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Appendix 3

EEOQ in Australia: Promises and Pitfalls

Robin Kramar

In Australia, the Affirmative Action (Equal Employment
Opportunity for Women) Act 1986 provides employers
with a framework which allows a variety of approaches

to the creation of equal employment opportunity. Most -

Australian employers have adopted a liberal approach
which focuses-on the removal of obvious barriers to the
employment of women, but fails to transform the social
and political structures of organisations. This
transformation could be encouraged in the long term
by the implementation of more uncomfortable
sanctions, and greater involvement of the
Government’s Affirmative Action Agency staff in the
development of affirmative action plans.

Many countries officially support equality between
men and women in employment. International Labour
Organisation (ILO) and United Nations' Conventions
establish principles which promote the creation of
equal employment opportunity and equal
remuneration for men and women. Governments in
many countries have sought to put these principles into
practice through legislation and a range of labour
market and social policies. The creation of equality in
employment through equal employment opportunity
(EEO) policy is however evasive.

Government policymakers, human resource
managers, industrial relations practitioners and
employees need to acknowledge that EEO will not be
created unless there is widespread organisational
transformation. Such transformation requires
mechanisms to deal with the competing interests and
values of organisational members and an explicit
assessment of the way groups of employees have
different social and economic power. It also requires an
acknowledgement that EEO needs to be considered in
conjunction with corporate strategy, labour market and
social welfare arrangements and changes in industrial
and economic structures.

This paper examines the issue of EEO in Australia
and assesses the extent to which the measures
developed for its creation have been effective in
creating organisational transformation. It highlights the
arrangements which are available for the
accommodation of competing interests within
organisations and the different social and economic
interests of employees. It also considers how well these
arrangements take into account business policy and
economic and social structures. Finally, the paper
considers the implications of the arrangements
promoting EEO in Australia for other countries.

The paper is divided into four parts. The first part
outlines the international conventions which establish

the standards for equality in employment, the second
part outlines the institutional arrangements established
by Australian governments to achieve these standards
and the third part assesses the extent to which these
arrangements have encouraged the organisational
transformation necessary for the creation of EEO. The
final part considers the implications of Australia’s
experience for other industrialised countries.

An International Standard

Since its establishment in 1919 the ILO has always
been concerned with advocating the principle of
equality of opportunity and treatment. This principle
was regarded as of “special and urgent importance”
and its desire to promote women’s rights as workers
was reaffirmed in 1944 with the Declaration of
Philadelphia which proclaimed:

All human beings, irrespective of race, creed or sex, have the
right to pursue both their material well-being and their
spiritual development in conditions of freedom and dignity, of
economic security and equal opportunities (ILO 1987:2).

A number of the ILO Conventions and
Recommendations, known collectively as the
International Labour Code, address specifically the
problems of women workers achieving equal
opportunities and equal remuneration under safe
working conditions. These include Discrimination
(Employment and Occupation) Convention 1958 (No.
111), Equal Remuneration Convention 1951, (No. 100)
and Equal Treatment for Men and Women Workers:
Workers with Family Responsibilities Convention 1981,
(No. 156). The ILO seeks to ensure member states
promote equal employment opportunities irrespective
of the rate of economic growth and the conditions
operating in the labour market. Since 1985 it has sought
to assist governments, workers’ and employers’
organisations in these states in developing mechanisms
to integrate the employment of women as part of
national policies. It has been particularly concerned
with developing measures which ensure equal access
to training and employment with special reference to
issues such as the impact of new technology, equality
of remuneration, the improvement of conditions in
industries and occupations employing large numbers
of women, women working as part-time, casual,
contractual, home-based or domestic workers and the
participation of women in decision-making at all levels.
It acknowledges there are problems in translating the
principle of equality into practice and that there is a
tendency for the mechanisms which seek to do this to






