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preserve, took home $120 a week more than 
hairdressers, an occupation dominated by women.

And it’s not only in the weekly pay packet 
where women miss out. Women retire with far 
less superannuation than their male counterparts 
and seven out of ten women aged 45-60 have 
accumulated less than $25,000 in super.    

The Australian Bureau of Statistics and the 
OECD have identified a number of reasons for the 
continuing pay disparity between the sexes. The 
most obvious is that women work shorter hours 
than men, and are much more likely to work part-
time, mostly because they need to take big slabs of 
time off work to bear children, and to raise them. 

Given women’s biological imperative in the 
propagation of the species, is it fair to assume that 
there will always be some level of inequity between 
men and women’s pay, and the superannuation 
that they’re able to accumulate? Sharryn Jackson 
doesn’t think so.

“Allowing women to be disadvantaged by 
what some people see as their biological imperative 
is an odd concept to me,” she says. “Making a 
family is what life’s all about, and what I’d like to 
see is a situation where families are no worse off 
because they have children. We already recognise 
this to an extent with the family tax benefits, and 
even the old child endowment addressed the same 
need. It’s important to our society to have kids and 
to bring the next generation along, so I’d like to 
think that we can fix this inequity.

“It may be that government will need to dip its 
hand into its pocket to top up the super of women 
who’ve spent time out of the workforce to have a 
baby. Or we may have to look at changes to the 
tax system. Other countries have different taxation 
systems that impact differently on women when 
they give birth, and those with responsibilities 
for child rearing. No one wants to get into social 
engineering, but we want to create choices and 
opportunities, and we don’t want people to be 
disadvantaged because of choices they make based 
on gender.”

Sharryn Jackson says while some employers 
fear they’ll incur extra costs if pay equity is 
implemented, others believe there’ll be economic 
rewards for those who address the issue.  

“Employers who institute pay equity ensure 
that they’ll have a more committed and loyal 
workforce, and that helps improve productivity. 
These companies are also able to go out into the 
marketplace and sell themselves on the basis of 
how they’ve addressed equity as an issue. When 
it comes to the natural environment, consumers 
have shown that they’d rather use companies with 
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a good environmental record. I think the same preferences 
would apply when it comes to companies who support 
socially responsible pay rates.”

To back this contention, Ms Jackson says most people 
work in situations where men and women doing the same 
job expect and receive the same level of pay. “When people 
discover that there’s still a pay equity gap in some industries, 
their first reaction is to be shocked by it. Secondly, they 
think it’s wrong. And thirdly, they want to see how it can be 
addressed. I take great comfort from that.”

She says men are employed across all of Australia’s 
35 key industries in varying densities, whereas women are 
congregated, almost segregated, into about seven of them — 
areas like retail, hospitality, health, and aged care. 

According to Sharryn Jackson, the pursuit of pay equity 
goes beyond simple justice. She says in some ways the issue 
impacts on the very health of our society.

“All evidence indicates that the care a child receives in 
its earliest years is a key to determining how they’ll respond 
to situations, including crises, in their later life. For instance, 
The World Bank says that every dollar invested in the 
development of a child under five produces a seven dollar 
benefit by the time that child reaches 17. 

“The people who take on most of the responsibility for 
children in those early years are women. Whether it’s the 
mothers, or the women in occupations that have most to 
do with children, like child care workers and primary school 
teachers, it’s people who exercise nurturing and caring skills 
that are neither properly recognised nor valued in terms of the 
wages they attract.”

Ms Jackson says the diminished superannuation suffered 
by women because of their family responsibilities is another 
part of the equity equation that cannot be consigned to the 
backburner.

“What I’d like to see is a situation 
where families are no worse off 
because they have children.”

Seeking answers: 
Sharryn Jackson chairs the 
Employment Committee’s 
pay equity inquiry. Photo: 
Andrew Dawson. 

Leading by example
One submission to the pay equity inquiry shows what employers 
can do to encourage the participation of women in their workforce.

The Howard Florey Institute has outlined to the Employment and 
Workplace Relations Committee a number of the initiatives the 
institute has implemented to provide “a supportive and rewarding 
work environment to its female staff members and students”.

Among those initiatives are:

•	 20 weeks paid maternity leave;

•	 Family leave provisions, including 10 days per year to 
support family members with additional leave available at 
management discretion;

•	 Flexible working arrangements, including part-time work, job 
sharing and flexible work hours that allow attendance outside 
usual business hours if suitable;

•	 A 48/52 working year, whereby full-time staff may opt to work 
44 weeks of an agreed 12 month period, with four weeks of 
paid leave in addition to the normal four weeks of annual leave 
— this involves a commensurate reduction in salary but allows 
staff to take additional time off when required;

•	 Harassment and discrimination policies that endeavour 
to make all areas of employment, such as recruitment, 
conditions of employment, training and development, 
promotion, and supervision of staff, free from direct or 
indirect discrimination; and 

•	 Professional development opportunities for female researchers.

In recognition of the lack of female representation at the 
executive level and at senior research fellowship level, the 
Howard Florey Institute has put in place a Scientific Promotions 
Committee to develop a process and selection criteria for 
the internal appointment of senior research fellows and 
“will endeavour to incorporate measures to increase female 
representation at this level”.
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“The evidence we’ve seen is that women are much more 
dependent on pensions and other forms of government 
support because of their time out of the paid workforce, and 
their consequent lack of access to superannuation during 
that time. The government is already addressing this with 
its proposal to look at paid maternity leave and to actually 
make superannuation payments while people are receiving 
that sort of benefit. If we could also find a way to make 

smaller contributions when parents take time out to care for 
their children, that would be an important step given that 
we’ve got an ageing population that will become increasingly 
dependent on assistance.”

So would legislated pay scales in those feminised sectors 
of the workforce, like childcare, retail and teaching, go a long 
way towards addressing pay inequity between the sexes? 

“I think it would fix 50 per cent of the problem,” says 
Ms Jackson, “but it’s not only the feminised sectors of the 
workforce where pay equity is an issue. For example, there’s 
still a $3,000 disparity between men and women when they 
start out in architecture.” 

So can we expect the Employment and Workplace 
Relations Committee to recommend a major legislative effort 
to set things right? Ms Jackson would only say that legislative 
change may be required. 

“The committee’s still dealing with the issue,” she says, 
“but the evidence we’ve taken shows that the pay equity 
gap has increased over the past decade, largely due to the 
individual contracts which were the cornerstone of the 
previous government’s wage fixing system.”

Her argument is supported by last year’s ABS survey of 
employee earnings, benefits and trade union membership 
which showed a pay gap of 12.9 per cent for women who 
were full-time union members. This compared to a 22 per 
cent gap for non-unionised women. Despite this yawning 
disparity, Ms Jackson says moves to foster increased pay 
equity will not happen overnight. 

“I accept that gradual change is more effective change 
and I accept that in the current financial circumstances we 
shouldn’t take any action that puts employers under even 
greater pressure. But I don’t accept that that means you sit 
back and do nothing. We’re not going to get rid of the 16 
per cent pay gap quickly, because we have so many factors 
contributing to it, but by employing a combination of 
measures we can make a difference to it, irrespective of the 
economic circumstances that exist.” 

Ms Jackson pays tribute to a number of major employers 
who she says have already conducted an equity audit of their 
businesses. 

“Some of them were really shocked to discover that there 
were substantial differences in what they paid their male and 
female employees and many of them have since chosen to 
address that disparity by themselves, and we’re talking here 
about large corporations and banks.” 

Sharryn Jackson says pay equity was one of the main 
issues that drove her when she first became politically active 
in the 1970s. 

“When I started out in politics, it had only been recently 
determined that men and women doing the same job or 
similar jobs should be paid the same amount of money. 
It’s something I have been campaigning for since then, and 
there’s been huge change over that time. It gives me hope that 
we’ll get there eventually, that if we keep chipping away at 
this monolith, sooner or later it will fall.” 

The Employment and Workplace Relations Committee 
is expected to table its report on pay equity in the House of 
Representatives later this year. •

For more information on the pay equity inquiry, visit  
www.aph.gov.au/ewr or email ewr.reps@aph.gov.au or  
phone (02) 6277 4162.

“When people  
discover that there’s  
still a pay equity gap in 
some industries, their 
first reaction is to be 
shocked by it.”

(left) Rewarding environment: 
Female staff and students are encouraged at the 
Howard Florey Institute. Photo: Newspix; below: 
jupiterimages




