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Executive Director’s Note 
 

 
Welcome to the fifty third issue of Economic Issues, a series published by the South 
Australian Centre for Economic Studies as part of its Corporate Membership Program.  The 
scope of Economic Issues is intended to be broad, limited only to topical, applied economic 
issues of relevance to South Australia and Australia.  Within the scope, the intention is to 
focus on key issues – public policy issues, economic trends, economic events – and 
present an authoritative, expert analysis which contributes to both public understanding 
and debate.  Papers will be published on a continuing basis, as topics present themselves 
and as resources allow.   
 
This paper presents a discussion on economic and social norms that have contributed to 
the changing participation of women in the Australian labour market. While that 
participation continues to increase there is still more that can be done to improve equality 
and equity in the workforce that will contribute to national productivity and income. COVID-
19 offers the opportunity of a fresh look at many social norms (that continue to change) and 
our economic policies to maintain and reward the participation of women in the labour 
market. Australia as a nation will be better off and families and children likewise. 
 
The views expressed in the report are the view of the authors. We would like to thank the 
following individuals, Leonora Risse, Duygu Yengin, Danielle Wood, Owain Emslie and 
Anthony Kosturjak for their comments.  

 

 
 

 
 

Michael O’Neil 
Executive Director 

SA Centre for Economic Studies 
October 2020 
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Executive Summary  

The starting principle with respect to gender should be in our view the principle of equality. Promoting equality 
between men and women ought to be the bedrock of public policy. From that basis it follows that the promotion 
of gender equality in the workplace is a subset of, but linked to, gender equality in society; we can go one step 
further to suggest that gender equality in the workplace is a key policy objective to promote gender equality 
overall. 
 
In our efforts to achieve a ‘work-life balance’, promoting equality while eliminating inequality necessarily 
involves support for change for both men and women. 
 
From the perspective of equality objective indicators with respect to the workplace include: 

 workforce participation rates for men and women; 

 part-time work, un- and under-employment rates; 

 gender pay gaps and barriers to career progression; 

 occupational segregation; and 

 assumptions and practices around caring roles for children and ageing elders. 

 
Participation rates for women with dependent children have increased over time, while participation rates for 
men with dependent children haven’t changed much. Cultural and social attitudes likely play a role but policy 
has a role to play in workplace and gender equality.  
 
Lower workforce participation rates for women with dependent children can largely be explained by: 

 unbalanced design of work-life policies based on gender; 

 the interplay between earnings, income tax and the childcare subsidy; 

 availability and affordability of suitable childcare; 

 career disruption and change in work patterns following pregnancy; and 

 a higher share of unpaid household work and caring roles. 
 
In our brief review of the gender pay gap in Australia we find that it is more pronounced for women in mature 
age groups, which can be partly attributed to the “motherhood penalty”. Contributing factors include the 
predominance of part-time work, gender discrimination, career disruption, industrial and occupational 
segregation, imbalance in the share of unpaid work and other behavioural factors.   
 
Recent estimates show that Australia’s GDP could increase by $60 billion in the next 20 years (between 
December 2018 to December 2038) and Australia’s living standards (household consumption) can be raised 
by $140 billion through increasing female participation in the workforce (KPMG, 2018).  
 
It would be unwise to disregard the knowledge, experience and productivity of women who form such a large 
segment of the workforce. There are economic and social implications inherent in this for women (e.g. lower 
pay, less financial empowerment, lower superannuation balance) and for government in the short run (e.g. 
lower tax revenue) and the long-run (e.g. demand on pensions and allowances).  
 
The European Commission neatly summarises the linear path of inequality that has an individual/personal 
dimension and a much broader societal dimension as the ‘gender employment gap … leading to the gender 
pay gap … leading to the gender pension/superannuation gap’. This description suggests the Australian  public 
policy with respect to children and families, childcare, responsibilities for aged care, parenting leave and 
employment and workforce participation requires a radical re-think. Currently the design of public policy is 
compartmentalised and haphazard. 
 
Both major political parties have used the term “working families” to shore-up their constituency and it is 
“working families” that need farsighted policies to reconcile employment and family responsibilities. In thinking 
about the family unit (that is not homogenous) parental leave, support for children, the sharing of 
responsibilities and return to employment apply equally to men as they do to women. Gendered division 
thinking is too often the unstated assumption underlying public policy design. 
 
  



Economic Issues 

Page viii The SA Centre for Economic Studies, University of Adelaide 

We reiterate that the ‘end objective’ of society, workplaces and government should be to achieve ‘work-life 
balance’ for individuals and families. ‘Facilitating and supporting’ women return to the workforce and offering 
‘flexibility and incentives’ to men so that they have the option to spend more time with their children are equal 
policy objectives to achieve a ‘work-life balance’.  
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1. Introduction  

In this paper we analyse key issues and potential barriers impacting women’s career progression in Australia 
and ask:  

 why it is important to increase female’s participation in the paid workforce?; 

 how increasing full-time participation of women can contribute to the three Ps of economic growth/ 
prosperity i.e. population, participation and productivity as well as the general wellbeing of Australians?; 

 consider how education, employment, occupational outcomes and gender inequality issues impact 
women’s earnings both now and in the future?; 

 is gender inequality only a workplace issue?; and  

 can promoting gender equality enrich women financially and men socially?  

 
The backdrop to any review or understanding of trends in the Australian population is that the general 
population is ageing, fertility rates continue to be at a low level and overseas migration is a significant 
component of population growth. In a post-COVID-19 environment migration to Australia will be significantly 
curtailed. We commence our discussion with an examination of women’s increased participation in the 
workforce as one of the driving forces behind economic growth. We conclude with a general discussion of 
policy options to increase women’s participation in the workforce. 
 
It should be noted that detailed modelling of the economic impact of increasing female participation at the 
national and state level is beyond the scope of this paper. The primary objective of this paper is to consider 
policies that lead to an increase in workforce participation.  
 
 

2. Women and the Three Ps of Economic Growth  

Population, participation and productivity are the three key drivers of economic growth/prosperity. A steady 
improvement in these areas – and we ask to what extent can increasing the full-time participation of women in 
the workforce contribute to each of these – will ensure that a nation continues on its path to prosperity. A 
related and important issue is equality in the workforce, and we cite research that equality in the workforce is 
a contributor to economic growth. 
 

2.1 Population 

Australia’s population is projected to increase from 25 million in 2017 to between 37 and 49 million by 2066 
under the various scenarios examined in the latest ABS population projections.  
 
According to the latest ABS population projections, if recent trends in birth rates (currently 1.8 births per 
female), life expectancy and net overseas migration1 continue into the future – the so-called scenario B 
assumptions, then Australia’s population will reach 42.6 million in 2066, growing at an average annual growth 
rate of 1.1 per cent. This is a respectable rate of population growth. However, the age structure of the 
population is expected to change.  
 
Our analysis of ABS data indicates that between 2017 and 2066 there will be fewer children to refresh the 
population and fewer income earners will be responsible for taking care of a higher proportion of aged 
population. This remains true even under the ABS assumptions of a high birth rate of 1.95 births per female 
and high net overseas migration (Scenario A) and lower fertility rates of 1.65 births per female and lower net 
overseas migration (Scenario C). 
 
Under an extreme scenario where fertility rates and life expectancy follow the current trend (Scenario B) but 
net overseas migration is zero i.e. Australia relies solely on natural increase, then Australia’s population is 
projected to decline from 2040 onwards to 25 million in 2066. At the time of writing, this may be a more plausible 
scenario in a COVID-19 environment than previously anticipated. 
 
The Productivity Commission (2016) confirmed that between 2002 and 2005 natural increase contributed more 
than half the total population growth in Australia in comparison to net overseas migration. However, this trend 
has reversed since 2006. This is consistent with the early period of John Howard’s Prime Ministership which 
was characterised by a period of low migration. However, the latter years of the Howard government saw an 
increase in net overseas migration due to the importance of points tested skilled stream visas, while employer-
sponsored permanent visas also contributed significantly to net overseas migration. According to ABS 
Demographic Statistics, in the year ended 30 June 2018, net overseas migration contributed 61 per cent to 
total population growth whereas natural increase contributed 39 per cent.   
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The Baby Bonus provided evidence that fertility rates are responsive to policy influences. After the Australian 
fertility rate fell to a low of 1.7 in 2001 the Baby Bonus scheme was introduced by Treasurer Costello in 2002 
to simulate population growth via natural increase. Subsequently, the fertility rate in Australia increased and 
reached a record 2.0 births per female in 2007 and remained at that level till 2010. The following year saw a 
record number of babies being born. However, fertility rates started declining after 2011, and fell further after 
dissolution of the scheme in 2014 to its current low level of 1.7 in 2017 (ABS, Births). The Baby Bonus was 
successful in increasing the birth rate. 
 
Australia could solely rely on net overseas migration for population growth but it may be desirable to facilitate 
some growth through natural increase, in order to mitigate population ageing. Australia needs a policy which 
encompasses migration rates and fertility rates. That said, if Australia wants to rely on population growth as a 
driver of economic growth/prosperity then Australia needs policies that enable women to have children without 
having to trade-off their employment opportunities, i.e. policies that support their dual role of parenthood and 
work – both for mothers and fathers.  
 
It becomes even more necessary under the current circumstances when not only Australian economy but 
Australia’s demographic composition is also suffering due to stalling migration inflicted by COVID-19. 
According to ANU demographer Dr Liz Allen the pandemic could lead to lower birth rates. Retail sales data for 
home pregnancy kits are already indicating that women are being more cautious to avoid pregnancy. 
Postponing certain IVF treatments are also contributing towards lower birth rates (Allen 2020). In a situation 
of economic doldrums when people are either undergoing pay cuts or losing jobs it is evident that women will 
delay having children or alter their desired family size. This can be disastrous for generations to come. If 
Australia’s birth rate (which is already low) drops to 1.5 or below which is considered well below the 
replacement level then there will be more people who would need to be cared for but less people to work 
towards a tax base for adequate delivery of services (Allen 2020).  
 

2.2 Participation 

We note that ABS projections shows that a smaller proportion of the working age population will be available 
to work over the period ending 2066 which has potential implications for economic growth. It follows that a 
suite of policy options will need to be explored to maintain and increase the participation rate of those who 
currently have relatively low participation rates at this time. Participation rates are declining for both men and 
women. Hence in a post-pandemic world government stimulus is needed in both male dominated sectors such 
as construction and mining as well as female dominated sectors such as education and health and social 
services sector to create jobs for both men and women alike. Global estimates highlight the importance of 
women’s labour force participation. Modelling shows that under the most negative scenario, in which women 
experience disproportionate unemployment during COVID-19 and no action is taken to account for this, global 
GDP would be $1 trillion (USD) lower in 2030 than if COVID-19 had the same effect on men’s and women’s 
employment. However, by taking action on gender equality now and throughout the next decade, global GDP 
estimates at 2030 are $13 trillion above the most negative scenario. 
 
The Australian Government has used various policy levers to bring about increased workforce participation 
among older cohorts especially in terms of the age pension and superannuation. For example: 

 eligibility for the Age Pension was increased from 65 to 67 years from 2017 onwards; 

 a proposed increase to 70 years to take effect between 2025 and 2035 by the Abbott government is 
currently being debated for fairness by the Morrison government; 

 the superannuation preservation age will gradually increase from 55 to 60 years from 2015 to 2024; and 

 the age at which superannuation benefits can generally be accessed tax free was fixed at 60 years.  
 
These policies can influence an individual’s decision to retire, potentially impacting the participation rate of 
older Australians for longer. There are benefits to the individual and the economy from the knowledge and 
experience accumulated by older Australians over their working life. However, increasing participation from 
older Australians is not a sustainable option for economic growth in the long run.   
 
In the same vein the 2015 Intergenerational Report was clear in support for “boosting opportunities for women 
to reap the economic benefits of increased participation by women”. The report points out that even though 
the overall proportion of working age population is projected to decline over time, female employment is 
projected to continue to increase. It points out that Australia’s female participation rates are lower than Canada 
and New Zealand and argues that there is further opportunity to encourage women to enter and stay in the 
workforce. The report recommends that policies that help boost female participation will help Australia achieve 
an even higher level of future prosperity2. 
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Government policies will have a role to play. Childcare subsidies are one example, a subsidy to support and 
encourage women with young children to return and/or stay in the workforce.  
 
Affordability and accessibility of childcare is an ongoing issue for parents with young children who are currently 
in the work force and who wish to be in the workforce. The ABS Consumer Price Index (CPI) shows that 
childcare costs (out of pocket expenses only) have been increasing well in advance of overall inflation over an 
extended period. The eight capitals CPI indicates that prices for childcare grew at an annual average rate of 
5.8 per cent over the decade to 2018/19 whereas the overall CPI rose at an average rate of 2.1 per cent over 
this period (ABS, 2019).  
 
Productivity Commission (2015) estimated that if childcare-related barriers were removed for the number of 
parents (working part time or not working) who reported having difficulties with the affordability and accessibility 
of suitable childcare, then 165,000 FTE workers could have been added to the labour supply in July 2014. The 
Commission explains that, “these ‘additional’ workers are predominantly made up of mothers who are 
marginally attached to the labour force. That is, they are not currently working or actively looking for work but 
would like to enter the workforce if suitable childcare became available”.  
 
There is general agreement that access to childcare and cost thereof does impact a woman’s decision to 
engage in the work force at the early years of a child or even during the primary school years. It might be 
expected that the participation gap would disappear once the children are in high school. However, the 
evidence points to the persistence of the participation gap.  
 
Analysis of the new Childcare Subsidy3 (CCS) which came into effect on 1 July 2018 shows that secondary 
income earners, who are mostly mothers face a high effective marginal tax rate for increasing their workdays 
from part-time to full-time. And this effective marginal tax rate is higher than that faced by high earning full-
time workers. Hence, families as a unit decide that it is not rational for the secondary income earner, who in 
most cases are mothers to work full-time while the family has to bear the cost of formal childcare (Stewart, 
2018). In the post pandemic world when family units are undergoing job losses and pay cuts, childcare 
becomes even dearer and hence families may choose to opt out of childcare and in most cases women will 
undertake the caring responsibilities. On the other hand childcare is a service which is essential such as 
individuals can explore job opportunities. A recent report by Grattan Institute shows that the more government 
spends on childcare subsidy higher is women’s participation in the workforce and so is the economic impact 
in terms of GDP (Wood, Griffiths and Emslie, 2020).   
 
Women have the right to return to the same occupation after maternity leave (Fair Work Act 2009). This Act 
presses for retention in the workforce and outlaws discrimination against mothers who wish to return to work 
after the birth of a child. Yet according to the Australian Human Rights Commission (2014) one in two mothers 
reported experiencing workplace discrimination as a result of pregnancy, parental leave or on return to work 
and one in five mothers indicated they were being made redundant, dismissed, their position restructured or 
experienced non-renewal of contract.  
 

Minimising childcare related barriers and reducing workplace discrimination will help to increase 
women’s participation in the workforce. 

 

2.3 Productivity 

Productivity is the third lever of economic growth. Higher productivity means working efficiently so that more 
goods and services can be produced using the same amount of resources. The economic reforms of the 1980s 
and 1990s led to higher productivity growth in Australia which in turn contributed to growth in incomes and 
higher living standards. The 2015 Intergenerational Report states that, “For every hour average Australians 
work today, they produce twice as many goods and services as they did in the early 1970s. It is no coincidence 
that average income per person has also broadly doubled in this period.” However, the report estimates that 
average annual productivity growth will be 1.5 per cent per year for the next 40 years, which is substantially 
lower than the higher productivity growth of 2.2 per cent observed in the 1990s.  
 
The report acknowledges recent advancements in technologies and suggests that both quality of life and 
productivity can be improved if technology is harnessed appropriately and proper reforms are undertaken.  
 
Harnessing technology for economic growth and boosting women’s participation in the workforce offer two 
pathways to sustained economic growth and if appropriately implemented, will provide a boost to living 
standards (economic objective) and quality of life (social objective).  
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That said, it is worthwhile to look at the future skill composition that will be demanded of the workforce as a 
driver of productivity in Australia. A key driver of productivity improvements in Australia’s economy will come 
from high-level skills (innovation, technology) which requires investment in the knowledge/technical 
capabilities of people/human capital, but also will heighten demand for the people-oriented skills needed to 
complement these technical skills (e.g. change management, entrepreneurship). This means less demand for 
traditional male domains (e.g. manual labour) and more demand for skills that are knowledge and people 
based that may favour women in the workforce.  
 
Furthermore, to support Australia’s changing age structure, we need sustained investment in human services 
(health, aged care, childcare, education/training) – industries that are predominantly delivered by the female 
workforce - hence female workforce participation is critical to support Australia’s ongoing productivity.  
 
During the pandemic we have harnessed technology at a rapid rate. We have set up remote work spaces at 
our homes, cut back on commuting times and established a new work from home culture which was perhaps 
not so widely practiced before the pandemic. Even though these are early days, work from home has been 
found to increase productivity (Dockery and Bawa 2020). 
 

Policies that promote women’s participation will help Australia achieve higher prosperity in future. 

 
 

3. Women and GDP- A Macroeconomic Perspective 

“Closing the gap between male and female employment would have huge economic implications for 
the global economy, boosting US GDP by as much as 9 per cent, Eurozone GDP by 13 per cent and 
Japanese GDP by 16 per cent ... Encouraging more women into the labour force has been the single 
biggest driver of Eurozone’s labour market success, much more so than conventional labour market 
reforms. The US and Japan, while starting from very different positions, have both made little 
progress in narrowing  the gap between male and female employment in the past 10 years.” – 
Goldman Sachs (2007) 

 
The significance of women’s labour force participation and utilisation is not limited to the impact on individual 
and household incomes and future earnings potential. Access Economics (2006) analysed the 2002 
Intergenerational Report and showed that changes in the percentage of women in the workforce has 
implications for Australia’s output and productivity. Both will significantly affect Australia’s capacity to meet the 
challenges of an ageing population.  
 
Access Economics (2006) estimated the potential gains to the Australian economy from an increase in 
women’s workforce participation. The report considered four different scenarios and forecast estimates on 
employment and real output for 2041-42.  
 
The report found that female participation rates have increased from that reported in the 2002 Intergenerational 
Report. In particular, while younger women were spending more time in education, older women were 
preferring to work longer rather than retiring early. In addition, the report also found an increase in workforce 
participation of teenagers. Hence the baseline was adjusted to reflect these changes which happened since 
those forecasted in the 2002 Intergenerational Report. Under the baseline scenario, the total workforce was 
predicted to be 13.4 million and real output to be $2,226 billion in 2041/42 (2005-06 dollars). In each of the 
cases estimated below participation of men do not change from the baseline scenario. They estimated that: 

 if female participation increase such that the gender gap between male and female participation rates 
are halved then 2.9 per cent higher output or additional $65 billion will be generated in the economy 
compared to the baseline; 

 if female participation increase such that the gender gap in participation rates is halved as before, but 
part-time participation rates remain unchanged so that all changes occur in full-time participation for 
women, then additional output of $98 billion will be generated in the economy. Under both scenarios the 
Australian workforce will increase by 3.5 per cent compared to the baseline scenario; 

 if part-time participation increases while full-time participation remains unchanged then output will 
decrease by 1.9 per cent or $43 billion. The Australian workforce will shrink by 1.6 per cent compared 
to the baseline scenario; and 
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 if female participation rates remain constant instead of rising then the economy will suffer a loss in output 
by 2.8 per cent or $62 billion. The Australian workforce will shrink by 3.2 per cent compared to the 
baseline scenario. 

 
Thus, narrowing the gender gap in the participation rates of women and boosting full time employment of 
women can lead to an increase in national income. The report noted that more women than men are year 12 
graduates and obtain tertiary education. If a country fails to utilise its valuable human capital it is essentially 
losing out on potential productivity gains. This issue will be discussed later in this report.  
 
International studies by the World Bank, United Nations and Goldman Sachs have found significant statistical 
correlation between gender equality and the level of development of countries.  
 
According to Daly (2007), reducing gender inequality could play a key role in addressing the twin problems of 
population ageing and pension sustainability. Birth rates and female employment both tend to be higher in 
countries where it is relatively easy for women to work and have children. This presents a challenge for 
economies such as Japan and Italy, which are characterised by population ageing and low female employment 
levels.  
 
In rapidly aging economies, higher female labour force participation can boost growth and mitigate the impact 
of a shrinking workforce. For example, in Japan, annual potential growth could rise by about one-quarter of a  
percentage point if female labour force participation were to reach the average for the Group of Seven 
advanced economies, resulting in a 4 per cent permanent rise in GDP per capita compared with the baseline 
scenario (IMF 2012). 
 
Aguirre et al (2012) estimated that increasing the female labour force participation rate to equal those of men 
would boost GDP by 5 per cent in the United States, 9 per cent in Japan, 12 per cent in the United Arab 
Emirates, and 34 per cent in Egypt. 
 
Grattan Institute estimated that in 2012 if Australia could boost female workforce participation to the level of 
Canada (which at that time had six per cent higher women in the workforce) then Australia’s GDP would be 
$25 billion higher. In a recent report, advocating for cheaper childcare, Grattan Institute estimated that under 
various proposed childcare subsidy schemes costing between $5 billion to $12 billion, women’s participation 
would increase by 13 per cent (hours) to 27 per cent (hours) with an increase in GDP ranging from $11 billion 
to $27 billion. The more government spends towards boosting women’s participation in the workforce, higher 
is the economic impact of such policies (Wood, Griffiths and Emslie 2020). 
 
KPMG (2018) modelling suggests that if the gap between Australia’s male and female workforce participation 
rates could be halved then Australia’s annual GDP would be $60 billion greater in 20 years’ time (from 
December 2018 to December 2038). 
 
Estimates by McKinsey Global Institute (2015) shows that in a full-potential scenario in which women play an 
identical role in labour markets as men, as much as $28 trillion, or 26 per cent, could be added to global annual 
GDP in 2025. If all countries were to match the progress toward gender parity of the best performer in their 
region, it could produce a boost to annual global GDP of as much as $12 trillion in 2025. This $12 trillion of 
incremental GDP represents a doubling of the output likely to be contributed by female workers globally 
between 2014 and 2025 in a business-as-usual scenario. If female participation in Australia matched the best 
in region there would be a 12 per cent increase in GDP by 2025 or $225 billion (MGI, 2018).  
 
While the results from economic modelling and the time period over which the benefits would occur, the 
benefits from increasing women’s participation rate all point in the same direction so it is of practical 
significance to explore option for increasing the participation of female in the workforce if Australia hopes to 
continue on the path of uninterrupted economic growth and enjoy high living standards.  
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4. Labour Force Characteristics For Women 

Identifying patterns in female labour market participation can be useful in identifying gaps where female 
participation can be encouraged or working conditions can be improved.  
 
Table 4.1 Labour force (15-64 years) characteristics by status and gender, 2018 

  Persons Male Female 

Total civilian population (000) 16,325 8,104 8,221 

Labour force total (000) 12,738 6,717 6,021 

Not in labour force (000) 3,587 1,387 2,200 

Total employed (000) 12,044 6,351 5,692 

Full time employed (000) 8,350 5,254 3,096 

Part time employed (000) 3,694 1,098 2,597 

Participation rate (per cent) 78.0 82.9 73.2 

Employment to population ratio (per cent) 73.8 78.4 69.2 

Unemployment rate (per cent) 5.5 5.5 5.5 

Unemployment rate looked for full-time work (per cent) 5.5 5.0 6.2 

Unemployment rate looked for only part-time work (per cent) 5.4 7.4 4.6 

Underemployment rate (per cent) 14.3 14.1 14.6 

Underemployment rate full time (prefer more hours) (per cent) 4.8 6.7 2.7 

Underemployment rate part time (prefer more hours) (per cent) 8.2 5.9 10.6 

Underutilization rate (per cent) 19.8 19.5 20.1 

Source: ABS (2018), Labour Force Australia, December. Cat. No. 6202.0.  

 
ABS labour market data shows that in 2018, the total labour force in Australia consisted of 6,717,000 men (53 
per cent) and 6,021,000 women (47 per cent). A moderately larger proportion of men (78 per cent) than women 
(69 per cent) were employed – Table 4.1. Among those who were employed: 

 8,350,000 persons (69 per cent) were working full time and 3,694,000 persons (31 per cent) part-time;  

 among those who were working full-time, 5,254,000 (63 per cent) were men and 3,096,000 (37 per cent) 
were women; and  

 among those who were working part-time, 1,098,000 (30 per cent) were men and 2,597,000 (70 per 
cent) were women.  

 

4.1 Participation rate 

Female participation rates for the working group aged 15 to 64 years have increased since 1990 by 11.4 
percentage points to 73.2 per cent in 2018. Over the same period male participation rates have decreased by 
2.1 percentage points to 82.9 per cent. The gender participation rate gap has narrowed from 23.2 per cent in 
1990 to 9.6 per cent in 2018 – Figure 4.1. The participation rate gap is narrowing with scope to improve still 
further.  
 
It should be noted that while participation rates for men have been declining in part due to the decline in 
manufacturing employment, the development of labour saving technology, global trade in goods and national 
events (i.e. financial crisis and ebbing of the mining boom), the participation rate for women has continued to 
increase over time.  
 
A narrowing gender participation gap is the result of: 

 more women joining the labour force as a result of government policies on childcare, parental leave, 
flexible work arrangements etc.; 

 more women are delaying having children or opting out of having children to join the labour force as 
indicated by declining fertility rates; 

 female’s higher educational qualifications over time; 

 broader societal change (e.g. erosion of the ‘male breadwinner’ status); and 

 structural changes in the labour market (e.g. shift from manufacturing to services). 
 
  



COVID-19: An Opportunity to Reset Policy Levers for Better Gender Equality in Economy and Society 

The SA Centre for Economic Studies, University of Adelaide Page 7 

Figure 4.1 Participation rate by gender, Australia, 1990 to 2018 

 
Note:  Rates and ratios have been calculated as an annual average of the original series 
Source:  ABS (2018), Labour Force Australia, December, Cat. No. 6202.0.  

 
ABS Gender Indicators shows that participation rates for women with preschool and primary school aged 
children have increased over the ten years to 2017/18 while participation rates for men with dependent children 
haven’t changed much – Table 4.2. Even though participation rates for women have increased in the past ten 
years a gender gap in participation still exists and the pace of change has been slow. This indicates that 
policies that were aimed at retaining women in the workforce or increasing women’s workforce participation 
have been effective but there has been limited success with respect to economic and social supports to 
facilitate gender flexibility for men in combining work and family responsibilities. A recent article by Crabb 
(2019) highlights the following as an explanation for this anomaly: 

 fathers think that workplaces have gendered viewpoints about flexibility, part-time work and taking time 
off to care for children; 

 men think that if they do not use flexible workplace arrangements then they would be viewed as a diligent 
worker; 

 in cases where men were doing more caring work than the average Australian male they viewed 
themselves as exceptions or outliers as opposed to social norms and they thought that they could use 
the flexible work as a privilege owing to their seniority in the organisation or having a good rapport with 
their boss and not because the rules are in place; 

 men seem to attach more to their significance in work and the need to provide for their families in 
comparison to caring responsibilities; and 

 more men would like to increase their involvement in caring for children and housework. 
 
Even though the Australian society is changing, many workplaces still run on an age-old 9 to 5 model where 
men are expected to be omnipresent. Even though society’s needs are changing, workplaces often fail to 
accommodate for expensive childcare costs, school hours and numerous school engagement. And as if by an 
unspoken rule women are expected to take care of all these discrepancies in time and adapt once they have 
a family. Crabb (2019) states that it is normal for a female to be asking for flexibility, work-part time and earn-
less but not for men.  
 
Table 4.2 shows that while participation rates for women increase when children reach school age, 
unemployment does not change much, but underemployment rises moderately.  
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Table 4.2 Labour force statistics for men and women with dependent children, 2007/08 and 2017/18 

  2007-08 2017-18 

Male Female Male Female 

Age of youngest child Age of youngest child 

0-5 years 6-14 years 0-5 years 6-14 years 0-5 years 6-14 years 0-5 years 6-14years 

Participation rate 94.5 92.8 54.2 77.5 93.9 92.9 62.4 80.4 

Employment to population ratio 92.2 90.9 51.5 73.7 91.6 90.3 59.2 76.2 

Proportion not in labour force 5.5 7.3 45.8 22.5 6.1 7.1 37.6 19.6 

Proportion employed part time 7.0 7.4 66.5 55.1 7.9 8.8 61.4 50.0 

Unemployment rate 2.4 2.0 5.0 4.9 2.4 2.8 5.2 5.3 

Underemployment rate 3.1 3.0 7.8 10.0 3.7 4.0 8.7 10.6 

Underutilisation rate 5.5 5.1 12.9 15.3 6.2 6.9 13.9 15.9 

Source: ABS (2018), Gender Indicators Australia, September, Cat. No. 4125.0. 

 

4.2 Unemployment and underemployment rates  

Figure 4.2 shows that underemployment rates are consistently higher than unemployment rates for women 
with dependent children. Reducing underemployment rates among women with dependent children would 
require both social and cultural change. 
 
Figure 4.2 Unemployment and underemployment rate for women by age of dependent children 

 
Source: ABS (2018), Gender Indicators Australia, September, Cat. No. 4125.0. 

 
According to Stewart (2017) Australia has “entered an equilibrium in which women who have children work 
part time, producing a family model of 1.5 earners.” In 2017-18: 

 61 per cent of women with preschool aged children worked part time compared to 7.9 per cent of men; 
and 

 50 per cent of women with primary school age children worked part time compared to 8.8 per cent of 
men. 

 
The 5.5 per cent unemployment rate was the same for men and women in the labour force aged 15 to 64 years 
in 2018 – Table 4.1. However, the unemployment rate for women looking for full-time work is higher than men, 
in contrast, the unemployment rate for women looking for part-time work is lower than men. This indicates the 
barriers faced by women in full-time employment and those faced by men in part-time employment. 
 
In contrast to the unemployment rate, the national underemployment rate was 14.3 per cent in 2018 for those 
aged 15 to 64 years – Table 4.1. Overall the underemployment rate is higher for women and the 
underemployment rate among female who work part time is higher than underemployment rate for men who 
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work part time. This indicates that women who work part time would like to work more hours but are unable to 
do so either due to financial reasons or social norms. 
 
 

5. Education, Industry and Occupation 

According to the 2016 Census of those aged 15 years and over with a non-school qualification, 41 per cent of 
women had a Bachelor Degree or higher compared to 32 per cent of men. In addition, ABS Gender Indicators 
reveal that the proportion of women enrolled in Bachelor Degree or above was higher than men , Figure 5.1.  
 
Figure 5.1 Proportion of men and women enrolled in non-school qualification by level of education 

 
Source: ABS (2018), Gender Indicators Australia, September, Cat. No. 4125.0. 

 
There are gender effects operating in occupational choices of women as well, which have an important bearing 
on differences in labour market outcomes for women and men. Women predominantly chose health, education, 
management and commerce and society and culture as fields of study – Table 5.1. This is partly influenced by 
the fact that other women have chosen these fields of study in the past and partly through women’s inherent 
characteristics such as being more communicative, having empathy etc., soft skills which are in high demand 
in industries such as healthcare and social assistance and education and training.  
 

According to ABS, 79 per cent women work in Healthcare and social assistance compared to 21 per 
cent men in 2017-18. Healthcare and social assistance (24 per cent) and education and training (13 
per cent) are the top employing industries for women.  

 
Female enrolments have increased in engineering and related technologies, natural and physical sciences 
and architecture and building in recent years. However, with the exception of natural and physical sciences, 
enrolments for men remain heavily skewed towards these subject areas – Table 5.1.  
 
Higher levels of educational attainment by women is reflected in higher proportion of women (29 per cent) 
working as professionals compared to men (21 per cent), but it is still the case that a higher proportion of men 
are employed as managers compared to women – Figure 5.2. 
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Table 5.1 Field of study of enrolment for 15-64 year olds, per cent 

  Men Women 

2007 2017 2007 2017 

Natural and physical sciences 4.3 4.8 3.9 4.2 

Information technology 5.9 6.3 1.9 0.8 

Engineering and related technologies 21.9 18.8 1.6 2.4 

Architecture and building 9.1 8.7 1.5 1.8 

Agriculture, environmental and related sciences 2.7 1.7 1.7 1.6 

Health 6.5 9.5 15.5 19.6 

Education 3.9 3.4 10 10.6 

Management and commerce 23.9 23.9 26.3 22 

Society and culture 12.7 13.7 23.1 25.9 

Creative arts 4.4 4.8 7.3 5.2 

Food, hospitality and personal services 3.4 2.2 4.9 3.6 

Source: ABS (2018), Gender Indicators Australia, September, Cat. No. 4125.0. 

 
Figure 5.2 Occupation by gender, 2017-18, per cent 

 
Source: ABS (2018), Gender Indicators Australia, September, Cat. No. 4125.0. 

 
 

6. Gender Pay Gap 

If there was no shortcoming in Australia’s Industrial Relations system we would expect to see equal pay rates 
for men and women at the start of their careers. On the contrary,  ABS Gender Indicators indicates that median 
undergraduate salary for women in their first full-time occupation is $59,000 whereas for men it is $60,100 – 
Figure 6.1. This gap while relatively small cannot be explained by structural differences in choice of industry – 
the gender pay gap exists for women in all streams of employment related to study with the exception of 
engineering where women earn $1,500 more than men at the start of their career4. Small differences exist in 
medicine, nursing, rehabilitation and social work. The largest pay gap for women exists in dentistry where men 
earn $19,500 more compared to women. The pay gap for women is lowest in social work where women earn 
$700 less than men. Communications is the only area apart from engineering where there is no gender pay 
gap. This is most likely a legacy of history, a hangover from the days of the ‘male breadwinners’. 
 
The concept of male breadwinner model was ingrained in Australian society when Justice Higgins set higher 
wages for men based on the notion that men need to provide for their wife and children whereas women’s 
wages can be lower since they have to provide only for themselves and not the whole family. Wages for men 
and women were set equal only for those jobs where women directly competed with men for fear of women 
throwing men out of job if their wages were set at a lower rate. This institutional establishment of idea of male 
breadwinner eventually got instilled into social norms, where it is expected that men will bear the burden of 
being the primary income earners and women will do most of the domestic work and undertake part-time work. 
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According to KPMG (2019) rising gender discrimination is the single biggest factor which leads to gender pay 
gap in Australia. They found that “stubborn gender stereotypes” negatively impact a women’s career especially 
if women undertake caring roles.  
 
There is an important lesson to be learned here. Social norms can be influenced by policy. Risse (2019b) 
points out how today’s Fair Work Commission has inherited the legacy of its past decisions. In particular, Fair 
Work Act was built on the premises of “equal pay for work of equal value”, with a single rate for a job, regardless 
of gender. However, measuring “work of equal value” poses a challenge even today since men and women 
gravitate towards work that varies widely in nature.  
 
Figure 6.1 Gender pay gap for undergraduates in their first full-time employment by study area, all ages, 2017 

 
Source: ABS (2018), Gender Indicators Australia, September, Cat. No. 4125.0. 

 
The ABS Average Weekly Earnings reveals that, full-time adult ordinary time earnings for men is $1,695 per 
week whereas for women it is $1,455. Some caution needs to be exercised when comparing gender 
differences in incomes when using average weekly earnings since differences may reflect compositional 
variations, including differences in occupations, industries and experience levels. Nonetheless, ABS data 
shows that the gender pay gap has been narrowing over time. The gender pay gap5 has decreased from 17.6 
per cent in November 2012 to 14.1 per cent in November 2018. Figure 6.2 shows that the gender pay gap is 
least pronounced (14.2 per cent) in the younger age groups aged 20 years and under (1.9 per cent) and 21 to 
34 years (14.2 per cent), beyond which it becomes more pronounced.  
 
A widening in the pay gap with increases in age can be largely attributed to penalties women experience as a 
consequence of bearing children in terms of subsequent impacts on labour force participation, occupation, 
hours of work and promotion (for example see Kleven et al 2018). A subsequent study of male’s and female’s 
earnings in six countries (Austria, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, the US and the UK) shows that men and 
women’s earnings follow a similar pattern before parenthood (Kleven et al 2019). However, after the birth of 
the first child women experience a massive drop in their earnings while male earnings remain unaffected. 
Differences remained and “plateaued” even ten years after child birth. Analysis shows that Scandinavian 
countries have the smallest long-run child penalties followed by English- speaking countries. German-speaking 
countries recorded the highest penalties. Child penalties or penalty for parenthood can originate from lower 
female employment hence reduction in labour supply, number of hours worked and wage rate. Kleven et al 
(2019) found that parental leave and childcare policies could not explain the magnitude of these penalties. On 
the contrary, they found that gender norms have an important role to play in determining child penalties. 
 
 
  

-5.0

0.0

5.0

10.0

15.0

20.0

25.0

S
c

ie
n

c
e

 a
n

d
 M

a
th

e
m

a
ti
cs

C
o

m
p

u
ti
n
g

 a
n
d

 I
n

fo
rm

a
tio

n
 S

y
s
te

m
s

E
n

g
in

e
e

ri
n

g

A
rc

h
it
e

c
tu

re
 a

n
d

 b
u

ilt
 e

n
vi

ro
n

m
e

n
t

A
g
ri

cu
lt
u

ra
l a

n
d

 e
n

v
ir
o
n

m
e

n
ta

l 
st

u
d
ie

s

H
e

a
lt
h

 s
e

rv
ic

e
s
 a

n
d

 s
u

p
p

o
rt

M
e

d
ic

in
e

N
u

rs
in

g

P
h

a
rm

a
cy

D
e

n
ti
st

ry

R
e

h
a

b
ili

ta
tio

n

T
e

a
c

h
e

r 
e

d
u

c
a

ti
o

n

B
u

s
in

e
ss

 a
n

d
 m

a
n

a
g

e
m

e
n

t

H
u

m
a

n
it

ie
s

, 
c

u
ltu

re
 a

n
d

 s
o

ci
a

l 
s

ci
e

n
c

e

S
o

c
ia

l 
w

o
rk

P
s

y
ch

o
lo

g
y

L
a

w
 a

n
d

 p
a

ra
le

g
a

l 
s

tu
d

ie
s

C
re

a
ti
v
e

 a
rt

s

C
o

m
m

u
n

ic
a

tio
n

s

T
o

u
ri
s
m

, 
h

o
s
p

it
a

lit
y,

 p
e
rs

o
n
a

l 
s
e

rv
ic

e
s,

s
p

o
rt

 a
n

d
 r

e
cr

e
a

ti
o

n

M
e

d
ia

n
 s

ta
rt

in
g

 s
a

la
ry

 (
a

ll 
s

tu
d

y 
a

re
a

s)

P
e
r 

c
e
n
t



Economic Issues 

Page 12 The SA Centre for Economic Studies, University of Adelaide 

Figure 6.2 Average weekly full-time earnings and gender pay gap by age, May 2018 

 
Source: ABS (2019), Employee Earnings and Hours, Australia, May, Cat. No. 6306.0. 

 

Currently, the gender pay gap in Australia is - 14.1 per cent with women earning $239.8 less than 
men per week in full time positions. A gender gap of - 25.8 per cent exists in healthcare and social 
assistance industry - the largest employer of women in Australia. Gender gap is lowest in public 
administration and safety (5.1 per cent) and highest in financial and insurance services (26.9 per 
cent). Census data shows that 50 per cent of women in Australia do not earn more than minimum 
wages. 

 
According to the Grattan Institute (2018), 

“the gender pay gap is narrowing as women’s workforce participation rate increases over time and they 
spend more time in the workforce, they gain more experience and earn higher pay, which further encourages 
them to work … Progress is slow, but as successive cohorts of young graduates have careers that are less 
disrupted by motherhood, the gender earnings gap will continue to decline”. 

 
In terms of the disruptive effect of motherhood on workforce participation, research is growing that shows that 
it’s not just about women taking a break from the workforce, it’s also about the way in which this “career break” 
is disfavourably viewed by workplaces/employers in unconscious ways, e.g. when women take longer 
maternity leave, they are viewed by the colleagues as being “less agentic/career-oriented”, which then makes 
them less likely to be considered for future promotions. However if men take parental leave, they are not 
subject to this change in perception (see Fuegen et al 2004, Burgess 2013 and Verniers and Vala 2018).  
 
Figure 6.3 shows that a gender pay gap exists across all industries irrespective of whether they are male or 
female dominated. For example, in terms of industries with high levels of female employment, the female to 
male rate ratios of mean full-time adult ordinary time average weekly earnings are 0.75 for healthcare and 
social assistance and 0.89 for education and training. 
 
In terms of occupations where a higher proportion of women are employed compared to men, the rate ratio for 
hourly ordinary time cash earnings is 0.86 for clerical and administrative support workers, 0.82 for community 
and personal service workers, 0.87 for sales workers and 0.86 for professionals. The rate ratios for these 
occupations falls further for weekly total cash earnings where difference in total hours worked between men 
and women has a direct impact on total earnings – see Table 6.1. A recent report by Financy Women’s Index 
found that the pandemic has widened the full-time employment gap between men and women in Australia. 
The report predicted that employment parity will not be reached for another 36 years, economic equality in 
terms of unpaid work for another 32 years, gender pay gap for 26 years, participation rate for 21 years and 
superannuation gap for another 18 years (Financy Women’s Index 2020).  
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Figure 6.3 Female to male rate ratio of mean full time adult ordinary time average weekly earnings, by Industry, 
May 2018 

 
Note: Pink indicates industries where a higher proportion of women work. 
Source: ABS (2018), Gender Indicators Australia, September, Cat. No. 4125.0. 

 
Table 6.1 Female to male rate ratio of adult ordinary time cash earnings and weekly total cash earnings by 

occupation, 2016 

Occupation Hourly ordinary time cash earnings Weekly total cash earnings 

Managers 0.87 0.83 

Professionals 0.86 0.75 

Technicians and trades workers 0.78 0.60 

Community and personal service workers 0.82 0.68 

Clerical and administrative workers 0.86 0.78 

Sales workers 0.87 0.73 

Machinery operators and drivers 0.86 0.75 

Labourers 0.85 0.62 

Source: ABS (2018), Gender Indicators Australia, September, Cat. No. 4125.0. 

 
Our analysis of ABS Census data shows that: 

 fewer men than women earn equal to or below minimum wage6  (36 vs 50 per cent); 

 more men than women earn greater than minimum wage and equal to average wage (18 vs 15 per 
cent); 

 more men than women earn greater than average wage and equal to average full-time wage (13 vs 9 
per cent); and  

 more men than women earn wages which are higher than average full-time wage (16 vs 7 per cent) 
 
This type of proportional income distribution is important to take into account for policy considerations. 
 

0.00 0.10 0.20 0.30 0.40 0.50 0.60 0.70 0.80 0.90 1.00

Mining

Manufacturing

Electricity, gas, water and waste services

Construction

Wholesale trade

Retail trade

Accommodation and food services

Transport, postal and warehousing

Information media and telecommunications

Financial and insurance services

Rental, hiring and real estate services

Professional, scientific and technical services

Administrative and support services

Public administration and safety

Education and training

Health care and social assistance

Arts and recreation services

Other services

Total (all industries)



Economic Issues 

Page 14  The SA Centre for Economic Studies, University of Adelaide 

Table 6.2 Proportion of men and women earning total weekly personal income at various levels, 2016 Census 

Total weekly personal income 
(annual income) 

Men Women 

Aggregated wage range 

Male 
(aggregated percentage) 

Female 
(aggregate percentage) Persons Per cent Persons Per cent 

Negative income 48,307 0.5 50,636 0.5 Negative income 0.5 0.5 

Nil income 691,508 7.4 1,015,956 10.4 Zero income 7.4 10.4 

$1-$149 ($1-$7,799) 308,775 3.3 492,602 5.1    

$150-$299 ($7,800-$15,599) 560,165 6.0 783,960 8.1    

$300-$399 ($15,600-$20,799) 686,216 7.4 933,311 9.6    

$400-$499 ($20,800-$25,999) 598,523 6.4 955,580 9.8    

$500-$649 ($26,000-$33,799) 555,893 6.0 869,438 8.9    

$650-$799 ($33,800-$41,599) 
(Minimum wage range) 

633,309 6.8 793,211 8.2 Greater than zero equal to minimum wage 35.9 49.6 

$800-$999 ($41,600-$51,999) 797,881 8.6 756,945 7.8    

$1,000-$1,249 ($52,000-$64,999) 
(Average wage in Australia) 

876,605 9.4 711,907 7.3 Greater than minimum wage equal to average 
wage 

18.0 15.1 

$1,250-$1,499 ($65,000-$77,999) 621,260 6.7 468,474 4.8    

$1,500-$1,749 ($78,000-$90,999) 
(Average full-time wage) 

546,477 5.9 376,331 3.9 Greater than average wage and equal to 
average full-time wage 

12.5 8.7 

$1,750-$1,999 ($91,000-$103,999) 402,420 4.3 236,543 2.4    

$2,000-$2,999 ($104,000-$155,999) 670,312 7.2 291,453 3.0    

$3,000 or more ($156,000 or more) 448,427 4.8 148,101 1.5 Greater than average full-time wage 16.3 6.9 

Notes:  1) Calculations exclude “not stated” and “not applicable” hence the percentages do not add up to a 100 per cent. 
Source:  ABS (2016), Census of Population and Housing, Employment, Income and Education, Tablebuilder. 
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A recent report found that gender discrimination, years off-work due to interruptions, industrial and 
occupational segregation are the major factors responsible for a pay gap. The following factors were identified 
as contributing to the current gender pay gap in Australia (KPMG, 2019): 

 gender discrimination (39 per cent); 

 years not working due to interruptions (25 per cent); 

 occupational segregation (8 per cent); 

 industrial segregation (9 per cent); 

 part-time employment (7 per cent); 

 unpaid care and work (7 per cent); 

 age (3 per cent); 

 tenure with current employer (1 per cent); and  

 working in government or NGO (1 per cent). 
 
An article by Risse (2019a) identifies the following factors as resulting in lower pay for women in Australia:  

 higher engagement in part-time work; 

 working in industries which pay less; 

 working in lower risk occupations; 

 working in more junior roles; 

 lack ambition and confidence; and  

 poor negotiation skills. 
 
Lower pay results in less financial empowerment, less money in their name for home loans and less 
superannuation to cover their retirement years. One of the solutions suggested for reducing/ eliminating gender 
pay gap is to recognise that gender pay gap exists in the first place. Other solutions that can be adopted by 
organisations are increased transparency about current rates of pay, salary bands and being clear about items 
that can be negotiated. Also reviewing and adopting strategies to remove “unconscious bias” in hiring and 
rewarding employees can ensure that employees are hired and remunerated on the basis of merit and value. 
In addition, Australia’s Fair Work Legislation needs to consider how to meaningfully measure and compare the 
value of jobs done by men and women that are so different in nature (Risse 2019b).  
 

6.1 Non-government sector 

Research has shown that having more women on Company Boards can enhance a company’s financial 
performance (Wiley and Monllor-Tormos, 2018). Further, the diversity prediction theorem states that diversity 
is the key to success, whereby a group of diverse problem solvers can outperform a group of high-ability 
problem solvers (Hong and Page, 2004).  
 
It would appear that the diversity prediction theorem has yet to take hold in Australia as to note, the number of 
male CEOs are five times higher than women, number of male directors are three times higher than women 
and number of male chairs are six times higher than women. Interestingly, women are poorly represented at 
the leadership level in industries such as education and training, healthcare and social assistance and 
administrative and support services where a higher proportion of women are employed.   
 

6.2 Government 

The proportion of Parliamentarians and Ministers at the Federal level remains heavily skewed towards men, 
and this difference has narrowed only modestly in the ten years to 2018. Under-representation of women is 
also present at the State level; 34 per cent of State/Territory Parliamentarians are women and 36 per cent of 
the State/Territory Government Ministers are women.  
 
Only 32 per cent of positions on Commonwealth Government Boards and Bodies and Chair/Deputy Chair 
Positions are held by women. Meanwhile, greater equity in terms of employment in Australian Public Service 
was observed in 2017 at the Senior Executive and Managerial levels.  
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7. Financial Resources 

Disadvantages experienced during working life and career interruptions can have a profound impact on 
women’s financial situation leading to a higher reliance on public resources later on in life and a higher chance 
of being exposed to poverty7. Women rely more on government pensions and allowances (76 per cent vs. 70 
per cent) as well as investment income (8.4 per cent vs. 6.8 per cent) upon retirement compared to men. 
According to the ABS Gender Indicators, Superannuation balances for women are only 66 per cent of that of 
men. This gender imbalance in superannuation might increase further due to government’s policy of Early 
Release Scheme for superannuation where people can access their super funds ahead of their retirement. 
Labour market data from ABS (2020) showed that of the 235,000 jobs lost in April, 55 per cent were jobs held 
by women. In addition, work hours for women have also reduced more than men’s hours. Also, occupations 
which have suffered most due to the pandemic are those that are held by women. In addition, free childcare 
policy was withdrawn three months before it was actually due. All these have probably accentuated the 
financial need of women and they are probably more likely to access their superannuation funds to make ends 
meet compared to men. Analysis of applications of clients by financial services company AMP shows that 
women are withdrawing a greater proportion of their super balance as part of the Government’s Early Release 
Scheme. On average, women have withdrawn more of their super balances compared with men and 14 per 
cent of women are clearing out their entire super balance compared to 12 per cent of men (see McKeown 
2020). 
 
Early Release Scheme may have been a quick fix for many who found themselves cash poor during the 
pandemic and helped the government to keep their debt levels low in this way, but this scheme has aggravated 
the gendered impacts of COVID-19 and in the long term will leave women super poor upon retirement. 
 
According to the figures calculated by Industry Super Australia (ISA), a 20 year old worker who accessed 
$20,000 (full amount of the scheme) would retire with $120,000 less. A 30-year-old who withdrew $20,000 
could lose more than $100,000 from their retirement, while a 40-year-old stood to lose $63,000, according to 
ISA. Since COVID-19 has impacted women and young people more than others the impact of Early Release 
Scheme will be felt very far into the future.  
 
Superannuation guarantee is legislated to increase from 9.5 per cent to 10 per cent in 2021, then to 12 per 
cent by 2025, an increase that will boost retirement savings by an estimated $20 billion each year. Australian 
Council of Trade Unions is advocating for a 15 per cent increase in superannuation guarantee for all, however 
according to the Union this should be “fast-tracked” for women.  
 
According to ABS Gender Indicators, of those who are living in low economic resource households and belong 
to the age cohort 15 to 44 years, more are female as well as lone parents. In addition, the proportion of women 
who belong to the lowest income quintile and are also single parents is higher compared to men in an 
equivalent situation. A significant proportion of women in this later cohort report that they face multiple cash 
flow problems and fail to raise $2,000 during an emergency.  
 
Women who are divorced are worse off in terms of employment, household income, asset holdings including 
home ownership, superannuation and debt levels compared to divorced men and married women (NATSEM 
2016). Even though divorced women (without dependent children) participate more in the workforce their 
earnings from wages are 10 per cent lower than married women. A divorced woman (without dependent 
children) has assets values at 90 per cent less than a married woman due to change in factors such as home 
ownership and superannuation. The differences are noticeable in terms of superannuation balance as well. A 
divorced woman with no children has 75 per cent less superannuation compared to a married woman.  
 
Divorced women with children suffer more from financial hardship since they earn less than men and in majority 
of cases after a divorce, women get the custody of children. So their expenditure on basic items increases. 
Divorced mothers participate more in the workforce following a divorce but earn 83 per cent less than a woman 
without dependent children. And they spend majority of their income on necessities. Even though divorced or 
separated fathers contribute 68 per cent of the cost of childcare for young children, most divorced women 
struggle with the cost of childcare. The report (NATSEM 2016) also states that divorced mothers are more 
likely to experience financial stress compared to divorced fathers or couple families. All these lead to poor 
education outcomes for children in divorced families.  
 
Meanwhile, the HILDA survey conducted by Melbourne Institute (2018) found that women in general are less 
financially literate than men. Data from ABS Gender Indicators further shows that, women who are lone parents 
are much more resource poor and are economically vulnerable. 
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8. Barriers to Women’s Participation in the Workforce 

8.1 Value of unpaid work 

Unpaid work is not accounted for in GDP calculations and would consequently provide a sizeable boost to the 
economy if it were. A majority of this unpaid work is done by women. It is important to take these facts into 
account when formulating policies to incentivise women’s participation in paid employment.  
 
The ABS (1997) estimated that the value of unpaid work (91 per cent household work and 9 per cent volunteer 

and community work) in 1997 was $261 billion. A more recent analysis by PwC (2017) estimated the value of 

unpaid work in Australia was $566 billion (in 2016 terms) and if this was accounted for in the national accounts 

then Australia’s economy would be as big as $2.2 trillion. In other words, technically the GDP in Australia is 

this high – it’s just that the unpaid component is not currently recognised. 
 

Unpaid work and social norms 

Geospatial analysis conducted by PwC (2017) shows that if the value of unpaid work is included in formal 
calculations of GDP then the actual size of the Australian economy would be one third bigger than formal 
measurements. Analysis by PwC (2017) shows that childcare comprises the highest valued component of 
unpaid work in the economy. In total, in comparison to men, women conduct: 

 76 per cent of childcare; 

 67 per cent of domestic work; 

 69 per cent of care of adults; and 

 57 per cent of volunteering.  
 
PwC (2017) found that mothers across all levels of socio-economic status are likely to take time away from 
paid employment to perform unpaid childcare. Interestingly, the analysis shows that even though more 
advantaged areas may substitute unpaid work for paid domestic help, the remainder of the unpaid work is still 
distributed in the same proportion between men and women: 

“An indicative illustration of this would be if a household usually has 20 hours of unpaid work a week, a 
woman would conduct 15 hours of it and a man five hours. However, if they pay someone to take ten hours 
of that household work, although the woman would halve her unpaid hours to 7.5, the man would also reduce 
his to 2.5 hours.” 

 
Geospatial analysis reveals that, people in locations with higher education levels are more likely to spend more 
time on unpaid childcare. This is due to household earning capacity and ability of a mother to take time away 
from paid work and for the household to live off one income. This partly explains why despite being more 
educated than men women’s participation rate is lower than men.  
 

Distribution of unpaid work 

A time of use study by the ABS (2006) shows that women do twice the unpaid work than men per day and 
men do twice the employment related work compared to women each day. Melbourne Institute (2018)’s report 
on HILDA data also confirms that women spend more time in housework and caring for others and less time 
in paid employment compared to men. HILDA analysis on time spent each week on employment, housework 
and care related activities between 2002 and 2016 shows the amount of time spent by men and women on 
paid work and various forms of unpaid work. Average time spent by men on employment remained the same 
at 35.9 hours per week between 2002 and 2016. In contrast, average time spent by women on employment 
increased from 22.8 hours in 2002 to 24.9 hours in 2016.  
 
In terms of unpaid work, men did 13.3 hours of housework per week in 2016 compared to 20.4 hours for 
women. Men spent 5.4 hours in caring activities per week while women spend 11.3 hours. This gendered 
division of labour where women spend more time in caring and housework and men spend more time in formal 
employment is more pronounced in families with children.  
 
HILDA track couples for a period of time and hence is able to track whether the birth of the first child triggers 
more traditional divisions of labour. The survey found that: 

 five years before the birth of the first child each partner’s share of time spent on paid and unpaid work 
was approximately equal; 

 the birth of the first child is a turning point in couples’ division of labour towards a highly gendered, long-
term pattern; 

 as more children are born a more gendered division of labour becomes the norm; and 



Economic Issues 

Page 18 The SA Centre for Economic Studies, University of Adelaide 

 total time spent on paid and unpaid work in total is same for couples with children even though the 
distribution of paid and unpaid work differs.  

 
HILDA data suggest that couples might be negotiating the division of paid and unpaid work among themselves. 
In that case more equitable arrangements regarding care and housework should be observed among couples 
where both partners do equivalent shares of paid work. It was also observed that women do the least 
housework in the anti-traditional model where they are the only ones employed. However, they still end up 
doing almost half of the housework and half of the caring work if they have children and more than half of the 
caring work if they do not have children. In households where both partners are employed full-time, women do 
more housework and caring for children than men.  
 
As female’s participation in the labour market has increased over time, the distribution of unpaid work between 
men and women has become an increasingly important issue. This is potentially a social issue which involves 
taking non-market decision between partners such as a decision to hire a cleaner and make more time 
available for paid employment. The unbalanced share of unpaid work done by women limits their availability 
in the labour market and can also act as a deterrent, forcing them to reduce their hours of paid work further or 
quit the labour market altogether. There are economic and social implications inherent in this for women and 
for government in the short run (e.g. lower tax revenue) and the long-run (e.g. demand on pensions and 
allowances). 
 

8.2 Pregnancy 

Our analysis so far shows that the birth of a child is a major turning point in a women’s professional life (in 
terms of employment options), earnings and personal life. Hence it is worth analysing more closely how 
pregnancy affects a women’s life.  
 

Women are delaying having children. A higher proportion of women now work in high skill 
occupations. In addition, a higher proportion of women are working full time at the time of birth of 
their first child but the proportion almost halves once they have two or more children, such that they 
instead work part time. There is also an increasing share of women who are choosing not to have 
children due to a number of reasons including the impact of being compelled to make a trade-off 
between children and career (ABC Life, 2019). 

 
There have been some notable changes in the demographic and behavioural characteristics related to 
pregnancy over recent years. The ABS Pregnancy and Employment Transitions Survey shows that between 
November 2011 and November 2017: 

 women are delaying having children and hence the average age of women having children is increasing; 

 more women in de facto relationships are having children; 

 more women from young migrant families are having children compared to non-migrant Australian 
women; and 

 more women are preferring smaller families.  
 
The social trend in Australia is that women increasingly shift to part-time work as they have children reinforcing 
the fact that childbirth is indeed a turning point in a woman’s career. This trend is illustrated by Figure 8.1 which 
shows that women who already had at least one child were more likely to be working part-time hours, i.e. less 
than 35 hours per week immediately before stopping for the birth of a child compared to women having their 
first child. In November 2017 more than 53 per cent of women with more than one child were working part time 
before immediately giving birth compared to 17 per cent of women with one child. 
 
According to ABS and HILDA data, female workforce participation in Australia declines dramatically once a 
woman has a child and it never fully recovers. This has been explained as a “double whammy effect” on a 
women’s career by the Grattan Institute (2018).  

“During the years that they work fewer hours, women take home less pay. And this has a long-term effect: 
because women spend fewer hours working, they have less experience and are therefore less likely to win 
pay rises and job promotions. It’s a vicious cycle. The lower pay reduces the incentive to return to work, 
especially given the high cost of childcare. And this in turn means women with children accumulate less 
experience and gain fewer promotions.” 
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ABS data shows that a higher proportion of women who were surveyed were working in higher skilled 
occupations when they were pregnant (60 vs 40 per cent) compared to lower skilled occupations. Yet once 
they have children their contribution to the workforce declines significantly and they revert to working part-time, 
a pattern which a majority of women continue for the rest of their career. So in summary, significant numbers 
of highly qualified women are falling out of the workforce either partially or fully once they have children.  
 
Figure 8.1 Usual weekly hours worked in occupation while pregnant immediately before stopping for birth of 

child, by number of children, November 2017 

 
Source: ABS (2018), Pregnancy and employment transitions, Australia, November 2017. Cat. No. 4913.0. 

 
 

8.3 Childcare 

Childcare is another reason that prevents women from increasing participation in the labour market. ABS has 
collected data on whether childcare affected parents’ labour force participation, focussing on parents with 
children aged 0 to 12 years and who do not work full time but would prefer to do more work. Overall 40 per 
cent of women in this cohort were prevented from working more hours due to childcare responsibilities.  
 
Table 8.1 highlights the proportion of women who were affected by childcare by various characteristics. The 
key impacts were:  

 a significant proportion of women were affected by childcare irrespective of their household income or 
the type of childcare used; 

 women working as an employee and women who have an unincorporated business were significantly 
affected; and  

 irrespective of family composition, women reported being affected due to childcare.  
 
When parents were asked about the main reason that childcare affected their labour force participation: 

 39 per cent agreed that childcare costs were too expensive; 

 27 per cent responded that they prefer to look after their child; 

 12 per cent cited availability and flexibility of childcare as the main reason; and 

 23 per cent cited other reasons. 
 
  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Nov-11 Nov-17 Nov-11 Nov-17

One child Two or more children

P
e
r 

c
e
n
t

Fewer than 35 hours 35 hours and over  Permanently left job/Did not work during pregnancy



Economic Issues 

Page 20 The SA Centre for Economic Studies, University of Adelaide 

Table 8.1 Impact of childcare on women by various characteristics 

Characteristics Impact of childcare 

Equivalised disposable household income quintiles  34 per cent of women belonging to lowest income quintile were affected 
41-43 per cent of women belonging to second, third, fourth and fifth 
income quintiles were affected 

Type of childcare  46 per cent women of using formal childcare were affected 
45 per cent of women using informal care were affected  
52 per cent of women using both types of care were affected 

Main source of household income  42 per cent of women whose main source of income is employment 
41 per cent of women whose main source of income is unincorporated 
business reported as affected by childcare 

Contribution of government pensions and allowances to gross household 
income  

 46 per cent of women in households who receive 1 per cent to less than 
20 per cent in government contributions reported being affected 
34 per cent of women who receive more than 90 per cent in government 
contributions reported being affected 

Family composition of households  In one family households 57 per cent of women belonging to families 
where both parents were working reported being affected 
In a one parent families 55 per cent women reported being affected due to 
childcare. 

Note: (a) Estimates with relatively high standard errors have not been reported here; (b) See Table A24-A28 for detailed data. 
Source: ABS (2015-16), Household income and wealth, September 2017, Cat. No. 6523.0. 

 

Income tax and childcare subsidy arrangements currently prevent women from increasing their 
number of work days per week. Under the current tax and subsidy scheme it is not optimal for a 
women on an average wage to work more than three days a week. A women working four days or 
five days a week takes home daily wages which are well below minimum wages after paying tax and 
childcare costs.  

 
 

8.4 Income tax and childcare subsidy 

The tax system in Australia creates negative incentives for women to increase their workforce participation. 
Census data shows that 50 per cent of women in Australia earn a wage which is either less than or equivalent 
to the minimum wage range in Australia.  
 
From 1 July 2018 the childcare benefit (CCB) and childcare rebate (CCR) were replaced by a childcare subsidy 
(CCS). CCS successively lowers the level of subsidy based on household income. Under this scheme the cap 
has been increased to $10,190. There is an underlying problem here. For income tax purposes the individual 
is the taxing unit. However, the childcare subsidy is assessed based on household income. Hence, when a 
women decides to increase the number of work days the individual cost benefit analysis done by the family is 
based on the female’s income not on household income.  
 
Our calculations show that if a female works three days a week she pays a total tax of $138 per week and her 
daily take home pay after tax is $245 – Table 8.1. If she increases her work week to five days then her tax 
liability more than doubles and her daily after tax take home pay per hour decreases in comparison to if she 
was working three days ($31 vs  $28 per hour). In short, the tax system does not provide incentives to women 
to increase their participation in the workforce.  
 
Table 8.2 also shows how tax as well as childcare costs in combination can impact a female’s decision to 
increase work days. We assume a household where the male member of the household earns male full-time 
adult average weekly ordinary time earnings and the female member of the household earns female full-time 
adult average weekly ordinary time earnings. We have also assumed a childcare cost of $120 per day. We 
have then calculated the childcare subsidy based on household income. It should be noted that we haven’t 
included the effects of withdrawal of benefits such as family tax benefit, rent assistance, parenting payment in 
our analysis. Including these will have a stronger effect on the take home pay of women.  
 
Table 8.2 shows that if a female increases her work day from three to four days or five days then her marginal 
wage from the fourth day is $121 and from fifth day is $110. Although her take home pay may be larger in 
aggregate if she works more days, the marginal decline in her daily take home pay is a strong disincentive to 
working more days. The situation worsens if a family has two children who go to childcare.  
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Table 8.2 Tax, childcare subsidy and female wages 

Working days per week Wages Tax/ per week(b) 
Wages after tax/ 

per week 
Wages after tax/ 

per day 

Out of pocket 
childcare cost/ 
per week (after 

subsidy)© 

Wages after 
tax and 

childcare cost/ 
per week 

Marginal  wage 
after tax and 

childcare cost 

Pay per 
hour after 

tax ($) 

Wages after 
tax and 

childcare cost 
per hour, one 

child ($) 

Wages after 
tax and 

childcare cost 
per hour, two 
children ($) 

Three days per week 873 138 735 245 133 602  31 25 20 

Four days per week 1,165 240 925 231 202 723 121 29 23 16 

Five days per week(a) 1,456 341 1,115 223 282 833 110 28 21 14 

Note: (a) Wages for Five day work week is female full-time adult average weekly ordinary time earnings; (b) Tax per week is calculated from ATO's tax withheld calculator; (c) childcare subsidy calculated from Centrelink estimates assuming the male member of household 
earns a full-time adult ordinary time earnings and calculating the household income accordingly. Calculations done assuming an eight hour work day. 

Source: (a) ABS (2018), Average Weekly earnings, Australia, February 2019, Cat. No. 6302; (b) based on an average daily wage of $291(c) ATO; (d) Centrelink. 
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9. Future of Employment for Women  

The future of work is changing with advancements in technology and automation. McKinsey Global Institute 
(2019) states that occupations requiring physical activities in highly structured environments and in data 
processing or occupations that are repetitive will decline since these tasks can be done by machines much 
more efficiently. In contrast occupations that are difficult to automate will grow. Demand for social and 
emotional skills, such as communication and empathy, will grow almost as fast as does demand for many 
advanced technological skills. Automation will also spur growth in the need for higher-level cognitive skills, 
particularly critical thinking, creativity, and complex information processing.   
 
According to the Australian Jobs Report 2019 industries such as Healthcare and Social Assistance, Education 
and Training and Professional, Scientific and Technical Services are projected to grow fastest in the five years 
to 2023. And occupations such as community and personal service workers and professionals are projected 
to have highest growth rates.  
 

Female occupations are less susceptible to automation and will have higher demand in future.  

 
Analysis by ABC News8 shows that men’s occupations are at a higher risk of automation compared to women’s 
occupations. This implies that women will be less susceptible to job losses due to automation compared to 
men.  
 
In a recent report Deloitte (2019b) analysed the shift in the nature of occupations from “hand” to “head” to non-
routine occupations which require use of both “head” and “heart”. They state that, “These trends reveal 
something else: they tell us that future of work is female. Women currently dominate the fastest growing 
occupations – the non-routine occupations of the head … The existing female workforce is at the right place 
at the right time to benefit from these changes ...”. 
 
However, many of the occupations expected to be created, such as teachers and nursing aides, typically have 
lower wage structures although it could be argued they create high social value. In the UK and other advanced 
economies occupations in education and social care which are dominated by women are expected to become 
important – Frontier Economics (2018). These occupations require higher levels of interpersonal skills, 
empathy and extensive human interactions and are less susceptible to automation.  

Employment conditions, pay scales and social value in these occupations will require reviews and rewards in 
future years. This could entail a role for Fair Work Commission and equivalent state jurisdictions to reconsider 
how these awards are determined and the case for gender pay equity principles can be addressed in 
conjunction with wage inequality issues (see Gillian Whitehouse 2001). COVID-19 has further shown that 
frontline jobs held by women are essential even in times of crisis. 
 
 

10. What Can Be Done by Government, Organisations and at Societal Level 

Recent estimates (KPMG, 2018) show that Australia’s GDP could increase by $60 billion in the next 20 years 
and Australia’s living standards (household consumption) can be raised by $140 billion by increasing female 
participation in the workforce. In addition, the value of unpaid work in the economy is 51 per cent of formal 
GDP calculations (ABS, 2006) of which women do about $340 billion or 65 per cent (SACES calculations) of 
unpaid work. There is a need for re-balancing family life, with more equitable distribution of caring for children, 
amount of domestic chores etc. with paid employment. These are matters of public policy, social change and 
equity.  
 

Changes that can be made in female and male education and career choices 

While women are equally, if not more educated than men, women still face gender discrimination at the very 
start of their career. Both unconscious bias against women as well as their lack of confidence in their abilities 
compared to men plays a role here. Studies using HILDA data shows that women over-invest in workplace 
capabilities. Women have the equivalent of one and a half years extra education, and nearly a full year’s extra 
workforce experience, than what is required for their occupation. While men over-invest by 4 per cent, women 
over-invest by 11 per cent (The Conversation, 2018). In addition gender-linked stereotypes, roles and norms 
also prevent women from negotiating freely in the workplace leading to inequalities in pay and promotions 
(Wade, 2001). Women are also susceptible to encountering penalties and backlash for demonstrating too 
much ambition and assertiveness in the workplace (see Bowles 2007 and Bowles 2019). 
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Merely promoting tertiary education for women is not enough; better mentoring programs for women who are 
young graduates and an end to ‘pay discrimination’ based on gender is required. For example, Women in 
Economics Network which is part of the broader Economic Society of Australia has launched state based 
mentoring programs for female undergraduate students studying economics to provide them with a better 
perspective as they enter the profession of economics. Similar programs are required in other fields of study.  
 
Women choose fields of study which ultimately orientates them to work in industries which mostly employ 
women and in low paid occupations. More women should be encouraged to take up fields of study which 
culminate in higher paid occupations such as STEM. However, given the demanding nature of occupations 
(e.g. STEM), more flexible work arrangements in careers for parents with young children will help women retain 
and pursue their STEM careers even during the child bearing and rearing stages of their lives and while provide 
men in STEM with the option to spend more time with their children. 
 
Having said that, it is also important that industries such as Healthcare and Social Assistance, Education and 
Training etc. which employ mostly women overcome their notion of gender stereotypes and provide equal 
employment opportunities for both men and women. These industries will be the growth industries of the future 
as structural changes in Australia continue to transition from more male dominated industries such as 
manufacturing to service oriented industries where majority of women work (DJSB, 2019). Breaking the gender 
stereotype in occupational roles will not only increase employment opportunities for men but also ensure future 
supply of labour force in “caring roles” (WGEA 2016). There is also scope for public policy intervention here to 
promote educational choices and career choices in such future growth industries for men.  
 
Women in leadership roles are also important. A female in a senior management can have an important 
influence on career development through careful mentoring, illustrating leadership and management and 
productive workplace relationships. When a female in a junior position sees that all the leadership roles are 
occupied by men then she is less influenced as compared to if there are more women in senior positions 
(Gould et al, 2018). 
 
The underlying mechanism here is that men tend to progress up the career ladder at a faster pace than women. 
Workplaces need to carefully scrutinise how they decide on promotional decision so they are not swayed by 
subjective/unconscious/institutional biases that favour men and redesign their organisational practices to be 
more objective and ensure the most competent candidate is appointed to the position (see Bohnet 2016).  
 
Also workplace policies that unintentionally/inadvertently disadvantage workers with parental duties e.g. 
scheduling meeting times that collide with school/childcare pick up times should be carefully considered. In 
addition, allowing remote access to participate in meetings while not in the office; providing flexibility/on-site 
care for children during school holidays can also help bridge the gap in participation.  
 

Government policies to be considered 

Given that women have certain attributes which are hard to automate, occupations that require these attributes 
may provide women with an edge over men in future. Occupations such as carers, education workers etc. will 
have higher demand in future. Many of these occupations are categorised as low paid. Moreover, it would be 
unwise to ignore the positive externality to society that occupations like teachers, carers etc. generate. Higher 
wages negotiated through conventional industrial relations channels will be much more desirable as compared 
to pre-election boosts to wages in low paid female dominated sectors such as child care (Wood and Chivers 
2019). Unions will have to play a stronger role in wage setting.  Another option is to lower tax rate for low paid 
occupations which have high ongoing demand – Risse (2019b).  
 
The current policies on parental leave payments in Australia are also designed with women as the primary 
caregiver in mind. For example, if a woman earns more than a certain income threshold ($150,000 per annum) 
while her partner earns less, the couple is not eligible to receive parental leave payment. On the contrary if the 
earnings are reversed in terms of gender then the woman can receive parental leave payments.  
 
Caring is not a single gender prerogative. 'Care givers' are male and female. The focus of policy makers should 
be to design policies that respond to and influence culture and attitudes and are able to catch up with today's 
world. The current policy in regard to ‘care givers’ is reinforcing social attitudes when inclusive parental leave 
policies are required that reinforce gender equality. Equal treatment in policy and hence opportunities would 
reinforce equality in the labour market and promote non-discrimination. This requires balance in the design of 
leave between genders for a start.   
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Important lessons can be learned from other OECD countries, which provide different options of parental leave 
for mothers, fathers and a separate provision where a couple can share parental leave between themselves 
(Crabb, 2019b). Parental leave policies are a crucial determinant of future labour supply.  
 
Income tax and childcare subsidy arrangements currently prevent women from increasing their number of work 
days per week. Under the current tax and subsidy scheme it is not optimal for a female on an average wage 
to work more than three days a week. A female working four days or five days a week takes home daily wages 
which are well below minimum wages after paying tax and childcare costs.  
 
KPMG (2018) has analysed four disincentives for women to increase their participation in the workforce. These 
are their marginal tax rate, loss of family tax benefit, loss of childcare subsidy and extra out of pocket childcare 
expenses. Making well researched changes to the tax system and childcare subsidies to ensure women don’t 
face financial disincentives can help boost female participation in the workforce.  
 
Our analysis of ABS data shows that part-time work for women in Australia is entrenched across all sectors of 
the labour market. Policies such as childcare subsidies should be based on gender equity analysis (as is done 
by the European Commission and countries like, Austria, Denmark, Belgium, Finland and Sweden) rather than 
taking household income as a yardstick for measuring subsidies.  
 
In addition, in a country which is characterised by an ageing population, policy prescription might be required 
so that fertility rates do not fall further. Women are increasingly delaying having children or opting out 
altogether. This might be a rational choice guided by preferences of women. However, if women prefer not 
having children due to the detrimental effect on their career and a higher share of unpaid work then that reflects 
a market failure which then requires policy intervention. Policies which are built around the right incentives and 
which take into account socio-economic circumstances should be able to incentivise women to work full-time 
or increase their participation in the workforce. Paid parental leave as well as current childcare subsidies are 
practical and functional tools but they need amendment and more government investment such that men can 
spend more time with their family and women can increase their participation in the workforce to strike a 
balance between work and life. In addition further scope exists to modify or introduce superannuation 
payments for low paid marginalised female workforce who work intermittently in casual employment. 
 

Changes in work-place for women and men, social changes and non-market arrangements 

It is true that the Australian governments have sought to address maternity leave and workforce retention. Paid 
maternity leave has become more widely available, from both employers and the government. So when women 
have children they are increasingly choosing to take maternity leave instead of quitting the workforce. As 
mothers who take maternity leave are more likely to return to work, female workforce participation has 
increased.  
 
However, women face new challenges when they return to work from maternity leave. They face workplace 
discrimination, the high cost of childcare and report lower life satisfaction. The good news is that society is 
slowly adapting traditional parental roles and responsibilities.  Social norms are in transition with fathers 
wanting to be more involved in caring. Between 1996 and 2017, a father’s use of flexible work arrangements 
and working from home to care for children has doubled (ABS, 2017). However, while some men still 
experience difficulties when trying to access flexible working arrangements, research also shows that men are 
more unwilling to use family-friendly work arrangements due to factors such as perceived or actual impact on 
their occupation, personal identities and career progression (Bittman et al 2004). More gender neutral policies 
and incentives for men to utilise workplace flexibility are challenges for the future.  
 
Non-market arrangements between couples regarding household and caring responsibilities cannot be 
enforced by government. If couples choose to participate in the work force then new occupations such as 
cleaning, cooking, picking up children and other daily responsibilities can be outsourced.  There are 
opportunities for development of a more structured market for these occupations which are usually categorised 
as low-skilled. 
 
Laws against workplace discrimination must continue to be enforced. One approach that workplaces can adopt 
is to focus on achieving targets, timely completion of deadlines and looking at how productive their employees 
are rather than how much time they spend at work. Offering flexibility with regards to start and finish time at 
work may be useful in certain occupations but families with young children need more than that. Working 
collaboratively at workplaces is important but it is equally important to have the option of working from home. 
This balance can help young families to meet deadlines at work without being physically present at work and 
at the same time engage more in family activities. For example, some companies are paying full-time salary 
for a nine-day fortnight in recognition of the changing work patterns and requirements for flexibility9. 
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Gender equality at the workplace is very much linked to gender equality in society. Soft campaigns targeted 
towards more equitable share of unpaid work done by men and women can be effective in changing the 
mindset in Australian society. Soft campaigns should also be targeted towards changing workplace 
perspectives on flexibility not just for working mothers but ‘working fathers’ (a term which doesn’t exist). The 
ultimate objective is to balance childcare and family life while ‘capturing and supporting’ women’s incentives 
and return to the workforce. No society can afford to disregard the knowledge, experience and productivity of 
such a large segment of the workforce. Culture in workplace, parental and roles within families are socially 
defined – they are malleable and can be changed for the better.  
 
While economic prosperity is important for a family as well as a country, the importance of well-being is 
increasingly being recognised globally (New Zealand’s Well-Being Budget). Policies need to recognise that 
"quality of life, relationships and hence caring" are the key to a happy life, not just consumerism or spending 
(Brisbane Times 2020) 
 
 

11. COVID-19 and the “Pink-Collar Recession” 

Between 14th March and 2nd May 2020 most job losses occurred in the serviced based sector including 
accommodation and food services (down 27 per cent), arts and recreation services (down 19 per cent), rental, 
hiring and real estate (down 13 per cent), professional and technical services (down 11 per cent) and other 
services (down 10 per cent).   
 
During the previous recession the government took measures to boost fiscal spending in infrastructure 
construction projects and provided tax incentives to businesses to expand and hire. The IMF discusses the 
important role public investment spending can play in the fiscal response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It 
emphasises that in the immediate crisis and the recovery phase, there is a need for strong prioritisation and 
project selection processes, accompanied by clear policy objectives, dedicated coordination mechanisms, and 
high transparency. 
 
In Australia, the government would do well to look closely at the composition of the unemployed before taking 
further action. According to the HILDA Survey data analysed by the Melbourne Institute approximately 3.5 
million people (28 per cent) employed in the industries most impacted by COVID-19 tended to be low-wage 
workers, many in short term casual jobs and disproportionately female and/or young.  
 
According to the OECD policy action should be based on:  

 protecting people and places left behind;  

 supporting small businesses and vulnerable workers; and  

 responsive and coordinated governance. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic placed women at the frontline with women making up 70 per cent of the health care 
workforce, exposing them to a greater risk of infection. Women are also mostly involved in caring 
responsibilities in response to school closures an care of elderly relatives (Cooper and Mosseri 2020). There 
is some evidence as to a heightened risk of family violence, abuse or harassment during times of crisis and 
quarantine (Boxall et.al. 2020).  
 
Job losses as well as safety concerns have led many parents to keep children out of childcare. The 
Government bailout of childcare centres announced in April ensured childcare centres survived10. This 
arrangement was to be in place for six months. However the government ended the scheme on the 13th July 
2020 ahead of the six month period initially announced. A recent survey of 2,200 parents revealed that more 
than half (60 per cent) of Australian households currently using childcare will have a parent forced to reduce 
work when full childcare fees return.  Given the current labour market with many second earners being affected, 
it is likely that many households will not be able to afford childcare fees.  
 
There is a need to address the superannuation guarantee for all. Notably, women already have lower super 
balance compared to men and the recent Early Super Release has accentuated this gender imbalance with 
more women (and low income earners) withdrawing from their superannuation. The risk of poverty in future is 
obvious unless steps are taken to boost superannuation balances. 
 
The pandemic saw a more rapid uptake and adoption of technology as many jobs were able to shift from the 
office to the home.  The latest data from the ABS Household Impacts of COVID-19 survey shows 46 per cent 
of the workforce worked from home in late April and early May.  By comparison, the ABS’s 2019 data showed 
slightly less than a third saying they “regularly worked from home.”  
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Perhaps it is time to rethink our National Employment Standards to roll out wider flexibility and provision to 
work from home than was accorded in the pre-pandemic era. Reduction in commuting times and meetings has 
freed up more time for productive work as well as contributed to improved work life balance. A recent survey 
by Metova showed that 48 per cent of those surveyed agree that they are more productive working from home 
while 57 per cent would prefer to work from home in the future. Some 76 per cent used video conferencing as 
their daily work.   As the restrictions are lifted we need to rethink the way we work and review/reset our existing 
policies to increase national productivity.  
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Endnotes 

1  Actual net overseas migration in the year 2016-2017 was 262,489 which far exceeds the estimates used in the 
population projection. 

2  There is a recent divergence in thinking in terms of measuring growth by a more holistic “well-being” and inclusive 
growth which also accounts for the distribution of growth/inequalities as opposed to through GDP alone. See 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2014/05/growing-disconnect-gdp-wellbeing/  

3 Information on the new Childcare Subsidy Scheme can be found here: 
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/child-care-subsidy  

4  We calculate the pay gap using the typical approach used in the literature, which is the difference between male 
and female earnings expressed as a proportion of male earnings. 

5  Gender pay gap can be calculated in different ways, from full- time adult average weekly ordinary time earnings, 
adult hourly ordinary time cash earnings. 

6  Minimum wage in 2015-16 was $656.90 whereas minimum wage in 2018-19 is $719.20. For the purpose of this 
analysis weekly income range of $650 to $799 has been assumed as the minimum wage range in Australia. $1,000-
$1,249 ($52,000-$64,999) has been assumed as average wage range in Australia. $1,500-$1,749 ($78,000-
$90,999) has been assumed as average full time wage in Australia 

7  According to 2017 HILDA Survey, single elderly women in Australia are at high risk of living in poverty 
8  ABC News. See data here: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-09/ai-automation-men-and-lower-paid-

workers/8741518  
9  A similar pay policy is adopted by a company called Grace Papers in an article in The Sydney Morning Herald. See 

https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/life-and-relationships/the-four-day-fallacy-busting-the-myth-of-part-time-working-
mums-20190906-p52ou1.html 

10  Under the new system parents won’t have to pay any out of pocket childcare fees. The government would provide 
centres with 50 per cent of their pre-COVID19 fees and the job-keeper package would help cover the wages of 
educators and staff. 
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