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Abstract  
  

Gender inequality is a ‘global issue’ (UN 2018). In Australia, there are widespread disparities between 
men and women, and gender equality has significant ‘room for improvement’ (OECD 2017). In terms 
of education and employment, many current efforts focus on women’s effort, energy, and 
empowerment - ‘leaning in’ to traditionally male-dominated industries, careers, and positions of 
power. Less political and societal effort, however, is dedicated to engaging men in challenging these 
attitudes. One significant aspect of this is the segregation between different kinds of work, with some 
roles overwhelmingly filled by women, and others filled by men. There is a distinct policy vacuum 
when it comes to successfully engaging men in traditionally female-dominated fields of work, such as 
healthcare, social assistance, and education (WGEA 2016). 

This paper will outline the current state of gender inequality in Australian employment and propose 
strategies for the Australian Federal Government to better challenge gender equality by more 
effectively engaging men alongside women. This proposal involves two distinct elements; a 
commitment to actively engaging men in the journey towards gender equality through an annual 
report, and the creation of a national toolkit for industry leaders to engage men in female-dominated 
fields of employment. 

Context 
High rates of gender inequality in the workforce present challenges to policymakers all over the world, 
even in highly developed countries (OECD 2017). The nature of work is often highly gendered, and 
effective pursuits of gender equality must address not only the gendered division of work within 
industries, but also between industries. (World Bank Group 2018). This is particularly significant in 
Australia, where the labour market has been highly gender-segregated by industry and occupation for 
decades (WGEA 2016).   

Australia has joined many global commitments to gender equality, such as the Beijing Declaration 
(1995), the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals (2000), and the more recent Sustainable 
Development Goals (2015). These commitments are ratified through the Australian Sex Discrimination 
Act (1984) and augmented by various government commitments and domestic programs pursuing 
gender equality.  

Statistically, life is good for the Australian people - they achieve a rating of 0.939 out of 1.00 on the 
UNDP Human Development Index, ranking third in the world for overall quality of life (UNDP 2018). 
Australia has also achieved gender parity on a number of indicators and consistently ranks equal first 
on global women’s education rankings (WEF 2017). Despite this, Australia only achieves a score of 
0.731 out of 1.00 on the World Economic Forum Gender Parity Index, and has slipped in global gender 
parity rankings from 15th to 35th over the past 20 years (WEF 2017). Evidently, while the lives of 
Australian men and women are very good, they are also very different.  

This difference is particularly pronounced when looking at statistics in Australian education and 
employment. In terms of tertiary educational attainment, men are outnumbered by women more than 
two to one in the fields of education, health and welfare. Conversely, women are outnumbered by 
men more than four to one in engineering, manufacturing and construction, and almost seven to one 
in information and communication technologies – although this gap between genders employed in 
more traditionally male-dominated fields is shrinking (WGEA 2016).  



These imbalances translate directly into disparities in the Australian workforce, which is highly 
segregated by gender along industry lines. As well as being underrepresented in traditionally female-
dominated fields, Australian men are also vastly underrepresented in part-time and lower-paid work 
(ABS 2017), are significantly less likely to take primary parental or caregiving roles (ABS 2017) and on 
average spend half as much time performing unpaid care work as women (WGEA 2016). These 
imbalances reflect societal norms that affect men’s opportunities as much as they affect women’s, and 
act as barriers to gender parity in Australia. 

The 50/50 by 2030 Foundation (2018) highlights that these societal norms are one of the most 
predominant issues contributing to Australian gender inequality, and that they reflect disadvantages 
and barriers to parity for both men and women. These, however, are poorly addressed in current 
solutions. The vast majority of Australia’s gender equality efforts address the negative impacts of 
gender inequality on women, and focus on engaging women in traditionally masculine spaces and 
male-dominated industries. As such, there is a plethora of programs, scholarships and strategies 
available to encourage women to work and study in traditionally masculine fields, break glass ceilings, 
join executive boards, and ‘lean in’ to positions of power and influence. 

Meanwhile, there are far fewer programs addressing the negative impacts of gender inequality on 
men. As such, many men and boys feel alienated from the process of change, and perceive gender 
equality to support and promote women at the expense of men. This has created a ‘current climate of 
bias and backlash’ amongst Australian men and boys against gender equality rhetoric and policies. 
(50/50 by 2030 Foundation 2018). It is crucial for effective pursuits of gender equality to address the 
negative impacts of gender inequality for men and women together - engaging and supporting men 
and boys in the process of change. 

Policy Recommendations  
The following policy recommendations are proposed as a means for the Australian Federal 
Government to address issues contributing to gender inequality in the workforce currently 
experienced in the domestic context: 

1. Publish an annual ‘Report on the State of Gender Equality in Australia’  
2. Create a toolkit for educators and industry leaders to better engage men in traditionally 

female-dominated fields of work 
 

Together, these recommendations underpin a renewed Government commitment to pursuing gender 
equality in a more gender balanced way. 

Recommendation One: An annual ‘Report on the State of Gender Equality in Australia’ 

Comprehensive, up-to-date data and analysis on the state of gender equality is crucial to properly 
understand the issues facing our society, as well as highlighting potential priorities and key desired 
outcomes (OECD 2018). It is evident that Australia’s gender equality issues are diverse and complex, 
grounded in separate societal expectations and norms for men and women, an active resistance to 
gender equality as a concept from some groups in society, and a lack of policy initiatives that effectively 
address and engage men. As such, the importance of having broad, understandable, and gender-
disaggregated data that incorporates and analyses these complexities cannot be understated. 

 



Australia is fortunate that it has a strong foundation of data currently collated by the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (ABS) and annually updated in their Gender Indicators publication. However, this data is 
not currently supported by simple, accessible analysis, gender-balanced framing, or a substantial 
annual report. As such, the publication of this data is given little political or public attention. 

The proposed annual ‘Report on the State of Gender Equality in Australia’ should be a more 
comprehensive version of the current Gender Indicators publication, and should consist of two distinct 
parts; the collection and collation of broader data, and the development and publication of an 
analytical summary report. In doing this, the Australian Government would help to increase public 
awareness of current gender equality issues, as well as counter the current perception of gender 
equality programs as exclusively female-focused. Current gender equality publications often express 
inequality in terms of women’s deficits, i.e. earning less than men, being more likely to experience 
sexual harassment than men, or being underrepresented in particular industries. However, 
consideration must be given to framing data in a way that doesn’t make gender inequality seem like a 
‘women’s issue’ – instead presenting opportunities for reflection, action, and progress for all (DCA 
2017). 

The data from Gender Indicators could be collated with other data sets from the Department of 
Education, the Australian Public Service Commission, and the Workplace Gender Equality Agency that 
are currently collected through various voluntary and mandatory reporting measures. As the data is 
already available, the development of an annual report would simply require the Government to 
present this data in a new and more effective way – potentially using a “parity index”, as seen in the 
World Economic Forum’s annual ‘Global Gender Gap’ report. This index shows inequality within 
particular issues and industries on a sliding scale from zero to two, with parity sitting at one in the 
middle. Issues are thus discussed in terms of ‘distance to parity’, with equal weight given to issues 
disadvantaging men and women (WEF 2017). In doing this, the Government could represent and 
discuss the full range of gender inequality issues without oversimplification or a significant gender bias 
in framing. 

Further, this data could then be analysed and summarised in a simple and accessible format, with a 
clear focus on such gender-balanced framing. In line with the findings from the DCA report, this 
summary should include a clear discussion of the ways men and women are negatively affected by 
gender equality. Getting the foundation, framing, and reflective opportunities right with such 
information is crucial for men to engage with gender equality projects, and in turn, is crucial for those 
projects to be successful (DCA). 

Most importantly, this annual report could track the performance of policy initiatives over time, 
providing opportunities for accountability and ongoing review of potential key performance indicators.  

Recommendation Two: A Toolkit to Engage Men in Female-Dominated Industries 

Engaging men in gender equality is not a new idea, nor has it been neglected in Australia. It has, 
however, has been slow to build momentum (Male Champions of Change, 2016). There are many 
resources available in Australia that promote individual action on gender equality, often 
recommending ‘tried and tested’ actions and strategies for individuals or institutions to adopt. 
However, many of these resources focus on ways we can incentivise women to step into male-
dominated spaces, without incentivising the opposite. Here, there is a significant gap – and therefore 
a significant opportunity for the Australian Government.  

 



The proposed toolkit would provide information and guidelines for Australian employers on how they 
can implement evidence-based strategies to better engage men in female-dominated fields of work. 
This toolkit would be marketed to industry, education, business, and societal leaders, whose 
organisations have already made commitments to improving gender equality, but who are falling 
behind on gender equality indicators. It would function as a go-to set of specific, adoptable strategies 
for organisations to better pursue their gender equality targets and KPIs.  

This new toolkit could be closely modelled on the equivalent female-focused resources, such as the 
‘Women in Male-Dominated Industries’ Toolkit, created by the Australian Human Rights Commission 
(AHRC 2013) in partnership with the DFaHCSIA (now DSS). This resource makes ‘tried and tested’ 
recommendations on how industry leaders can attract, incentivise, support and retain women in 
traditionally male-dominated industries. To attract, engage, retain, and support men in traditionally 
female-dominated industries, it is crucial to research, test, and eventually publicise equivalent male-
focused strategies.  
 
Unlike the Women in Male-Dominated Industries toolkit, however, this new Toolkit would need to have 
broader applicability, addressing the oversight of education seen in the female-focused toolkit. Current 
educational data shows gender segregation being carried over into the labour market from tertiary 
education or earlier, and thus strategies are needed to target men and boys before they enter those 
fields of education (WEF 2017). With this in mind, it is recommended that the Toolkit be researched in 
collaboration with the Department of Education, and for some pilot programs to be tested in 
secondary and/or tertiary contexts. 
 
In order for the toolkit to be broadly utilised and societally effective, it is recommended that it is 
incorporated into a broader online ‘hub’ of gender equality resources, collated by the Department of 
Prime Minister and Cabinet (PMC). This resource hub could be modelled on the Gender Mainstreaming 
Toolkit published by the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE 2018) but would need to contain 
information specific to an Australian audience. 
 
This online resource hub, together with the aforementioned annual Report, represent two distinct 
branches of a cohesive, holistic policy strategy to achieve gender equality in Australia. 

Opportunities and Limitations 
There is a strong political opportunity to pursue the creation of the proposed toolkit sooner rather 
than later. It could be leveraged as a practical response to the recently released Men Make a 
Difference: Engaging Men on Gender Equality report (DCA 2017). Further, as progress reports show 
that several high-profile ‘Male Champions of Change’ have recently overseen an increase in gender 
inequality, there is a current hunger for resources like the toolkit, that better target male engagement 
and action with gender equality pursuits (Male Champions of Change 2016). 
 
The creation of the proposed toolkit would not be without challenge or risk. There is some public 
hostility towards male-focused employment and education initiatives, as men still earn more than their 
female counterparts (WGEA 2018) and are generally considered ‘better off’ (AHRC 2018).  Although 
the widespread perception of gender inequality only disadvantaging women is part of the problem, 
this perception also means that projects focusing on men may be met with significant public resistance. 
As such, it would be crucial to present this new male-focused toolkit as part of a broader policy strategy 
supporting nation-wide and gender-balanced action towards gender equality. Further, the framing of 



the toolkit and the annual Report would need to ensure that men are not prioritised over women, but 
instead prioritise reflection, enquiry, and side-by-side action. 

Fundamentally, gender equality cannot be achieved overnight. The 50/50 by 2030 Foundation (2018) 
note two areas of significant difficulty in undertaking any renewed government commitment towards 
gender equality; that public support for gender equality in general is surprisingly low, and that one of 
the worst offenders for gender inequality in Australia is the Australian Government itself.  

In addition to potential hypocrisy, there is also great risk in paying lip-service to the notion of equality 
without a coordinated policy approach or tangible results. As such, the ability to assess whether or not 
these policy strategies are ‘hitting the mark’ in terms of male engagement with gender equality 
programs is crucial. Therefore, they would need to be accompanied by an increased commitment to 
measurement and evaluation, be open to regular adaptation and review, and be accompanied by key 
performance indicators. Further, recent Australian research demonstrated that a sense of policy 
ownership and co-creation from men were crucial in ensuring male engagement with gender equality 
programs (DCA 2017).  

With these factors in mind, the proposed recommendations must be underpinned by a long-term 
approach to pursuing gender equality that involves gender-balanced contributions and bipartisan 
support.  

Conclusion  

The Australian workforce is highly gender-segregated by industry and occupation, and although 
there has been good progress on engaging women in traditionally male-dominated fields, data 
shows that this has not been reciprocated with increased male engagement in roles traditionally 
filled by women. At the heart of this issue is equality itself – the Australian Government’s policy 
needs to address and engage men and women equally, if equality is to be the outcome. 

This paper proposes two specific and viable policy recommendations that aim to address limitations 
of the current one-sided strategies. A reinvestment in the Government’s commitment to a gender 
equal pursuit of gender equality is needed in order to affect widespread change on Australia’s 
stagnating gender equality statistics. This commitment must be supported by strong data and 
publicly accessible information, through the development of a comprehensive annual ‘Report on the 
State of Gender Equality in Australia’, alongside support services for change, provided through the 
creation of a male-focused, evidence-based gender equality strategy toolkit. 

Through this holistic approach, the Australian Government will be better positioned to affect 
positive societal change, and gender equality can shift from being a distant political goal to 
becoming more of a social reality. 
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