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Abstract  

In 1969, the former Conciliation and Arbitration Commission adopted an equal pay for equal work 

principle, which provided equal pay in award rates for women who were performing work of the 

same or like nature as men.1 In 2018, the private sector has the widest disparity between male 

and female pay, especially in the banking and insurance industry (WGEA 2017). Using these facts 

as stimulus, this paper analyses the frameworks, policies and reporting mechanisms by the Work-

place Gender Equality Agency (WGEA)2, proposing recommendations for workplaces, primarily pri-

vate- sector businesses. The recommendations are centred around existing strategies, with a 

cross-cultural examination of other approaches. 

This paper utilises the World Bank ‘brand’ certifiable International Gender Equity Model (“GEM”)  

which has been applied both in Mexico and Argentina. The recommendations, whilst focussing on 

the Gender Pay Gap (GPG), is cognisant of the fact that the GPG is underpinned by a variety of 

factors; hence recommendations will account for the multitude of underlying factors.  These fac-

tors include women’s access to reasonable pay conditions, access to skill development, leave, enti-

tlements, superannuation and variety of issues that underpin the gender pay gap.  

This paper also acknowledges that the discourse and studies about the GPG primarily focuses on 

the binary of female and male, disregarding the workplace experience of LGBTQI (Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, Transgender, Queer or Questioning, and Intersex) people and of women from CALD (cul-

turally and linguistically diverse) communities. The examination of LGBTQI and CALD people are 

integral to our examination of workplaces. However, within the scope of this paper and the re-

source relied upon, there was a lack of data and thus such detail couldn’t be encapsulated in this 

paper. Consequently, the hope is, in the future those who conduct research and implement poli-

cies on gender equality, endeavour to capture experiences and data of LGBTQ and CALD people.  

Context  

Australian workforce and the Gender Pay Gap  

 

Australia’s national gender pay gap is 15.3% (WGEA 2018). The national Gender Pay Gap (GPG) is 

the difference between women and men’s average weekly full-time base salary earnings, ex-

pressed as a percentage of men’s earnings (WGEA 2018)3. The gender pay gap follows women 

into retirement, with women retiring, on average, with half the superannuation of men (WGEA 

                                                
1 Equal pay cases: 1969 and 1972, 127 CAR 1142, 19 June 1969; 147 CAR 172, 15 December, 1972 
2 Australian Government statutory agency created by the Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012 2 Australian Government statutory agency created by the Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012 
3 It is a measure of women’s overall position in the paid workforce and does not compare like roles (WGEA 2018) 
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2018). The higher incidence of part-time work combined with the GPG and extended periods out 

of the workforce has led to a 19% shortfall in superannuation contributions for women year-on-

year (WGEA 2019). Australia’s GPG is particularly persistent showing no ongoing decrease over 

recent years, rather an upward trend since 2004 (WGEA 2016). Caring roles have also been histor-

ically undervalued in the paid job market (WGEA 2016). 

 

Policy Recommendations: 

1. Businesses to adopt the Workplace Gender Equality Agency’s (WGEA) ’Developing a 

workplace gender equality policy’ and annual survey. 

2. Australian Businesses to Pilot the GEM model, in consultation with WGEA. 

3. Facilitate a solution summit to generate solutions 

1. Businesses to adopt the Workplace Gender Equality Agency’s (WGEA) ’Developing a workplace 

gender equality policy’ and annual survey.  

A key recommendation is for businesses to adopt the WGEA’s workplace policy framework. The 

framework provides a guide for work places on how to create a formal policy on gender equality 

and provides an overall framework for responsibility and accountability and how to include meas-

urable gender equality objectives. The framework covers many aspects of women’s employment: 

talent identification, training and development and remuneration. However, despite this policy 

covering many aspects, it is merely a guide and employers may adopt a policy but fail to measure 

results effectively. To ensure that the policy is producing its intended outcome, a survey that is 

issued to female staff on pay conditions, leave, entitlements, superannuation and variety of issues 

that underpin the gender pay gap, is highly recommended. 

 The survey should also capture experiences at work around access to promotions, discrimination, 

and other valid cultural concerns that concern the broader context of gender equality in the work-

place. The rationale behind such a recommendation is based on policy evaluation frameworks and 

understanding that a policy should be measured against the goals in order to be effective. The 

survey would be able to indicate to employers and the WGEA how effective the policy is in its prac-

tical application. Thus, allowing it to be susceptible to change in order to ensure that it is relevant 

and achieving the intended outcomes.   

Survey examples 

a) Community and Public Sector Union (CPSU) ‘What Women Want’ survey 
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An example of a survey that covers many aspects of the layers of the gender pay gap is the 

CPSU’s ‘What women want?’. This is the largest survey of working women in Australia and gives 

important insights into the range of issues that impact women (CPSU 2018).  The survey covers 

many aspects of women’s working lives such as what type of employment (permanent, casual, 

contract etc), impact of additional hours of work, caring responsibilities and flexible work arrange-

ments. The survey is utilised by the CPSU to inform the CPSU’s policies, campaigns and industrial 

strategies. The report also includes information about how the CPSU has used the findings of pre-

vious reports and outcomes we have achieved in areas of interest to women. This survey is utilised 

in a public service context, a similar study could be useful in the financial and insurance sector 

administered by employers, not just unions.  

b) Women, Work and Leadership Research Group Survey  

The Women, Work and Leadership Research Group at The University of Sydney Business School 

have produced a survey as part of Report 1 of ‘The Australian Women’s Working Futures Project’. 

The report demonstrates findings from a combined quantitative and qualitative study of Australian 

working women, aged under 40. It draws together four separate data sources, including a survey 

sample amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander working women aged under 40. It captures 

both the public and private sector (Baird et al 2018). This comprehensive report is multi-faceted 

covering many aspects of women’s employment experiences such as to whether they felt respect-

ed at work and have adequate access to workforce skills and training. The report also covered 

leave conditions, job security and the impact of technology on work. The survey and report admin-

istered by the Women, Work and Leadership Research Group can be utilised as a model for sur-

veying private sector industries, as it is cognisant of the various factors that underpin the gender 

pay gap and of demographic concerns.  

Considerations 

It is imperative that policies have evaluation mechanisms. A staff-wide survey is a manageable 

mechanism that can provide effective policy analysis. Baird et al (2018 pg. 62) notes that there is 

a significant disparity ‘between the company policy regarding flexible working, and the cultural re-

ality of what was actually supported within the workplace’. In order to deconstruct the disparities, 

it is vital to note that there are potential shortcomings of such a recommendation. Firstly, it is diffi-

cult to enforce a mandatory survey and may struggle to capture accurate information of workplac-

es if there is minimal participation. Secondly, confidentiality may be an issue; if this survey is to 

have integrity it must be administered independently and anonymously. This is important as em-

ployees may not participate in the survey if the feedback is not managed in a confidential manner 

ensuring that employers cannot tie feedback directly an employee’s name.    
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There is a void in the gender pay gap data and consideration to incorporate non-binary statistics 

and experiences that affects many employees. The gender pay gap has been about cis women 

(cisgender is a term used to describe people whose gender identity matches the sex that they 

were assigned at birth) and thus transgender and non-binary people have not been included in the 

dialogue. However, in relation to inclusive questions in surveys, questions to ascertain sexual ori-

entation and gender identity can be structured in such a way that allows anywhere from quite re-

strictive answers to quite open ones (Human Rights Campaign 2016). 

2. Australian Businesses to Pilot the GEM model, in consultation with WGEA.  

 The second recommendation is that the WGEA should adapt elements of the World Bank “brand” 

certifiable international Gender Equity Model, or “GEM” model. Beth Gaze from the University of 

Melbourne examines the efficacy of the Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012 (Act). Gaze deter-

mined that the only requirement is for employers to report data on their workforces once a year to 

the WGEA and thus there is no continual evaluation of the efficacy of particular workforce practic-

es (Gaze 2014). Therefore, it is recommended that businesses conduct a pilot implementation with 

at least 20 private-sector businesses.  

A pilot would be useful as it is small scale and thus not a huge investment, allowing for the pilot to 

be tested and have feedback for wider dissemination of the model. Furthermore, the GEM model 

has been tested and been successful in certain countries and due to the nature of an independent 

auditor, ensuring a more accountable implementation.  

a. GEM model 

The GEM model was first tested in Mexico in 2003, and most recently applied in 2009 in Argentina 

(World Bank 2010). The World Bank has developed a model to incorporate greater equity from a 

gender perspective into private sector organizations, whilst simultaneously enhancing their busi-

ness (World Bank 2010). Under the model, participating organisations conduct a self-diagnosis to 

identify gender biases and gaps in the operations (World Bank 2010).  

The steps that are involved in the GEM model are as follows:  

i) Self-diagnosis review of ongoing practices to identify bias and gaps;  

ii) Action Plan: Organisations adopt concrete measures to address identified issues and pro-
mote equity;  

iii) Pre-audit: Certification firms assess compliance with model adoption and Action Plan’s 
goals;  

iv) Independent audits: This mechanism creates trust of the model and the participating firms.  
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v) Certification: The implementing agency awards the GEM Seal for a two-year period.  

(World Bank 2010) 

b. How does the GEM model fit in with WGEA mechanisms? 

The WGEA has produced toolkits, employee surveys and mechanisms that parallel certain steps of 

the GEM model, hence it isn’t necessary for WGEA to replicate the exact model. Where WGEA can 

adapt the GEM model is within its certification process. The WGEA currently has standardised Gen-

der Equality Indicators (GEIs) and businesses compliant with the Acts (WGEA 2013). However, 

these GEI’s don’t fully encapsulate the variant issues that contribute to the Gender Pay Gap as the 

GEI’s tend to be focused on the formal policy of employers with only polar options for answers. 

Resultantly, employers can provide 'yes' and ‘no’ answers which may not encapsulate the efficacies 

of the policies they implement and not indicative of progress with the GEIs. In a pilot of the GEM 

model (incorporated into current WGEA framework) the focus should thus be on a ‘Continuous Im-

provement System’.  

In the MEGA (Modelo de Equidad de Genero para Argentina: the GEM model name for its imple-

mentation in Argentina), participating organisations committed themselves to adopt a ‘Continuous 

Improvement System’ to achieve results as established in their action plans, containing concrete 

actions to eliminate gender bias and barriers (World Bank 2010). As stated by a participant, “the 

certification process required us to review and read between the lines of all our processes and in-

ternal policies, and therefore to not stop our efforts with the simple declaration of the gender equi-

ty policy” (World Bank 2010 pg. 25). The ability to go beyond the surface with processes and in-

ternal policies is crucial as currently the minimum standard by the GEIs set by the Workplace Gen-

der Equality Act 2012 is not sufficient to aid in such a process. Internal policies are an important 

part of satisfying the GEIs, however as aforementioned, they don’t fully capture the value and re-

sults of such policies; hence the ‘continuous improvement system’ could increase the efficacy of 

such formal policies.  

Considerations 

If the WGEA envisage adapting similar mechanisms to their current policies, it should be as a pilot 

with private-sector businesses. Pilots are a suitable avenue to investigate ‘new theories of change 

and test riskier intervention on a smaller scale’. However sufficient financial resources are vital in 

implementing such processes. Furthermore, considering the WGEA’s predicament as a statutory 

agency, they are constrained to the Federal Government’s budget. However, the private sector 

businesses, if willing, has the ability to channel resources into collaboration that could be mutually 
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beneficial. Such benefits will be primarily economic, boosting their corporate social responsibility 

and public image.  

Moreover, in the GEM model, implementations in Argentina and Mexico have had a significant re-

source’s such as the World Bank, which aided significantly with the resources for the execution of 

the model. Therefore, one must consider if similar resources are available in an Australian context.  

3. Facilitate a solution summit to generate solutions 

The final recommendation is to facilitate a summit in order to generate solutions and proactively 

work towards closing the gender gap collaboratively. The summit would include unions, academic 

experts, industry and state and federal governments. This particular recommendation has 

stemmed from Susan Harris Rimmer’s reflections on the G20 2014’s goal around increasing female 

work participation by 2025 (Rimmer 2014). Rimmer suggests that a 'tripartite summit to generate 

solutions and socialise the goal with unions, industry and state governments’ could be considered 

(Rimmer 2014). 

Union’s strongly advocate and campaign on gender parity and gender equality in the workplace. In 

relation to the banking, finance and insurance sector, the Finance Sector Union of Australia (FSU) 

is the trade union representing employees working in the banking, finance and insurance sector 

(FSU 2017). The FSU’s work has revolved around participating in joint gender pay equity audits 

with employers in our industry, negotiating for superannuation contributions to be paid on both 

paid and unpaid parental leave periods; and also bargaining with major employers to remove dis-

criminatory provisions in performance-based pay systems (FSU 2017). Industry, government and 

academia, as demonstrated in previous recommendations, play a key collaborative role in working 

towards closing the gender pay gap as demonstrated by WGEA’s work with industry.   

Engaging all the aforementioned stakeholders in a summit would significantly aid in garnering dif-

ferent perspectives, insights and expertise. The summit, whilst focused on gender parity should 

also discuss the importance of nurturing skills sets for women, the future of work and on fostering 

genuine progress. The MEGA in early 2009 convened various stakeholders, including members of 

the Steering Committee and industrial chambers, as well as representatives from different union 

organisations, firm’s executives and the women’s movement (World Bank 2010).  They found the 

collaboration to be effective in implementing the GEM model, demonstrating efficacy of such a 

recommendation in an international example (World Bank 2010).   

Considerations 



 

  7 

The summit needs to have a sustainable, effective lasting impact as opposed to a one-off event. 

The added consideration is to have ongoing subcommittees, online collaboration and other work-

ing groups in order to ensure sustainable longevity of discussions and decisions made at the sum-

mit. In order to ensure that the summit is sustainable, having an annual summit and continuing to 

facilitate to work together in the meantime could be considered. This could be in the form of 

committees in which the three stakeholders utilise each other as a consultative group; and for 

each stakeholder to utilise the network to test and voice projects and policies around closing the 

gender pay gap.  

Conclusion  

The WGEA provides several tools and mechanisms for employers to close the gender pay gap and 

guides on how to conduct employee surveys. However, the implementation of such frameworks 

and policies need to be executed, re-examined and evaluated in order to determine the efficacy of 

such tool. The aforementioned recommendations provide further analysis and practical recom-

mendations in order to enhance current existing strategies. This paper determines that initiatives 

and policies around gender equality in the workplace must go beyond usual policy mechanisms 

and tokenism to understand the core issues with creating gender equality policies in the workplac-

es. The surveys of working women would enable us to measure the effectiveness of policies whilst 

utilising cross cultural strategies will allow innovative, variant ways in which we can implement 

gender equality work place policies. The ability to have unions, businesses and government to-

gether in a facilitated space to enable a platform for variant views and hopefully more nuanced 

understanding of how to move forward in achieving gender equality in the workplace.  As a Uni-

versity of Canberra study demonstrates, if the gender pay gap was closed by 1 per cent, Austral-

ia’s Global Economic Data would expand by 0.5 per cent (equating to more than 8 billion). The 

recommendations may not be the silver bullet for closing the gender pay gap in the private sector, 

but will aid in small shifts towards positive change.  
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