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Chapter 4
The Task Ahead

Valerie Pratt

MAJOR DIFFICULTY in the area of
women’s employment is getting
women’s issues onto the agenda in in-
dustrial relations and human resources
policy and practice.

Affirmative action legislation provides an impor-
tant vehicle for integrating issues which are critical
to raising the status of women in employment into
the processes affecting the workforce.

This paper will comment on the changing struc-
ture of the workforce, trends in personnel practice,
award restructuring and work and family policy.

The number of women in employment is fast
reaching the point of critical mass. This means, there
will be greater potential for women to impact on
organisational cultures, structures, policies and the
practice of both unions and employers than was
previously possible. ‘

There are now approximately three million
women employed in Australia compared to 4.4
million men. The participation rate of women has -
reached 51.3 per cent. However, a very significant
difference between the male and female workforce
is that 1.8 million women are in full-time employ-
ment compared to 4.1 million men, and 1.2 million
women are in part-time employment compared to
300 000 men.

Severe gender segregation is still characteristic
across industries and occupations, and the average
weekly earnings of women are still significantly less
than those of men. This has occurred to some extent
through historical restrictions on the forms of
women’s work and the undervaluing of women’s
skills. Despite the introduction of equal pay through
State legislation and various decisions of the Federal
and State Industrial Tribunals, the imbalance
between pay for men’s and women’s work persists
and, has never been adequately redressed. The issue
of pay equity is one that both unions and employers
must continue to address.

Furthermore, there are critical demographic fac-
tors which both employers and unions will need to
consider in developing policies and strategies. The
Australian Bureau of Statistics’ population projec-
tions highlight our ageing population and declining
rate of population growth through to the early
twenty-first century.! There has been very little
public debate concerning the shrinking labour force
and the effect it will have on women’s employment.
However, the projections suggest a shortage of
labour in the traditional recruitment ranks of indus-

try (15-24 years). This anticipated shortfall, along
with changed market conditions, means that em-
ployers will increasingly have to look at ways to
improve recruitment procedures, upgrade skills and

" reduce high labour turnover. In particular, they will

be forced to look at ways of improving their recruit-
ment and retention of female employees. Overseas
trends suggest the provision of work-related child
care will become an increasingly important em-
ployer policy along with the extension of permanent
part-time work with associated benefits.

In addressing the question of recent developments
and challenges in industrial relations and personnel
practice, I must stress the importance of the affirma-
tive action legislation for women, and its relevance
to union and employer policy. The focus I wish to
take here is that genuine understanding and appli-
cation of the principle and practice of affirmative
action by all the stakeholders (women, employers
and unions) is an absolute necessity if industrial re-
lations and personnel practices affecting women are
to be improved.

To be threatened by it, to regard it as unnecessary
bureaucratic intervention, to count it as a cost with-
out ensuing benefits, to misunderstand its purpose
and potential, or to fail to take advantage of it, is to
miss the opportunity for development of critical
strategies. Such strategies are inevitably linked not
only to social justice but to fulfilment of the nation’s
and women’s full potential.

There are a number of important areas of policy
and strategy development for unions and employers
which impact on women’s employment. These
include application of the concept of merit which is
at the heart of affirmative action; the development
of consultative processes (a necessity for improved
industrial relations and use of human resources);
trends in personnel structures and practice which
affect the application of affirmative action; the po-
tential of award restructuring to improve the posi-
tion of women in employment; and the interaction
between work and family life to foster changes to
organisational culture. ’

Merit

The Affirmative Action (Equal Employment Opportu-
nity for Women) Act 1986 covers all private sector
employers of more than 100 employees, and all
institutions of higher education. Affirmative action
is now a fact of life. It has wrought quite fundamen-
tal changes in the areas of personnel and industrial






