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Chapter 5

Wage Fixation and Employee Participation:
The Implications for Women Workers

Elise Callander

ANY ISSUES fall under the broad topic
‘Women, Management and Industrial
Relations’. I want to concentrate on two
matters that in many respects are inter-
related as far as employers are con-
cerned; the current principles of wage
fixation and employee participation.

I believe that one of the major issues for women is
their level of participation in influencing decisions
at the workplace. Whilst opportunities can be given
to encourage participation in decisions about
workplace change, it is still up to women to decide
that they wish to be involved. I recognise that there
are barriers to their participation, mainly of attitude
and perception, and that it will take a long time to
break down those barriers. However, not to be all
gloom and doom, I also believe that the processes
and procedures currently being developed within
the industrial relations system are advantageous to
participation by both men and women in decisions
that affect their working life.

Recent Developments
in Wage Fixation

Wages, Productivity and Structural Change in Austra-
lian Industry sets out in detail the importance em-
ployers attach to the opportunities presented by the
August 1988 National Wage Case Decision.

Of course that decision was preceded by the
March 1987 decision, which for the first time recog-
nised that the economic difficulties facing Australia
since the early 1980s have had substantial and
continuing repercussions on industry structure,
competitiveness (both internal and external) and
employment. As a consequence of the significant
problems facing Australia, and in the recognition
that long-term real wage maintenance and growth
can only be sustained if there is productivity
growth, and at the urging of the major parties in
industrial relations, the then Australian Conciliation
and Arbitration Commission introduced a principle
of wage fixation which sought to encourage em-
ployers and employees to reach agreements that
would enhance productivity and efficiency in return
for wage increases. '

It is important that two aspects be noted: firstly

that such changes should be introduced by agree-
ment; and secondly the need to provide improve-
ments in productivity and efficiency. The wages
system introduced in the March 1987 National
Wage Case Decision and continued, with changes,
in the August 1988 National Wage Case Decision is
based on the need for wage increases to be tied to
increasing the productivity and efficiency of Austra-
lian industry and commerce. In both decisions the
National Wage Bench recognised the employers’
argument that there can be no growth in real wages
unless wage increases are tied to improvements in
productivity.

The March 1987 Restructuring and Efficiency
Principle was introduced because in the words of
the Bench:

The case for significant change to the principles was
perhaps nowhere better demonstrated than in the general
consensus that the Commission should adopt a principle
that would encourage improved efficiency in industry.
Although put in different ways, there was recognition that
the adjustments that had to be made to the Australian
economy could be facilitated by measures which would
promote improved efficiency and productivity. The
Commonwealth went further: in the Commonwealth’s
submission, it was crucial for the wages system to adapt in
order to accommodate the circumstances facing Australia,

as part of broader re-adjustments to economic policy. (p. 11,
Print G6800)

This was a fundamental change from the position
since 1983 when wage increases had been deter-
mined by reference to the Consumer Price Index.
Under the wages system introduced in 1987, and
continued by the August 1988 decision, wage in-
creases available are tied to improvements in pro-
ductivity and efficiency. The emphasis of the March
1987 principle was on work practices, although the
Bench in its decision also referred to multi-skilling
and broad-banding and reduction in demarcation
barriers as being some of the positive changes that
they would expect (p. 13, Print G6800).

The Bench also stated that they believed that it
was primarily at the enterprise level that the objec-
tives of the new principle would be achieved. All of
the industrial parties were launched onto uncharted
waters. Some organisations took the opportunity
presented to them to undertake significant reviews,
not just of work practices but of award classifica-
tions and award conditions. The result was very
mixed with some companies, mostly those who had
taken an active role in seeking change, registering
positive results, while other companies or industries







