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Chapter 1

Implications for Women Workers and Managers

Professor Ed Davis

Award restructuring offers the potential to
transform the role of women in the
workforce . .. Women - put simply and
unequivocally - women deserve equal
access to the skills, training and
remuneration available to men.!

Hon. R.J.L. Hawke, Prime Minister.

Award Restructuring

he predominant issues in industrial
relations are award and union restructuring.
They are enmeshed. It is difficult to
imagine much progress in one without
equivalent progress in the other. Both have
implications for human resource
management.

The Prime Minister is not alone in his view that
award restructuring holds out the promise of improved
circumstances at work for female employees.
Following him onto the platform at a conference on
Women and Award Restructuring, held in July 1989 in
Canberra, ACTU Secretary Bill Kelty criticised the
prevailing award structures as biased against women.
Too many, he said, were denied career opportunities.
He went on:

At the end of the day we will take a significant step towards
equality through the process of award restructuring. We will
do so deliberately on the clear understanding that it is about
time the union movement, the government and the Arbitration
Tribunal in this country pay more than lip service to equality.
We will remove discrimination at the bottom end of the wages
system. It is at the bottom end that women dominate, and
where most women are in fact employed. 2

It is useful to put these remarks into perspective.
First, there is overwhelming and undisputed evidence
that women for the most part are segregated into a
small number of industries and occupations and that
their employment is characterised by low pay, poor
conditions and lack of career opportunities.? Phillipa
Hall has summarised the different experience of men
and women at work in these terms:

Some characteristics of women'’s employment are lower levels
of employment; more casual and /or part-time work;
occupational and industrial segregation; lower wages in

predominantly female industries; concentration of non-English
speaking women in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs in
manufacturing and services; lower share of administrative,
executive, managerial jobs; less over-award payments; less
employment benefits; low share of trades employment and
apprenticeships; less unionised and less influential in unions;
more intermittent in workforce participation; less in
strategically powerful skilled occupations; less control of entry
rights to employment; low participation in in-house and
formal training.*

In August 1989 the Full Bench of the Industrial
Relations Commission set its National Wage Case
Decision against a background of mixed economic
fortunes. Relatively strong economic and employment
growth was offset by relatively high levels of inflation,
continuing Balance of Payments deficits and mounting
foreign debt. Nonetheless, the Commission endorsed
the ACTU and the federal Government’s claims for
increases of $10.00, $12.50 or $15.00 (or 3 per cent)
dependent on skill levels. Two instalments of these
increases were permitted; the first round was
conditional on agreement to the restructuring of
awards and the second to progress.® The Decision
underlined the continued relevance of the Structural
Efficiency Principle elaborated in its previous National
Wage Case Decision.® Criteria for progress were
therefore, among other things, the development of
skill-related career paths, multi-skilling, attention to
relativities, flexibility in work patterns and
arrangements, the lifting of minimum rates, the
rationalisation of award respondents and the
elimination of discriminatory provisions. The
relevance for women workers was both the explicit
encouragement to tackle discrimination in the
workplace and the implicit benefits to be derived from
the development of skill-related career paths, greater
flexibility and the lifting of minimum rates. For such
reasons award restructuring was seen to constitute a
unique opportunity to redress the unequal treatment of
women at work.

Has there been any progress? Have opportunities at
work blossomed for women workers? Two points can
be made. First, award restructuring is a massive task
comprising the comprehensive overhaul of the formal
apparatus governing pay, conditions and rights within
Australian industries and workplaces. It would be
unwise and perhaps counter productive to expect far-
reaching change at this early stage. Second, it appears
likely that wage increases will continue to be tied to
award restructuring until at least mid 1991. In the






