for others there is a real concern 
with 'how to get started.'75 
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Financial literacy 

This report, by the Victorian Women's Information and Referral Exchange, is based 
upon research involving over 300 women through a web based survey, focus groups 
and interviews.76 The study sought to ascertain how Victorian women self assessed 
their financial literacy levels, and how these levels can be improved. The research 
found that for women, emotion, money and family were interconnected. Women were 
found to be generally fearful about money and there is a lack of confidence about 
how to access the financial market.  

3.3.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

Superannuation 

1. A lump sum superannuation payment should be paid on the birth of a child, 
paid directly into a superannuation so that women will earn compound interest 
on the money.77 Alternatively, some of the baby bonus could be put into a 
superannuation fund.78  

2. People who are getting welfare benefits should get an additional payment 
towards superannuation.79  

3. Educate girls at the school level about the importance of superannuation for 
financial security.80 

4. Employers could include an extra contribution to superannuation as part of a 
bonus or pay rise, benefiting both the employer and employee because of tax 
benefits.81 

5. Adopt a national goal of a achieving a universal basic income with 
superannuation.82 

6. Rethink the assumptions on which the current superannuation model is based. 
Instead of basing superannuation schemes on a man working full time for 35 
years, increase the minimum contribution and reflect the casual and broken 
working patterns that are the reality of working lives.83 

7. Women should be able to contribute money towards superannuation when 
they are outside of the paid workforce undertaking caring responsibilities.84 

Age pension 

8. The adequacy of the single pension needs to be reviewed as a measure to 
address the gender gap in retirement savings, with a view to increasing 
income for single aged pensioners without other income.85 

9. Age pensioners should be allowed to continue in work and earn the equivalent 
of the age pension, “not as a passive income from investments …but as a 
productive, intelligent contributor to productivity”.86 

Financial advice 

10. Specialised financial planners are needed who will deal with specific issues 
facing women and who are not commissioned.87 
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3.4 Low paid work  

3.4.1 What we heard 

For women in low paid work, adequate pay and conditions were of paramount 
concern. Women of Asian backgrounds working in highly casualised factory work 
raised the issue of poor hourly rates, with minimum conditions and little prospect of 
pay progression. Many women working in a range of low paid jobs do not get work 
breaks, annual leave or sick leave. Some women described a lack of simple 
measures in their workplaces, such as air-conditioning or a place to sit, that would 
make their working conditions more comfortable. Women who work from home in the 
clothing manufacturing industry get paid per garment with no superannuation.88 

Women, particularly migrant women, need more support and assistance over 
workplace issues 

The Asian Women at Work Group highlighted their concern about the lack of formal 
support and assistance available to migrant women workers: 

Many migrant women have no idea about where to go for information and assistance 
on issues we face in the workplace.  Some women assume there is nothing they can 
do. Some women are used to enterprise unions and so if there is no union in their 
workplace they believe there is no union that can assist them.  Some women do not 
know there are laws to protect them.  Sometimes it is our English class teachers that 
we go to for help, but they often don’t know where we can go for help either.89 

Women in low paid work need stronger minimum workplace conditions 

Workplace and employment conditions were also primary concerns for workers in the 
aged care sector, a female dominated workforce. For example, women raised their 
concern about the lack of staff to patient ratios, which impacted upon their work 
intensity, stress and the quality of care. Time pressure and long hours were also 
identified as concerns with the example provided that workers often only had six 
minutes per patient every morning to get each person fed, washed, dressed and 
ready. This was because each worker was required to attend to 30 patients. Some 
women will often take on supervisor duties which require significantly more work for 
an extra $1 a week.90 

Women working in the aged care sector reported having little control over their hours 
of work. Many were employed as permanent part time, but working full time hours. 
These women explained that employers were reluctant to make them permanent full 
time because they didn’t want to guarantee the extra hours. Women reported that if 
they are asked to work extra hours the onus is on them to request overtime rates. 
Otherwise, it is assumed that the employee agreed to work extra hours at the same 
rate and overtime payments are not paid.91 

One woman shared her experience of low pay and her difficulty in finding better 
quality work because of her age: 

It is difficult to get more quality work because [I am] getting older. I am only getting $5 
per hour, making uniforms at home. I asked my boss for a pay rise and [got] a rise [of] 
20 cents per garment. I only get $5 per hour – I can do 25 garments an hour and I 
only make a piece of each garment. I don’t get a pay slip.92 
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Women on ‘457’ working visas are particularly vulnerable workers 

The Women’s Employment Rights Project (WERP) at the Inner City Legal Centre 
voiced their concern about the conditions of women working on ‘457’ visas.93 They 
reported that these women often do not have workplace protections and are on 
statutory salaries under Australian Workplace Agreements with poor working and 
living conditions. Women on these visas are often unable to question their employer 
or make a complaint out of fear of their sponsorship being cancelled. This problem 
has been reportedly occurring mainly in the nursing industries.94 

3.4.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Causes, effects and responses to low pay in Australia 

Helen Masterman-Smith and Barbara Pocock from the University of South Australia 
reported on their Low Pay Project which examines the dimensions, causes, effects 
and responses to low pay in Australia through quantitative and qualitative research.95 
The research identifies the characteristics of low paid work such as poor wages, 
limited control over hours of work, occupational health risks and a weak negotiating 
position. The research also exposes the impacts of low paid work such as financial 
and time poverty, poor health and psycho-social issues.  

Women in the aged care sector 

Sarah Kaine from the University of Sydney is currently conducting doctoral research 
examining employment relations in the aged care sector. Women make up 94 per 
cent of the caring workforce, so the research has a specific gender component. Her 
research has found that there has been an influx of migrant women from the garment 
industries and women falling under the Welfare to Work regime for entry level 
positions such as personal care assistants. She concludes that ‘care’ work continues 
to be ‘invisible’ and a possible explanation for this is the high representation of 
women in this sector.96 

WorkChoices and women in low income employment  

Research conducted by the Women and Work Research Group at the University of 
Sydney examines the impact of WorkChoices on low paid women in New South 
Wales, and with a larger group, across Australia.97 Amongst the findings of the 
research was that Work Choices was lowering wage rates, lowering employment 
security and reducing women’s capacity to schedule hours. This was increasing 
dependence upon family members, male partners and welfare payments. The 
research showed that loss of control over hours directly undermined women’s 
capacity to have a say over the balance between work and care in their lives. The 
researchers recommended that consideration be given to arrangements which would 
give women some capacity to control scheduling of hours. The system was 
especially difficult for women co-managing ‘welfare to work’ and WorkChoices.  
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Another report, published by the Centre for Work + Life at the University of South 
Australia, summarises the impact of WorkChoices on 120 Australian women in low 
paid employment.98 The report, based on in-depth interviews, examines issues such 
as the workplace climate, pay and conditions, job security, work and family balance 
and pay equity. The report concludes that the system of WorkChoices is unbalanced 
and has a detrimental impact on women. A key recommendation of the report is to 
reinstate the right to unfair dismissal action.  

3.4.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

Education and information 

1. Provide funding for Working Women’s Centres and similar specialist centres 
as resource places for migrants to get information and assistance on their 
rights and responsibilities at work.99 

2. Provide education for low paid workers about rights, standards, responsibilities 
and Occupational Health and Safety.100 

Minimum workplace standards 

3. Develop a Workplace Standard for acceptable and unacceptable workplace 
culture including practical measures such as access to toilets when needed, 
provision of toilet paper and facilities to prepare and reheat food; through to 
measures to overcome bullying and racial discrimination and promote cultural 
and religious acceptance.101   

4. Reinstate much broader minimum protections in the workplace to ensure 
wages and conditions are secure.102 

5. Repeal Work Choices and strengthen the award based industrial relations 
system to provide for adequate pay and decent working conditions including 
adequate minimum wages.103 

6. Introduce staff to patient ratios as part of the accreditation process for the 
aged care sector.104 

3.5 Women’s workforce participation 

3.5.1 What we heard 

Paid employment was seen by participants as crucial for building women’s economic 
independence. On the question of women’s workforce participation one woman said: 

I definitely see paid employment as important for building economic independence. 
Gone are the days where the male controls the money. More often women have their 
own bank accounts where we control our own money.105 

However, Listening Tour participants identified a number of barriers that exist for 
women’s participation in the paid workforce, particularly for marginalised women, 
women in regional and remote areas and women returning to work after pregnancy. 

Employers have also identified attracting and retaining women workers as an 
important business issue, particularly with the increasing skills shortage. One 
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employer commented that currently a “serious talent pool gets excluded” which 
needs to be addressed in the interests of a thriving economy.106 

Women’s work decisions are influenced by their social and professional 
development needs 

An important point raised in a number of community consultations and focus groups 
was the motivators for women’s workforce participation. A number of women said 
that paid workforce participation was an important aspect of their identity, provided a 
social network and allowed them to continue to develop professionally.  

One man told the story of his partner’s workforce participation: 

My wife is the country manager for a software house. We had the option that either 
one of us could step out [of] paid employment for a period of time. But … she loved 
the work, she enjoyed her work …. We had a routine where I would get up and get 
the kids ready and get them to day care and then my wife would basically pick them 
up in the afternoon. There wasn’t really a purely financial decision, it was more 
around she would have gone mental ... after only a couple of months and going from 
a fairly high powered role to sitting at home, she was missing the interaction.107 

Women face barriers to continued workforce participation after a break to care 
for children 

Many women commented on the difficulty of re-entering the paid workforce after a 
break to care for children. Issues raised included the availability of work at the same 
level, control over the hours of work, lack of family friendly workplace policies and the 
need for skills development.108  

One woman noted: 

After children, women lack confidence to get back into the workforce, they have low 
self esteem, and [a lot has] changed since they were at work. We need to work on 
developing skills in return to work cases.109 

Another woman explained the experience of her social network in finding work at the 
same level after pregnancy: 

I have a lot of friends who are professional women and who have had children. 
Overall, many are having trouble reengaging into work at the same level after having 
a baby. In most cases they have to take a step back to be able to find a job that fits in 
with their caring responsibilities. This is different for men at the same level.110 

There is a significant lack of opportunities for women in regional and remote 
areas 

There was a clear message from women in regional and remote areas around the 
lack of opportunities to participate in the paid workforce. Other barriers to workforce 
participation in regional and remote areas include limited transport options and a lack 
of training and development opportunities.  

One participant from a community consultation in regional South Australia 
commented on the experience of women in her community: 
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Young women with qualifications in maths and science get married to farmers but 
then find down the track that they can’t get jobs in rural areas. They are in love and 
yearn for a career but can’t have one. Then there’s a frustration at the lack of 
opportunities. For many, they have to travel long distances such as one to two hours 
drive for jobs that are below their skills level. So they retrain or take a low paid job.111  

Women in Launceston, Tasmania recounted a similar experience: 

There is also the issue for women trying to re-enter the workforce. So many of us are 
in service industries because of the lack of [other] opportunities. Skilled women are 
going back into the workforce after having children but working in jobs that don’t use 
their skills because those positions aren’t available in regional areas.112 

A participant in a men’s focus group said that women’s inability to find appropriate work put 
increased pressure on men in regional areas to be the primary breadwinner. Asked if there 
was one thing the Commissioner could do to make a difference one man suggested “more 
casual jobs for women so they can earn more money and go back to work and take 
the pressure off.” 113 

In remote communities, training and employment opportunities are extremely scarce. 
One issue is the lack of infrastructure to support training, education and employment. 
One woman in Fitzroy Crossing proposed a community ‘shed’ to allow women in the 
community to develop skills and start their own initiatives such as jewellery making, 
cooking and child care. She said that many women are bored and looking for 
opportunities.114  

There are specific barriers to workforce participation for immigrant and refugee 
women 

Immigrant and refugee women indicated a number of specific barriers to workforce 
participation. These include the recognition of overseas qualifications, access to 
training and development and access to English classes. Race discrimination was 
also a common barrier to workforce participation.115 

When asked whether she would like to find a better job, one female factory worker of 
Asian background said: 

Yes, I would. I wish that I could improve my English, and learn computer skills. I am 
over 50 but I still have time. I am not in the dark.116 

One service provider stressed the need for better access to English classes as a 
precursor to finding paid employment: 

Migrant woman are highly dependent on Centrelink, and have no clue about how they 
will live in Australia in the future. All of them want to get English classes, and get into 
work. They are also the ones helping out in the community, so [the issues are] very 
complex. They are interested in things like catering but don’t know how to get self-
employed. There is no superannuation at all for these women.117 

African women noted their concern that women in their community often put time into 
developing submissions and providing input to government programs, however larger 
organisations are offered the government contracts and women in the community 
miss out on the employment opportunity.118 
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There are specific barriers to workforce participation for Indigenous women 

In metropolitan areas, Indigenous women raised the need for better support to get 
into jobs. Many of the jobs provided through the ‘Workplace Ventures’ program were 
in the hospitality industry and required shift work which is incompatible with 
managing family responsibilities.119  

Service providers reported that it is impossible to support families on the minimum 
wage, yet many Indigenous women are earning minimum wages due to a lack of 
education, training and employment opportunities. The loss of transport and health 
care benefits when they engage in paid work is also a significant disincentive to find 
work, particularly if there have children to support.120 

In remote areas, most employment opportunities are provided through the 
Community Development Employment Program (CDEP). For example in Fitzroy 
Crossing, CDEP provides many work opportunities for women in the community in 
areas such as community health work (including in first aid and environmental 
health), the women’s resource centre, housing and community maintenance and 
adult education.121 The pending termination of CDEP in a number of communities 
raised concerns amongst Indigenous women that it would reduce incomes and 
further limit employment opportunities.  

3.5.2 Research and literature 

The following research project was brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

The relationship between family tax benefits and women’s labour force 
participation 

Elizabeth Hill from the University of Sydney has conducted research to examine the 
relationship between the family tax benefit scheme and work disincentives to 
women’s labour force participation. She has also studied the development of work 
and family policies and their impact on women’s labour force participation.122 

3.5.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Examine the culture of employment to identify barriers preventing women’s 
workforce participation and develop strategies for removing these barriers to 
allow women to get back in the workforce.123 

2. Review current family tax benefits with the aim of treating women as equal 
partners with reference to tax.124 

3. A joint project should be carried out by the Sex Discrimination Commissioner, 
the Race Discrimination Commissioner and the Disability Discrimination 
Commissioner to identify structural barriers to workforce participation for 
marginalised women.125 
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3.6 Women and leadership 

3.6.1 What we heard 

There was a view that increasing the representation of women at the highest levels is 
needed to challenge and change the gendered culture of workplaces and 
institutions.126 Participants identified a number of barriers to increased representation 
of women at senior levels including the availability of quality part time work, male 
oriented workplace cultures, and a lack of family friendly or flexible work conditions.127 
Indigenous women in particular need to be supported to move into leadership 
positions. 

The fact that men tend to hold management positions in many female dominated 
industries was raised in a number of forums.128 For example, in Tasmania women 
make up 70 per cent of the education sector but only 37 per cent of management. 
The representative union for teachers is advocating for skilling and training courses 
in management to address this disparity.129 

Employer and workplace attitudes are a barrier to women’s leadership 

A female participant pointed out the disparity in what employers say and what they 
do in terms of women’s leadership: 

[Our CEO] has publicly said he would have 50 per cent women in his work force if he 
could.  But then he also… set up an executive structure that is going to hinder his 
ability to get women into those senior positions by setting meeting times that women 
with caring responsibilities won’t be able to attend.130 

Some women pointed to the fact that many male Baby Boomers or early Generation 
X “have been brought up in different generational circumstances where their mothers 
did not work” as an explanation for the continued lack of women in leadership 
roles.131 

One male participant noted that women’s career progression is hindered by the 
emphasis on ‘years of experience’ which disadvantages women who are in and out 
of the paid workforce because of caring responsibilities: 

[I]t’s part of our own problem with our own mirror, looking at ourselves and saying, 
‘Well, is it all about experience, or is it more about capability of whoever can do the 
job?’  So there’s a couple of things there that are just traditional that we hang onto, 
which we have trouble with casting off.132 

Women may no longer be disadvantaged in accessing leadership positions 

On the question of how to increase women’s representation in senior levels, some 
people held the view it is a generational issue and will be fixed over time. One man 
commented:  

I think the younger women that are coming out of school now, out of universities and 
through the system, are more confident to put their hand up for jobs that were 
traditionally male oriented.  And I think engineering is a good example of that.  When I 
went through school… the only women who were teaching at the school had home 
economics and maybe English, and maybe history.  Now, when we look at the 
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schools, there’s a lot more women in the education system that are across all 
disciplines.133 

One male participant suggested that since the era of equal opportunity and diversity, 
employers are actively encouraged to advance women. He stated that ”to be a 
female in the business world now … is an advantage” and ”there is a pressure on 
organizations now to advance women.”134  

Indigenous women’s leadership needs to be supported 

Indigenous women’s leadership is critical to the wellbeing of Indigenous communities 
as a whole. For example, in Fitzroy Crossing senior women in the community 
initiated a women’s bush camp to discuss the issues facing the community and 
canvass potential solutions. The most recent bush camp resulted in three main 
objectives: a 12 month moratorium on the sale of take away alcohol, a stronger focus 
on the wellbeing of men and boys, and a better relationship with police. This 
leadership shown by women in the community has now led to significant changes in 
community health, levels of violence, school attendance and community morale.135 

Started by senior women from the Women’s Resource Centre of Yirrikala in north-
east Arnhem Land around 15 years ago, the Night Patrol now operates three 
vehicles which patrol the local area every night to provide safe transport for the 
community, protect people at risk of violence and defuse potentially violent incidents. 
One of the key factors contributing to the success of this patrol is the leadership 
shown by respected women in the community who have been the driving forces 
behind the initiative. The women who operate the patrol told us about the 
considerable change since the introduction of the permit system for the purchase of 
take away alcohol. Since, the permits were introduced; the streets have been notably 
quieter, with a marked decrease in alcohol-related problems. As with Fitzroy 
Crossing, this is another example of a women-led solution to a community 
problem.136 

3.6.2 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Women’s leadership in corporate life should be promoted by demonstrating 
the benefits to business of women leaders.137 

2. Australia should follow the lead of the European Union and set a target for 40 
per cent participation of women at all levels of implementing and managing 
research programs and should link this level of gender equity to university 
income as a performance measure under the Infrastructure Grant Scheme.138 

3. Require companies to keep statistics around women going on maternity leave 
and their career paths compared to men. These statistics should be given to 
governments and industry bodies to be published.139 

4. Provide a platform for Indigenous women to act as leaders by having their 
voices heard beyond their communities.140 
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3.7 Sole parents and Welfare to Work 

3.7.1 What we heard 

The Australian government's Welfare to Work policy was brought up at a number of 
forums as further marginalising women who are already disadvantaged. The 
concerns raised include the difficulties in finding work to fit in with caring 
requirements, the rigidity and harshness of the system, and the combined impact 
with WorkChoices.141  

Welfare to Work amplifies poverty  

One participant noted the way in which Welfare to Work amplifies poverty: 

 One of the issues is … with the taper rates that women have to pay on every dollar 
they earn. This is the way the welfare system works creates poverty…it’s very hard 
[for women] to advance. 142  

The Working Women’s Centre of South Australia reported that they were receiving 
many calls from women who had been notified that they must start looking for work. 
The Centre raised the issue of the limited availability of support services for women 
seeking employment and the lack of ability to claim prior learning or to pursue 
education to fit in with caring responsibilities.143 

Welfare to Work does not take into account different child care needs 

The subject of the cost and availability of child care is a major concern for sole 
mothers getting back into the workforce under the Welfare to Work reforms.144 

Concerns were raised about the Welfare to Work reforms by Mudgin-Gal Aboriginal 
Women’s Corporation. For grandmothers and mothers who have never worked in this 
community, the need to find work when the child turns six is a significant obstacle.  
The Corporation reported that the system does not take into account the unique 
caring and community responsibilities for Indigenous women, including the sharing of 
care within kinship circles. There are many instances where grandmothers and 
mothers are taking care of children both within and outside their immediate family.145  

Sole parents need special assistance to combine work and family 
responsibilities 

One contributor to the blog highlighted the difficulties faced by sole parents at work 
and the need for particular consideration to allow them to combine work and family 
responsibilities: 

Most of the comments I hear about are for married couples, and while it is tough for 
them, it is much tougher for sole parents, especially those who have no immediate 
family around for support. I really feel sole parents need that extra bit of consideration 
at work, similar to the same type of scheme which was used to help women advance 
in their careers (Affirmative Action). I feel that treating sole parents the same way as 
two-parent families (with up to twice the income) discriminates against them. For 
instance, in addition to being transferred to a location 70 km from where I lived, I was 
told that I could be rostered on any time between 8 am and 10 pm. I had to use public 
transport, and finishing work at 10 pm, I would not have been able to get home before 
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1 am, and by that time my children would have been alone for 10 hours, and without 
any meal. As it was, they were sometimes alone for 5 hours. I was always afraid that 
somebody would contact DOCS and say I was neglecting them, when I was trying to 
provide for them. The whole thing was a nightmare and I still have feelings of guilt 
and regret.146 

A sole parent at the Mackay community consultation also brought attention to the 
extra pressure felt by many sole parents juggling paid work and caring 
responsibilities: 

I have to race home from work everyday to pick my daughter up from after school 
care and then, because I haven’t had time after work, I have to spend Saturdays 
doing the shopping and other tasks. I don’t have time to just hang out with my 
daughter.147 

3.7.2 Research and literature 

The following research project was brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

The impact of Welfare to Work on sole parents in public housing 

Sue Goodwin from the Faculty of Social Work at the University of Sydney reported on 
her research in the area of gender and social exclusion. Her current research is 
focussed on sole parents in public housing on Central Coast, examining the impact of 
the Welfare to Work changes. The research was borne out of concern from service 
providers about the number of sole parents not meeting the new requirements and 
not accessing information. Domestic violence and mental health issues have been 
experienced by many of the participants. A new program has been developed arising 
out of the research, Women in the Way, which aims to increase self confidence and 
job seeking skills for women. This course has had positive outcomes for women, 
particularly as many of the women would not otherwise have considered study at 
TAFE, but it is not counted toward study for Centrelink purposes.148  

3.7.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Freeze the suspension of payments program for 18 months to see whether it 
is necessary or whether enough assisted parents fill available suitable jobs.149 

2. Allow sole parents to use their time on income support payments to upgrade 
their education skills in tertiary and diploma level courses.150 

3. Introduce a system of affirmative action to overcome the many barriers 
preventing sole parents from succeeding at work.151 

3.8 Housing 

3.8.1 What we heard 

Housing affordability was raised as growing concern for women’s economic 
independence. The rising cost of housing with interest rate rises and the increase in 
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rental prices is particularly affecting women on welfare, low paid women, Indigenous 
women, women with disabilities, migrant women and refugee women.152  

The cost of housing is a growing problem impacting upon women’s economic 
independence  

In the Perth community consultation, participants reported that the growing cost of 
housing with interest rate increases and shortages in the rental market was impacting 
upon women’s economic independence, with many unable to meet loan or rental 
payments. We heard about the particular difficulties faced by low paid women and 
sole parents.153 

A male focus group participant shared his story, bringing attention to the financial and 
relationship pressures of repaying a mortgage: 

We worked split shifts so we never saw each other. [I worked] 6am to 4pm, she’d 
work 4pm to 11pm. We both had to work because we had just got a new home and 
needed to. [We h]ad three kids – it got harder then.154  

In Mackay, Listening Tour participants suggested that the lack of affordable housing 
meant that women were staying in abusive relationships.155  

Women’s lack of economic independence contributes to homelessness 

The Women’s Refuge Resource Centre in NSW said that their data from the last 12 
years shows that 80 per cent of women who have young children or are pregnant are 
coming into refuges without any independent income. These women are struggling to 
find housing particularly in the context of rising housing costs. This is placing a strain 
on women’s refuges because of the long waiting time for public housing. The Centre 
also commented that a major cause of homelessness in New South Wales is 
domestic violence.156 

Disadvantaged young women are at particular risk of homelessness 

A visit to a young women’s refuge in Tasmania brought to light the stories of a 
number of disadvantaged young women who are homeless or at risk of violence. 
These women often came from violent homes, had a history of drug and alcohol 
abuse and limited access to education or training opportunities.  

I am 14 years old and living at Annie Kenney Young Women’s refuge and this is my 
story. I never knew my Dad and always lived with my Mum. She got married when I 
was young to another guy. I was his little girl. I loved him a lot, but when he got drunk 
he would bash into my Mum until one day she had enough. And he went and got 
drunk and passed out in a gutter and got run over by a drink driver and died. I was so 
upset. Then me and my mum started to fight a lot. I tried to commit suicide. I tried 
hanging and overdosed 2 times – and then cutting instead of doing all of that. I 
started to smoke and me and Mum still kept fighting. I have moved out before to my 
cousin’s but that didn’t work, so I was cutting again and the fighting kept going – and 
smoking – and then one day I started to drink. So me and mum had a fight again and 
I moved out. If it wasn’t for Annie Kenney I would be sleeping on a park bench.157 
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There are particular difficulties in finding adequate housing for refugees 

One service provider highlighted the particular housing problems for refugees, 
especially those on visas under the special humanitarian program. These refugees 
are unable to get health or housing support which places tremendous pressures on 
service providers. Women who bear the responsibility for managing household 
responsibilities with little support bear considerably greater difficulties.158  

There is a scarcity of appropriate and healthy housing in Indigenous 
communities 

The lack of appropriate and healthy housing was a key issue raised during the 
Listening Tour in Fitzroy Crossing, Western Australia. There had been no major 
housing built in the region since the 1970s. The money that is provided to the local 
housing association does not include maintenance money, so nearly all of the 
houses are in ill repair and overcrowded. For example, one woman reported that she 
lives in a ‘donga’ (a tin shed) with 50 other people. All the men live in one end of the 
donga, and all the women live in the other end. There were lots of pools of water on 
the flooring and the roof was not properly attached. Service providers said that a lot 
of young people live in crowded housing with older people because there is simply 
nowhere for them to move to. It is also difficult to employ people to work in 
communities because of the scarcity of housing.159 

People from an Indigenous town camp community in Darwin reported that there were 
only 52 homes for a population of between 500 and 1000 people. Of these homes, 
only three have stoves that work. The public housing waiting time is usually 29 
months and seven months if the situation is considered to be absolutely critical.160 

Services providers was reported a similar situation with housing for communities in 
north-east Arnhem Land.161 Overcrowding combined with alcohol abuse his impacting 
upon women’s safety in the community, putting them at greater risk of domestic 
violence. People also suggested that the condition of houses had an adverse impact 
on the health of community members.162  

Indigenous elders and students in Mackay also identified housing as a priority issue. 
Participants said that they had difficulty in finding both public and private housing, 
with the limited availability of public housing and steep prices of private housing. 
Some said that people attempting to find rental housing often experienced racial 
discrimination.163 

3.9 Education, skills development and training 

3.9.1 What we heard 

Participants in the Listening Tour widely recognised the advances made in women’s 
access to education and training. However, this remains a significant challenge for 
particular groups of women such as Indigenous women, migrant and refugee women, 
women in prison, welfare recipients and women with disabilities.  

Another issue raised under this sub-theme was the ability of women, particularly 
mature age students, to pay off higher education loans. 
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Some programs successfully expand Indigenous people’s access to education 

Education opportunities were identified as extremely important for the economic 
status and wellbeing of Indigenous women. Yet there are significant cultural barriers 
to Indigenous women’s access to mainstream education providers. One example of a 
successful program is a special block release course initiated by the University of 
Technology in Sydney and targeted to Indigenous people. The course requires one 
week of attendance, followed by learning support provided at home with a tutor and 
study groups. This assists students to manage family responsibilities, although the 
issue of child care during the week of class attendance is still an issue. Another 
positive aspect of this course is that its specific Indigenous focus encourages 
Indigenous people to apply.164 

Another example is the Mulka Project in Yirrikala, North East Arnhem which aims to 
build the skills of local young people by teaching them to use digital media to express 
their stories and ideas. At the school, there is a program for training the students in 
film and documentary production which runs up to Year 12. The Project has had 
difficulty keeping their graduates, who are being recruited by film producers around 
Australia. The project employed several high school students in school holidays.165 

In Fitzroy Crossing, the Adult Education Centre reported the highest demand for 
education in recent times. The Centre could keep another two staff occupied full time 
to meet the needs of the community. Education needs tend to be responsive to 
immediate requirements of community members such as assistance with drivers 
license and job applications, rather than long term career planning.166 Parenting skills 
for young mothers is another area of identified need.167 The attraction and retention of 
teachers is a key issue in providing quality education in these schools.168 

Indigenous students in Mackay reported experiences of racism from TAFE teachers 
on a daily basis. One participant said, “Some teachers put us down. They don’t think 
we can achieve [in education] because we are black”. Another student said that her 
teacher told her that she will not get into university and will get pregnant soon.169 

Migrant and refugee women need further education to support their workforce 
participation and career progression 

Access to education was also raised as a significant issue for refugee and migrant 
women, particularly as a strategy for increasing their workforce participation and 
career progression. One woman shared her experience of the Australian education 
system as an African refugee: 

Refugee African women are not entitled to HECS.  Previously, when I had a 
concession card, I could apply for education, but the regulations are changing every 
year. When I started, I only had to pay about $120. It was a bit easier for TAFE, but at 
the moment, you can’t get into TAFE. I did a Diploma for two years and a half. But in 
the last year, I had to pay $600.170 

For many migrant women, access to English is a priority to allow them to 
communicate in their workplaces, understand their rights and obligations and to open 
up further education options to facilitate career progression. Asian Women at Work 
report that there is a lack of accessible English classes for working women which 
limits their work options for the future.171 
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Women in prison are particularly disadvantaged in accessing education, 
training and employment 

In their submission to the Listening Tour, the Australian Federation of University 
Women noted the particularly disadvantaged position of women in prison in relation 
to education, training and employment opportunities.  

While training and education are theoretically provided to women in prison, the 
majority of women prisoners are on remand or are serving short-term sentences, 
which may make them ineligible for training inside the prison.172 

Welfare recipients with caring responsibilities face difficulties in accessing 
education 

A number of Listening Tour participants brought attention to the Welfare to Work 
reforms and the capacity of people on welfare such as sole parents to access tertiary 
study. Under the reforms, part-time study, which would be the most appropriate for 
individuals with caring responsibilities, is not recognised as meeting their minimum 
work requirements. This presents a significant barrier for those who are wishing to 
build their skills to re enter the workforce.173 

Women take longer to pay off higher education debts 

Another factor that impacts on women’s economic independence is the cost of higher 
education and the ability of women to pay off higher education (HECS/HELP) debts. 
The Australian Federation of University Women drew attention to the inequity of the 
system, where due to women’s lower overall pay, it take longer to pay off the debt. 
Mature age students, especially those with caring responsibilities, are faced with the 
prospect of significant debts over a period of time if they wish to pursue tertiary 
study.174 These students require extra support to manage their caring responsibilities 
with study commitments.175 

One woman recounted her experience in an email to the Commissioner: 

One issue that has been of concern to myself, and I imagine other university 
educated women is the payment of HECS fees. My story is that I returned to 
university later in life and having completed my degree last year I now find myself 
pregnant with my first child. As I wish to remain at home to raise my child until they 
enter formal schooling I will be out of the work force for at least 5 years. During this 
time my HECS debt will increase, with no ability for me to pay this debt off. Like the 
inherent discrimination within the superannuation system, it appears that the HECS 
system faces similar issues, especially for mature age students.176  

3.9.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Women and vocational education and training 

The organisation Women in Adult and Vocational Education have released a report 
that focuses on women and girls to identify priority areas and accommodate diverse 
perspectives and needs of women in Vocational Education and Training (VET).177 It 
highlights the need for expanded opportunities for technical and trade training for 
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girls and women in areas of skills shortages, increased funding for training 
opportunities for Indigenous women and more training places targeting women in low 
paid casualised jobs. It recommends the endorsement and implementation of VET 
equity related principles for women, key performance indicators, a specific women’s 
policy and an incentive program for women.  

Women and work related learning 

Another report by Women in Adult and Vocational Education is based on a number of 
smaller research projects designed to provide snapshots of different groups of 
women within the area of work related learning, with particular reference to women 
who are not well served through the current Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
system.178 The research reports on the aspirations for paid work, educational 
requirements, experiences of education and available support for five groups of 
women: young women and girls, Indigenous women, women from low socio-
economic backgrounds, women and micro and small business and women retraining 
and returning to work.  

Young pregnant women and education 

The Association of Women Educators, in the report 'Present, Proud and Pregnant', 
examines the issues surrounding young pregnant women and their access to 
education. The report discusses research on young mothers and provides an 
overview of how education systems are responding to the issues. The author 
recommends a range of strategies that educational institutions can adopt to retain 
pregnant women and young mothers in schools.179  

3.9.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Access to English classes in the workplace should be improved. The 
Workplace English Language and Literacy Program, through which workers 
can access classes in their workplaces, is a highly regarded program but few 
employers are taking it up. Provide incentives for employers to set up English 
language classes.180   

2. Community Groups should be able to access funding to run English classes 
close to workplaces, before or after working hours.181 

3. The Higher Education Loan Program should be expanded to help women 
achieve their full educational and employment potential.182 

4. The quality and availability of education programs for women prisoners should 
be reviewed and improved.183 
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4 Theme Two – Work and family balance over the life cycle 

4.1 What is this chapter about? 

I admire working women today more than I can say…. I began work in the 1950’s on 
unequal pay and worked for 42 years, picking up a university education on the way…I 
married but had no children as my husband would not guarantee to stay around to 
help me with a family…I could not even contemplate bringing up children on my own 
as well as working. At that time, the feminist movement begged for child care in work 
places…[W]hile developers always ensured there was space for parking in any new 
building, there was no provision for child care. While child care has improved, women 
continue to struggle with family and work and look ahead to a threadbare retirement 
income....All the women I know who have young children are exhausted most of the 
time. Feminism wasn’t about producing overworked women who are expected to bear 
children and to work as many hours as they can fit in so the family can survive.184 

Successfully balancing paid work with caring responsibilities remains a major 
challenge for a large number of Australians. With women continuing to carry the 
majority of Australia’s unpaid caring work, creating workplaces that support women 
and men to balance paid work and share caring responsibilities is critical to achieving 
gender equality.185  

Australians are juggling their paid work with caring for their children, their 
grandchildren, relatives with illness and disability, or their ageing parents. Yet there 
remains a notable gap in support provided by governments and employers in 
allowing women and men to meet these responsibilities. Australia remains one of 
only two OECD countries without a legislated paid maternity leave scheme. Paid 
maternity leave is accessed by only around one third of employed pregnant 
women.186 The use of paid paternity or parental leave by male partners is even lower 
at 25 per cent.187  

Over one third of fathers with young children are currently working more than 50 
hours per week.188 With the rapid ageing of our population there will be increasing 
pressure on workers to balance the caring of elderly parents with their paid work.  

Under the theme of Work and Family Balance over the Life Cycle, the Commissioner 
sought to hear about contemporary experiences of Australians balancing paid work 
and caring responsibilities. Are flexible work and family friendly practices widely 
available? Are they working effectively? What are the challenges for employees and 
employers? Most importantly, what can be done to better support Australians to 
balance work and care over the life cycle?  
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This chapter contains a summary of the key issues raised during Listening Tour 
under the theme of Work and Family Balance over the Life Cycle. 

The chapter is structured as follows: 

What we heard: This section is a summary of the key points made under each sub-
issue, illuminated by personal stories and opinions. 

Research and literature: This section summarises research that is relevant to each 
sub-issue. It should be noted the research included in the report is not an exhaustive 
literature review, but a summary of the research that was presented to the 
Commissioner during the Listening Tour.  

Policy and project ideas: Listening Tour participants provided their ideas to the 
Commissioner on what could be done to address the various issues under this 
theme. Some suggestions are for the Commissioner and HREOC to consider and 
others are for government or other relevant bodies, but which HREOC could 
potentially support. 

4.2 Choice or constrained choices? 

4.2.1 What we heard 

One of the key questions raised with the Commissioner under this theme was about 
choice: whether decisions about paid work and family responsibilities are guided by 
genuine personal choice or by compromises arising from external pressures. Many 
women raised as an issue the complexity of the messages that they receive about 
having children, having a career or staying at home. The dominant view throughout 
the Listening Tour was that workplace policies and structures and the expectations 
that accompany paid work limit the choices that women and men make about 
managing their family responsibilities. However, some participants held the view that 
having children is an active personal choice, and argued that there should not be an 
expectation on governments or employers to support such personal decisions.   

The language of choice does not reflect women’s experiences of work and 
family 

One participant from the Adelaide community consultation pointed out the problems 
with the ‘language of choice’: 

This language of choice is very troublesome… [It is] not choice but compromise. [The 
statistics] don’t show what proportion of women want to work part time…[W]e need to 
get some real statistics on what people would be doing [if they had choice]. This 
country runs on unpaid overtime.189  

One woman remarked on the mixed messages that women receive about 
parenthood and workforce participation: 

It’s a mixed message that all women who want children are getting, about working 
and being in the workforce, but also staying home for their child…. You get criticised 
for putting them in child care and going back to work, but then you get shat on by the 
government if you want to stay at home and be with them.190 
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Women’s choices are bound up in social expectations about women’s roles as 
carers 

One woman commented on the expectations placed on women around caring 
responsibilities: 

…I would have to say that… there is a general expectation that women will look after 
the child care, put their careers on hold regularly or stop…their careers completely 
and then move on back into the work force at another time.191 

Another woman described her feeling of being trapped by her caring responsibilities 
despite having flexibility with her own company: 

My children are three and a half and nineteen months and I have my own company 
and [the pressures] would be the same in any environment. For mothers there is a 
physical necessity to care…I felt very trapped that I needed to be there [with my 
children]. Even in my company it was hard to make it work.192 

Contemporary Australian families want to ‘have it all’ 

One woman labelled the pressure felt by contemporary Australian women as a 
lifestyle choice: 

I have been married 50 years. I did stay home with the kids, and we managed. When 
we wanted something, we saved for it. We took 38 years to pay off our home. I went 
back to work when our children went back to school. Now, young married ones want 
everything straight away. So they both have to work to keep up this lifestyle.193 

Another man was firm in his belief that children were a personal choice, as was his 
partner’s decision to stay at home: 

A lot of people are afraid to use the [word] 'choices'.  My wife and I chose to have a 
child … so it was our choice for one of us to stop working. And we lived in a suburb 
where we chose we could afford a house on one income. We don’t drive flash cars, 
we’re a two-car house, and it was our choice…I think people are scared to take 
responsibility sometimes for what they want to do. My wife, at the moment, is a 
domestic goddess. She doesn’t need to work, so she doesn’t. She can out-earn me 
about four times my income…per year, if she chooses to work. But she’s a 
psychologist, a psychiatrist, one of those two…[S]he doesn’t work, so she just stays 
at home, and manages the house. And that’s a full time job looking after the kids and 
looking after the house. She states that that’s a full time career choice for her.194   

Commitment is needed from both women and men to create genuine choice 

One contributor to the blog suggested that change requires a commitment from both 
women and men to provide genuine choices: 

I agree that both men and women are not commonly afforded 'real' choice when it 
comes to sharing time in raising children and spending family time. I know there are 
many surveys that reflect women’s wants in this area, but is there data available that 
would support men’s claims that they would, ideally, prefer to work less and spend 
more time at home? There will be little change in existing employment arrangements 
unless both men and women are prepared to demand change.195 
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4.3 Flexible work practices  

4.3.1 What we heard 

Listening Tour participants made very clear to the Commissioner the need for 
employers not only to put in place flexible work practices, but to embrace them and 
actively promote them at the highest levels. There was a strong view that the current 
way work is structured favours the ‘ideal worker’ who is male, without any visible 
caring responsibilities and able to exceed full time hours of work.  

At the heart of flexible work needs to be a commitment to job redesign. Listening 
Tour participants made it clear that where flexible work policies were an 'add on' 
instead of built in to work practices across an organisation, they did not deliver. In 
addition to job redesign, there is a need to shift organisational culture to make flexible 
work mainstream. This requires leadership to model and champion flexible work.  

Some male participants told the Commissioner that whilst flexible work policies were 
often available to them, unsupportive workplace cultures meant they did not take 
them up. Many participants told us that unless women and men take up flexible work 
in equal numbers, the male bread winner model will remain unchallenged and 
unchanged.  

There is a fundamental mismatch between unpaid caring work and workplace 
structures and practices  

Many participants told the Commissioner that the structure of work does not take into 
account the realities of people with caring responsibilities, referring to rigid hours and 
the emphasis on 'presenteeism'. Given that women continue to undertake the large 
majority of unpaid caring work, the current structure of work presents a significant 
barrier to women’s equal participation in the paid workforce.  

One woman described her frustration with the difficulty she experienced finding work 
that would allow her to fulfil her caring responsibilities: 

I followed my husband around so wherever he has had a job I’ve had to either find a 
job or just sit back and watch the world go by. It has been difficult because at certain 
points of my life I’ve had a young child that I’ve really wanted to look after or be with a 
little bit more then a full time job would allow me to be with her.  So, it’s the inflexibility 
of the work place that I found really difficult to deal with.196   

One female participant commented on the artificial separation of caring from working 
life, which shaped her own experiences of unpaid and paid work: 

We need to see caring for children as a fact of life. Caring for children isn’t very well 
integrated into the workforce. When I was caring for [my] children I was totally 
disconnected from the world of work. When I came back to work I wasn’t able to fit in 
breastfeeding into my work schedule. As a general attitude, women with children are 
not accepted into the world. The only way I could see it happening is to have child 
care in the workplace so mothers could drop out to breastfeed in the morning tea 
break. Employers need to take on the responsibility of understanding what it is to be a 
parent and what caring involves. The employer should [have] training to know the 
importance of breastfeeding and importance of having kids around.197 
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Another woman commented on this barrier between working and caring roles, by 
pointing to the lack of understanding that employers in the mining industry have for 
the family circumstances of their employees in fly in/fly out jobs: 

Employers have very little understanding of the pressure this puts on families. [With 
f]ly in/fly out work there is an] expectation that women will cope. There is no respite 
for women – you’re it! I regularly collapse[d] when my husband got back.198 

A contributor to the Listening Tour blog made a similar comment about the divide 
between public policy on work and family issues, specifically in relation to schooling. 
The contributor points out that this mismatch pressures women into taking on full 
time caring or part time working roles: 

The great frustration for me is the big mismatch between so much public policy 
relating to work and family... All state school students get twelve weeks leave each 
year... But the mandatory leave provision for parents is only four weeks. This means 
the vast majority of working parents cannot cover the leave of their children, and this 
is a source of great anxiety when they are primary school age. The same with the 
working day - there is a great mismatch between school hours and working hours, 
and again this is the source of enormous stress. My family uses enormous amounts 
of emotional resources just planning to ensure we are able to provide care for our 
children around work - before we even begin to look at whether we can have time off 
together as a family. This suggests [industrial relations] arrangements are still written 
by men for men…and therefore assume the woman will either remain at home or take 
a ‘hobby’ job so she can provide care in the hours and weeks their children are on 
leave.199 

Flexibility in the workplace needs to be available to more employees 

One lesbian co-mother noted the particular obstacles encountered due to workplaces 
not recognising her family responsibilities as a parent in a same-sex relationship: 

My partner and I have an 8 month old baby. We are both women. Our plan was that 
we would both work 3 days per week so that we could share the care of our daughter 
and both still continue our careers. It hasn’t been that simple - there is a dearth of 
meaningful part time work available. …. And if it is hard for men, it is just as hard, 
maybe harder, for a non-birth mum lesbian to have her family needs recognised by 
her workplace. Unless you have a very progressive workplace it is hard to be 
recognised as a 'real' parent, even though you have taken on all the real 
responsibilities of parenting.200 

One employer said that flexibility needed to encompass a broad range of work and 
life issues: 

Flexibility [means the ability] to work under the terms that you want to work – take an 
overseas trip, study commitments, family commitments. These are important and 
[are] recognised as key retention issues. We need to think more broadly to flexibility 
than just flexible work arrangements.201 

Flexible work practices will also have the benefit of retaining mature age workers and 
facilitating phased retirement. This will become necessary with the ageing population 
and skills shortage.202 

The Working Women’s Centre of South Australia raised menopause as a matter for 
workplace flexibility. There are measures that can be put into place to support 
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women during this time including flexible work arrangements and access to natural 
light. This highlights the need to recognise that flexible work arrangements will be 
necessary for men and women at a number of different points in the lifecycle.203 

Employers need to make a strong commitment to job redesign and training  

Generally, employers agreed on the business imperative to introduce and promote 
flexible work and family friendly policies, particularly as an attraction and retention 
strategy in the current climate of a skills shortage. Employers identified job redesign 
as a priority issue and essential in delivering flexibility in the workplace.204  

The need to adopt flexible work practices as a measure to attract and retain women 
was recognised by one employer at the Adelaide Business Roundtable: 

We’ve just picked up a staff member who we think will be very good, because she 
couldn’t work 5 days a week in another job…So I’m saying that the smart businesses 
will pick up these really talented women.205 

Another employer pointed out that re-evaluating the measurement of work outputs 
was an essential part of job redesign and flexible work: 

We need to rethink how we measure commitment to an organisation. As an input we 
have traditionally measured time as opposed to value output. We need to be more 
creative in our thinking.206 

Flexible work arrangements need to be modelled and championed at the 
highest levels  

Some participants observed that flexible work arrangements can be disadvantageous 
to career advancement because they are not yet standard practice, nor completely 
embraced by the organisational leadership. One woman commented on her fear of 
flexible work hindering her career advancement: 

It is difficult to make a choice and negotiate this choice without being disadvantaged. 
For example, if I wanted to go flex [work flexible hours] I would not be taken seriously 
and my [opportunities for] advancement would be diminished.207 

The availability of flexible work arrangements is often dependent on supportive 
individuals, rather than codified workplace policies. This can leave people vulnerable 
when there is a change in management. On this point, one woman noted: 

If you have an understanding employer you might be ok, but if you don’t you’ll be up 
the creek without a paddle. It is so dependent on the relationship with the [individual] 
employer. Policies and legislation should be put in place so that women are not so 
vulnerable [when there is a change in management].208 

On the other hand, where flexible workplace policies do exist, some participants 
noted that these policies are often not supported by workplace cultures.  In one focus 
group, participants remarked that policies do not often filter through to workplace 
culture: 

Policies are there but the workplace culture doesn’t support flexibility. It’s more the 
looks you get when you leave to pick up the kids, and pressures in the work place.209 
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Men can be particularly constrained by negative workplace cultures. A woman at the 
Darwin community consultation said that her male partner worked full time because 
his workplace culture pressured him to, despite it making more financial sense for her 
to work full time: 

You really have to push for work and family balance. I work part time so that I can 
pick up the kids from work. It would work better for us financially if my partner worked 
part time but his workplace culture won’t allow it. He doesn’t feel he can ask for part-
time hours because he’s a male and it’s outside the realms of the workplace norm.210 

There was a strong emphasis on the need for senior leadership to support and 
champion flexible work in order for it to become mainstream and accessible. One 
woman made the case for role models of flexibility in her contribution to the Listening 
Tour blog: 

We would love it if my husband could also work flexibly to care for our son. I work 
three days per week in the office; the other two I’m contactable but at home caring for 
our 1 year old. My husband is a relatively junior member of the management team at 
his company and while he is keen to change his days, he says that no other male at 
his level or above works flexibly. A lack of role models means he is not so confident 
about approaching [Human Resources] or his own manager to talk about the issue. 
It’s awkward for both men and women, because the time of your life when you’re 
having kids is also the time when you’re trying to build your career and profile. ... 
Having role models - who tell the warts and all story - makes a big difference.211 

Men need to be supported and encouraged to take up flexible work  

Some Listening Tour participants told the Commissioner that current workplace 
cultures do not support men taking up flexible work practices. There is still significant 
pressure on men to be the primary breadwinner and adhere to the full time ‘ideal 
worker’ model.212 One focus group participant suggested that there was a difference 
between white collar and blue collar industries, with white collar industries being 
more likely to support men in flexible work arrangements.213 

One woman’s experience highlights the expectation on men to be the primary 
breadwinner: 

Culturally, it is really difficult for men to take up family friendly [work arrangements]. 
When my child got chicken pox, we were going to each take a day off. But when my 
husband rang his workplace, they said “who wears the pants in your family?”214 

Having senior men who are role models for flexibility encourages and supports other 
men to take it up. One participant shared her husband’s story of using flexible 
practices because his manager did: 

My husband worked under a manger who was a single father, he needed flexibility so 
my husband was afforded flexibility. Modelling is very important.215 

Importantly, if men are to take up flexible work in equal numbers to women, there is a 
need to close the gender pay gap to avoid economic disadvantage.216 When asked if 
there was one thing the Commissioner could do towards gender equality, one 
participant pointed to the cultural change that was required for men and women to 
use flexible work practices equally: 
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[I would like the Commissioner to advocate to] change the culture of Australia so that 
women and men can balance their family responsibilities. We need equal access to 
flexible work with no economic disadvantage.217 

There are a number of examples where men have taken up flexible work 
arrangements successfully. One male focus group participant shared his experience 
of using flexible work practices: 

[W]hen we had our child my wife was earning more than I was so it made financial 
sense, as well as her desire, [for me] to stay at home for a very short period of time.  I 
think we lasted about eight months.  But I was lucky to have a fairly flexible working 
arrangement where I could work from home two days a week and go in to the office 
the other three days.218 

Some men expressed their desire to partake in a greater share of family 
responsibilities and reiterated the need for employers to support this. When asked 
what would be the ideal work and family arrangements one man responded that his 
ideal would be “to work less, spend more time with the family, go to the sports days.” 
He added that when it came to spending time with his children “their mum does it all 
now”.219 

There is strong evidence that flexible work can be beneficial to both the 
employee and employer 

Employers and employees who are using flexible work arrangements told us that 
when flexibility is negotiated and meets the dual interests of the employer and 
employee, it works effectively.220 

One manager commented on the need to think laterally in order to develop mutually 
beneficial positions for employers and employees: 

I’ve got a girl that actually started back with me today...she said, “These are the shifts 
I can work”, and I said, “Fine, good, no problem”. And it fits around the child care 
arrangements, around the arrangements with her husband, who’s also in the 
organisation. I think in 2008 we’ve got to think a bit more laterally than just throwing 
them back into 8.00am to 4.00pm jobs or part time jobs…if they want to work other 
hours.221 

A key obstacle to implementing flexible work practices is the misconception that 
presenteeism delivers productivity. One participant suggested that there is an 
underlying distrust in workplaces that if an employee moves outside of mainstream 
work practices that they cannot be trusted to do their job. There is a lack of 
acknowledgement amongst employers that productivity levels can go up if people are 
able to work in a way that suits their lifestyle.222  

Participants suggested that employers need to be innovative and use 
telecommunications and other technologies to enhance flexibility. One employer 
commented that a change in attitude on the “out of sight, out of mind” philosophy is 
required to achieve greater acceptance to flexible work.223 

A Darwin based community organisation told the Commissioner that they had to 
radically change their workplace culture because of a skills shortage. Due to limited 
funding they were unable to offer staff competitive remuneration, but they have 
introduced systems to allow people to work from home through remote access. This 
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has made a positive difference in recruiting and retaining skilled staff. The quality of 
the work is better now and the reputation of the centre amongst stakeholders and 
clients has improved.224 

4.3.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Work and family balance 

Marian Baird from the University of Sydney reported on her research with Damian 
Oliver on the development of a Work and Family Index. An audit of all work and 
family policies in the Australian States and Commonwealth has been undertaken and 
will be released in early 2008 as the ‘Work-Family Index – Where does Australia 
Stand Globally?’ This work will provide valuable comparative benchmarks of 
Australia’s public policy positions.225  

John Murray from the University of Sydney is undertaking doctoral research in the 
area of work and family balance over the life cycle. Murray is conducting qualitative 
interviews with individuals at different points in the life cycle to uncover the gender 
differences in the way people anticipate being a parent and its impact on their paid 
career progression. His preliminary findings suggest that gender is a key factor in 
guiding decisions about parenting, with women feeling the pressure to choose 
between paid work and family formations and men feeling the pressure to be primary 
breadwinners.226 

The Centre for Work + Life at the University of South Australia has established the 
Australian Work and Life Index, a national survey of work-life outcomes amongst 
working Australians. The survey will be undertaken annually.227 

Work and family balance in the United Kingdom 

Sarah Wise from the University of Sydney reported on research projects conducted 
in the United Kingdom on work and life balance. Her review has focussed on how 
work and life policies (parental leave, right to request, working time directive) have 
actually been experienced. She has also researched workplace culture examining 
what makes a good employee and a good employer organisation. Her research from 
the United Kingdom highlights the need for integrated work and life policies rather 
than ‘tack on’ ones, to ensure that policies continue to be implemented when 
resources are tight.228 

4.3.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Legislation should be introduced to make family-friendly working 
arrangements mandatory across the board.229 

2. Across the board training should be provided for managers on the practical 
implementation of job redesign.230 
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3. There should be visible role models in senior positions who are juggling work 
and family within workplace to encourage work and life balance.231 

4. The International Labour Organisation Family Responsibilities Convention 
should be properly implemented and employers should be educated on its 
principles and application.232 

5. Cities should be made more livable and services, especially public transport, 
more accessible to make work and life balance easier.233 

6. The right to refuse additional or excessive overtime should be considered 
alongside the right to request flexible work arrangements.234 

7. Legislation should be introduced to ensure that every position has to be 
advertised as available on a flexible work arrangement.235 

8. A minimum of six weeks of annual leave for parents should be provided, and 
opportunities for primary care givers to work split shifts or additional hours at 
home as a first step toward genuine family friendly hours.236 

9. There should be a scheme where women and men can bank time, through 
salary sacrifice, which can be used for a broad range of things including family 
responsibilities.237 

10. Flexible work arrangements should be made available to mature age workers 
to change the nature and extent of their workforce participation.238 

4.4 Availability of quality part time work 

4.4.1 What we heard 

Listening Tour participants frequently cited the lack of quality part time work as a 
barrier to women’s workforce participation and career progression.239 Issues raised in 
relation to this topic include the need for more part time work to be available at senior 
levels, the need for employers to recognise part time work as equally productive and 
for more men to take up part time work.  

There is a lack of quality part time work 

The availability of quality part time work was raised consistently for many women, 
particularly those returning to work after caring for children or those wanting a 
phased retirement.240 One contributor shared her personal difficulties in finding a 
permanent part time role: 

Since the birth of my eldest ten years ago I have only ever seemed to have had the 
option of short term contract work or full-on full-time jobs, so I have done countless 
contracts for the sake of flexibility and had a lot of unemployment and job-hunting in 
between…In all that time, I have never achieved my wish to find permanent part-time 
work. If I had my time over I would not have missed the time with my children but I 
have grieved for the loss of my career potential as I put the hard yards in the early 
stages of my career and then missed out for ever after on meaningful part-time 
roles.241 

Women also raised the issue of being deskilled when they took part time work, and 
the lack of career progression opportunities. However, when asked what would be 
the ideal work and family arrangements part time work remained the best current 
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arrangement for many women with caring responsibilities. One participant 
responded, “I would want to work part time to keep my mind and skills up”.242 

The perceptions of part time work as less productive or more costly to 
employers need to be challenged 

Amongst employers, there was a view that part time work presented both challenges 
and opportunities. One manager pointed out that part time work “is a pain in the 
neck…but you get people who want to hit the ground running and work hard”. 243  On 
the topic of job share, one employer noted the difficulty of finding people with the 
same skills set who can work together.244 

Some participants held the view that part time work was not as productive as full time 
work.245 However, some challenged this perception with one woman stating, “I’ve 
never worked so hard as when I job shared because you are always looking out for 
the other person”.246 

In a similar vein to flexible work, there was a view that unless men started to take up 
part time work in larger numbers, it will remain undervalued and under acknowledged 
by employers.247 

4.5 Sharing of unpaid work 

4.5.1 What we heard 

Closely linked to the topic of flexible work was the discussion of how caring 
responsibilities and unpaid work is shared within families. Participants brought the 
Commissioner’s attention to the gendered assumptions and norms about caring and 
the lack of social and economic value placed on unpaid work.  

Gendered assumptions and norms influence everyday decisions in families 

Although participants cited financial reasons as a basis for decision making around 
sharing caring responsibilities, many also raised the gendered assumptions and 
norms that influence everyday decisions in families. For example, one woman shared 
her experience of “automatically” attending to a sick child: 

We have a situation where our daughter was sick and I took an annual leave day to 
look after her. Then a week later I was like, why did I just assume that role? Next 
time, you’re going to take the day off. It’s just an automatic reaction.248 

A male focus group participant commented on the “unspoken expectation” that “if someone 
is going to stop work it’s normally going to be mum”.249 

For many women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, the idea of 
sharing family responsibilities was both amusing and unrealistic. One woman of 
Chinese background said that her expectations were simpler. 

If we don’t argue and there is food in his plate... that will be already good.  If my 
husband doesn’t ask me for food on his plate and for soup in his bowl that would be 
really good. It has to be under the nose.250 
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In a focus group with lesbian mothers, a researcher reported that for the majority of 
lesbian families, both parents work part-time and share the care equally. One mother 
reported that her children do not see a big difference between their two parents: “[w]e 
both work, we both cook meals. So the modelling is very equal”.251 

Some men argued that gendered assumptions and expectations are heavily 
ingrained and unlikely to change even across generations. One young man in a focus 
group remarked on his own upbringing and argued that traditional assumptions about 
gender will persist well into the future: 

[G]ranted my father was making more money than my mother who was quite a good 
journalist too, but... and it sounds terrible, there is no way in the world he would have 
stopped working because he was born in 1950 in Gundagai so he’s the father, he 
makes the money and she cooks the dinner, do you know what I mean by that? ... I 
don’t know whether everyone discloses that openly but I think there’s an element of 
that in all of us.  And even when if I have children in 15 years time, while it may have 
been beaten down in the present era of more equality and so on, I will still have that 
belief because I just think you do.252 

Men want to undertake a greater share of caring responsibilities 

Some men reported wanting to undertake a greater share of caring responsibilities 
and unpaid work, but felt impeded by rigid workplace cultures and social norms.253 
One example was provided where a man wanted to “go out from work to pick up [his] 
children” but found it difficult because of the cultural expectation placed on men to 
not be seen as caregivers.254 

One men’s service provider organisation reported that men who undertake primary 
caring responsibilities to support their female partners return to work often question 
their role as men and their masculinity. He suggested that role models were 
important to encourage men to feel proud about taking on caring responsibilities and 
unpaid work.255 

Male participants conveyed mixed reasons for wanting to undertake caring 
responsibilities. One male participant wanted to spend more time with his children to 
fulfil his own ambitions about fatherhood, not necessarily to share the load with his 
partner: 

I regretted not spending time with [my] children when [I] did night school… You don’t 
realize it until 20 years later when you’ve shot yourself in the foot. It’s not about the 
mother – I don’t care about her or relieving her of her duties.256   

Another man reflected on the idea that paid work was necessary to affirm masculinity 
and male pride: 

It’s a self affirmation thing…the work you do [and] the income you bring in…it’s not a 
dividing thing between working and caring.257 

4.5.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 
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The distribution of unpaid work between men and women 

Michael Bittman from the University of New England reported on his research 
analysing time-use as a way of documenting the distribution of unpaid work between 
women and men. His longitudinal and cross-sectional research found that men’s time 
on domestic and child care responsibilities is very resistant to change, but women’s 
is extremely variable in terms of their responsibilities to others. Based on the 
research, he recommends three key policy instruments be implemented: family 
friendly labour market measures; substitutes for unpaid work (whether provided by 
the market or by government); and the tax transfer system.258 

The Universal Basic Income for unpaid work 

Judith Willis from the Centre of Policy Studies at Monash University explores the idea 
of a Universal Basic Income, based on a system of reciprocity for unpaid work. Her 
paper argues that a Universal Basic Income can contribute to gender equality by 
'promoting equality based on sameness within a new norm for both men and 
women.'259  

4.5.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. There should be an early education campaign for young men around their role 
in caring responsibilities.260 

2. There should be a mentoring program for young fathers.261 

3. A public awareness and education campaign should be developed around the 
value of unpaid work to encourage more balanced sharing of 
responsibilities.262 

4. Communal caring systems should be introduced widely to encourage the 
sharing of care within communities.263 

5. The Catholic Bishops group were in favour of a 'family wage' to support one 
parent being able stay at home and one parent being able to work. They 
recommended that the minimum wage needs to be re-evaluated to assess 
whether a family can be supported by it. They argued that the current transfer 
payments system discriminates against a person who chooses to remain at 
home when children go to school.264 

4.6 Paid maternity leave   

4.6.1 What we heard 

The need for paid maternity leave was strongly supported throughout the Listening 
Tour with the large majority of participants agreeing that it is a long overdue reform. 
The points raised by participants in relation to paid maternity leave include: that 
women outside of government and large corporations are currently missing out; that 
the onus on businesses to pay leads to discrimination against women; and that there 
is a need for workplace policies to support paid maternity leave.  
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Paid maternity leave is a basic right for working women and long overdue 

There was a view that paid maternity leave should be a basic right, in recognition of 
the need for mothers to recover from childbirth and establish a bond with the baby, 
and to redress the disadvantage that mothers experience in the workplace due to 
motherhood.265 

One attendee at a community consultation shared her experience whilst overseas. 
She gave birth to twins in Germany and got 15 months paid maternity leave with a 
superannuation contribution. She said, “It is a disgrace that Australia has no paid 
maternity leave. No improvement in [women’s] workforce participation is possible 
without it”.266 

In a letter to the Commissioner one woman notes the cultural change that is needed 
to support paid maternity leave: 

The government needs to create the climate of acceptance [for paid maternity leave]. 
I was recently speaking to a Swedish man who employed something like one hundred 
people [and] he said [about their paid maternity leave system],"It’s only 2 years". We 
need that same acceptance here.267 

There was a sense that it was possible to introduce paid maternity leave in Australia without 
much fuss, but that the political will to do so is lacking. One participant commented that ”[w]e 
have the economy, we have the system…all that is lacking is the political 
movement”.268  

Women who need paid maternity leave the most are currently missing out 

The women who currently have access to paid maternity leave are those working in 
government or large corporations, leaving those women working in low paid 
industries, small businesses or the community sector without.269 One woman 
commented that “[i]t’s the very elite group in our society that gets paid maternity 
leave, the average doesn’t.”270 

One woman working in the retail sector recounted her experience of having to go 
back to work two days after giving birth: 

The fact that we don’t have paid maternity leave is a disgrace. When my second child 
was born, my husband wasn’t working, so I had to go back to work after a caesarean 
after two days. I had no choice.  It would make a huge difference if we got 14 weeks 
to be able to physically recover.271 

Another woman spoke of having to work late into her pregnancy and then take 
annual leave: 

I worked up until I was 38 weeks pregnant then took 2 weeks of annual leave 
because I didn’t have access to paid maternity leave.272 

A participant at a community consultation raised her concerns about being able to 
afford to live on one income without paid maternity leave: 

We need government-funded [paid maternity leave] as a right. No longer can you pay 
a mortgage on one income.273 
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Paid maternity leave will help attract and retain skilled labour 

One employer reported to the Commissioner that he introduced paid maternity leave 
at the request of staff because he wanted to create the best possible environment to 
attract and retain quality staff. For this organisation, paid maternity leave is part of a 
suite of family friendly and flexible work policies. The employer reported that paid 
maternity leave makes it easier for women to move in and out of work, commenting 
that “the benefits outweigh the costs by increasing productivity”.274 

The National Foundation for Australian Women raised concerns about the loss of 
superannuation, difficulties returning to work and reduced workforce attachment as 
some of the problems associated with the lack of a paid maternity leave system. 
They argued that the baby bonus doesn’t contribute to addressing these issues. They 
referred to the Swedish model as a good example, where payment for three years is 
provided to the family and it is the family’s decision on how it will be split up.275  

Current paid maternity leave proposals will not apply to contract workers or the 
self employed 

One women’s group argued that paid maternity leave favours women in the paid 
workforce who have been there for the required period of time to qualify, whilst  
contract workers and self employed women missing out.276 The Women’s Access 
Alliance said: 

We are opposed to paid maternity leave because some women will never be eligible 
for it. They may not be in the same employment for long enough. We need to allow 
[women] to do whatever is best of their family. We need to increase the maternity 
payment and direct some of it into superannuation.277 

Opposition to paid maternity leave is based upon the idea that children are a 
personal or lifestyle choice 

Some opponents believed that children were a personal or lifestyle choice and that 
the government or employers should not bear the cost of this choice. One male 
participant said, “Why should employers pay for a lifestyle choice?”278 

A contributor on the Listening Tour blog added the following view: 

I’m not really sure I understand the idea behind paid maternity leave. To me, it is 
completely unfair that government workers receive it whilst others don’t except for the 
small percentage in the private sector.... I fully agree in the need to have more flexible 
working arrangements for all including parents, but that if you have a family I can’t 
see why employers/government should be financing it.279 

Requiring businesses to pay may lead to further discrimination against women 

There was also a concern raised that requiring business to provide paid maternity 
leave would lead to further discrimination against women by employers.280   

4.6.2 Research and literature 

The following research project was brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 
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The use of parental leave in Australia 

At the Sydney Academic Roundtable, Marian Baird reported on her research 
examining the use of parental leave in Australia.281 A survey of 3500 parents found 
that among parents who were in paid employment during the 12 months prior to the 
birth, around 30 per cent of mothers and 35 per cent of fathers did not meet criteria 
for eligibility for Australia’s statutory 52 weeks of unpaid parental leave. Reasons for 
non-eligibility included: self-employment; not being with the same employer for 12 
months prior to the birth; and not working for an employer for the full 12 months. 
Around one third of mothers who were employed in the period leading up the birth 
accessed paid maternity leave. Less than one quarter of fathers who were employed 
in the period leading up to the birth used paid paternity leave. 

4.6.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Legislation should be introduced to make paid maternity leave accessible 
across the board for all types of employees - permanent, temporary and 
casual.282 

2. If there is a government funded paid maternity leave scheme, employers 
should pay a minimum of 9 per cent superannuation contributions while 
women are on leave.283 

3. Government funded services and community organisations should be funded 
to provide the same paid maternity leave entitlements to their staff as 
government staff entitlements.284 

4. Women with less than 12 months prior service should be eligible for paid 
maternity leave.285 

4.7 Parental and paternity leave   

4.7.1 What we heard 

There was repeated support for parental and paternity leave throughout the Listening 
Tour. Some held the view that an emphasis on parental leave was important to 
encourage men to take up a greater share of caring responsibilities and therefore 
critical to achieving gender equality. Some participants argued that a non-gendered 
approach was necessary to break the entrenched male primary breadwinner model. 

286  

Paid parental leave will provide greater decision making capacity to parents 
about paid work and caring 

A young female focus group participant said that paid parental leave was the next 
step forward from paid maternity leave: 

I would like to see paid parental leave, not just paid maternity leave. There’s a lot of 
campaigning going on at the moment for paid maternity leave, and a lot of the 
women’s groups and the politicians say that we need that as a first step. I think we 
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need to go bigger and broader than that, and it needs to be paid parental leave for 
both parents. 287 

One woman highlighted that parental leave gives greater decision making capacity to 
the family about who stays at home and who is in paid work: 

[We need to r]emove the label ‘maternity’ leave…why not have it available to both 
genders?  I still think that the woman can come back to work [after child birth] – I 
came back from having my baby after three days.288 

A blog contributor highlighted the need for equality between women’s and men’s paid 
leave entitlements so as to prevent discrimination against women: 

I do have concerns as to not having equal paternity and maternity leave. The danger 
in women being entitled to a greater period of leave to that of men is that employers 
may look less to employing women over men as women would have more time off 
work and thus the employer lose[s] a particular skill set/employee during that period. I 
would hope that there would be an equal maternity and paternity leave of say 3 
months each for both parents or, alternatively, a shared caring scheme of some sort. 
In any case, any scheme should ensure that women are not disadvantaged over men 
in their search for work.289 

Men want paid paternity leave to support their role as fathers 

A men’s advocate group brought attention to the need to ensure that parental leave 
is considered alongside paid maternity leave: 

Our new fathers…talk about physically aching at being away from their new babies - 
at the pain of missing the first step, the first word. A national system of paid parental 
leave is long overdue. However, establishing a paid maternity leave scheme without a 
simultaneous parallel paternity leave scheme will simply serve to reinforce the old 
“female home-maker, male breadwinner” roles that have served modern society so 
poorly.290 

In a male focus group, when asked about the availability and use of paid paternity 
leave, most men who had access to paid paternity leave took it although nobody took 
unpaid leave when a child was born.291 

One contributor to the blog shared his experience of becoming a new parent: 

My wife had the benefit of paid maternity leave (12 weeks) and it really helped. 
Friends who don’t have such things find it much harder - one mother I know went 
back to work in about a month which was too soon for her. It’s pretty tough in the first 
few months especially for new mothers so anything the government can do would 
help... As for paternity leave - 2 weeks is a good help - many fathers take annual 
leave to be around to help out, so this [would be] welcome, also if it was mandated 
and government paid then it’d get around hard case employers rejecting the leave. 
It’s not a huge amount of time off for the dads but I think it’s worth pushing for in the 
beginning.292 

4.7.2 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 
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1. A government funded paid parental leave scheme that includes fathers should 
be introduced.293 

2. A paid parental leave system should include equal entitlements for women and 
men.294 

3. There should be a minimum of one month’s paid leave for fathers that can be 
taken at any time in the first 12 months of a child’s life.295 

4.8 Child care   

4.8.1 What we heard 

The cost, availability and quality of child care were raised consistently during the 
Listening Tour. Participants indicated to us that the rising cost of child care was 
influencing decisions about women’s paid workforce participation. Many were finding 
it difficult to find before and after school care. Many people are increasingly relying 
on grandparents and other informal types of care. Some parents also commented 
about the social pressures placed on them not to place their children in child care.  

The cost and limited availability of quality child care is placing a serious 
financial burden on parents, often influencing their decisions about paid work 

Many women put forward the cost of child care as a major barrier to paid workforce 
participation.296 One woman noted the particular difficulties around the cost of child 
care for low paid workers: 

You often lose that [financial] independence just with child care fees. I work in child 
care that charges about sixty-six or seventy dollars. I was amazed. If you work in a 
lower paying job then it does hurt. You might as well think of giving up your job and 
caring for your child. 297 

One man likened the cost of child care to paying another mortgage:  

I’m from North Queensland, so we don’t have any family here…long day care is not 
cheap, we have two [children] there now, 3 days a week, $65 per day per child… We 
are effectively paying another mortgage.298 

Another man explained that the cost of child care could mean that both parents 
working created a financial loss for a family: 

The cost of child care and not having that family support, outweighs the dramas that 
go with having to go to work.  There’s one period of time where I know Anne was 
working, and it was costing more with child care, parking and whatever, for her to 
work.299 

One participant claimed that child care benefits made it more affordable: 

My experience is that people think child care is more expensive than it really is 
because once you work out the child care benefit etc, it’s not as bad as it looks…[You 
n]eed to sit down and do the sums before you make assumptions about what is 
affordable.300 
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One woman reminded us of the internal struggle that many women face in deciding 
to enrol their children to child care: 

Choice about child care is huge for every woman. It is an emotional and economic 
conflict. In a community that is conservative you are seen as not a good mother if you 
use child care. Also is not worth the money. [For me, the] balance is $10 a week extra 
and [it is] not worth it [to] not to be with my child.301 

In addition to the cost, many parents raised their concerns about the availability of 
child care. One woman commented on her decision to work part time instead of full 
time for this reason: 

My daughter has just gone into child care. I wanted to go back to work full-time but I 
could only get child-care three days a week so I had to go back part-time.302 

Families are increasingly using grandparents and other informal networks for 
child care 

Many parents were seeking assistance from grandparents to save on child care costs 
and make ends meet. Grandparents commented on the financial and health stresses 
stemming from this, impacting on grandmothers in particular.303  

One contributor to the blog wrote of his family’s reliance on grandparents for help: 

We’re lucky that the grandparents can take our kid for a day a week, saving us a fair 
bit on child care each year, as well as giving them more contact with the baby.  It 
does bother me that we’re sucking up their time and I guess it will get worse when he 
goes to school and we run out of holidays. I can’t really see much else of a solution 
though - child care is barely affordable as it is.304 

Another woman emphasised the stress on her mother of undertaking extra caring 
responsibilities: 

Without my mother providing me with practical support supporting my children and 
buying clothes from them, I wouldn’t survive. But there is a lot of stress for my mum 
too in supporting eight grandchildren all up.305 

The Anti-Discrimination Commission in Tasmania has observed a number of older 
women taking part-time work to care for their grandchild while the mother goes to 
work full-time and cannot afford child care. They noted the detrimental impact on the 
finances of the grandmothers in this situation.306 

At the Perth community consultation one participant commented that “there are now 
a whole generation of women who have raised their children and then they find 
themselves with another unpaid role”. She added that many of these grandmothers 
may have other caring and community responsibilities too.307 

Parents are having difficulty in finding before and after school care 

The hours of full time work present a challenge for parents of school age children, 
particularly those with limited access to before and after school care. One participant 
from the ACT noted, “The 9am to 3pm school hours are difficult. Someone has to 
pick [the kids] up. Picking kids up from pre-school is hard too”.308 
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A participant in the Launceston community consultation drew attention to the 
problems with accessing before and after school care in regional areas of 
Tasmania.309 In Melbourne, a participant at the community consultation emphasised 
the point that care responsibilities don’t stop with babies and that adolescents often 
need more care: 

The belief that once kids are at school, [the need for child care is] all over is clearly 
mistaken.310 

4.8.2 Research and literature 

The following research project was brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Child care policy in Australia 

In their book, Kids Count: Better early childhood education and care in Australia, 
Barbara Pocock and Elizabeth Hill have examined the structure of Australia’s system 
of early childhood education and care, in particular the relationship between 
Commonwealth expenditure (amount and structure) and its impact on measures to 
improve the quality of services.311 

4.8.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. The taxation of onsite child care should be reviewed as well as accounting 
systems so that child care can be considered as part of running costs for 
organisations.312 

2. Education departments should review school hours and school holidays to 
better fit with working life.313 

3. A public awareness and education campaign for affordable, quality and 
accessible child care should be developed.314 

4.9 Carers  

4.9.1 What we heard 

The need for greater support of carers of people with disability and older people was 
raised in a number of states.315 Given the large majority of carers are women, this is a 
significant issue relating to gender equality. Participants told the Commissioner of the 
need to extend workplace flexibility to all carers, the inadequacy of carer payments, 
and the limited services in regional areas placing extra pressure on carers. These 
were highlighted as problems that would intensify in the face of the rapidly ageing 
population.  

Carers are under personal and financial stress 

One participant in the Launceston community consultation shared her mother’s 
experience, highlighting the personal cost of being a carer: 
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The lives of carers are affected by what is going on in the lives of the person they are 
caring for like how well they are at that time. Carer Payments are inadequate 
especially to pay for all the health problems of the person being cared for and it ends 
up costing the carer. My mother cannot contemplate working even part time because 
she is the sole carer of my brother. If she wants to go away for a while or go on 
holiday it is very expensive. My mother got quotes for private support between $8,000 
and $32,000 and the care needed by my brother is not 24 hour care.316 

She also described the difficulty of accessing disability services due to services being 
cut back to metropolitan areas only. The limited availability of services places an 
additional burden on carers in regional areas.317 

At the Perth community consultation, one woman brought attention to the need for 
appropriate aged care services for culturally and linguistically diverse people. She 
found it difficult for her mother to access mainstream services because she spoke 
limited English. She said: 

I had to juggle six respite arrangements. Only one could speak my mother’s 
language. In the end I was lucky enough to have an employer who gave me twelve 
months leave. There is an assumption that carers will give up work and not have a 
career to care. We need services that are appropriate for culturally and linguistically 
diverse people, and we need support to care for people ourselves.318 

Carers need the right to request flexible work 

Carers Australia reported that there are 2.6 million family carers and 500,000 are 
primary carers. Of these, 70 per cent are women. The caring role is calculated to be 
worth $30.5 billion to the Australian economy. Carers Australia raised the need for 
workplaces' flexibility policies to extend to carers as well as parents. They also noted 
their concern with the government’s proposed National Employment Standards, 
where the right to request flexible work conditions is limited to parents of young 
children only.319  

To assist the workforce participation of carers, Carers ACT (Australian Capital 
Territory) has initiated an employee carers' program where a worker is sent into the 
workplace to act as a mediator between employer and carer/employee to negotiate 
flexible work arrangements. The program has been running for twelve months with 
only two workers. There is large demand for this program and a backlog which 
demonstrates the need for broad legal protection against discrimination for carers as 
well as a legislated right to request flexible work conditions.320 

4.9.2 Research and literature  

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Workplace support for carers 

The Taskforce on Care Costs has found that current Government services and 
workplace support for working carers is inadequate, leading to reduced levels of 
workforce participation.321 Research from a Newspoll survey and various focus 
groups found that 34 per cent of carers said their job or career had suffered because 
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of the competing demands of their caring responsibilities and 44 per cent of carers 
chose a role below their skill level to give them the flexibility they require.  

Caring and the ageing population 

The National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling conducted a study for Carers 
Australia projecting the future demand for and supply of informal carers of older 
persons (persons aged 65 years and over) in Australia.322 The impetus for the study 
was changing trends in terms of the ageing of Australia's population and a change in 
the balance of care, from formal care to informal care provided in homes. The study 
projected a significant increase in the numbers of older persons likely to need 
informal care in Australia between 2001 and 2031 along with a smaller increase in 
the numbers likely to be carers. The study projected that carers will remain 
predominantly female changing from 71 per cent female in 2001 to 68 per cent 
female in 2031.  

The health and wellbeing of carers 

The Australian Centre of Quality of Life at Deakin University has undertaken the 
largest ever survey into the health and wellbeing of Australian carers.323 Carers have 
been found to have the lowest collective wellbeing of any group yet studied. More 
than one third of carers were found to be severely or extremely severely depressed. 
More than one third of carers were found to be experiencing severe or extreme 
stress. More than half of the respondents had a household income less than $30,000 
per annum. Even carers in fulltime employment have a $7,200 deficit in household 
income compared with the national population 

4.9.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. A twelve month carers’ leave scheme similar to maternity leave should be 
introduced.324 A contribution to superannuation should be made by employers 
when employers are on carers’ leave.325 

2. A DVD or other educational resource should be distributed widely to 
workplaces and employers to communicate the specific issues and flexibility 
requirements for carers.326 

3. Training should be provided for employers on flexible work and carers 
highlighting the potential benefits of providing flexible work arrangements.327 

4. Federal legislation should be introduced to protect carers from 
discrimination.328 

5. There should be a review of current carers’ leave provisions to examine 
whether they are adequate in providing necessary support for carers.329 

4.10 Hours of work 

4.10.1 What we heard 

Long hours of work, particularly for men, are having an impact on women’s and 
men’s ability to share family responsibilities. For both male and female low paid 
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workers, participants reported the need to work long hours to meet the cost of 
living.330 This has flow on effects to being able to manage caring responsibilities.  

Long hours are ingrained in workplace culture  

One male participant from the financial services sector commented on workplace 
culture as an important factor in encouraging long hours of work: 

Long hours are addictive. Working sixty hours a week becomes normal. In 
June we have a big spike of work  around eighty to ninety hours a week but in 
August we tell people to go back to normal hours… Absenteeism in July, 
August and September is huge because everyone is sick.331 

When asked what would be the ideal work and family arrangements one man 
commented, “Even an eight hour working day would be ideal.”332 

A focus group participant highlighted the irony of many men working long hours to 
get ahead so that they can have time with the family. He said that many men feel 
locked into working long hours to provide for their families as the primary 
breadwinner.333 

One contributor to the blog discussed working hours and the need for employees to 
have control over their hours of work: 

When we stop being an economy and return to being a society, then we have a 
chance at recovering our lives. At the moment, far too many people are doing the 
work of one and a half people on one person’s pay. [They are doing] 45-60 hours per 
week on 38 hours pay. And they’re the ‘lucky’ ones… For an economy with a 
supposed shortage of workers, workers have very little real power or capacity to 
control their own lives. This is true of so-called ‘knowledge workers’ as well as 
unskilled.334 

Some employers also recognised that there is a growing trend of job intensification 
alongside an increase in working hours. This has significant impacts on the ability of 
employees to manage paid work and family responsibilities.335 

4.11 Job security 

4.11.1 What we heard 

The Commissioner heard that job insecurity, particularly in low paid industries, is 
increasing the pressure on individuals balancing work and family because of financial 
worries.  

Job insecurity is placing additional pressure on families 

One man commented on feeling the pressure to be the primary breadwinner, a stress 
exacerbated by job insecurity: 

It is a stress, always at the back of my mind because it could happen. I could lose my 
job…I have worries about how my family will eat.336  
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In the same focus group, another participant raised his concerns about providing for 
his family in the event that he is injured at work: 

If we get sick badly we don’t get sick pay and insurance doesn’t kick in for two weeks 
so there’s no pay for the family.337 

Women in low paid work have limited bargaining power and are vulnerable to 
job insecurity  

Asian Women at Work reported that WorkChoices has contributed to a significant 
fear amongst workers about losing their job. They said that this fear about job 
security meant that they do not question poor employment conditions or ask for pay 
rises.338  

Some migrant women workers spoke of their fear of ringing in to say that their 
children are sick: 

Many workers feel a great fear to ring up the employer to say I can’t come in because 
children are sick. And if you ring up on a Friday or Monday, then you don’t get paid. It 
is so difficult to get work, and we don’t feel able to negotiate.339 

Women in the care industries expressed their concerns about their job security, 
despite the skills shortage in this area. They said it was common for management to 
threaten their jobs if they asked for any flexibility.340 



Australian Human Rights Commission 
Listening Tour Report  

64 

 

4.12 Bibliography 

Asian Women at Work Action Group, 'Workplace Issues for Migrant Women Workers 
and Responses Needed from Federal Government' (2007) 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, How Australians Use Their Time, 2006, Cat no. 
4153.0, (2008) 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Pregnancy and Employment Transitions, Australia, 
Cat no. 4913.0 (2005) 

Cummins, Robert, Hughes, Joan et al, 'The Wellbeing of Australians - Carer Health 
and Wellbeing' (Australian Centre of Quality of Life, Deakin University, 2007) 

Hill, Elizabeth and Pocock, Barbara 'The Childcare Policy Challenge in Australia' in B 
Pocock and A Elliot E Hill (ed), Kids Count: Better early childhood education and care 
in Australia (2007)  

Kelly, Simon and Percival, Richard 'Who's going to Care? Informal Care and an 
Ageing Population' (National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling, 2004) 

Taskforce on Care Costs, '2007 Report The Hidden Face of Care: Combining Work 
and Caring Responsibilities for the Aged and People With a Disability' (Taskforce on 
Care Costs, 2007 ) 

Whitehouse G, Baird M, Diamond C and Hosking A 'The Parental Leave in Australia 
Survey: November 2006 Report' (University of Queensland, 2006) 

Willis, Judith 'Financing Transitional Labour Markets: Factoring In Unpaid Work - Do 
We Need a Universal Basic Income?' (Paper presented at the 'Transitions and Risk: 
New Directions in Social Policy' Conference, Centre for Public Policy, University of 
Melbourne, 2005) 

Women's Electoral Lobby Australia Inc., '2007 Federal Election: the Issues at Stake' 
(2007) 

Working Women's Centre of South Australia, 'Notes from workshop on Pregnancy, 
Menopause and Work-Life Balance' (2007) 

 



Australian Human Rights Commission 
Listening Tour Report  

65 

 

5 Theme Three – Freedom from discrimination, harassment and 
violence 

5.1 What is this chapter about? 

I believe sexual harassment in the workplace is still very prevalent but its victims 
remain silent. Most women have experienced some form of harassment in their jobs. 
However most women will refuse to report it or speak out against their bosses for fear 
of retribution. I have just been through [six] years of trying to seek some justice in my 
male dominated place of work. The sexual harassment that I was subjected to was 
nothing compared to the victimisation that took place after I rejected my boss and 
eventually complained about him to higher management. Whereas I had hoped to 
stop this happening to someone else, I have served as an example to others that if 
you speak out you will be persecuted. My harasser and victimisers are part of a 
powerful system. In their view, I should’ve been a good woman and put up with it.341 

The right to feel safe in our workplaces, educational institutions, public places and 
homes is a basic human right enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights342 and Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women.343 However, women continue to experience discrimination, harassment and 
violence as an everyday reality. Ending discrimination, harassment and violence 
against women is critical for women to be able to equally contribute to and benefit 
from economic, social, cultural and political life.  

Sex discrimination and sexual harassment overwhelmingly affect women more than 
men. There were 472 complaints made to HREOC under the Sex Discrimination Act 
1984 (Cth) in the 2006-07 financial year. Of these complaints, 87 per cent came from 
women.344  A telephone poll commissioned by HREOC in 2003 found that 41 per cent 
of women have experienced sexual harassment and 28 per cent of women 
experienced it in the workplace.345 The research also found that 70 per cent of all 
sexual harassment involved men sexually harassing women. 

Discrimination and harassment are part of a continuum of gender related violence. 
Australian research has found that nearly one in five women has experienced sexual 
violence since the age of fifteen.346 An international study found that around one in 
three Australian women have experienced violence from an intimate partner in their 
lifetime.347 Domestic violence is a significant cost to the economy with Australian 
businesses losing at least $500 million per year because of the effects of family 
violence on their employees.348  

Under this theme, the Commissioner sought to understand the nature and 
complexities of women’s experiences of discrimination, sexual harassment and 
gender related violence. What does sexual harassment and sex discrimination look 
like in our workplaces? Do people feel confident to complain? Do women feel they 
can live a life free of the fear of violence? And finally, how can women be supported 
to feel safe in their workplace, homes and communities?  

This chapter contains a summary of the key issues raised during Listening Tour 
under the theme of Freedom from Discrimination, Harassment and Violence. 
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The report is structured as follows: 

What we heard: This section is a summary of the key points made under each sub-
issue, illuminated by personal stories and opinions. 

Research and literature: This section summarises research that is relevant to each 
sub-issue. It should be noted the research included in the report is not an exhaustive 
literature review, but a summary of the research that was presented to the 
Commissioner during the Listening Tour.  

Policy and project ideas: Listening Tour participants provided their ideas to the 
Commissioner on what could be done to address the various issues under this 
theme. Some suggestions are for the Commissioner and HREOC to consider and 
others are for government or other relevant bodies, but which HREOC could 
potentially support. 

5.2 Sex Discrimination 

5.2.1 What we heard 

The continuing impact of sex discrimination as an everyday reality for women was 
raised repeatedly with the Commissioner during the Listening Tour. Participants 
spoke of their experiences of discrimination upon returning to work after pregnancy, 
the dual impact of sex discrimination and WorkChoices, the particular disadvantage 
faced by disparate groups of women and the limitations of the anti-discrimination 
complaints process and legislation.  

Sex discrimination remains a harsh reality of women’s lives despite 24 years of 
legislation to redress it 

Many Listening Tour participants brought our attention to the gendered assumptions, 
attitudes, stereotypes and discrimination that permeate women’s lives, particularly in 
workplace settings.  

One woman spoke of her battle to gain a promotion in a male-dominated industry: 

I was overlooked for a position which I knew I had the skills and experience for. When 
I asked about it, management said, “That would never happen - she is a female”. I 
asked Human Resources what avenues I had and they said, “If you want to keep 
working there you should keep your mouth shut”.349 

A participant at the Hobart community consultation described the experience of her 
daughter-in-law, highlighting the powerlessness that many women feel: 

I have a daughter-in-law who works for a call centre. She fell pregnant and had a 
baby, at this time her boss said that if she wanted to come back she could. After six 
months, he gave her a hard time and said she had to work full time if she wanted to 
work.  He did this because he thought women should be in the home. She ended up 
leaving. She knew it was discrimination but he is the boss.350 

Another woman reported her experience of workplace discrimination on the grounds 
of potential pregnancy: 
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I’ve had a comment about me that I shouldn’t be given a permanent job because I 
may have a baby soon. I’m not even pregnant.351 

In a recent case study analysis conducted by the Women’s Employment Rights 
Project at the Inner City Legal Centre NSW, out of 224 case studies, 60 women 
indentified pregnancy and return to work discrimination as the reason for their 
dismissal.352  This accords with HREOC’s own complaints data, which show that 
pregnancy discrimination and return to work issues are two of the most common 
complaints under the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth).353 A number of women’s 
legal services reported that WorkChoices has led to a rise in the number of women 
needing to access the family responsibilities provisions of the Sex Discrimination Act 
1984 (Cth).354  

One women’s service provider emphasised the vulnerability of women returning to 
work after pregnancy. They reported that it is often a peak time for bullying, with 
colleagues resenting their return to work.355  

One male attendee at the Darwin community consultation brought attention to the 
fact that many women are unaware of their rights in relation to discrimination at work: 

I knew a woman who had three kids. She came back into the workforce after 
maternity leave after having a baby twice. She went back into the same job, but after 
the third maternity leave period she wasn’t given the same job back. I had trouble 
convincing her it was sex discrimination. If women aren’t aware of it or aware of the 
legislation, it is hard to protect women.356 

One organisation also raised the issue of discrimination against men in women- 
oriented services such as child, maternal and family services. Dads on Air argued 
that these services see parents only as a mothers which results in discrimination 
against fathers.357 

Disparate groups of women experience particular discrimination and 
disadvantage 

Listening Tour participants commented on the intersectional discrimination that 
disparate groups of women experience. The experiences of Indigenous, migrant and 
refugee women highlight a complex interplay of discrimination based on race and 
gender resulting in significant disadvantage in a range of settings.  

One Indigenous woman told the Commissioner of her frustrations in trying to find 
paid work: 

I want to work and do something with my life. After doing a coffee course, I sent out 
my resume to 50 cafes. I only got one response. It’s even worse if I mention that I’m a 
mother. Stereotypes stop [Indigenous people] from getting jobs. Even when places 
get subsidies for hiring Indigenous people they still don’t [hire them]. All businesses 
should get cross cultural training.358 

 

A focus group participant who works with young women from refugee backgrounds 
recounted their difficulties in finding work and the impact on their self esteem and 
confidence: 
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I just think in terms of how racism ties with sex discrimination. The young women I 
work with are mainly from refugee backgrounds, so most of them are thirteen, 
fourteen [or] fifteen…They get bullied a lot because of how they look, their colour, or 
just because of their clothes. For them everything is rolled into one. And when you’re 
in a new place…but you’re not accepted, or you’re too distinguishable, this hits their 
self confidence really hard. When you’re being told you’re inferior because of your 
colour, why would you like to talk about that? For them it’s a massive problem, and 
they don’t have anywhere to turn to or anybody to talk to. They’re new in Australia. 
They barely know how to get from one place to the other, let alone who you do and 
don’t talk to. There is emotional trauma that comes about.359 

The Muslim Women’s Association reported that Muslim women also experience 
particularly high levels of discrimination in employment if they wear a hijab. The 
Commissioner heard one example where a male employer asked a Muslim woman to 
take off her hijab. In the end she took the hijab off because she was scared of losing 
her job. The lack of awareness of workplace rights was noted as a significant 
problem for migrant women.360 

A focus group participant of African background told us of her experience of racial 
discrimination because she wore a headscarf: 

One of my daughters was going for a job and she kept going for a job and she didn’t 
get the jobs because she was wearing her head scarf. Finally, she took the head 
scarf off, and she got [one]. I would rather her not have the job, and wear the head 
scarf. Another [time] my sister and I went for [a] job, I didn’t wear a head scarf, and 
my sister did, but had better qualifications. But I got the job, and she didn’t. I know it 
was because she was wearing her head scarf. 361 

One participant in a focus group of female factory workers from Asian backgrounds 
told the Commissioner that her employer complains that she is talking too loudly if 
she speaks in Chinese. Women in this focus group also relayed their experiences of 
physical harassment such as managers grabbing arms and pulling. They said that in 
their workplaces, Chinese women are particularly vulnerable and targeted. Many are 
scared to complain in case they lose their jobs.362 

A service provider at the Darwin community consultation who works closely with 
refugee and migrant women suggested that the low levels of reporting of 
discrimination amongst this group could be because many women have come from 
an environment where there is a fear of government agencies and a low level of trust 
in statutory bodies.363 

There are limitations with the current legislation and complaints process in 
delivering long term systemic change 

Some participants raised their concerns about the capacity of the current complaints 
process and discrimination legislation to deliver long term systemic change.364 
Participants raised the issue of the accessibility of the complaints process, given the 
cost to individuals if the complaint proceeds to the Federal Court. One woman’s 
service organisation suggested that very few people will go beyond the conciliation 
process because of this cost barrier.365 

A union official attending the Sydney community consultation said that she would like 
to see a class arbitration process introduced to provide a more remedial and 
collective response, because it is rare to see a systemic outcome arising from an 
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individual case.366 This point was reinforced by a community legal centre 
representative who said that a system which relies on affected individuals to enforce 
remedies is unfair, and commented that “[i]t’s a big ask of individuals to hold the 
responsibility of making a complaint”. 367 The National Women’s Secretariats meeting 
in Canberra also raised this issue with the Commissioner.368 

One participant suggested that an aspirational or positive rewards system, in addition 
to the compliance system could encourage positive systemic changes.369 At the NSW 
Women’s Peak Roundtable, a participant said that it was essential “to get people 
back to the idea that these are structural, rather than individual problems”.370 

On the issue of the new Victorian Charter for Human Rights, one participant 
commented that it undermined the application of the Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination Against Women because of its strong focus on the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. There was a concern that a National Charter 
of Human Rights would also fail to deliver systemic equality and justice for women.371 

5.2.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Analysis of current protection from sex discrimination 

Belinda Smith from the University of Sydney has undertaken a regulatory analysis of 
the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth), particularly exploring its weaknesses in 
respect of family responsibilities discrimination. Smith recommends an enhanced role 
for HREOC in supporting claimants, using an expanded array of remedies that could 
more effectively deter discrimination and prompt good behaviour.  Such a regulatory 
role for HREOC is more akin to the role of the United Kingdom anti-discrimination 
commissions. She highlights the limitations of the process which requires victims to 
enforce the legislation, and the private process of individual conciliation with 
compensatory remedies instead of punitive or corrective orders.372 

Women in medicine 

The Australian Federation of Medical Women has published a paper to examine the 
current status of women in medicine. The paper outlines the discriminatory practices 
that exist as barriers in the profession to prevent women’s equal participation. These 
include the male defined structures and institutions of medicine, the hours of work as 
well as overt sexism. The paper recommends gender competent policy development 
in the profession as a way to overcome these barriers.373  

5.2.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Legislative protections against discrimination on the basis of family 
responsibilities should be strengthened.374 

2. There should be a public education campaign focusing on employer 
responsibilities to prevent workplace sex discrimination.375  
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3. There should be a national discrimination awareness package that 
encompasses all forms and types of discrimination. It should be compulsory in 
all workplaces.376 

4. There should be a sex discrimination audit of all legislation similar to the 
same-sex inquiry conducted by HREOC.377 

5. The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Act 1986 (Cth) should 
be reformed to simplify the process and minimise the costs to individuals of 
following through a complaint.378  

6. There should be widespread education and enforcement around sex 
discrimination to change perceptions and attitudes at a systemic level.379 

7. There should be an enforced ‘gender equality’ impact statement on all 
legislation coming before federal Parliament as part of cabinet processes.380 

8. There should be counselling available for people who come through the 
complaints process in HREOC or state anti-discrimination commission.381 

9. Consideration should be given to ‘naming and shaming’ those employers that 
do not comply with legislation and do not implement equal opportunity 
principles. Similarly, anyone who is proactive in addressing discrimination 
should be credited and publicly acknowledged.382 

10. There should be coherent reform to the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth) in 
conjunction with the introduction of any national charter of rights.383 

11. The powers of the Sex Discrimination Commissioner should be increased to 
include an intervention function; gender equality duty; spot auditing function 
and independent monitoring and benchmarking of gender equality.384 

5.3 Sexual harassment 

5.3.1 What we heard 

One of the key findings of the Listening Tour is the all-pervading nature of sexual 
harassment. The Commissioner heard about sexual harassment across every state, 
industry and workplace that she visited. The main issues raised included: the 
victimisation of the person experiencing sexual harassment if they make a complaint; 
the lack of understanding around sexual harassment; the particular vulnerability of 
young women to sexual harassment; the increasing use of new technologies as tools 
for sexual harassment; and the culture of disrespect towards women which 
encourages sexual harassment.  

Sexual harassment is alive across all employment levels and industries 

Sexual harassment was raised consistently throughout the Tour in community 
consultations, focus groups and on the Listening Tour blog. One young woman 
working in the cleaning industry shared her experience of sexual harassment from 
her manager: 

We were playing [and] mucking around. I knew he liked me. I didn’t like him back. He 
made physical sexual advances and I had to fight him off. He was the boss. It was my 
word against his [so] I didn’t raise it with the employer.385 

Another female focus group participant shared with the Commissioner her comments 
on the constant self surveillance that women become accustomed to: 
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You wear a sack to not show yourself off, you talk to the safe people who you know 
[at work]. You are constantly thinking about your gender.386 

In some male dominated industries sexual harassment is normalised. One woman 
commented on her experience of sexual harassment where she lives in close 
quarters to her male colleagues: 

 I’ve been living [in these work quarters] for three years and I’ve had knocks on my 
door at night with guys saying, “Guess you’re feeling a bit lonely, love?” It shouldn’t 
happen. I’ve been sitting with a group of males and one will ask, “Don’t you think it’s 
my turn [for sex] tonight?”387 

A union official said that WorkChoices may have contributed to an increase in sexual 
harassment and confusion about rights and responsibilities: 

We hear that WorkChoices plays a role in sexual harassment cases. The employer 
has more power, employees feel that they cannot go to their supervisor as they will 
say go find a job elsewhere. It’s put up or shut up. This attitude has returned.388 

There was a feeling that sexual harassment was almost impossible to eradicate. On 
this point, one woman recounted her experience of hearing her colleague talk about 
a woman in a degrading manner:  

I don’t think there’s any organisation that’s ever going to be able to put their hand on 
their heart and say, “We are free of sexual harassment in the workplace”. I was 
absolutely astounded a few weeks ago now. I was having a cup of coffee with a 
colleague and one of them had actually participated in a selection panel recently and 
I literally spat my coffee out because they were talking about one of the females that 
they had interviewed.  This guy just turned around and said, “And she had the best 
set of tits”.389 

A similar sentiment highlighting the pervasive and persistent nature of sexual 
harassment was expressed by a contributor to the blog: 

I was recently sexually harassed by the boss at a work function and the company 
have since tried to sweep everything under the carpet. I have been left feeling very 
vulnerable and anxious. Whilst also feeling isolated by the management and workers. 
I am not feeling as confident with HREOC at the moment as the process [of making a 
complaint] can take up to 8 weeks and I feel I am being forced to hand in my 
resignation. This is 2008 when will it be an “equal” society for women, when will it be 
finally stamped out.390 

There was also a silence and reluctance to talk about sexual harassment amongst 
employers with one stating that the usual attitude was “everyone else’s but ours”.391 

Participants felt that small businesses needed to be a target for education because 
they are unlikely to be familiar with the legislation and their obligations as employers 
compared to large corporations and government agencies. One woman suggested 
that workers in small businesses were likely to be the “main perpetrators” of sexual 
harassment.392 
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Young women in their in early employment are especially vulnerable to sexual 
harassment 

Young women reported feeling particularly vulnerable to sexual harassment in their 
first jobs, especially if they were employed on a casual basis with minimal job 
security. One young woman described the sexual harassment experienced by her 
peers as “very extreme” verging on being “assaulted”. When asked what form this 
sexual harassment took, she said that it can be “comments, emails, text messages, 
constantly being asked out or pornographic material displayed”. 393 

One focus group participant told the Commissioner that she was asked to wear a 
transparent uniform in the supermarket where she worked: 

They changed the uniform, and it was literally see-through. You could tell it was see-
through, but all the girls had to wear it. In winter I’d wear a skivvy underneath it [and] 
get told to take [the skivvy] off…You’re there in a see-through top and lacy bra 
scanning things. We complained about it, and we were told to take off the singlets 
underneath. All the men were older, and all the girls were between 15 and 18. When 
nothing came of the complaints I just wore the top.394 

One young woman said that the messages condemning sexual harassment need to 
be clearer. She said that many young women do not understand where the line 
should be drawn:  

You know that it’s not okay to be touched by your dad or your uncle, but it’s not okay 
to be touched by your boss either.395 

A social worker who works with young women reported that young women’s 
acceptance of violence and harassment is disturbing and is seen as “just what 
happens sometimes”.396 Another participant at the Melbourne consultation told the 
Commissioner that schools are rife with sexual harassment and it is not addressed 
effectively.397 

The particular vulnerability of young women does not mean that women of all ages 
do not experience sexual harassment. One participant in Brisbane recounted her 
experience of sexual harassment at the age of 43: 

I’m 47 and 4 years ago my boss asked me if I was wearing a g-string. It was in front 
of everyone. I gave him a mouth full. I was of the opinion that once you reach a 
certain age the risk is lower but it still happens.398  

Victims of sexual harassment justifiably fear victimisation if they complain 

The idea that a sexual harassment complaint could be resolved positively with no 
detriment to the complainant was viewed as a “fairy tale”, with one participant telling 
us that “anyone who complains [about sexual harassment] ends up [being seen] as 
the perpetrator rather than victim”.399 

One female focus group participant echoed this comment when reflecting on her 
experience of sexual harassment, stating her belief that if she had complained: 

I would not have been a victim of the incident; I would have become a victim of [the] 
repercussions of bringing the incident to attention.400 



Australian Human Rights Commission 
Listening Tour Report  

73 

Other women referred to the idea of bringing a sexual harassment complaint forward 
as “career death”, fearing that the stigma would impede future promotions and career 
progression.401 One woman said that bringing a complaint forward would mean being 
known to be a “bit unhinged” for the rest of her career.402  

Another participant commented on the blame placed on women for making a 
complaint: “You end up being made to feel you’re the guilty party.” 403  

A common outcome for many victims of sexual harassment is leaving their workplace 
or even changing career paths if they are working in a small industry.404  An employer 
argued that most women will attempt to deal with sexual harassment informally or 
leave the workplace because of this fear of victimisation: 

It absolutely still is an issue and people have a fear of making a complaint because it 
is a career killer. You try and deal with it informally or you just get out.405 

One service provider raised concerns that there are no processes for rehabilitation 
for victims to go through to reintegrate into the workplace. Internal grievance 
procedures were labelled as “inconsistent and insensitive” from the victim’s 
perspective. Participants also noted the fact that victims may have to sign 
confidentiality agreements which may prohibit them from speaking about their 
experience is also disempowering and unjust. This is of particular concern if victims 
are not advised of the consequences of signing these agreements.406   

One participant raised her dissatisfaction about the onus being on the victim to stop 
sexual harassment from happening. Commonly victims are made to feel that they 
don’t know how to take a joke. One woman said that perpetrators will say that women 
have “no right to feel upset”.407 Another woman said that male colleagues will suggest 
that she has her period if she questions sexual harassment with comments such as: 
“What, have you got your rags on this week, love?”408 

There is a general lack of understanding around sexual harassment 

There was a general lack of understanding about what constitutes sexual 
harassment and when the line is crossed between acceptable and unacceptable 
behaviour.  

One man argued that showing pornographic images on phones doesn’t constitute 
sexual harassment because everyone does not have to look at it: 

There are always guys showing each other stuff in [their] phones…[It] happens all the 
time at lunch and at smokos. [It] doesn’t affect anyone…[I]f you don’t want to look at 
it, don’t look at it. The phone is more discreet than women on the wall.409  

There was a tendency for men to minimise experiences of sexual harassment. One 
man explained that although he didn’t see “serious” sexual harassment, inappropriate 
emails were common: 

I don’t see a lot of the serious [harassment]... the extreme end of it… it’s more often 
than not …inappropriate emails or the pictures and so on that will float around the 
office from time to time.410 
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Another male focus group participant commented on the difficulty in knowing when 
the line was crossed between work and social events: 

There’s a bit of problem with the social aspect of [our] work which is based on 
personal and client relationships. [The o]verall philosophy of the [work] place is 
personal relationships. Women are also more forward these days. There is a grey 
area when you spend a lot of time together. Where do you overstep the mark when 
something is okay but then something is not, particularly at work social events?411 

Some employers also commented that the connection of a social event with 
employment is often difficult to assess. There is confusion about where the 
employer’s liability to protect staff from sexual harassment ends.412 

There was a concern raised about the quality and consistency of training around 
sexual harassment. Many organisations offer ‘online training’ about sexual 
harassment but this is not refreshed on a regular basis.413  

New technologies are adding a new dimension to sexual harassment 

Listening Tour participants reported on the use of technologies, such as mobile 
phones, PDAs, social networking sites and internet chat rooms, by perpetrators of 
sexual harassment.414 Schools were commonly the sites of harassment for these 
technologies, with both students and female teachers being targeted. 415  

The Anti-Discrimination Commissioner of Tasmania reported that sexual harassment 
is increasingly occurring through the use of mobile phones with fewer physical 
contact cases being reported.416  

A culture of disrespect towards women normalises encourages sexual 
harassment 

Some participants told us that the media portrayal of women and popular culture 
contributes to a culture of disrespect towards women which provides tacit support of 
sexual harassment.417 One community consultation participant said: 

 We have a culture here treating people with a lack of respect and this is encouraged 
through TV, sport and parliament. These are powerful messages, and lead to sexual 
harassment. We need to treat people with respect. How do we do this?418   

Another participant said that to address sexual harassment there needed to be a 
change in the way women are portrayed in the media as sexual objects.419 

5.3.2 Research and literature 

The following research project was brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Contemporary experiences of sexual harassment in Victoria 

Taking it Seriously: Contemporary experiences of workplace sexual harassment is a 
survey and collation of the experiences of those who have been sexually harassed in 
a Victorian workplace since 1999. The research included a survey, interviews and 
case studies. The survey of 235 participants found that 197 (84 per cent) reported 
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either personally experiencing or witnessing unwanted or unwelcome sexual 
behaviour in their workplace; 177 (75 per cent) reported that they had personally 
experienced unwanted or unwelcome sexual behaviour in their workplace; 147 (63 
per cent) reported that they had witnessed unwanted or unwelcome sexual behaviour 
in their workplace; and 137 (58 per cent) of respondents had both personally 
experienced and witnessed unwanted or unwelcome sexual behaviour in their 
workplace.420 

5.3.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. The school curriculum should include specific components to increase 
awareness of rights and responsibilities in relation to sexual harassment.421 

2. Consideration should be given to using technology such as social networking 
sites to provide people with information about sexual harassment when they 
are looking for their first job.422  

3. A reward and incentive system should be introduced to recognise employers 
who have effective sexual harassment policies and procedures. Incentives 
should be offered for sexual harassment training and the development of good 
practice, rather than just the absence of complaints.423 

4. There should be compulsory education on sexual harassment when a small 
business is registered.424 

5. There should be heavier regulation of sexual harassment with a more 
preventative approach.425 

6. The definition of sexual harassment should be changed and modeled on the 
South Australian definition.426  

7. Education should be provided for newly arrived migrants on sexual 
harassment.427 

8. Role models who show leadership around sexual harassment should be given 
a highly visible public profile.428 

9. Australia should take part in the Global Media Monitoring Project to examine 
the portrayal of women in the media.429 

5.4 Gender related violence  

5.4.1 What we heard 

The ability to live a life free from violence was reported as a significant concern for 
women in the Listening Tour, particularly Indigenous women. In particular, women 
told us that there were problems with access to emergency housing and other 
services along with the impact of the recent changes to the Family Law Act 1975 
(Cth).  

The Commissioner also questioned employers about their response to domestic 
violence. Generally, employers agreed that domestic violence impacted upon 
business, but there was a lack of understanding around what the employer can do to 
support women experiencing domestic violence. 
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Domestic and family violence impacts on women’s economic independence 

Service providers who worked with women experiencing domestic violence made the 
point that domestic and family violence has significant impacts on a woman’s 
economic independence. Domestic violence affects all aspects of life – personal, 
social, and professional. Perpetrators may often control when women are 'allowed' in 
and out of the paid workforce. This affects a woman’s self-esteem which then further 
impacts upon a woman’s capacity to gain employment after she leaves the 
relationship.430 

One woman spoke of her experience of domestic violence and how it impacted on 
her workplace abilities: 

Domestic violence is an issue that is hard to discuss. There is an element of shame. 
You are being violated but there is also love and loyalty attached to it. You think 
everyone else is leading a normal life. It was difficult to communicate with my 
colleagues. It affected me mentally and physically.431 

The impact of the new family law reforms, which require separating couples to attend 
mediation sessions, on women experiencing violence was also raised. One service 
provider reported that courts are sending back notices saying that mediation is not 
appropriate for family violence situations. Participants suggested that these reforms 
need to be reviewed to assess whether women and children are adequately 
protected from violence.432 

One participant in the Perth consultation recounted her experience of child sexual 
assault and then the poor response she received from government agencies which 
she labelled, “institutionalised violence against children”. She said that this 
experience has impacted upon her ability to undertake paid employment and 
education throughout her life.433  

The right to live free from violence is a chief concern for Indigenous women, in 
both metropolitan and remote communities 

Mudgin-Gal Aboriginal Women’s Corporation (Mudgin-Gal) reported to the 
Commissioner that family violence is a major issue for Indigenous women in inner 
city Sydney. Many of their clients are women who have left violence in regional and 
rural areas and moved to the city, often entering into violent relationships again. The 
workers at Mudgin-Gal identified housing as a priority issue for women leaving violent 
relationships.434 One client of the service who recently left a 10 year violent 
relationship said: 

I have had big troubles with housing. [I have ended up] going to refuges [or] staying 
with relatives and friends. How can you stay stable and provide good parenting to 
your children without a roof over your head? I was made to feel like a mental case.435 

Another issue raised for Indigenous women was the child protection system treating 
mothers who were experiencing domestic violence as “bad mothers”.436 A client of 
Mudgin-Gal who was experiencing domestic violence remarked about her experience 
with the Department of Community Services in NSW (DOCS): 
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When I have sought services [for domestic violence] I have been constantly 
questioned as to whether DOCS was involved. I wanted to tell them that I’m not the 
perpetrator here.437 

There were some positive developments in addressing family violence and sexual 
assault in the local Redfern Indigenous community when a female commander 
headed the local Police station. Women reported that it makes a positive difference 
when the police officers are familiar with the community. Mudgin-Gal also has a 
strong relationship with Redfern Legal Centre which is important for providing family 
violence legal services in the community.438 In Adelaide, one Indigenous service 
provider reported that there was limited access to Family Violence Legal Services for 
Indigenous women in South Australia.439 

In Mackay, Queensland, Indigenous women reported that there is only one women’s 
refuge and another one for families. They were concerned about the lack of culturally 
appropriate services for Indigenous women as there is no specific Indigenous 
women’s refuge and the local women’s domestic violence service has no Indigenous 
workers.440  

In Fitzroy Crossing, the township at the centre of four Indigenous language groups in 
northern Western Australia, women named violence linked to alcohol abuse as a 
primary concern. The main problems for women experiencing violence in this 
community include: high levels of alcohol abuse in the community; a shortage in 
housing; the long distance to travel to services; and minimal public transport. In 2007, 
the women in the community lobbied for a ban on the sale of take away alcohol 
which has had a considerable impact on the levels of violence, with police domestic 
violence reports decreasing by 43 per cent.  

One woman reported to the Commissioner that prior to the ban she was calling the 
police up to three times a night because of alcohol related problems in her 
community. Another woman told her about running into the bush at night with her 
children for safety. Since the ban, many women reported that they now have a 
'peaceful and quiet' night’s sleep and feel safer in their homes and communities. 
Workers at the women’s shelter also reported that the ban has reduced the severity 
of violence that they see for the women coming to use the refuge.441 

There is a shortage of emergency accommodation for women experiencing 
domestic violence 

The shortage of emergency accommodation for women escaping domestic violence 
was highlighted at a number of community consultations. One service provider in a 
consultation in regional South Australia said that there is no emergency 
accommodation at all, and that the service will often pay for a woman to stay in a 
hotel or caravan park for a few nights in the case of an emergency. She said that 
many women and children will move to Adelaide where there are better services, but 
it is unsustainable in the long term because their family and social support systems 
are not there.442 

A Melbourne service provider said that women experiencing domestic violence had 
very few housing options. She remarked that women who have previously left a 
violent relationship and were homeless were put at further risk of violence by being 
homeless.443 
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Employers have a role in responding to domestic violence 

Some employers recognised domestic violence as a business issue but also 
identified a gap in knowledge and skills to effectively address it.444 One employer 
said, “We have the opinion that anything that impinges on your work performance is 
our concern”.445 Most employers currently refer staff to employee assistance or 
counselling programs if they are experiencing domestic violence.446 

One male focus group participant shared his concerns about balancing his duty of 
care as an employer with getting involved in a staff member’s personal life: 

.. [W]e have a duty of care over the person, which includes their personal life in 
circumstances in how that impacts them and how that’s going to impact them as a 
worker, but how far do you take that... where do you get the language around 
domestic violence? I probably will be referring them to other people. I’m not going to 
have the skills or [desire] to get involved in their personal circumstances.447 

A Brisbane based organisation called the CEO Challenge is engaging with Chief 
Executive Officers of organisations to position domestic violence as an issue for the 
workplace. The program tells men and women (perpetrators and victims) where they 
can access help if they are in the cycle of domestic violence. Also, it encourages 
employers to give their staff time off for relationship counselling and financial 
counselling. One Chief Executive Officer said he did not think there was domestic 
violence amongst staff in his workplace but he reduced staff turnover by 20 per cent 
when he introduced the program.448 

Men can be victims of violence too 

Men’s groups and advocates raised the point that men can be victims of violence too, 
arguing that this has been an omission in public policy and programs relating to 
domestic violence.449   

One contributor to the blog wrote about his experience of domestic violence and 
expressed his disappointment in the limited availability of services for men:  

Whilst I have no problem with women victims being highlighted, the discrimination 
against including men and children victims needs urgent addressing. Services also 
need to be extended to father and child victims of domestic violence. To give but one 
example, I once had to flee with my two young children from their violent mother who 
had violently assaulted both me and our two children. I sought emergency 
accommodation and emotional assistance from several “women’s shelters” only to be 
told that they were women’s initiatives designed for female clientele only.450 

In a submission to the Commissioner, some men’s advocates wrote about the lack of 
services for male victims of violence: 

There are few services available for male victims of domestic violence and their 
children. There is a critical lack of emergency housing; programs for violent female 
partners; free [lawyers] to assist men with [Apprehended Violence Orders]; and 
training for social workers or counsellors to help men who have been victims of 
violence.451 
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Women with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to violence 

Women with Disabilities Australia and the Victorian Women with Disabilities Network 
highlighted the particular vulnerability of women with disabilities to violence. Although 
there is limited Australian empirical research on the incidence of this violence, 
Victorian Women with Disabilities Network cites a study suggested that up to 83 per 
cent of women with cognitive disabilities may experience sexual assault in their 
lifetime.452  

Women with disability advocates point to a range of factors contributing to these 
statistics including: systemic factors that increase the likelihood of women with 
disabilities experiencing violence and prevent them from addressing it; the limited 
availability of information for women with disabilities about violence; lack of training 
for workers in responding to violence and the particular needs of women with 
disabilities.453 

Migrant and refugee women need culturally appropriate services 

Some refugee women reported to the Commissioner their need for culturally and 
religiously appropriate services. They commented that the current system “forces” 
women to go to a refuge, seek a violence order or get a divorce – all options which 
are not culturally appropriate for them. The women reported there was a dire need for 
culturally specific counselling services.454 

A community cultural development worker in Western Sydney noted that the African 
women she works with have experienced extremely high levels of violence. Policy 
makers and service providers need to be made aware of how racial discrimination 
and violence interact with each other and impact on women. The community worker 
told the Commissioner that the experiences of these women are often erased 
because they fall between the gaps of race and gender. She added that often the 
racism experienced by these women is gendered violence. The most pervasive 
examples of Islamophobia in the last few years have been directed towards women, 
such as people pulling headscarves off women in public spaces.455 

There is a silence in the community around sexual violence 

A few participants brought the Commissioner’s attention to the subject of sexual 
violence as a serious human rights issue for women. Some pointed to the police and 
court processes as a barrier to women seeking justice after a sexual assault. In an 
email to the Commissioner one woman wrote of her concern about the court process: 

My concerns are for those who have been sexually assaulted. Through my work I 
know many women don't report and that of those who do only 1.6 [per cent] get a 
conviction. We need our courts and prosecutors to take action to change this.456 

Another participant suggested that better service provision could assist women 
through the court and police processes and asked the Commissioner to advocate for 
this.457 

The NSW Rape Crisis Centre said that a major problem was the lack of a consistent 
national response to sexual assault. They recommended to the Commissioner that 
the response to sexual assault needs to be nationalized with minimum standards for 
service delivery across all areas.458 
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The Australian Federation of University Women wrote to the Commissioner about the 
experiences of women in prison. They reported many women in prison are likely to 
have suffered sexual violence prior to entering prison. When in prison, these women 
may be re-traumatised by the processes of cavity strip searching of women 
prisoners which is a significant breach of human rights.459 

5.4.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Domestic violence and women’s employment 

At the Adelaide Academic Roundtable Suzanne Franzway reported on her research 
with Carole Zufferey and Donna Chung on the impact of domestic violence on 
women’s employment in South Australia. The research aims to: identify barriers and 
support for women experiencing domestic violence whilst working or seeking 
employment; identify policy and program responses of trade unions, women’s 
services, health services, employers, job networks and income support providers; 
and to identify program and policy changes to improve the response to domestic 
violence in the workplace.460  

Refugee women, resettlement and violence 

At the Sydney Violence against Women Research Roundtable the Centre for 
Refugee Research at the University of New South Wales reported on their work with 
refugee women and violence. The Centre has been undertaking a major project to 
examine how effective resettlement programs are in keeping refugee women safe by 
following women through all stages of resettlement. The research has found high 
levels of trauma, violence and discrimination at all stages of the process. Another key 
finding is that for many women the cycle of violence did not end once they arrived in 
Australia.461 

Domestic violence, homicide and self defence 

Julie Stubbs from the University of Sydney provided information on her project 
reviewing legal cases of women who have been tried for murder as a result of 
domestic violence. The findings regarding indigenous women are particularly 
troubling, with a significant number pleading guilty with no trial. Julie Stubbs also 
raised the issue of women in prisons, and the increasing rate at which women are 
being incarcerated, particularly Indigenous women with past abuse histories.462 

Routine screening for domestic violence in health services 

Jo Spangaro from the University of New South Wales reported on an evaluation of a 
NSW Health initiative to routinely screen women for domestic violence in antenatal, 
early childhood, mental health and drug and alcohol services. The screening includes 
questions around the experience of violence by their current or past partner and their 
fear of the current partner. The program screens 120, 000 women yearly, and 7 per 
cent of women answer in the affirmative to one or both questions. One in 20 pregnant 
women is being abused currently which raises concerns about the health and safety 
of babies as well as pregnant women.463  
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Access to legal services for migrant and refugee women 

A report by Women’s Legal Services NSW documents the experienced of newly 
arrived migrant and refugee women and the difficulties they face in accessing legal 
services. The recent research, an update of a 1994 report, found that the areas of 
legal need for these groups of women have remained the same: family law, migration 
law and domestic violence. A number of barriers to migrant and refugee women 
accessing legal services were also identified. A key conclusion of the report was the 
need for consistent monitoring, coordination and sustained activity to progress the 
recommendations made in this report and the previous one.464 

Sexual abuse and disclosure 

Jan Breckenridge reported on her research regarding the experiences of survivors of 
sexual abuse seeking assistance. She has found that disclosures of sexual abuse 
are generally not well received and survivors are disillusioned by legal processes. 
Overall the most positive experience of receiving assistance was not from agencies, 
but from family and friends. Also highlighted is the general deficit of services, the lack 
of interest in gendered violence against children and the difficulty of the legal process 
for children.465 

Preventing sexual assault with young people 

Moira Carmody from the University of Western Sydney reported on her project with 
the NSW Rape Crisis Centre, Developing ethical and sexual lives: Young people, sex 
and sexual assault prevention. This Australian Research Council Linkage project is a 
study of 56 young people to assess their experiences of sex education, sexual 
experiences and negotiation of sexual encounters. The research concluded that 
gender, specifically expectations about male entitlement and feminine compliance, 
continues to be a major influence on the sexual experiences of young people. Their 
project highlighted the need for alternative approaches to negotiating sexual intimacy 
to prevent sexual assault that are broader than current education around avoidance 
and risk management. From the research a six hour education program was 
developed designed to help young people to build up skills to negotiate relationships. 
In a follow up study six months after the program, 80 per cent of participants were 
still using the skills from the education program, were feeling more confident in 
negotiating relationships, and had better skills to intervene with others and challenge 
behaviour in their communities.466 

Violence and women with disabilities 

Leanne Dowse from the University of New South Wales reported on the work of 
Women with Disabilities Australia (WWDA). She described a kit developed by WWDA 
which gives voice to the experiences of women with a disability, with specific 
reference to their experiences of violence. The kit highlights the different types of 
violence experienced including sexual assault, financial violence, reproductive 
violence and institutional violence. A key challenge in this area of work is access to 
information. Service providers and policy makers need to think about how to reach 
women with disabilities and how to ensure that appropriate information is 
communicated.467 
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A resource developed by WWDA provides an overview of violence against women 
with disabilities from a global perspective. The resource examines language and 
definitions, the incidence and prevalence of violence, the nature and forms of 
violence and the policy and program responses to violence. The book also contains 
an annotated bibliography of known published and unpublished resources of violence 
against women with disabilities.468  

5.4.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. The proposed federal government National Plan of Action on violence against 
women should consider violence against women as a continuum inclusive of 
all types of violence.469 

2. There should be a national strategy on violence against women with 
disabilities.470 

3. HREOC’s role in preventing violence against women should be expanded to 
ensure that the federal Government’s response to violence against indigenous 
women and girls complies with human rights standards.471 

4. Changes to welfare and family law should be reviewed to examine the impact 
on women experiencing violence.472 

5. The culture of violence should be challenged at a broader level – in sport, 
pubs and homes. It should all be recognised as male violence.473 

6. HREOC should use its influence to monitor violence against women and 
children. HREOC should ensure that the optional protocol to the Convention 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women is signed.474 

7. Children should be educated in non-violence and about sexual violence so 
they are empowered to act on it if they experience it.475 

5.5 Trafficking 

5.5.1 What we heard 

Trafficking of women for sex work was another issue raised during the Listening 
Tour, with sex worker advocates concerned about the impact of anti-trafficking 
measures on sex workers, and differing views on whether sex work should be 
decriminalised and a valid avenue for migration to Australia. 

Trafficking victims need unconditional access to support services 

The trafficking of women was an issue raised by the sex worker group Scarlet 
Alliance. Scarlet Alliance argued that the media have created a ‘sex slave’ stereotype 
and that anti-trafficking measures have unfairly focussed on the sex industry when 
trafficking occurs in a range of other industries. They say the impact of these 
measures is that sex worker peer educators and partnership services report 
increasing difficulty in maintaining contact with these migrant workers and their 
workplaces. As a result, recently arrived migrant sex workers are cut off from 
services and other sex workers in the new workplace. These workers become more 
marginalised, less able to access services and less likely to be able to influence 
workplace conditions, such as occupational health and safety.476 
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Scarlet Alliance reported that up to 25 per cent of brothel and massage parlour sex 
workers in NSW are of non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB).  They alleged 
that Department of Immigration and Citizenship and Australian Federal Police raids 
of sex worker venues to find trafficking victims have unfairly targeted all sex workers 
of Asian origin.477 Scarlet Alliance said that making eligibility for support services 
contingent upon a victim’s assistance with investigations did not serve either the best 
interests of the victim or the investigation process.478  

The Sex Workers Outreach Project also provided feedback to the Commissioner 
about the federal government’s victims support program for trafficking victims. 
Second hand feedback from trafficking victims indicates that participants in the 
program suffer from depression, boredom due to inability to work and cultural shock 
from the isolated accommodation.479  

There are mixed views about the legal status of sex work 

Scarlet Alliance held the view that sex work needed to be decriminalised and 
included as a valid occupation for migration to prevent the illegal trafficking of 
women.480 

An alternative view about the legal status of sex work was posted on the Listening 
Tour blog arguing that decriminalising sex work leads to increased trafficking in 
women: 

I would like to know w[h]ere HREOC stands on decriminalising prostitution. It has just 
happened in WA, and I’m terribly concerned about increased trafficking of women, 
expansion of the sex industry, increased exploitation of women, and how our society 
will look when women are only valued as sexual objects.481 

5.5.2 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. There should be legal avenues for migration to Australia for sex work.482 
2. All trafficking victims should be eligible for the government support program, 

rather than eligibility being contingent upon assistance with authorities.483 
3. There should be specific federal legislation to protect sex-workers from 

discrimination.484 
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6 Issues raised outside the themes 

6.1 What is this chapter about? 

This chapter contains a summary of the issued raised outside of the three Listening 
Tour themes. 

The report is structured as follows: 

What we heard: This section is a summary of the key points made under each sub-
issue, illuminated by personal stories and opinions. 

Research and literature: This section summarises research that is relevant to each 
sub-issue. It should be noted the research included in the report is not an exhaustive 
literature review, but a summary of the research that was presented to the 
Commissioner during the Listening Tour.  

Policy and project ideas: Listening Tour participants provided their ideas to the 
Commissioner on what could be done to address the various issues under this 
theme. Some suggestions are for the Commissioner and HREOC to consider and 
others are for government or other relevant bodies, but which HREOC could 
potentially support. 

6.2 Age discrimination 

6.2.1 What we heard 

Many older participants in the Listening Tour raised age discrimination as a barrier to 
full and equal participation in the workplace and other aspects of life. For example, 
some participants spoke about the discriminatory attitudes they encountered in 
finding work.485 Others recounted the barriers faced by older people in areas of life 
such as accessing public spaces and being awarded driver’s licences.486  

Age discrimination impacts on the ability of mature age workers to find and 
retain work 

Older participants in the Listening Tour informed the Commissioner that ageist 
assumptions and attitudes impacted heavily on the ability of older people to find 
meaningful work.  

One woman gave the example of her experience of differential treatment in applying 
for a teaching position: 

The interviewer was worried that I might not be able to handle some of the students 
swearing at me. I could have been offended by his assumption but I chose not to 
be.487 

Others said that many recruiters wrongly assume that older people automatically 
expect to be working in a senior role and this hampers their success in finding 
work.488   
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A contributor to the blog recounted his difficulties in finding part time work as a man 
over 50, an example of the combined impact of gender and age assumptions on job 
seekers: 

As a male over 50 it has been next to impossible for me … to find part time work. 
Many employers appear to actively discriminate against males - for some reason 
males seeking part time work are considered “suspect” in some way. How about 
legislation that allows rights to part time work and improved transition arrangements 
to retirement?489 

The Aged Care Commissioner, Rhonda Parker, reported that for many years she has 
had people approaching her about the barriers in the workplace for older people, 
particularly those trying to re-enter the paid workforce. She said that many of these 
barriers have been and will continue to be addressed through the skills shortage in 
the market.490   

The Council of The Ageing (COTA) in Queensland wrote to the Commissioner 
highlighting the specific needs of older people in the workplace. They argued that a 
range of flexible work options should be available to older people to facilitate their 
participation in the labour market. They suggested that phased retirement should be 
an option too.491 

Older people face barriers to full participation in many aspects of life 

Older focus group participants identified a range of other barriers preventing their full 
participation in various aspects of life. These included: public transport not being 
linked to key public buildings and services, requiring people who are less mobile to 
walk long distances; and barriers in public infrastructure such as not having chairs in 
airports for people to be able to sit down when taking off shoes to go through 
security.492 

A few people expressed their concerns to the Commissioner about recent legislative 
changes introduced by state governments targeting older drivers. These changes 
require drivers over 85 to sit new license tests and other checks before their licenses 
are renewed. In Melbourne, one participant reported that many elderly people are 
having their licenses revoked, leading to decreased independence and greater social 
exclusion.493 

In the Perth community consultation one man raised his frustration about the new 
requirements in Western Australia for older drivers to sit new tests and go through 
various levels of bureaucracy to retain their license: 

I obtained my driving license on the day I turned 18 years of age and was allowed by 
legislation to continue to drive for a further 67 years without being required to pass a 
driving test. Suddenly at 85, it is mandatory that I have a driving test as well as a 
health check. I have spoken to a number of other 85 year old drivers and have found 
that my experience of discrimination when I reached the age of 85 is typical.494 

6.2.2 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 
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1. The exemptions under the Age Discrimination Act 2004 (Cth) should be 
removed.495 

2. There should be more awareness raising and public education campaigns to 
inform people about their options if they experience age discrimination.496  

3. Flexible work arrangements should be made available to mature age workers 
to enable phased retirement.497 

4. Access to training and support services for unemployed and underemployed 
people over 45 should be increased.498 

5. Governments should improve public infrastructure and transport so that they 
take into account the needs of people who are less mobile.499 

6. HREOC should ensure that its information is accessible to older people, taking 
into consideration that many older people do not use the internet.500 

7. There should be a focus on addressing age discrimination against young 
people in employment.501 

8. Governments should introduce a system of random testing for drivers of all 
ages, including those over 85, rather than just targeting all drivers over 85.502 

9. People over the age of 50 should get tax relief for any employment related 
training including university education.503 

10. People over 75 should have free public transport and free taxis.504 
11. There should be a greater focus on research around the abuse of older people 

and strategies to reduce such abuse.505 
12. HREOC should develop an education campaign to support the implementation 

of the Age Discrimination Act 2004 (Cth).506 
13. The Age Discrimination Act 2004 (Cth) should be reviewed by 2009.507 

6.3 Migrant and refugee women 

6.3.1 What we heard 

Migrant and refugee women informed the Commissioner of their specific issues 
arising from their settlement in Australia. The primary issues raised include a lack of 
cultural understanding from government agencies and difficulties for refugees in 
negotiating cultural difference. 

Refugees need cultural understanding from service providers and government 
agencies 

One woman spoke of her difficulties in negotiating cultural differences, particularly 
around dealing with Australian authorities: 

We have our own culture. With the teenagers, we have our way to talk with them, and 
to handle any situation. The Police just say you are wrong. When the police comes, it 
is very wrong to say to me that I am wrong in front of my child. My 14 year old girl 
wanted to go out. She had an argument with her brother, and he was tough with her. 
The police said this is wrong. They took us to the court. They said that I said that in 
my culture we are able to hit our kids. Then, the girl did go out and ended up using 
drugs, and leaving the school, and the police were wrong. We came to Australia to 
save our kids but we lost them.508 

Another participant told us that a doctor had reversed a woman’s genital mutilation 
without her consent, when she had gone to see the doctor for another reason. She 
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said that this was a basic denial of rights commenting that, “We [have] lost the rights 
to our own bodies”.509 

6.4 Indigenous health 

6.4.1 What we heard 

Indigenous participants in the Listening Tour identified health as a primary area of 
concern. The main matters raised included specific health issues and access to 
healthcare. 

There are significant health issues specific to Indigenous people 

Staff at a community health service informed the Commissioner of the specific health 
concerns for Indigenous people in Fitzroy Crossing. Alcohol and drug use was noted 
as key health problem. It was estimated that up to 30 per cent of babies born in the 
region have Foetal Alcohol Syndrome.510  

Nutrition was also a cited as an issue requiring urgent attention in Fitzroy Crossing, 
with diabetes becoming prevalent amongst a significant portion of the population. 
Availability and affordability of healthy food is also a key problem in remote 
communities. The community health service reported that some seven year olds 
already have Type Two Diabetes.511 

Environmental health has been identified as a significant problem in Fitzroy Crossing, 
exacerbated by poor living conditions and overcrowded housing. Environmental 
health concerns include the lack of healthy housing, pest control, rubbish and waste 
removal, sewage and poor dog health.512 

Access to health care is an issue for Indigenous people 

Access to health care for Indigenous communities was raised in consultations in 
Western Australia, Queensland and the Northern Territory. Problems of access relate 
to both cultural barriers and physical distance.  

For example, in Fitzroy Crossing in Western Australia, community members had 
experienced racism at the local hospital. A community based health service was 
established in response to ongoing experiences of racism, and to work in partnership 
with the hospital to ensure that health services are delivered appropriately to the 
community.513 In Mackay, community elders reported that there was no Indigenous- 
specific nursing home so Indigenous elders have to go to mainstream homes where 
there is minimal, if any, understanding of their culture.514  

In north-east Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory, a service provider raised the 
problem of physical access to a hospital. The nearest hospital can be up to three 
hours drive from some communities. There is a service available for patient transport 
for those who are more than 200 kilometres away from a hospital, however there are 
still problems with access for those who are less than 200 kilometres away and have 
no available transport.515 
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6.4.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Foetal Alcohol Syndrome 

Janet Hamill, a research fellow at the Centre for Indigenous Health at the University 
of Queensland is examining foetal alcohol syndrome. In a meeting with the 
Commissioner, she provided an outline of international efforts to prevent and manage 
foetal alcohol syndrome with particular reference to programs in Canada targeted to 
Indigenous populations. She also shared a number of personal stories of children 
who were living with foetal alcohol syndrome, highlighting the everyday impact of the 
disorder. One of the key problems is that service providers often treat the behavioural 
problems of the disorder without correctly diagnosing it as foetal alcohol syndrome. 
Janet said that there needed to be a greater emphasis on prevention of foetal alcohol 
syndrome in Australia, with a focus on providing services with the skills to identify 
and diagnose it.516 

6.5 Northern Territory Intervention 

6.5.1 What we heard 

The Northern Territory Emergency Response, known as the 'Intervention', was a 
chief topic of discussion during the Northern Territory Listening Tour. The 
Commissioner heard about various elements of the Intervention, including the 
impacts of the alcohol management system, the income management system and 
the closure of the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP). 

Alcohol management systems work best when they are driven by the 
community 

There were conflicting views about the liquor bans imposed as part of the 
Intervention. The Commissioner heard that alcohol management was not working in 
Darwin town camp communities. These prescribed communities are declared ‘dry 
areas’ with a sign at the entrance but this does not prevent people bringing alcohol 
into the community. Larrakia Nation, an Indigenous service provider, reported that 
there is a great demand for sobering up treatments as a result of the liquor bans with 
a waitlist of 50 people needing services.517 

In north-east Arnhem Land, the local Indigenous community and remote homeland 
communities have lobbied for a permit system for the purchase of takeaway alcohol. 
Permits are awarded through a local committee made up of local authorities and 
community representatives. Permits are generally available to all community 
members, but are withdrawn if there is an alcohol-related incident. This system has 
been effective in reducing alcohol-related violence on the streets. At their own 
request, homeland community members are not eligible for permits, given that the 
homeland communities are ‘dry’ communities.518 
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Centrelink income management is placing additional burdens on individuals 
and communities 

The Commissioner heard about implementation problems associated with the 
quarantining of a certain portion of an individual’s Centrelink income as supermarket 
vouchers.  Darwin Listening Tour participants shared their stories of older people and 
women with children walking long distances in the searing heat to get their store 
vouchers, then either walking or needing to take a taxi to the store and a taxi home 
with heavy bags. People may have pooled money previously to save on transport 
costs and to share resources but income management does not allow for this, 
thereby increasing transport costs for individuals.519  

In Arnhem Land where the income management system was yet to be introduced, 
community members were anxious about its impact. They reported that a shopping 
trip to the local chain supermarket could cost up to $1400 because of a two to three 
hour taxi ride. If individuals have to shop for themselves this will add a significant 
financial burden for them.520 

Another issue raised was the difficulty for community stores to become accredited as 
part of the income management scheme. Accreditation places an extra administrative 
burden on stores so the bigger chains are more likely to be accredited.521 For 
example, the Bagot community store has been denied a license because it does not 
have fresh food. The store owners are concerned about putting a lot of money into 
the store in order to get a license when they are not guaranteed a license.522 
Listening Tour participants also reported experiencing racism and harassment when 
using their vouchers to buy food in the big chain supermarkets.523 

There is a need for training and education following the closure of CDEP 
programs 

The closure of the CDEP program was also raised repeatedly as a concern for 
Indigenous people in the Northern Territory. In Darwin, Listening Tour participants 
reported that people are bored and have nothing to do, as there are no real options 
for training and development to assist with finding other work.524  

In north-east Arnhem Land, the work to address environmental health issues has not 
progressed since the CDEP program was cancelled which is having a detrimental 
impact on the health of the communities. The lack of funding for training or education 
programs was also noted as a problem in this region.525 

Others reported that CDEP gave community members something to do every day 
and it was good at motivating people to work and keeping the community clean. In 
one town camp community, Listening Tour participants reported that since the 
closure of CDEP the grass has grown very long because there is nobody to cut it, 
creating an unsafe environment.526 

6.5.2 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 
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1. The Northern Territory Intervention should be reviewed. In particular, the 
quarantining of income should be reviewed to address the implementation 
problems.  

2. There should be legislation to protect older people in the community similar to 
child protection legislation. This should put the onus on young people to 
respect and care for old people.527 

6.6 Women in Prison 

6.6.1 What we heard 

Sisters Inside, a Brisbane based community organisation which advocates for the 
human rights of women in the criminal justice system, informed the Commissioner 
about the key issues faced by women in the criminal justice system. These issues 
include: systemic discrimination against women prisoners, particularly Indigenous 
women and those with mental illness; limited availability of support for women while 
incarcerated; and the lack of support for women upon release from prison.528 

Some women experience systemic discrimination in prison 

Sisters Inside reported that women with mental illness, Indigenous and culturally and 
linguistically diverse women, are subject to systemic discrimination within the prison 
system. This is largely because of the risk assessment tool that is used within prisons 
to determine the classification of prisoners. If someone is Indigenous or has been 
sexually abused they are considered a greater security risk and therefore classified 
differently. Sisters Inside commented that there are no programs in place to address 
the risk other than the classification system.529 

There is limited support for women while they are incarcerated 

Over the last few years a number of the services provided by Sisters Inside have 
been banned within prisons. Sisters Inside reported that women prisoners were 
provided with limited support around mental health issues, education and training 
during incarceration. They are also not supported to maintain close relationships with 
their children. Sisters Inside currently runs a program working with children in care 
while their mothers are in prison. 

Sisters Inside commented that the lack of access to prisons for their organisation is 
problematic because it reduces their ability to keep prisons accountable to human 
rights standards. Currently, they obtain information about prison conditions through 
phone conversations with prisoners, through their families or when they are released.  

There is a lack of adequate support for women upon release from prison 

The minimal assistance provided to women upon release from prison was highlighted 
as a barrier to the effective reintegration into the community. For example, Sisters 
Inside reported that women leave prison without any cash and are then required to 
get to Centrelink to make a claim for a crisis payment. Prisons make no 
arrangements for transport to the nearest Centrelink to claim this payment. Given the 
isolated location of most correctional facilities, many women become homeless or 
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sleep in public places when they are first released. One service that brokered 
accommodation for released women has just been defunded.530  

Women often have no personal possessions when they leave prison because many 
women have no family to take their possessions such as furniture and clothing when 
they enter prison. Many support services turn released women away because they 
are experiencing complex mental health issues and high levels of poverty.531  

6.6.2 Research and literature 

The following research projects were brought to the attention of the Commissioner 
during the Listening Tour. 

Human rights and correctional facilities 

This audit by the ACT Human Rights Commission presents a snapshot of the 
treatment of detainees at the ACT’s current remand centres, assessing the current 
legal framework, policies and procedures using international human rights 
benchmarks. The report identifies systemic discrimination against women inmates 
because of the transportation of women to particular centres for weekends which 
have fewer facilities This results in three additional strip-searches; missed meals, late 
breakfasts; disrupted visits; problems receiving medication; loss of the minimal 
opportunities for work that exist at the remand centres during the week and the 
general stress of having to move accommodation every three to five days.532    

6.6.3 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. HREOC should produce a report on State Government responses to the 2006 
Anti-Discrimination Commission Queensland report, Women in Prison.533 

2. Support services for women in prison should be improved to address the 
underlying problems that have led to their crimes and imprisonment.534 

3. There should be a national study to accurately determine the scope of 
Indigenous women’s need for legal aid services and their access to justice.535 

6.7 Women’s health 

6.7.1 What we heard 

A number of participants pointed to several women’s health issues as requiring public 
attention, including reproductive and sexual health, access to health services, and 
the health impact of long term violence. 

Women’s access to reproductive and sexual health services needs to be 
increased 

Women’s Health NSW, a peak body for women’s community health centres, 
highlighted the specific social, cultural and economic factors that impact upon 
women’s health. The organisation told the Commissioner that women are likely to 
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have poorer health outcomes than men because of the higher social and economic 
disadvantage that women experience. In recent times, reproductive rights have been 
a strong focus for the organisation, particularly around the availability of the 
contraceptive pill and the availability and cost of termination services. Women’s 
Health NSW said that they had heard of an increasing number of women who can’t 
afford terminations and cited an example of a woman in a rural area hitchhiking to 
access the ‘morning after’ pill.536  

One contributor to the Listening Tour blog expressed concern about the cost of 
terminations and the involvement of religious organisations in providing services: 

One thing HREOC should make some statements on is the right to abortion - it is 
disturbing that the cost is quite high and that many abortion counselling services are 
run by religious groups and so they try to push those ideas on the rest of us, with little 
or no rationality to support them.537 

ACON, formerly known as AIDS Council of NSW, brought attention to the rise in 
HIV/AIDS amongst minority groups, particularly Indigenous women and women from 
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. In a submission to the 
Commissioner, ACON highlighted discrimination as a barrier to accessing services 
for these groups of women: 

These communities already face high levels of stigma and discrimination. When this 
is compounded with HIV [positive] status, women and families encounter further 
barriers to accessing adequate healthcare and social support.538   

In Fitzroy Crossing in Western Australia, the local community health centre said that 
there was previously very little information available to the community about sexual 
health and contraception. Sexually transmissible infections amongst women have 
been identified as a priority issue in this region. The health centre introduced 
“condom trees”, where condoms and information are placed in trees, as a way of 
providing people with information about safe sex which has been successful in 
decreasing the level of sexually transmissible infections in the area.539  

There needs to be a focus on the rights of women who give birth 

A few Listening Tour participants expressed concern about the lack of choice 
afforded to mothers after having given birth. One participant told the Commissioner 
that some women experience post traumatic stress disorder after birth because they 
are not provided with opportunities to make informed choices in supportive 
environments.540  

Janet, a contributor to the blog urged government to pay attention to the experiences 
of women who give birth: 

We need someone to listen…to what is being done to birthing women in this country. 
Hospitals are leaving women shell-shocked, scarred in [their] body and mind. Women 
are denied basic human rights to autonomy, bodily integrity and the right to decide 
what happens in their pregnancies, births and beyond. Babies and mothers are 
routinely subjected to interventions with no basis in evidence and the rising rates of 
surgery are simply an indication of how frequently this occurs. Women need to control 
their own reproductive experiences whether that is the decision to choose 
parenthood, or not, but also what happens to us in hospitals.541  
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6.7.2 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Reproductive rights should be enjoyed by all Australians, and relevant 
education and services should be made accessible to all.542 

2. Independent midwives should be provided with Medicare numbers and the 
right to insurance as care providers for pregnant women.543 

6.8 Men’s health 

6.8.1 What we heard 

The need for a specific and well funded men’s health policy was raised by men’s 
advocates and service providers.544 Some groups were also concerned that men 
were more likely to experience injury at work because they are employed under 
conditions that have high levels of health and safety risk.  

Men are reluctant to seek assistance for health problems and need specific 
services 

Listening Tour participants told the Commissioner that men were often reluctant to 
seek assistance for health problems and this resulted in poor health outcomes for 
them.545 They also raised concerns about the lack of public focus and spending in the 
area of men’s health.546  

A participant in the Adelaide community consultation brought the Commissioner’s 
attention to the higher suicide rates for men and suggested the need for specific 
men’s health services: 

It seems that men need a lot of help…[W]e have to do something about this…[There 
are] no health centres for men…[W]e have them for women…[There is] absolutely 
nothing for men. [In relation to male suicide] we can’t afford to have this wastage of 
young males…one of things we can do is put in some health centres...with male 
counsellors as well.547 

A participant who works with men highlighted men’s reluctance to come forward with 
health problems and the need for men’s shelters: 

There is a lack of services for men. I work with drug addicts who have been abused 
by females and have been raped in prison. There are no services [for these men]. 
Men don’t come forward with their problems but women do. They need emergency 
shelters.548 

Men’s reluctance to speak about their own health was highlighted in a men’s focus 
group. The Commissioner asked male participants whether improving their health 
was a driving factor for adopting flexible work practices. There were no real 
responses to this question apart from one participant who replied, 'We don’t think 
about those things', reinforcing the point that men do not tend to give adequate 
consideration to their own health.549  
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The absence of specific men’s services has also been identified as a contributing 
factor to violence in Indigenous communities. Women in Fitzroy Crossing have 
identified the need for a specific men’s health and wellbeing initiative as a strategy to 
increase community cohesion and women’s safety. They have lobbied for a men’s 
shed to provide services to men which is expected to be developed in the coming 
months.550 

A men’s health service provider explained the need for a national men’s health policy 
to have a strong focus on access to healthcare: 

It’s more around risk factors and how to reduce those in men, how to provide greater 
access to men, for men’s health. So they can access the system, they can have 
information that is gender specific, that they can have information in settings they’ll 
[already] be rather than getting them to go to places …where they don’t feel 
comfortable. They go to the GP and find New Idea for the last three years on the 
table. It’s not a conducive environment.551 

Men are more likely to experience work-related injuries 

Some groups and individuals argued that industries which have high occupational 
health and safety risks tend to be male dominated, which puts men in these 
industries at higher risks of disability and mortality.552 

In a submission to the Commissioner, some men’s advocates highlighted the higher 
representation of men in work-related deaths: 

The vast majority of work-related deaths are of males — 541 males per annum (90.5 
per cent of working and commuting deaths) as [compared to] 57 females (9.5 per 
cent of working and commuting deaths).553 

A contributor to the blog also pointed to men’s vulnerability to work related injuries 
and death describing it as an equity issue: 

[Men] make up around 85 per cent of work-related deaths. Perhaps this is in part due 
to the fact men [that men are] employed in the most hazardous and dangerous jobs in 
this country - the “death professions”. This is both unequal and inequitable.554 

6.8.2 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. There should be a national men’s health policy and specific funding allocated 
to the area of men’s health for research and policy development.555 

2. Specific men’s health services should be funded.556 
3. Local men’s health action groups should be established, comprised of relevant 

service providers.557 
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6.9 Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender issues 

6.9.1 What we heard 

Some service providers and individuals brought the Commissioner’s attention to 
specific issues for gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender (GLBT) people. These 
included: discrimination against same-sex couples in the law; high levels of prejudice 
and violence against GLBT people; and the impact of this discrimination, prejudice 
and violence on the health and well being of GLBT people.  

Legal and social inequality is a major concern for GLBT people  

A number of Listening Tour participants put forward legal inequality and the lack of 
relationship recognition as a chief concern for people in same-sex relationships.558 In 
a submission to the Commissioner, ACON argued that legal inequality meant that 
women in same-sex relationships are financially disadvantaged in a range of areas 
such as workplace and health entitlements. At a broader level, legal inequality sends 
a strong message that same sex relationships are less valuable, thereby 
encouraging discrimination and prejudice. ACON presented the story of two lesbian 
parents to highlight the impact of legal inequality on families: 

My partner and I have a daughter together, yet she cannot claim us as dependents. 
She cannot be included on our Medicare card and thus we don't qualify for the family 
Medicare safety net. She cannot get carers' leave should one or both of us fall ill. If I 
died tomorrow she would not automatically receive my superannuation. She cannot 
sign off on medical treatment for our daughter or even write her a sick note for school.  
I am sick of being treated like a second-class citizen in my own country, and do not 
wish to see my daughter grow up as one.559 

A lesbian co-mother in a focus group informed the Commissioner about her 
difficulties in being recognised as a legitimate parent for her daughter: 

I have been raising the children since they were 6 and 10. Yet, I have no rights at all. 
If something happened to [my partner], those children would be taken off me. Our 
daughter had to have her cervical cancer vaccination, and [my partner] couldn’t do it 
because she was away. We turned up at the health centre. The woman asked for my 
form about being [my daughter's] guardian, and when I couldn’t produce it, we got 
turned away.560 

ACON also noted violence and harassment as key issues for lesbians, with lesbians 
being six times as likely to experience violence compared to heterosexual women.561 
The story of a lesbian couple who experienced violence in response to showing 
public affection was provided as an example: 

My same-sex partner and I were assaulted in Adelaide airport in 2005. We were 
saying goodbye to each other, in the customary manner of our heterosexual peers, by 
holding hands and kissing. A passerby chose to hit me, hard, in the back of the head. 
As you can imagine, my girlfriend and I were both extremely shocked and upset by 
this incident. This type of violent outburst would rarely be borne by heterosexual 
couples under the same set of circumstances. Until same-sex couples are viewed 
and treated as equals to their heterosexual peers in our community, this type of 
discrimination will continue.562 
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Discrimination in the workplace was also noted as an issue for lesbians. A lesbian 
focus group participant remarked upon her experience of being passed over for a 
promotion due to her sexuality: 

I was told that I was a bit radical for the board. I was pitching for the CEO position. 
There has been an entire board meeting looking at whether I would be suitable. I was 
told that … because I would need to be in the public arena, I would not be suitable. 
My sexuality was openly discussed, and I was told that this made me unsuitable.563 

A representative from the transgender advocacy organisation Changeling Aspects, 
wrote to the Commissioner outlining problems for transgender people with identity 
and official documentation, particularly due to the consistency between states, 
territories and federal law. She said that difficulty in obtaining official documents with 
a transgender person’s nominated gender recognised often led to discrimination from 
services and government agencies.564 

Discrimination and violence has adverse impacts for GLBT people 

A GLBT youth organisation from Tasmania highlighted the health impact of violence 
and discrimination for GLBT young people. They said that GLBT youth are more 
likely to have mental health issues, compared to the general youth population which 
can be attributed to high levels of marginalisation, discrimination, harassment and 
abuse based on their sexuality and gender identity. 565 This view was also supported 
by ACON in their submission.566 

6.9.2 Policy and project ideas 

The following policy and project ideas were suggested by participants in the Listening 
Tour. 

1. Same sex couples and heterosexual couples should be treated equally before 
the law.567 

2. Sexuality should be included as a question for all government research and 
data collection to provide disaggregated data on same sex attracted women.568  

3. Services should be reviewed to ensure that culturally appropriate and 
accessible services are being delivered to meet the needs of GLBT young 
people.569 

4. A range of programs and services for young people in high schools should be 
introduced to assist people coming out and to challenge homophobic 
discrimination, harassment and violence.570 

5. There should be an inquiry into the human rights of transgender people in 
Australia, similar to the one conducted by the New Zealand Human Rights 
Commission.571 
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