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ABOUT WISER

Women in Social and Economic Research (“WISER”) was founded in April 1999 under litﬁe

name Women’s Economic Policy Unit. It was formed in response to a growing void - within
Australia and internationally - in the gender analysis of economic and social policy issues that
confront women. To most effectively address this void, the WISER unit was established as
an inter-disciplinary research program, spanning two divisions of Curtin University, the Curtin
Business School (CBS) and the Division of Humanities.

WISER is committed to producing high quality quantitative and qualitative feminist research
on a broad range of issues that women identify as undermining their ability to achieve equity
and autonomy in the current context. Meeting this commitment is enabled by the breadth of
experience and expertise brought to WISER by an increasing range of researchers.

Through its academic and consultancy research into women's experiences of social and
economic policies WISER provides a meaningful gender analysis of policy. An analysis
strongly put forward via active contribution to government policy debates.

Our broad objectives include:

e ldentifying the cases and causes of women's disadvantaged social and economic
status and to contribute appropriate policy initiatives to address this disadvantage;

e Demonstrating the way in which social factors, particularly gender, influence the
construction of economic theory and policy;

s Extending current theory and research by placing women and their social context at
the centre of analysis;

o  Contributing an interdisciplinary approach to the understanding of women's position in
society. In turn, this should enable the unit to better reflect the interrelatedness of the
social, economic and political discourses in policy and their consequent implications
for women;

e Fostering feminist research both nationally and internationally;

e Expanding linkages with industry;

» [Establishing and supporting a thriving Curtin University postgraduate research

community with a common interest in feminist scholarship.

For further details see: www.cbs.curtin.edu/research/wepau




1. Introduction

“Women in Social and Economic Research” (WISER) is a multidisciplinary
research unit at Curtin University of Technology in Perth, Western Australia.
We welcome an opportunity to make a submission on the gendered
implications of the proposed reforms to the Senate Inquiry into the Workplace
Relations Amendment (WorkChoices) Bill 2005, although would express
disappointment at the limited time available for comprehensive debate and
discussion.

In our submission we focus, in particular, on the findings from available
research that demonstrate links between workplace relations regulation,
women’s experiences in the paid workforce and their capacity to meet unpaid
responsibilities in the household sector. This research indicates that the costs
and benefits of different forms of labour market regulation not only affect
individual women but have implications for the productivity, efficiency and
social capital at broader community and national levels.

2. Women are poorly represented in bargaining structures

In common with most economies, Australia’s labour market might be more
accurately characterized as a number of co-existing, linked labour markets.
The tendency for several, relatively discrete, labour markets to exist side-by-
side is widely recognized in economic literature and has been variously
described as dual labour or segmented labour theory. One way of illustrating
this is by examining the coverage of different wage negotiation bargaining
systems for employees in different sectors of the labour market, for example
part-time workers compared with full-time workers or women compared with
men, as discussed below.

At the end of the 1990s just under a quarter of the total workforce (23.2 per
cent) were entirely reliant on awards and, thus, the determinations of the
Australian Industrial Relations Commission (AIRC) for their wage outcomes
and adjustments. A substantial proportion of employees (36.8 per cent) relied
on collective bargaining (with outcomes detailed in collective agreements) for
the fixation of their wages. Limited use was made of registered (i.e. formal)
individual agreements with only 1.8 per cent of employees determining their
wages under this instrument. Informal individual agreements, however,
extended to 38.2 per cent of the workforce. Many (possibly the majority) of
these agreements would have been common law contracts, in other words
outside the bargaining system (Peetz 2001). A substantial proportion of the
balance would have been over-award agreements. In other words, informal
arrangements to pay over the minimum occupational rates as specified within
the award, noting that awards specify the minimum wage rate for each level
(unskilled to skilled) within an occupational hierarchy.




Table 1: Methods of Pay Setting, Australia, May 2000
Awards Only Collective Individual
( Agreements®

Full-time employees
Part-time employees 34.4
All employees 15.7

Full-time employees 14.8
Part-time employees 342
All employees

Full-time employees 12.6
Part-time employees 34.3
All employees 20.0 40.9

Source: Table 13: ABS Cat. 6306.0. May 2004.

(a) includes registered and unregistered collective agreements; (b) includes
registered and unregistered individual agreements and working proprietor of
incorporated business.

There is a gender dimension to the patterns discussed above. As shown in
Table 1, in May 2004 awards (and only awards) determined the pay for 24.4
per cent of all female employees and 15.7 per cent of all male employees.
Awards are also more likely to be used to fix the wages of part-timers than
full-timers. As shown in Table 1, 34.3 per cent of all part-timers (men and
women) have their pay set by awards; the corresponding share amongst full-
time workers is 12.6 per cent.

The significance of the gendered patterns of workforce participation is that
wage adjustments under the various wage fixing instruments or streams have
different effects, at an aggregate level, for populations of men and women.
Through the 1990s adjustments in the award stream (as determined by the
AIRC) saw growth rates of around 1.5 per cent (below the CPI) while average
increases contained in collective agreements around the same time were in
the 4 to 4.5 per cent range (Preston 2001b). In short, those dependent on
minimum workplace conditions have experienced lower rates of earnings
growth than those in a position to bargain, collectively, for above-minimum
employment provisions. It could be expected that workplace relations reforms
which allow for the erosion of minimum employment conditions will lead to a
further deterioration in the pay position of those in relatively unfavourable
bargaining positions, including women and part-time employees.

3.0 Women have limited capacity to bargain
The capacity for parties in an employment relationship to choose a form of
agreement-making that best suits their needs is closely related to their ability
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