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ABOUT US  

The Australian Gender Equality Council (AGEC) is an independent, national, not-for-profit gender equality peak 
body and think tank that was formed to respond to the unacceptably slow pace of change towards gender 
equality in Australia.  

AGEC’s vision is simple – to achieve a gender equal Australia. It aims to drive a cultural shift in Australia so that 
all genders have the same rights and opportunities across all sectors of the community.   

Closely aligned to academic and research organisations that specialise in Gender Equality research, AGEC 
currently represents 24 member organisations whose members combine to more than 500,000 women across 
a wide range of industry and community sectors.  

We operate on an entirely voluntary basis and rely on grassroots and in-kind funding.  

INTRODUCTION 

Australia has never had a national strategy for gender equality which comprehensively identifies and seeks to 
address all aspects of gender inequality, as set out in AGEC’s Gender Equality Manifesto (See Figure 1). Only 
when a comprehensive National Strategy is established by the Federal Government in active collaboration with 
every State and territory, the business community, non-government organisations and the broader 
community will Australia be capable of achieving gender equality.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

We are pleased that the Albanese Government has committed to developing a national gender equality 
strategy, however, we note that a 'National Strategy' should be a holistic and integrated suite of laws, 
interventions, and guiding principles that, when communicated and adopted throughout the country, 
generates a desired pattern of decision making. A strategy is therefore about how all Australians should make 
decisions and allocate resources to accomplish gender equality, not just Federal Government institutions. A 
good strategy provides a clear roadmap, consisting of a fully integrated set of guiding principles and rules, that 
defines the actions that all organisations should take (and not take) and the things they should prioritize (and 
not prioritize) to achieve gender equality. Therefore, any undertaking that does not encompass the inclusion 
of all States and territories, the business and NGO community and every citizen of this country is simply not a 
strategy, but rather a series of policies and interventions that may be more or less connected but will ultimately 
fail to generate whole-of-country change. Simply put, gender inequality is a ‘wicked problem’ and, from a 
policy perspective, must be addressed from this standpoint. 

As an independent gender equality peak body and think tank, we would be pleased to offer any assistance in 
developing such a strategy.  
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This submission is based on our members' feedback obtained through the AGEC member's Annual National 
Forum.  

Given the marginal decline in the gender pay gap over the past 20 years, ongoing gender segregation of 
industry sectors, unchanging gender role stereotypes, persistent inequality in the sharing of domestic 
workload, low levels of representation of women in leadership and politics, poor retirement outcomes for 
women relative to men, stagnant numbers of women CEO’s in our ASX200 firms and ongoing violence against 
women, AGEC believes it is imperative that the National Gender Equality Strategy addresses both the causes 
as well as the symptoms of gender inequality. 

This should be a key pillar of the 2024-2025 Federal Budget, supported by a Women’s Budget, gender budget 
and gender mainstreaming analysis, a public education campaign and a material increase in investment in all 
aspects of tackling gender inequality. However, fundamentally it must be a Strategy in truth and not just in 
name. 

We are pleased with the Albanese Government's commitment that from 2023-
24 gender responsive budgeting will be embedded across the budget process 
and look forward to understanding how this will be implemented.  

Gender inequality is a socially constructed problem. For Australia to be a global 
leader in gender equality, Australia must address the systemic causes of gender 
inequality, while also acknowledging and addressing the severe impacts of its 
symptoms. 

In addressing gender inequality, no societal systems, structures, communities, or institutions (secular or 
religious) can be permitted or enabled to differently value or deny opportunities based on gender. While such 
overt discrimination, which is currently enabled through many long-standing laws, remains unaddressed, 
gender equality will never be realised in this country. 

Gender inequality in Australia manifests in many ways, including: 

• Stereotyping of gender roles 

• Lack of value attributed to caring roles 

• Gender-segregated economy and a large gender pay gap 

• Disproportionate gender representation in political parties and parliaments 

• Gendered education system 

• Inequitable burden of caring responsibilities 

• Reinforcing of stereotypes across all forms of publicly consumed media 

• An epidemic of gender-based violence 

The root cause of gender inequality in Australia is gender role assignment and stereotypes which are formed 
in early and primary childhood. This problem can only be addressed at the household level and in early and 
primary school education. It is also impacted by the media our children are absorbing. As a country, we need 
to understand at what age these stereotypes and gender role assignments are occurring in Australian children. 
Gender role stereotypes are ultimately the cause of our gender-segregated economy, division of domestic 
labour, domestic and family violence and workforce participation rates and must be addressed in any 
Intergenerational National Strategy as a priority. Without addressing the causes of gender inequality, as a 
country, we will need to assign funding to addressing its symptoms ad infinitum which is both short-sighted 
and an unfair burden on future generations of Australians.  
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Addressing the origins of gender stereotypes and gendered norms requires a nationally integrated, multi-
faceted strategy underpinned by societally focused education on the need for change and the origins of gender 
stereotypes/gender norms. It must be recognized that Gender inequality is a Wicked Problem (See Figure 2) 
which occurs at multiple levels including Government/Society, Organisations, Families, and Individuals.  

The role of intersectionality in the differential experience of gender must also be understood. Most policies 
treat gender inequality in aggregate, as though women were a homogenous group. A far deeper 
understanding of the demographic composition of Australian women and the impact of disability, CALD, 
sexuality, age, and indigeneity, among other forms of intersectionality is required for any National Strategy to 
be effective.   

For a National Gender Equality Strategy to succeed, not only does it require action by the Federal Government, 
but also collaborative and aligned effort across all States and Territories, the Corporate and NGO sectors. 
Additionally, there is a need to rationalize and modernize all anti-discrimination frameworks as well as all 
legislation affecting women. Simply put, our legislative framework around gender equality is a patchwork of 
Acts and Regulations (State and Federal) developed piecemeal over the past 50 years and needs full review, 
modernization, and integration. Likewise, legislation that actively protects gender discriminatory behaviour, 
such as by religious institutions, and represents outdated medieval views which are no longer held by the vast 
majority of the Australian public, must be repealed. 

For a comprehensive National Gender Equality Strategy AGEC recommends: 

The FY24 budget includes $50m to develop a comprehensive national strategy to understand the influence of 
and identify long-term initiatives to eliminate entrenched gender role stereotypes. 

 
A summary of our recommendations in this submission:  

• Set measurable targets for gender equality. 

• Introduce gender-responsive budgeting, applying a gender lens to all policies and decisions, relative to 
their ability to drive targets.   

• Measure and report the progress of past initiatives in women's budgets, reconciling expenditure relative 
to targets.  

• Ensure there is a gender balance in all budget expenditures including health, sport and education using 
progress towards meaningful targets as a benchmark for funding considerations. 

• Implement a well-being index capable of measuring the lived experiences of men and women across 
Australia, to supplement financial and employment data already captured by Australian Government 
agencies. 

• Superannuation on Paid Parental Leave 

• Mandatory Gender Pay Gap Reporting for organisations employing 50-99 people and State and Local 
Governments 

• Address pay inequality between male and female-dominated industries 

• Ensure Australia's national gender equality strategy addresses gender disparity in workforce 
participation. 

• Fund programs that increase female representation in male-dominated industries to address gender 
segregation within industries and occupations. 
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• Have greater short-term responsive support to women and children experiencing violence or at risk of 
violence, specifically suitable medium to long-term accommodation and financial advice and support.  

• Law reform to ensure consistent and appropriate responses to victim protection, consistent legal 
definitions of consent and assault and consistent outcomes for criminal offence. 

• Financial Institutions and Superannuation funds have controls in place to identify and protect against 
financial abuse and coercive control. 

• Coercive control legislation to be adopted in every state 

• A full review of the National Curriculum must be undertaken to identify and eliminate Gender bias. A 
review of the enactment of the curriculum in each State and Territory be undertaken to identify 
opportunities for gender mainstreaming and elimination of bias and to ensure that education around 
gender role formation, human rights, consent, sexual harassment, sexuality, reproductive rights, sexual 
health and period education is effective. 

• Primary and secondary curriculums have mandatory diversity and inclusion education for teachers, 
students and parents, the content and delivery of which are to be based upon a Federal Government 
mandate with no exclusions or exemptions.  

• STEM and STEAM opportunities must be promoted in primary school and early childhood learning to 
shift entrenched gender biases in the career preferences of boys and girls. This will require significant 
funding to enable reach to all schools and done in collaboration with Australian Industry and Tertiary 
Institutions 

• Fund education programs in schools and universities which encourage and empower girls and young 
women to consider leadership positions in public and community service. 

• Fund a national education program to positively shift the perception of women and those in public 
office. 

• Introduce legislation that ensures all employers continue to provide superannuation guarantee 
contributions to staff while on parental leave. 

• Close the gender pay gap through legislated wage increases skewed towards currently low-paid sectors 
that have a high proportion of female workers. 

• Financial literacy and education must be instituted in schools starting in Infants School and includes 
having personal finance taught at school in High School. 

• Introduce universal free childcare and early childhood learning plus increase paid parental leave from 
20 to 26 weeks.  

• Funding towards free abortion nationwide.  

• Access to free sanitary products for everyone who menstruates. 

• A gender lens is applied to all infrastructure spend 

• Tie Australia’s sports-related funding to the relevant sporting codes achieving agreed gender targets. 

• Review Federal and State sports funding from a gender perspective  

• Media watchdogs develop and enforce a policy toolkit for fair gender representation in the media. 

• Removal of gender-biased advertising and programming, and sexist media.  

• Reform advertising standards to eliminate gender-biased advertising and programming. 
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The Primacy of Addressing Gender Role Stereotypes 

It is a well-researched and established fact that gender stereotypes and traditional societal norms regarding 
the roles of men and women underpin the many and varied symptoms of gender inequality1. These causal 
stereotypes are manifested in symptoms such as the ongoing challenges to women's safety and respect, the 
inequitable division of labour in the home, Australia's gender-segregated economy, disproportionate pay in 
women's sports and even gender differences in the amount boys and girls receive as pocket money.  

Gender norms are deeply entrenched in the everyday lives of Australians and have a subtle, yet very powerful, 
influence on what we do, what we wear, how we play and the choices we make; they start the day we are 
born and influence everything we do2 3.  

Any National Gender Equality Strategy must address the causes of gender inequality and be supported by 
aligned investment in early childhood, primary and secondary education, societal education programs and 
advertising campaigns. 

AGEC Research has shown that gender stereotypes play a critical role in women's career choices, which are 
formed at a young age and steer women predominantly into caring and support professions and vocations, 
many of which are lowly paid or insecure. They also privilege an (incorrect) understanding that leadership is a 
male undertaking. Gender stereotypes continue to be reflected in sporting events, in advertising, in the media 
and our education system.  

As highlighted in many places throughout our 2024 Pre-Budget Submission, gender equality will only be 
achieved with the elimination of gender stereotypes and gendered societal norms. However, to date, most of 
the government-led gender equality initiatives have sought to only address the symptoms of inequality, such 
as the gender pay gap, the lack of women in male-dominated industries or sexual harassment. Whereas 
initiatives that target the elimination of gender stereotypes, which would address the root cause of inequality 
and are necessary to support the impact of initiatives designed to address the symptoms of gender inequality, 
are completely lacking.  

Despite some shifts in recent years towards a more gender-balanced approach to promotion, funding, 
leadership, and coverage of women's sport4, there remains significantly more investment in men’s sporting 
events and priority given to media coverage of sportsmen and male sporting events. Likewise, there is a 
disproportionate investment in research of male health issues5 over those of women. Overseas experience 
has demonstrated that school and community-based programs supported by enhanced media standards, such 
as those existing in the UK and Europe, are needed to comprehensively address this issue across all cultural 
boundaries. For example, the UK has a well-established program for the elimination of gender bias in 
advertising which goes well beyond traditional standards to eliminate sexualized advertising, which is the 
current approach in Australia6.  

Given that gender role stereotype formation occurs in early childhood and primary years, this issue is best 
tackled by understanding and addressing its primary drivers7. While much research has been undertaken in 

 

1 Eagly and Carli (2007) https://archive.org/details/throughlabyrinth0000eagl/page/n7/mode/2up 
2 Bourdieu (1990) https://epdf.tips/the-logic-of-practice.html 
3 Perez, C. (2019). Invisible Women: Exposing Data in a World Designed for Men. London: Vintage Press 
4 https://www.smh.com.au/sport/where-gender-equality-in-elite-australian-sport-needs-to-get-better-20210713-p589bl.html 
5 Perez, C. (2019). Invisible Women: Exposing Data in a World Designed for Men. London: Vintage Press 
6 https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/gender-balance-diversity-and-inclusiveness-media-and-audiovisual-sectors 
7 Fitzsimmons, T.W., Yates, M. S., & Callan, V. (2018). Hands Up for Gender Equality: A Major Study into Confidence and Career 
Intentions of Adolescent Girls and Boys. Brisbane, Qld: AIBE Centre for Gender Equality in the Workplace – The University of 
Queensland. 

https://archive.org/details/throughlabyrinth0000eagl/page/n7/mode/2up


 
 

 
Page | 8 

 

Australian Gender 
Equality Council 

working for balance 

jurisdictions outside of Australia around gender role stereotype formation, much more needs to be done to 
understand the specific contribution and age at which the following factors apply to Australian Children8 9: 

• The parental division of labour in the home (observed behaviour) 

• Espoused parental (friends and other familial) attitudes towards gender roles and careers to and in front 
of children. 

• The assignment of household duties to children. 

• Gender roles are portrayed in media and viewed by children, including in advertising. 

• Role modelling of gender role stereotypes by early educators and primary/secondary school teachers, 
including the proportion of senior roles held by women.  

• The lack of visible (gender disconfirming) roles undertaken by both men and women (For example, male 
nurses and female tradies)  

Significant expansion in funding is therefore required across the education of parents, revision of media 
standards and the visibility of roles in early childhood and primary/secondary education as set out further 
below in our submission.  

Outline and Format of the AGEC 2024 Pre-Budget Submission 

At the inception of the Australian Gender Equality Council, its 24 member organisations, representing over 
500,000 women met to create a Manifesto to address gender inequality in Australia (See Figure 1). AGEC holds 
that no Government will be able to achieve gender equality in Australia unless and until all elements of the 
manifesto are addressed.  

AGEC advocates for a National Gender Equality Strategy to ensure equitable participation, and outcomes 
across all aspects of our society regardless of gender. 

Each of the twelve elements of the AGEC Manifesto requires systemic focus, and a gendered design lens to 
ensure equity, justice, and realignment of societal norms. This 2024 pre-budget submission is structured to 
address these twelve elements. 

AGEC cannot overstate that the glacial pace of change towards gender equality over the past 50 years in 
Australia is evidence that historical incremental, under-resourced or partial solutions aimed at only addressing 
the symptoms of gender inequality will always fail to produce timely and meaningful change. As Albert Einstein 
once noted, "Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.”     

As a Wicked problem, gender inequality is unable to be solved by four or five policy changes or the enactment 
of one or two additional pieces of legislation or regulation or by only acting at one level, such as at the Federal 
Government level. All areas identified in the Wicked problems lens (See Figure 2) and summarized in AGEC’s 
Manifesto (See Figure 1) must be tackled and must be tackled at each level if we are to finally solve gender 
inequality within a generation.  

  

 

8 Bandura, A. (1995). Self-efficacy in changing societies. New York: Cambridge Press. 
9 Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New York: W.H. Freeman. 
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1. ECONOMIC SECURITY 

Gender Pay Gap: While the gender pay gap narrowing in 2023 was a step in the right direction, it remains at 
21.7%, with every industry and almost three in four employers still having a gender pay gap larger than 5% in 
favour of men10. This gap has roots in gendered industry segmentation, leadership hierarchy disparities, 
positioning within salary bands, and discriminatory practices, all contributing to the enduring injustice11.  

Gender Superannuation Gap: Women are retiring with 25% less superannuation than their male counterparts, 
condemning them to a retirement only just above the poverty line12. The gender super gap persists partly as 
it is linked to income, and therefore intrinsically linked to the gender pay gap, but it is compounded by 
women’s fragmented work patterns due to care responsibilities, low wages in feminised industries, and lower 
rates of women in senior executive and board level positions13.  

Homelessness Rates: Alarming increases in homelessness rates for women, particularly those aged over 5514, 
underscore the urgency of economic security reforms to ensure we do not condemn future generations of 
women to the same fate as those who have come before them.  

AGEC Recommends: 

• Superannuation on Paid Parental Leave 

We join the calls from most gender equality advocates, as well as the superannuation industry, for the 
federal government to make Superannuation Guarantee payments on the Commonwealth Parental 
Leave Pay Scheme, without distinction between primary and secondary caregivers. This measure aligns 
with the broader goal of levelling the playing field in retirement savings15 as women are 
disproportionately the ones accessing extended paid and unpaid leave to care for children.  

• Mandatory Gender Pay Gap Reporting 

We welcome the Workplace Gender Equality Agency's commitment to publishing employer gender pay 
gaps for organisations with over 100 employees from 27 February 2024 and recommend expanding this 
initiative to include organisations with 50-99 employees, including State and Local Governments.  

• Fair Work Act Amendments 

We have welcomed some sections of the Closing the Loopholes Bill, notably the protections for family 
and domestic violence victims from discrimination and adverse action, easier workers’ compensation 
claims process for first responders who experience PTSD, criminalising wage theft and casual conversion 
and casual employee definition as a step to improving remuneration inequality. However, we would like 
to see further steps taken, including amending the Fair Work Act to include an equal remuneration 
objective and conducting a comprehensive review of pay rates in female-dominated industries. This 
includes assessing the effectiveness of Equal Remuneration Orders and ensuring fair compensation 
reflective of skills and value.  

• Review of State and Federal gender equality Acts and Regulations to integrate modernise and repeal 
legislation which protects against gender discrimination. 

 

10 Workplace Gender Equality Agency, 28 November 2023 
11 Workplace Gender Equality Agency, n.d. 
12 Australian Council of Social Services, n.d. 
13 Industry Super Australia, n.d. 
14 Knox City Council, 7 March 2023 
15 HESTA, 22 August 2022  

https://www.industrysuper.com/campaigns/closing-the-gender-superannuation-gap/
https://www.hesta.com.au/about-us/media-centre/new-hesta-modelling-paying-super-on-paid-parental-leave


 
 

 
Page | 10 

 

Australian Gender 
Equality Council 

working for balance 

2. WORKFORCE PARTICIPATION 

While the workforce participation rate for Australian women reached a record high in 2023 with female 
participation at 62.3%, compared to male participation at 71.4%16, it remains low compared to countries such 
as New Zealand and the Netherlands at 78%17.  

Increasing Australia’s female workforce participation rate is fundamental to resolving gender inequality and 
has been projected to significantly increase Australia’s Gross domestic product. 

In addition to workforce participation, industry segregation is a key driver of workplace gender inequality in 
Australia, contributing 20% to the national total remuneration gender pay gap18.  

• Australia’s approach to resolving workforce participation inequality must be a key component of a 
significant and systemic national gender equality strategy. 

• The inequality of opportunity, including remuneration, at all levels of the workforce between male and 
female-dominated industries plays a key role in Australia's persistent gender pay gap and requires 
prioritisation by the Albanese Government. 

 

AGEC recommends: 

• Ensure Australia's national gender equality strategy addresses gender disparity in workforce 
participation. 

• Fund programs that increase female representation in male-dominated industries to address gender 
segregation within industries and occupations. 

• Address pay inequality between male and female-dominated industries. 

• Increase women’s leadership representation through mandated strategies and action plans for 
organisations and governments to address gender balance at all levels of leadership including boards. 

• Introduce WGEA enhancements including extended reporting from Government organisations, detailed 
minimum standards for organisational gender equality measurement and practice and enforcement 
powers. 

  

 

16 The Australian Bureau of Statistics, Gender Indicators, July 2023 
17 Statista, Countries with the highest female employment rates worldwide 2022, Einar H. Dyvik, Nov 2023 
18 Workforce Gender Equality Agency, Australia’s Gender Equity Scorecard, 2022-23 
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3. SAFETY AND RESPECT IN FAMILY AND SECURITY 

AGEC believes all people must be respected and be safe from any threat or action of family and domestic 
violence, sexual assault, coercive control, and sexual harassment in the domestic, family and community 
environment.  

We welcomed the introduction of two new measures expressly aimed at reducing violence against women in 
the 2023-24 Budget: the women’s safety measure, and the women’s safety – First Nations measure. AGEC also 
welcomed the modest additional funding to the $1.7b announced in the October 2022 budget.  

AGEC was also very pleased to see the two new five-year action plans under the National Plan to End Violence 
Against Women 2022-2032, as well as the first stand-alone Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Action Plan to 
End Violence against Women and Children, and strongly supports their full implementation. 

AGEC questions whether the current funding is adequate, noting that the $194 million over four years for the 
national plan to end violence against First Nations women is included in the $589.3 million figure introduced 
in the May budget. Whilst AGEC applauds this specific allocation we believe this will not fund the extent of 
services, programs and specialist support worker recruitment and skill development required to appropriately 
resource the plan in its entirety. 

Many forms of structural and systemic discrimination and inequality influence the prevalence of violence 
against women and AGEC believes there is a need for significantly more investment in programs that address 
violence influenced by the intersections between gendered drivers and other systemic and structural forms of 
social injustice, discrimination and oppression. These include racism, ableism, ageism, heteronormativity, 
cissexism, class discrimination, and – for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women – the contemporary 
impacts of colonialism. Action is needed from all levels of government and from non-government 
organisations, the private sector, civil society and communities to address the drivers of gendered violence19.  

With 2016 estimates that gendered violence is costing the Australian economy $26 billion per year20.  As well 
as estimates by peak prevention bodies that we need to invest at least 1 billion dollars annually, AGEC calls for 
a significant increase in the budget allocation towards Women's Safety.  

To resource this National plan effectively and meet the goal of the plan to end gender-based violence in one 
generation AGEC calls for a further $1.5 billion allocation to women’s safety each year for the next five years 
in this budget to underpin the first 5-year action plan. The Grattan Institute has proposed numerous ways in 
which tax reform could help support this increased spending allocation21. The institute puts forward tax reform 
suggestions that could save up to $32 billion a year.  

 

 

  

 

19 Our Watch (2021). Change the story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against women in Australia – 
Summary (2nd ed.) 
20 KPMG. The cost of violence against women and their children in Australia – Final Report. Department of Social Services, Canberra, 
2016 
21 https://grattan.edu.au/news/a-case-for-budget-boldness/ 
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AGEC recommends: 

• Greater short-term responsive support to women and children experiencing violence or at risk of 
violence, specifically suitable medium to long-term accommodation and financial advice and support. 

• Law reform to ensure consistent and appropriate responses to victim protection, consistent legal 
definitions of consent and assault and consistent outcomes for criminal offence. 

• Justice system reform to remove the systemic barriers to reporting sexual violence, and to address the 
re-traumatisation experienced when engaging with the criminal justice system22.  

• Long-term change programs including education to prevent gender stereotypes and a specific 
understanding of respectful behaviour and consent.  

• Programs supporting men who have the potential to offend (before they do) and enabling rehabilitation 
of offenders.  

• Ensuring access and equity in service delivery, and in building capacity in the specialist workforce.  

• Design and implementation of proactive measures to ensure financial institutions and superannuation 
funds are taking steps and implementing proactive strategies to prevent financial coercion and control. 

• Financial Institutions and Superannuation funds have controls in place to identify and protect against 
financial abuse and coercive control. 

• Coercive control legislation is to be adopted in every state. 

• A material increase in investment for services and programs that support victims of domestic violence, 
sexual assault and harassment to ensure the outcomes of the National Plan are achievable. 

• Free access to resources to flee violent relationships. 

• Safe respite housing and accommodation is made available to all of those who require it when escaping 
violent or threatening situations. 

• Victims of family and domestic violence are provided every opportunity to remain in their family home 
– alleged perpetrators are removed from the family home until resolution is achieved. 

• Publicly funded education and awareness campaigns that are culturally inclusive and communicate 
shared Australian societal expectations regarding safety and respect in the home, family and community 
environment. 

Additionally, AGEC welcomes the development of the Outcomes Framework aligned to the National Plan and 
asks that there be transparent reporting about how funds are being allocated across each of the 4 domains: 
prevention, early intervention, response, and recovery and healing. Including transparent reporting of the 
outcomes achieved by specific initiatives funded from this budget allocation. 

  

 

22 https://aija.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Specialist-Approaches-to-Managing-Sexual-Assault-Proceedings_An-Integrative-
Review_05.pdf 
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4. SAFETY AND RESPECT AT WORK 

AGEC applauds the focus on legislative reform in response to the Respect@Work report and the 
implementation of all 55 recommendations of that report. 

The Australian Human Rights Commission articulated in the Respect@Work report the key benefit of the 
positive duty is 'shifting the burden from individuals making complaints to employers taking proactive and 
preventative action. As the positive duty is ongoing, it shifts the emphasis from a complaints-based model to 
one where employers must continuously assess and evaluate whether they are meeting the requirements of 
the duty. This would provide employers with a greater incentive to take proactive and preventative measures 
to comply with the duty and would significantly improve the effectiveness of the SD Act to contribute to broader 
systemic and cultural change…' (Page 479). 

Complying with the positive duty involves employers revisiting their policies and processes for responding to 
sexual harassment and, most importantly, the level of transparency as to how sexual harassment will be dealt 
with through a lens of prevention and cultural change. 

While the seven standards issued by the Commission will likely reflect arrangements already in place for 
employers with mature systems, employers and senior leaders will need to continually review these in some 
detail to ensure there is compliance across the business or organisation. 

AGEC believes the budget should better support the provision of workplace programs and support that assist 
businesses and organisations to comply with the positive duty, particularly small to medium-sized enterprises. 
We also ask that historically male-dominated industries as well as sectors identified as requiring focus 
(Hospitality and Retail) sectors be proactively supported to ensure effective cultural change and prevention 
strategies are implemented.  

The Government must also continue to focus on the implementation of the recommendations from the Report 
into Commonwealth Parliamentary Workplaces undertaken by the Sex Discrimination Commissioner Kate 
Jenkins and the Australian Human Rights Commission, Set the Standard: Report on the Independent Review 
into Commonwealth Parliamentary Workplaces to Government. 

As stated in the report, ‘as well as legislating the standards which the wider community should adopt, 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Workplaces must model these standards themselves. As well as ensuring a safe 
and respectful work environment, the opportunities   that are then created include the chance to attract and 
retain the best parliamentarians and staff; to drive institutional performance; and, by supporting diversity, 
equality and inclusion, to improve representation and decision-making overall’23.  

 

AGEC recommends: 

• Allocation of $2.5 million to the Australian Human Rights Commission to continue to support the 
Respect@Work implementation and a further $5 million to be allocated to programs and initiatives 
supporting enterprises to comply with positive duty legislation and to implement lasting and positive 
cultural change.  

  

 

23 Australian Human Rights Commission 2021. Set the Standard: Report on the Independent Review into Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Workplaces ISBN: 978-1-925917-57-4 
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5. EDUCATION 

Currently, in Australia, there is unequal access and inequitable outcomes for girls and women at all levels of 
education. 

Equitable access to education for all women regardless of their geographical location, religion, disability, CALD 
or wealth must be guaranteed by the Federal Government. Systemic barriers to education for women such as 
lack of transport, childcare and digital connectivity options, disability access/support and ongoing and 
entrenched gender role stereotyping act to impede women’s access to education and direct women away 
from what are considered to be traditionally male areas of industry. 

Equal gender representation in primary, secondary, tertiary and vocational education classes and courses, and 
all fields of study must become a benchmark for success in this area.  

In a study undertaken by Fitzsimmons, Yates and Callan (2018)24 it was identified that many schools still offer 
different course streams based on student gender, with girls being channelled into courses such as home 
economics and boys towards courses such as industrial arts. Likewise, many religious schools still teach gender 
fundamentalism and assign gender roles such as parenting and domestic duties, to women. Given that 
approximately 30% of all schools in Australia are affiliated with a religion, or 94% of private schools25, gender 
role stereotyping, a fundamental cause of gender inequality is being perpetuated by the current funding and 
governance of our education system. In other words, the current education system plants the seeds of gender 
inequality in each new generation, representing a fundamental cause of gender inequality. In answer to this, 
rather than addressing one of the primary root causes of gender inequality, the Federal Government has to 
date focused its energies on funding treatment of the symptoms of gender inequality rather than confronting 
head-on the generation of stereotypes in a large proportion of Australian schools.  

  

 

24 Fitzsimmons, T.W., Yates, M. S., & Callan, V. (2018). Hands Up for Gender Equality: A Major Study into Confidence and Career 
Intentions of Adolescent Girls and Boys. Brisbane, Qld: AIBE Centre for Gender Equality in the Workplace – The University of 
Queensland. https://bel.uq.edu.au/files/28153/Hands_up_for_Gender_Equality.pdf 
25 Fitzsimmons, T.W., Yates, M. S., & Callan, V. (2018). Hands Up for Gender Equality: A Major Study into Confidence and Career 
Intentions of Adolescent Girls and Boys. Brisbane, Qld: AIBE Centre for Gender Equality in the Workplace – The University of 
Queensland. https://bel.uq.edu.au/files/28153/Hands_up_for_Gender_Equality.pdf 
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AGEC recommends that any National Strategy must adopt the following: 

• Guaranteed, universal, equal access for all students to all schools and appropriate equitable funding for 
all schools based upon their needs.  

• A full review of the National Curriculum must be undertaken to identify and eliminate Gender bias.  A 
review of the enactment of the curriculum in each State is undertaken to identify opportunities for 
gender mainstreaming and elimination of bias and to ensure that education around gender role 
formation, human rights, consent, sexual harassment, sexuality, reproductive rights, sexual health, 
period education and products is effective. 

• Primary and secondary curriculums have mandatory diversity and inclusion education for students and 
parents, the content and delivery of which are to be based upon a Federal Government mandate with 
no exclusions or exemptions.  

• STEM and STEAM opportunities must be promoted in primary school and early childhood learning to 
shift entrenched gender biases in the career preferences of boys and girls. This will require significant 
funding to enable reach to all schools and done in collaboration with Australian Industry and Tertiary 
Institutions. 

• All subjects offered by primary and secondary schools up to Year 10 must be undertaken equally, 
regardless of gender.  

• 40/40/20 Targets for disciplines and subjects dominated by one gender in Years 11 and 12 must be 
adopted in all primary and secondary schools to achieve gender balance. 

• Curricula must represent the achievements of all genders. Women's leadership and empowerment 
must be included in science, arts and history curricula. 

• Students have equal access to all extra-curricular activities regardless of gender, CALD and disability. 

• Dedicated early career interest counselling and mapping be available in every school, to promote non-
gender traditional job roles. 

• All schools must offer non-gendered uniform options. 

• Funding must also be made available to educate Teachers and early childhood educators regarding the 
causes and symptoms of gender inequality, particularly regarding the connection between gender role 
stereotypes and subject interest, selection, engagement and career preferences.   

• As part of a broader National media campaign around gender equality, an advertising campaign be 
funded and aimed at parents around careers and gender stereotyping.  

• Audit and enforcement of existing gender equality initiatives in the current National Curriculum in all 
schools by the Federal Government and penalties introduced for failure to adhere to either the National 
Curriculum or existing discrimination laws. 
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6. GOVERNMENT AND DEMOCRACY 

AGEC believes all levels of government must reflect the gender mix and overall diversity of the communities 
they represent.  

• There should be gender-balanced representation across the public sector and departments, in all Local 
Government, State and Federal Parliaments, including cabinets.  

• Political campaigns and policies reflect the needs of all genders equally. 

• Politicians must be treated with equal respect in the media, and in Parliament regardless of gender.  

AGEC is pleased by the Albanese Government’s commitment to progressing women’s leadership in public, 
business, community and politics. 

We are delighted that a consortium led by Women For Election Australia received a $5m over five years grant 
from the Women's Leadership and Development Program to train women political candidates.  

To tackle the adverse perceptions of political office for women AGEC suggests that the Federal Government 
develop and implement a public education campaign whose goal is to positively shift the perception of women, 
with particular reference to those standing for public office. AGEC also recommends that the Federal 
Government provide ongoing funding for a program in schools and universities which encourages and 
empowers girls and young women to consider leadership positions in politics and all walks of life.  

We are pleased the Government has committed to Australia re-emerging as a global leader in gender equality 
and is showing commitment through international advocacy. We would be delighted to assist the Government 
in this aim. We note that the Australian Local Government Women’s Association (ALGWA) is the largest 
organisation of its kind in the Commonwealth. ALGWA would be an ideal organisation to work with the 
Australian Government to establish a ‘Global Women in Local Government’ network. We would recommend 
a pilot program establishing a Women in Local Government network in South East Asia and the Pacific. 

 

AGEC recommends: 

• Mandating that all Cabinets must contain a gender balance and diversity in line with the composition of 
the society they represent.  

• Adopting all 28 recommendations of the Australian Human Rights Commission’s Set the Standard 
report. 

• All political parties set targets and quotas for candidate recruitment and pre-selection. 

• Gender-balanced candidate pipelines are developed for all political parties. 

• Parliaments enforce respectful standards of behaviour.  

• Fund education programs in schools and universities which encourage and empower girls and young 
women to consider leadership positions in public and community service. 

• Fund a national education program to positively shift the perception of women and those in public 
office. 

• Include gender, civics, democracy and governance in the national primary and secondary school 
curriculum. 

• Establish a Women in Local Government network in South East Asia and the Pacific. 
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7. WORKPLACE FLEXIBILITY 

AGEC believes in a world where everyone can reach their full potential, supported by fair systems, positive 
workplace culture, accessible infrastructure and policies that are equitable and flexible.  

Advancing gender equity is central to creating a fair and inclusive society. Women’s economic participation 
and security, including workplace flexibility and managing family/caring responsibilities, are critical to creating 
this.  

One of the well-established and central platforms of economic and social policy is to deliver economic and 
financial security for all members of society. Economic security entails a number of basic conditions but has as 
a central underpinning concept an ability, throughout life, to afford to have shelter, food and basic living 
expenses covered. Financial security also means opening access to opportunities not only at these basic levels 
of living standards but to also achieve higher levels of security and well-being through education, training and 
employment opportunities. 

Paid employment is one of the benchmarks of financial security. To maintain this employment and ultimately 
grow and flourish within it, flexibility is essential. Particularly to meet the growing demands of family and caring 
responsibilities on many women  

Women’s economic security is often 
lower or more precarious than for 
men. When women are poor, their 
rights are not protected. They face 
obstacles that may be extraordinarily 
difficult to overcome. This results in 
deprivation in their own lives and 
losses for the broader society and 
economy, as women’s productivity is 
well known as one of the greatest 
generators of economic dynamism. 

While both men and women suffer in 
poverty, gender discrimination means 
that women often have less access to 
the resources they need to cope. They 
are likely to be the last to eat, the ones least likely to access healthcare, and routinely trapped in time-
consuming, unpaid domestic tasks. They have more limited options to work or build businesses. Adequate 
education may lie out of reach.  

And while women at large have not yet achieved an equal political voice, women in poverty face extra 
marginalisation. Their voices are rarely heard, for example, in decisions on managing an economy or sharing 
benefits and costs. Migrant and First Nations Women face even greater hurdles. 

Flexible working arrangements are potentially a means of increasing workforce participation by women and 
encouraging more men to assume caring responsibilities. However, women are still more likely to seek flexible 
working arrangements than men, but men are more likely to have their requests refused and are less willing 
to seek flexibility because they fear it could affect job security. This cultural norm within Australia perpetuates 
the ongoing reality that women still take on more caring responsibilities than men. Workplaces must be 
encouraged to allow flexibility for both men and women for caring and family responsibilities to be genuinely 
shared.  
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Requests are common among women returning to work following maternity leave. The inquiry by the 
Australian Human Rights Commission ('AHRC') into pregnancy discrimination at work found that 70% of 
mothers returning to work requested adjustments to working arrangements and 89% of those requests were 
granted. The Australian Bureau of Statistics ('ABS') reports that 86% of mothers who started work or returned 
to work following the birth of their child used flexible working arrangements. The most common forms were 
working part-time (65%), flexible hours (35%) and working from home (26%). Similarly, the AHRC found the 
most common requests were for part-time work or job sharing (50%), flexible hours (32%) and a change in 
start or finishing times (16%). 

Our current reality is that women still face many systemic, cultural and institutional barriers to participation in 
work and society. Ultimately a Universal Basic Income (UBI) for all would address many of these barriers. Some 
argue that a UBI should be thought of as a universal human right to economic security. Wealth inequality and 
poverty levels would decrease, there would be improvements in physical and mental health and working 
parents and caregivers would be empowered. This positively impacts women immediately. A UBI would also 
allow greater flexibility and an ability for all in society to take on caring responsibilities. 

 

In the absence of a UBI, AGEC recommends: 

• Superannuation and the pension - Introduce legislation that ensures all employees continue to provide 
superannuation guarantee contributions to staff while on parental leave. 

• Gender pay gap - Close the gender pay gap through legislated wage increases skewed towards currently 
low-paid sectors that have a high proportion of female workers. 

• Financial education - Financial literacy and education needs to start from a young age which includes 
having personal finance taught at school. 

• Childcare and parental leave – Introduce universal free childcare and early childhood learning plus 
increase the Commonwealth Parental Leave Pay Scheme from 20 to 26 weeks. Remove the requirement 
of a 12-month waiting period for access to parental leave. Improving access to affordable childcare and 
paid parental leave will encourage a higher workforce participation rate for women.  

• Carer credits - Provide a government-funded "carer credit" which sees carers allocated credits in the 
form of superannuation payments, pension top-ups and other government services as a payment for 
the savings to the budget these carers implicitly accrue from their unpaid care for dependent family 
members. 
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8. HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 

The health and Well-being of women and girls within Australia is a vital component in achieving gender 
equality. While there have been some improvements, as outlined in the National Women’s Health Strategy 
2020-2030, women and girls continue to face many disadvantages particularly if they are pregnant, living 
remotely, First Nations, from lower socio-economic backgrounds, disabled, CALD, LGBTIQA+, veterans, 
survivors of domestic violence or abuse or affected by the criminal justice system. 

As stated in AGEC’s pre-budget submission in January 2023, we support the National Women’s Health Strategy 
2020-2030 which centres around five key priority areas relating to women and girl's health and well-being 
including maternal, sexual and reproductive health; mental health and health impacts of violence against 
women and girls. AGEC supports CEW’s pre-budget submission which recommends supporting the health of 
women experiencing menopause and perimenopause. AGEC also acknowledges and commends the extension 
of funding towards women and girls with eating disorders and provides $91.3 million to support the mental 
health workforce. However, AGEC is concerned with the lack of funding to support women in their recovery 
from sexual and/or domestic violence and/or harassment as well as the lack of strategy and funding to improve 
accessibility to abortion services. 

 

AGEC recommends: 

• Funding towards free abortion nationwide. AGEC welcomes the ACT government’s implementation of 
free access to abortions as well as Victoria’s expansion of abortion services across public hospitals 
however, a unified approach to improve access to abortion services across states and territories is 
required. 

• Access to free sanitary products for everyone who menstruates. 

• Healthy Ageing and Chronic conditions and preventive health 

• The Federal Government legislates a menstrual and menopause leave policy, allowing employees 
suffering extreme pain from conditions such as endometriosis to be entitled to additional paid leave 
(outside of designated personal leave) should they require it. See Victorian Women’s Trust Menstrual 
and Menopause Wellbeing Policy and Gabrielle Golding and Tom Hvala, ‘Paid Period Leave for 
Australian Women: A Prerogative Not a Pain’. 

• Funding mental health support for survivors of domestic violence and abuse. This could be through 
targeted subsidised mental health plans.  

• Safe and accessible services for women experiencing family violence allowing for free hospital care to 
survivors of domestic violence, and longer-term care plans to those who need or want it. 

• The $26.4million over four years for research and data collection activities for women and girls' health 
outcomes announced in the 2023-24 budget needs to be balanced and free of bias. 

• Gender balance in medical research grant topics 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/apr/20/act-becomes-first-australian-jurisdiction-to-offer-free-universal-access-to-abortions
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/29/victoria-expands-abortion-services-to-more-public-hospitals-to-improve-accessibility
https://www.vwt.org.au/menstrual-and-menopause-wellbeing-policy/
https://www.vwt.org.au/menstrual-and-menopause-wellbeing-policy/
https://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/SydLawRw/2021/14.html#:%7E:text=Primarily%2C%20women%20experiencing%20the%20often,to%20an%20illness%20or%20injury.
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9. INFRASTRUCTURE 

AGEC believes infrastructure for work and community facilities must reflect the needs of all genders for equal 
participation and safe access.  

 

Workplaces and public and community organisations need to provide infrastructure (including toilets) that 
caters to the unique needs of all genders. Public facilities must provide safe access for all genders at all times. 
Lighting is also a consideration when designing safe public infrastructure. However, there are currently no 
statistics to reflect the inequality that exists in the building of public facilities. 

 

AGEC recommends: 

• Gender-diverse consultation is required for all infrastructure decisions at Federal, State, Local and 
organisational (where privately approved or contracted by the Government to provide services) levels. 

• Balanced gender representation in the assessment of tenders for the development of public 
infrastructure. 

• A gender lens is applied to all infrastructure spend. 

• Tie Australia’s substantial sports-related funding to the relevant sporting codes achieving certain gender 
targets.  

• Government procurement contracts stipulate the need for gender equality. 

• Change planning laws to mandate consideration of the needs of all genders and the gender impacts of 
infrastructure decisions including safety. 

 

 
 

 



 
 

 
Page | 21 

 

Australian Gender 
Equality Council 

working for balance 

10. SPORT 

AGEC believes there must be equal access, participation and remuneration in all levels of sport for all genders. 
In Australia, girls' participation in sports and physical activity is significantly lower than that of boys of a similar 
age. Only 56.4 per cent of Australian girls aged 0–14 play sport compared to 66.5 per cent of boys of the same 
age26. Despite some shifts in recent years towards a more gender-balanced approach to promotion, funding, 
leadership, and coverage of women's sport27, there remains significantly more investment in men’s sporting 
events and priority given to media coverage of sportsmen and male sporting events.   

 

AGEC recommends: 

• Set gender-neutral standards for pay and conditions in all professional sporting codes. 

• Funded sporting infrastructure meets and reports annually on 'accessibility' KPIs. 

• Gender-proportional media coverage of sports.  

• A gender lens is applied to all sporting infrastructure spend by all three levels of government. 

• Sports policy and program decisions explicitly consider the impacts on women. 

• Tie Australia’s sports-related funding to the relevant sporting codes achieving agreed gender targets. 

• Review Federal and State sports funding from a gender perspective.  

 

 

 

 

 

26 Budget 2022-23, Women's Budget Statement 
27 https://www.smh.com.au/sport/where-gender-equality-in-elite-australian-sport-needs-to-get-better-20210713-p589bl.html 
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11. MEDIA 

AGEC believes the media, including sport, news and journalism, the arts, entertainment, screen media and 
advertising must reflect the gender composition of society. This includes those who work in the media and 
arts industry as well as the characters and/or content that is available to view. The UK has a well-established 
program for the elimination of gender bias in advertising which goes well beyond traditional standards to 
eliminate sexualised advertising and while Australia has a process of complaint via Ad Standards, there are still 
many complaints that are dismissed but which could contribute to pushing gender stereotypes into society28.   

The 2023 Women in Media Industry Insights Report29 which examines women working in the Australian media 
industry, calls for pay audits to reduce the gender pay gap as well as improved learning and development 
opportunities. The balance of heavy workloads and budget cuts was also a factor, and is a driver to leave the 
industry, particularly when balancing family responsibilities30.   

Additionally, we believe: 

• All genders must receive equitable media coverage in the news, entertainment and social media.  

• People must be treated equally in the media regardless of gender.  

• The faces of all genders should be seen and voices heard equally in all domains of the media and 
presented in non-traditional roles.  

 

AGEC recommends: 

• Media watchdogs develop and enforce a policy toolkit for fair gender representation in the media. 

• Media outlets set editorial targets for coverage of women sports people, commentators and 
entertainers. 

• Continued measurement of gender representation across media coverage such as news, film, television 
and digital media as well as in sports coverage. See Screen Australia's Seeing Ourselves 2, Media Diversity 
Australia’s Who gets to tell Australian Stories. 

• Removal of gender-biased advertising and programming, and sexist media.  

• Promotion of exemplar organisations that demonstrate gender balance. 

• Focus on undoing gender role stereotypes through a national advertising campaign. 

• Vocational training for journalists to include gender studies and unconscious bias, language use and 
awareness training. 

• Reform advertising standards to eliminate gender-biased advertising and programming. 

 

  

  

 

28 https://theconversation.com/sexualised-and-stereotyped-why-australian-advertising-is-stuck-in-a-sexist-past-125704 
29 https://www.womeninmedia.com.au/_files/ugd/86bada_30522db0fcb841e892d4493f4d819d72.pdf 
30 Raising Films Australia, Honey I Hid The Kids, 2018: 
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/93fc6f_51014246fc754af0a61057fe884d8484.pdf   

https://www.screenaustralia.gov.au/getmedia/233e459c-e340-49bc-8de2-9f04a846632b/Seeing-Ourselves-2-Full-Report-Accessible-PDF.pdf
https://www.mediadiversityaustralia.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Who-Gets-to-Tell-Australian-Stories_2.0_FINAL_pdf.pdf
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/93fc6f_51014246fc754af0a61057fe884d8484.pdf
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APPENDIX A – MEMBER ORGANISATIONS OF THE AUSTRALIAN GENDER EQUALITY 
COUNCIL   

Our members come from 19 different industry and community groups and include:  

• Australasian Women in Emergencies Network (AWEN)   

• Australian Centre for Leadership for Women (ACLW)  

• Australian Federation of Business & Professional Women (AFBPW)  

• Australian Local Government Women’s Association (ALGWA)  

• Australian Women Lawyers (AWL)  

• Australian Women in Resources Alliance (AWRA)  

• Economic Security for Women (eS4W)  

• Elevate HER Australia (EHA)  

• Engineers Australia  

• Financial Services Institute of Australasia (FINSIA)  

• National Association of Women in Construction (NAWIC)  

• Women in Super (WIS)  

• National Association of Women in Operations (NAWO)  

• National Rural Women's Coalition (NRWC)  

• Older Women’s Network (OWN)  

• Tradeswomen Australia (TWA)  

• Transport Women Australia (TWA)  

• Women and Leadership Australia (WLA)  

• Women for Election Australia (WFEA) 

• Women in Automotive (WinA)  

• Women in Aviation Australian Chapter (WAI)  

• Women in Banking and Finance (WIBF)  

• Women in Digital (WID)  

• Women in Gaming & Hospitality (WGA)  

• Women in Super (WIS)   

• Women in Technology (WIT)  

For more information about AGEC see our website: 

http://www.agec.org.au  

http://www.agec.org.au/
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