
in the
workplace
We make up 46 per cent of the Australian workforce 
but just what does the modern workplace look like 
for women? Here’s a snapshot. 
Words Kimberley GIllan

“We certainly have one of the best educational 

outcomes for women in the world,” Buttner 

says. With these highly qualified young women 

starting to enter the workforce and climb the 

career ladder, there’s certainly cause for being 

optimistic about the future. 

What’s driving the changes?
Not only do we have the women’s movement 

to thank for the gains in gender equality in 

the workforce, but legislative changes have 

made the working environment much more 

welcoming for women. 

Dr Lauren Rosewarne, a University of 

Melbourne expert in gender and social policy, 

says changes to sexual harassment laws 

have had one of the biggest impacts over 

women in the workforce. “It’s not even just 

about people saying things like ‘nice tits’ – 

the legislation means that the environment 

has to be inclusive,” she explains. “So jokes 

being made in your vicinity or a calendar in 

a mechanic’s shop – they are examples of 

sexual harassment now.” As a result, women 

feel more comfortable in a range of jobs.

While debate continues to rage about the 

best way forward in terms of paid parental 

leave, Dr Rosewarne says the fact the 

government has mandated it compulsory is 

very significant. “That is the most top tier in  

the country saying these things are important,” 

she says. “That can bleed into job share and 

part-time arrangements and flexible hours.”

Huge companies, such as ANZ and 

Telstra, are also leading by example via their 

introduction of mandatory flexible working 

arrangements in a bid to attract more 

women and create family-friendly working 

environments. “Flexibility is absolutely crucial 

and organisations that don’t adapt to become 

more flexible in future are going to lose out 

in terms of access to the best talent,” Buttner 

says. “The challenge is to make flexibility 

accessible to everyone so that it’s not seen  

as a ‘favour’ to working mothers.”

 

 There was a 
time not that 
long ago 
when female 
public servants 
had to give 
up their jobs 
if they got 
married 

Women

W
e’ve come a long way since the 

Mad Men era of the ‘50s and ‘60s 

when women were much more 

likely to be homemakers than heading huge 

companies. But unfortunately gender pay 

gaps still exist and workplace equality is  

still far from achieved.

Where working women began
It was only in the year 1903 that women  

were allowed to vote in a federal election 

and begin to become more active members 

of society. World War I and World War II 

saw women’s workforce participation rates 

increase, as they had to step into men’s roles, 

plus man radios and work as nurses when the 

blokes were off fighting. 

The introduction of the contraceptive 

pill in the 1960s was one of the most pivotal 

game changers for working women. Suddenly 

women didn’t have to choose between having 

a relationship and a career. “If you look back a 

generation ago, the gains that we’ve made are 

considerably impressive,” says Clare Buttner, 

communications officer at the Workplace 

Gender Equality Agency. “There was a time  

not that long ago when female public servants 

had to give up their jobs if they got married. 

We’ve seen a definite increase in the number of 

women in the workforce, which is a good thing 

because it means they are earning money and 

securing their financial independence.” 

These days, Australian women are continuing 

to excel. There are more women than men 

working in the health, social assistance 

and education and training industries, plus 

traditionally male-dominated industries, such as 

mining, engineering and construction, are trying 

to attract more female employees. Meanwhile, 

women tend to be more educated than men. 

Ninety per cent of women aged 20 to 24 have 

graduated Year 12, compared to 83 per cent of 

men of the same age. And of 25 to 29 year olds, 

42 per cent of women have a degree or higher 

qualification compared to 31 per cent of men. 
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Where we’re still lagging
While women have made huge gains over the 

past 100 years in the workplace, Buttner says 

we still have a long way to go. For starters, 

women are earning a lot less than men across 

the board. “The Australian Bureau of Statistics 

data calculates the current gender pay-gap  

at 18.8 per cent,” she explains. This is due to  

a number of reasons:

The average Australian woman retires with about 
half the amount of superannuation as a man 
does, and 38.5 per cent of Australian women 
have no super at all. 

There are a number of reasons for this, 
including the fact that women tend to be paid 
less than men, as well as the fact women 
tend to take time off work to raise children, 
and often return to casual or part-time work, 
leading to lower earnings. Here are some ways 
to boost your super so you can live comfortably 
in retirement: 

•	 Sacrifice some of your salary.

•	 Make after-tax contributions, where you put 
some of your existing savings in.

•	 Find out if you are eligible for a government 
co-contribution, where the government 
matches your after-tax contributions.

•	 Encourage your employer to consider paying 
more superannuation to female employees. 
Rice Warner Actuaries made history in 2013 
becoming the first employer to pay female 
employees two per cent more super.

Seniority 
Only about 25 per cent of top level 

Australian management positions are held 

by women. “There is a much smaller portion 

of women in management and it can also be 

due to the types of roles that women go into 

at that senior level,” Buttner says. “Women 

are much more likely to be found in a head of 

human resources role, whereas men are more 

likely to be head of finance.”

Industry 
Women are less likely to work in certain 

industries that tend to pay more. “Women are 

much less likely to study subjects like science, 

technology, engineering and maths, which tend 

to lead to some of those higher-paid career 

opportunities,” Buttner says.

Taking time off to  
have families
“Women who work part-time are often given 

work that is less demanding so their careers 

tend to stall,” Buttner says.

Gender biases
“Quite often employers find pay discrepancies 

in favour of men, which is likely a result of 

unconscious biases that tend to manifest in the 

workplace,” Buttner says. Men also seem more 

likely to negotiate a bigger wage or bonus. 

“Men also tend to be rewarded for behaviours 

differently to women,” she says. “So men are 

more likely to be seen as assertive whereas 

women might be more likely to be seen as bossy.” 

Saying that, a new study by SunSuper found that 

if women actually ask for a bonus, they’re more 

likely to get it than men – the catch is that men 

are almost twice as likely to ask for one!

As Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg says in 

her 2010 viral Ted Talk, “Why We Have Too 

Few Women Leaders”, women need to stop 

underestimating their own abilities. “If you ask 

men why they did a good job, they’ll say, ‘I’m 

awesome!’ If you ask women why they did a 

good job, they will say someone helped them, 

they got lucky, they worked really hard,” she 

says. “No one gets a promotion if they don’t 

think they deserve their success or understand 

their own success.” 

The state  
of super
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