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Chapter 7

Equal Employment Opportunity in the Public
Sector: An Agenda for the 1990s

Dr Clare Burton

HERE IS A LOT of interest in ‘main-
streaming’ equal employment opportu-
nity (EEO) programs. It would seem that
this means the gradual dismantling of
specialist agencies dealing with EEO,
and more emphasis being given to de-
volving to line managers responsibility
for EEO - all in the interests of efficiency
and accountability. '

While the development of ‘people’ resources is in-
creasingly acknowledged to be an important aspect
of the efficient and productive running of our
agencies (e.g. Stace 1987, p. 54), what this actually
means for the organisation of those resources is not
always clear. There appears to be a tension, in
practice, between strong corporate guidance
through the provision of specialist expertise and the
need to give line managers ‘ownership’ of their
human resources management (HRM) practices
(Stace 1987, p. 59). But, of course, the balance to be
struck differs, depending on the broader context
within which it occurs.

In some respects, paradoxically enough, the
greater the sensitivity to EEO issues, the greater the
likelihood that one would find a strong corporate
presence, combined with more progressive policies
at unit or divisional or agency level. This paper
points to some of the EEO issues which will emerge
during the 1990s and which will need careful and
prolonged treatment, before ‘mainstreaming’ of the
function can effectively occur. EEO cannot become a
reality until agencies are staffed on the basis of
sound and progressive human resources manage-
ment principles (see Burton 1987).

Of all the personnel systems likely to be imple-
mented within public sector agencies, merit selec-
tion and performance appraisal are the two which
will play central roles in the determination of
people’s advancement opportunities and of their
salary levels. Merit-based selections in an EEQ
context have been discussed widely, and I will not
deal with them directly in this paper.

Many initiatives within a corporate planning con-
text will rely heavily on the results of some form of
performance appraisal. In a systematic HRM pro-
gram, performance appraisal results are used to
make a range of related personnel decisions, dealing
with promotion, transfer, redundancy, and training

and development. Clearly, performance appraisal
will play a key role in performance - or merit-based
payment systems (Geis 1987, p.52; see also Hala-
chmi and Holzer 1987, p. 81).

It is important, then, to look at the evidence of sex
and race bias in performance appraisal and related
systems, and look at the efforts that have been made
in other countries, particularly in the United States
but also in Britain, to ensure that systematic bias is
minimised in the design and implementation of
such systems.

As we develop HRM systems that are, on the face
of it, objective and fair, and as we collect more data
on employment patterns required for the develop-
ment of EEO programs, we are likely to witness
more interest in processes of indirect discrimination
within our agencies and more activity directed to
removing it. Again, we can learn from experience in
the United States and in Britain about the ways in
which we might reduce the incidence of indirect
discrimination in rules and practices within our
agencies, as well as in the HRM systems that we
might develop.

An issue related to EEO programs that is likely to
receive sustained attention during the 1990s is that
of pay equity, particularly insofar as women’s
wages are viewed as remaining lower on average
than men'’s for reasons unrelated to skills and quali-
fications. There is scope for reducing the wage dis-
parity through EEO programs, but we can also
expect industrial activity around this issue by those
who would argue that the EEO initiatives, particu-
larly those directed at encoutaging women into tra-
ditionally male-dominated work areas, do not ad-
dress the problem of equitable remuneration for
work performed in traditionally female-dominated
occupations.

Indirect Discrimination

It is thirteen years since indirect discrimination
was first introduced into anti-discrimination law in
Australia (South Australia, Sex Discrimination Act
1975), and a shorter period of time in which it has
become more generally recognised as a form of dis-
crimination, through its inclusion in a range of other
State legislation and the Commonwealth Sex Dis-
crimination Act 1984. The Commonwealth Racial Dis-
crimination Act 1975 covers direct and indirect dis-






