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Chapter 8

Esso’s EEO Program: A Case Study

Carolyn Collins

SSO AUSTRALIA was introduced in
1980 to the world of EEO with a series of
one-day awareness workshops. They
opened with a graphic presentation de-
scribing the demographic changes taking
place in the Australian workforce.

The most significant changes were the increasing
number of women represented in the Australian
labour force; women made up 37 per cent of the
workforce in 1980 compared to 33 per cent in 1970.
Approximately 60 per cent of these women were
married, and from an educational perspective,
female school retention rates and participation in
tertiary education had continued to rise. The mes-
sage to our people was that the role of women was
changing. Government and community groups
were responding to these changes and Esso as a
socially responsible company should recognise
these trends and respond accordingly.

This however, was only part of the rationale for
establishing our program. The company also consid-
ered that on the basis of overseas trends, govern-
ments in Australia would develop policy initiatives
or legislation during the coming decade. For us it
would be very good business to address this issue
ahead of legislation. It would allow us to develop a
program gradually and in line with our corporate:
culture, our beliefs and our management style. We
also agreed that to run an efficient operation we
should be seeking the best available human re-
sources. To neglect 50 per cent of the available talent
and skills just because of their sex did not make
good business sense.

The early development of the program which was
initiated nearly ten years ago began as a ‘Women in
Management’ program. A consultant was engaged
to review the situation for women in Esso and to
recommend strategies for change. She found that,
traditionally, women had not sought employment
in the oil industry and the oil industry was not seen
as an appropriate place for women to work. This
attitude was based on the image of a male-domi-
nated industry where most employees believed that
women simply did not and should not work in
engineering, in processing plants or on offshore
platforms. The men did not believe that women
were career-orientated or had management poten-
tial within our industry, and the few women work-
ing with us could not see career opportunities
within the company.

To complete her assignment, the consultant met

with the Board and all departmental general manag-
ers for a complete review of her findings and
recommendations. The outcome was senior man-
agement commitment to develop an active Women
in Management program. This commitment was
half-hearted in some cases, but nevertheless it was
there. In fact what we found was that managers
agreed in principle, but some then said: ‘but it can’t
be done in my department’. Others just considered
it ‘the flavour of the month’. We continued un-
daunted, working in particular with the more en-
lightened managers.

The challenge was to draw women into this
environment. The initial steps focused on recruiting.
General managers were asked to establish annual
targets for the recruitment of women. They were
told that departmental achievements and forward
estimates would be reviewed annually by the Board.
The Board determined that, to increase the number
of women applicants, all advertisements for salaried
positions would have ‘male/female’ in bold type
under the job title. In the early stages the recruit-
ment officer had regular phone calls from supervi-
sors trying to avoid doing this. One classic case
involved an officer who said ‘while he had no
problem with the idea — in fact he was a strong
believer - if he put male/female on the advertise-
ment, he would be the laughing stock of the indus-
try and what was more, the kind of man he wanted
would not apply if he thought a woman could do
the job’. EEO awareness workshops were run for all
supervisors and were designed to promote an
understanding of the issues and a change in atti-
tudes. These workshops uncovered a great deal of
resistance but over time the organisation gradually
became more comfortable with the idea of EEO.

Despite these difficulties the initial strategies
proved very successful. Female hiring rates im-
proved from 1.8 per cent prior to the program to
over 20 per cent in 1985 and the profile of the
organisation changed dramatically. In 1979 when
we initiated a ‘Women in Management’ program 3
per cent of the management/professional workforce
in Esso were women. That is, we had 20 women
professionals working with us throughout the 1970s
and they had an attrition rate of 50 per cent per
annum. By 1985 we had 117 women working in this
section - a 500 per cent increase. They formed 11 per
cent of that section of our workforce and their
attrition rate was the same as for the men - about 10
per cent. In addition, the range of jobs available and
undertaken by women has expanded dramatically.







