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Chapter 5
The Challenge for Unions

Donna McKenna

t arecent seminar on award restructuring, a

A speaker received general nodding approval
when he said: “Award restructuring can
mean all things to all men.” To an extent,
that is true. We are all familiar with the
vogue phrases in the new industrial
relations lexicon:

¢ multiskilling

¢ improving efficiencies at a micro and macro level
o the need for more highly and broadly trained staff
o the use of appropriate consultative mechanisms

* better job design

e performance appraisal/career development, and
* need for skills audit.

Who could seriously quibble with these laudable
aims? But the pertinent question is this: If award
restructuring is all things to all men, what does it mean
for women?

Most commentators usually represent award
restructuring as a sort of industrial relations “Dr
Feelgood”, holding the panacea for all our industrial
ailments. In fairness, award restructuring, if properly
implemented, does indeed have the potential to deliver

~ something for just about everyone. My argument is
that, for a variety of reasons, award restructuring is not
being fully or properly realised to the benefit of women
workers. Part of the problem hinges on the rather
entrenched and moribund industrial relations culture
we have in Australia. But other factors are at play
which I will outline later.

Most union, employer and academic commentators
will usually give a good measure of public support to
the notions underpinning award restructuring and
SEP.

Accordingly to the set routine, I am therefore
expected (a) to make some uncritical points about the
benefits of award restructuring; (b) to damn a few
employers for being recalcitrant or short-sighted in
their attitude to award restructuring; and (c) to
highlight a few success stories brought about by the
dogged determination of union x or union y (under the
guidance of the Labor Council, of course!).

From my observations, however, award restructuring
has not “delivered” very much at all to the majority of
women workers. It is difficult to pinpoint why this
disappointing scenario should be occurring. But I will
venture a few suggestions as to why this might be the
case.

Skills Audit and Analysis

An essential component in any effective award
restructuring exercise is the skills audit and analysis.
In my view, this is the critical ground-work for proper
award restructuring. According to the conventional
wisdom, it is also the mechanism by which EEO target
groups can be properly identified, their skills properly
evaluated and through which steps can be taken to
promote employment opportunities. At its simplest
level, the Principle requires addressing any cases where
award variations discriminate against sections of the
workforce.

However, addressing discrimination within awards
necessarily goes beyond award language and
discriminatory provisions of a more obvious nature.
Direct, indirect and systemic discrimination in
employment must be each properly examined in any
restructuring process to properly rectify unfair award
outcomes. This includes:
¢ identifying and addressing the fact of, and reasons
for, segmentation of the workforce within
classifications and classification levels
* assessing and rectifying the existence of sex bias in
classification rates
* ensuring a proper evaluation of skills exercised in
predominantly female classifications
¢ identifying and removing barriers to career
progression within awards, and
* ensuring access to training opportunities, coupled
with the removal of barriers to particular workforce
groups.

While there are a few notable exceptions, I would
question the level of serious attention that has been
given to these particular issues from an EEO

perspective.
Level of Commitment

The problem, it seems, is that neither employers nor
unions are taking the issue of award restructuring,
especially skills evaluation, seriously enough. Together
with access to career paths, I see proper skills auditing
as a critical component in addressing EEO
considerations. However, there seems to be a lack of
interest on the part of some employers, unions and
workers. .

Many employers see award restructuring merely as a






