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INTRODUCTION 

At the International Industrial Relations Association (IIRA) Congress in 

August 2009, Ms Sharan Burrow launched The Impact of the Recession on 

Women1, a report by the Australia Institute examining the experience of 

Australian women during recent economic downturns. The report was 

commissioned by Security4Women (S4W), one of the four national 

women's alliances funded by the Australian Government, with the 

assistance of the National WomenSpeak Network and the National 

Foundation for Australian Women (NFAW).  

NFAW and the four national women's alliances have subsequently used the 

key findings of the report as the basis for consultations with women around 

Australia on the impact of the economic downturn on women. These 

consultations will inform a report to the Commonwealth Government and 

are being organised with support from various organisations, including 

state women's offices.  

As part of these consultations, NFAW, the University of Sydney's Women 

and Work Research Group (WWRG), the NSW Office for Women's Policy and 

the NSW Premier's Council for Women (PCW) co-hosted a seminar, held at 

the University of Sydney's Women's College, on 18 November 2009.  

Information from the seminar will also be used to inform the PCW's current 

work on women and employment. Seven PCW members, including the 

Deputy Chair, attended the seminar and facilitated group discussions. 

Guest speakers at the event included: 

¶ The Hon. Linda Burney MP, NSW Minister for Women and Minister for 

Community Services 

¶ Mr David Richardson, author of the Australia Institute's paper The Impact 

of the Recession on Women 

¶ Ms Marie Coleman, National Foundation for Australian Women 

¶ Ms Jo-Anne Schofield, Catalyst 

¶ Ms Sue Bellino, Australian Nursing Federation  

¶ Ms Allison Peters, Council of Social Services NSW. 

A wide range of individuals and industries participated in the seminar, 

including representatives from: 

                                                             
1  David Richardson, 2009, The Impact of the Recession on Women: Background Paper, The Australia 

Institute, viewed 12 January 2010, 

https://www.tai.org.au/index.php?q=node%2F19&type=1&pubid=698&act=display 
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¶ University of Sydney 

¶ Premier's Council for Women 

¶ women's advocacy organisations 

¶ migrant groups 

¶ unions (from a range of industries, including health, personal services 

and manufacturing) 

¶ the Lucy Mentoring Program 

¶ public sector organisations  

¶ private sector companies. 

Speaking notes for some of the speakers are at Appendix 1 

KEY ISSUES 

Guest speakers and participants raised a wide range of issues in relation to 

women's employment and the economic downturn.  

Mr Richardson identified a number of issues raised in the Australia Institute 

report.  

¶ At the onset of the economic downturn, women already had an 

underlying workforce disadvantage. For example, as highlighted in the 

report, hidden unemployment rates have remained similar since the 

1990ï1991 recession, and women have consistently been over-

represented in the part-time workforce2. 

¶ There is a need to recognise the significant economic value of women's 

workforce participation. Without the significant increase in women's 

workforce participation over the last 30 years, the Australian economy 

would be smaller by approximately $290 billion per annum. 

¶ With the onset of the recent economic downturn, men's unemployment 

(based on official figures) has increased significantly, while the increase 

in women's unemployment has remained much more moderate.  

¶ Official unemployment figures conceal the 'hidden unemployed', many of 

whom are women who do not meet the strict definitions of 'unemployed'. 

Alternative estimates of unemployment that better capture the hidden 

unemployed show the male unemployment rate to be at least 10.1%, 

and the female unemployment rate to be approximately 14%. 

                                                             
2
 The Australia Institute report defines the hidden unemployed as 'people who are not in the labour force 

but who want to work, are either actively looking for work but are not immediately available or are not 

actively looking for work but are available to start work within four weeks'. 
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¶ Much better gender disaggregation of relevant data is required, and the 

way that unemployment is measured needs to be revised. 

¶ Despite the problems associated with capturing the hidden unemployed 

in official figures, female employment has held up relatively well during 

the current economic downturn which has mainly affected male-

dominated industries (such as construction and manufacturing). 

However, the economic downturn has worsened the chronic difficulties 

that women face in the labour market and the opportunities that are 

available to them. 

Some of the issues raised by other speakers and participants included: 

¶ It is important to give a 'human face' to the statistics in order to 

understand the real barriers that women face in entering and staying in 

the workforce. These include transport (to/from work and support 

services) and the need for access to jobs following participation in 

training programs. 

¶ The intersections between Commonwealth and state policies, and their 

impact on women, need to be considered.  

¶ People in some geographical areas may face particular difficulties in 

accessing appropriate jobs. 

¶ Women continue to face disadvantage in various areas of life, including 

health and homelessness, which impact on their workforce participation 

and ability to accrue wealth. 

¶ Women employed in some industries may face particular disadvantage. 

For example, aged care nurses working in the private sector are paid 

significantly less than their counterparts in the public sector, and a 

gender pay gap also exists. For nurses in NSW and Queensland, working 

conditions/entitlements may decline further under the award 

modernisation process. There is a strong need to make the path to 

employment more gender friendly, by ensuring that nurses in aged care 

do not lose out under the award modernisation system and by closing 

the pay gap between private aged care and the public hospital system. 

¶ There is a need to ensure that those who were disadvantaged before the 

onset of the economic downturn (such as single parents, the long-term 

unemployed, Indigenous women, and culturally and linguistically diverse 

(CALD) women) are not forgotten.  

¶ There was some criticism of the 'hard hats' approach to economic 

stimulus ï 'there are only so many halls you can have without someone 

to run the programs in them'. 
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¶ The long-term unemployed and people participating in training programs 

need paid work experience to ensure that labour market programs are 

effective. This would also assist some culturally and linguistically diverse 

women with language acquisition. 

¶ While labour market programs may have some benefits, they do not 

necessarily address the current disadvantages that may prevent some 

people from getting and/or sustaining employment (such as mental 

health support; education and training; alcohol and drug support; and 

affordable, safe and secure housing). 

¶ There is a need for employers, particularly in the private sector, to be 

more creative in addressing women's working arrangements (such as by 

offering job sharing arrangements and/or quality part-time work). 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

Participants suggested a variety of solutions in relation to improving 

women's workforce participation. These include: 

¶ Rather than focusing on policy solutions within a neo-liberal economic 

framework, which do not tend to achieve change for women, there is a 

need for policies which confront the existing work culture.  

¶ Policies should place more value on caring, challenge the role of men in 

sharing work and family responsibilities, and allow women to participate 

in the labour market on their own terms. 

¶ In relation to migrant workers, there is a need for education in the 

community, especially regarding discrimination. Participants also 

suggested that the government provide a job guarantee at the end of 

training, which may improve migrant women's capacity to access higher 

paid work, and help to address job shortages in Australia. Additional 

English language training and long-term support is also needed. 

¶ There is a need for women to be able to access training and re-training 

without any financial penalty (especially in relation to the parenting 

payment). 

¶ There should be an onus/positive duty on employers to demonstrate why 

they don't support true flexibility. 

¶ There should be a gender audit of Commonwealth and State Budgets. 

¶ As a matter of national urgency, there should be a national 

report/strategy in relation to pay disparity for aged care, nurses, etc. 



 

6 of 21 

¶ Superannuation should be paid for women on paid maternity leave, and 

people on welfare payments and unpaid maternity/carers leave. 

¶ Official unemployment statistics should be revised to encompass the 

hidden unemployed. 

¶ Policy formulation could be de-centralised to non-metropolitan areas, so 

that policymakers have greater exposure to the issues that women are 

facing. 

¶ The recommendations contained in the Productivity Commission's draft 

report on the not-for-profit sector3 should be considered, in particular 

those related to government funding of community services work, which 

is primarily undertaken by women. 

¶ Alternatives should be provided for people who can't remain in school, 

and training opportunities should be offered for teachers in vocational 

education training (VET). 

¶ Governments should consider increased regulation and service provision 

in relation to child-care (for example, by providing child-care and out of 

school hours care on school premises).  

¶ Governments should encourage businesses to provide additional child-

care (for example, by offering incentives to businesses). 

                                                             
3
  Productivity Commission, 2009, Contribution of the Not-for-Profit Sector: Draft Research Report, 

viewed 18 January 2009, http://www.pc.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/91717/not-for-profit-

draft.pdf 
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ATTACHMENT 1 

Invitation: 

 



APPENDIX 1 

Speaking notes:  

 

Australian Nursing Federation ï Sue Bellino  

Just for a bit of background, the Australian Nursing Federation (ANF) is a 

union that covers registered and enrolled nurses and midwives throughout 

Australia. Our combined membership is over 170,000 and growing. Here, 

the NSW Nurses Association alone has over 53,000 members. Who says 

women don't want to join unions? 

Today, I am going to focus on a very important industryï the aged care 

industry. 

Aged care is growing so fast that a lot of people are very concerned. 

In fact, the Australian Nursing Federation is so concerned about aged care 

that we have embarked on a two year campaign called 'Because We Care'. 

What we know about aged care is this: 

¶ The aged care workforce is 95% female. 

¶ Current resident numbers are projected to grow by a massive 56% 

leading up to 2020. Most of this growth will be in residents over 85 

years of age. And they'll need very high level acute nursing care. 

¶ In 2007, there were 23,100 Registered Nurses (RNs) or Enrolled 

Nurses (ENs) employed in the sector ï a decline of 11% from 2003. 

¶ During the same period, there was a rise of 7,500 unqualified carers 

to a total of 50,542. 

You'd have to agree they're sobering statistics. 

But employment in the nursing and aged care industries does seem 

impervious to the global financial crisis (GFC) ï more demand, more jobs, 

and more patients and residents. 

So what are the problems in aged care? 

Well, there's the decline in RNs and ENs. 

The fact is we have a lot of trouble attracting them. 

Why?  

Well, here are the main reasons. 

¶ There are the heavy workloads ï aged care staff are run off their feet. 
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¶ There's the lack of minimum nurse staffing levels.  

¶ And last but not least ï there's the obvious wage disparity. 

Nurses in aged care earn, on average, $300 per week less when compared 

to their counterparts in the public health system.  

They do the same job ï they have the same qualifications ï but they 

receive a very different wage: up to $300 a week less. 

Easy to see why we can't recruit new aged care nursing staff! 

Although highly regarded by the community, nurses are chronically under-

valued by employers. Nursing is a low paid, female dominated occupation, 

and if pay equity was taken into consideration, the disparity is likely to be 

about 15%. 

That is, based on the analysis of the gap in wages between men and 

women with similar qualifications and skills, wages of nurses are up to 15% 

lower. The difference of course, is gender. 

The enduring failure to remedy the situation has entrenched nursing 

recruitment and retention problems in all states and territories across the 

country ï and not just in aged care. 

And it's about to get a whole lot worse for aged care in New South Wales 

and Queensland. 

Under state industrial relations jurisdiction, New South Wales and 

Queensland have had the benefit of work value cases which have seen their 

wages, based on the value of their work, increase significantly over other 

states that have not had similar legislation. 

But this will soon be lost. 

Recent award modernisation developments ï where one national nursing 

award will be created, is likely to mean a five year 'wage-freeze' of over 

25% for aged care nurses in Queensland and New South Wales.  

In real terms, this means that an 8th year registered nurse will have their 

wages frozen with the new award providing a weekly wage that is $295.00 

per week less than currently paid in NSW.  

A 1st year enrolled nurse on a wage of $738 per week (that is $38, 400 per 

year) will have their wages frozen by $88.00 per week over five years until 

the award or enterprise bargaining catches up. 

And it won't surprise you to know that enterprise bargaining is patchy in 

the sector and almost non-existent with some for-profit employers.  



 

11 of 21 

But enterprise bargaining alone will most certainly not address the up to 

$300 freeze under award modernisation and then the $300 per week 

disparity with public hospital nurses. The gap potentially can be up to $600 

per week. 

So how can we expect nurses to want to work in aged care? 

The Federal Government has announced: 

¶ cash bonuses of $6,000 to nurses who are currently not working, to 

encourage them to return to the workplace, 

¶ $1.6 million for aged care nurse scholarships  

¶ $43.8 million in funding to upgrade the skills of workers in aged care. 

That's great news but here's another problem:  

¶ How do we make the path to recovery more gender aware and women 

friendly? 

¶ Where women's employment is valued. 

¶ Where women are encouraged to rejoin the nursing workforce ï 

particularly aged care. 

¶ Where the gender pay gap doesn't continue to grow over 15% ï in 

fact, can we close this gap.   

We MUST make sure our nurses in aged care do not lose under the current 

award modernisation system ï remember up to $300 per week 

We MUST close this wage disparity between aged care nursing and public 

health nursing so older Australians ï our loved ones, our friends, and our 

parents ï get the right number of nursing hours WHEN and WHERE they 

need it. 

 

I'll wrap up today by asking this... 

We all know that we're now on a path to global economic recovery. 

And for the fifteenth year running, nurses have been voted the most ethical 

and honest of all professions in Australia... 

But will this recovery ensure equality for women workers or will it mean a 

further decline in the nursing workforce and a growing pay gap? ï a pay 

gap within the ranks of the nursing sector, a likely gap arising from award 
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modernisation, and a pay gap between women's wages when compared 

with men's wages. 
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Women and the global financial crisis 18 November 2009 -  David 

Richardson  

The Australia Institute was asked to examine the position of women in the 

recession by the National Foundation for Australian Women on behalf of 

Security4Women and the WomenSpeak Alliance. One of the major findings 

in the subsequent report1 was that women had already been suffering from 

hidden unemployment prior to the recession so that the official 

unemployment figures paint a distorted picture of the problems they face.  

Some Definitions 

The statistics used here are based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS) labour force surveys unless otherwise specified. The ABS definitions 

given here tend to have a stricter meaning than they have in ordinary 

language.  

The participation rate refers to the proportion of women who are in the 

labour force. The labour force is defined as the number of individuals in 

employment plus those officially measured as unemployed. Thus the 

participation rate is the percentage of women aged 15 and over in the 

labour force as a share of the total number of women aged 15 and over. 

The unemployed are those aged 15 years and over who: 

¶ were not employed for more than one hour during the reference 

period (the week before they were surveyed) 

¶ had actively looked for work at any time in the four weeks up to the 

end of the reference week and were available for work in the 

reference week or 

¶ were waiting to begin a new job within four weeks from the end of 

the reference week and could have started in the reference week if 

the job had been available then. 

The unemployment rate is the percentage of those defined as unemployed 

as a share of the total labour force. 

If those fairly strict criteria for being unemployed cannot be met, the 

person may still be part of the hidden unemployed. The hidden unemployed 

are defined here as people who are not in the labour force but who want to 

work, are either actively looking for work but are not immediately available 

                                                             
1
  David Richardson, 2009, The Impact of the Recession on Women: Background Paper, The Australia 

Institute, viewed 12 January 2010, 

https://www.tai.org.au/index.php?q=node%2F19&type=1&pubid=698&act=display 
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or are not actively looking for work but are available to start work within 

four weeks. 

The under-employed are those who are in employment but who work fewer 

hours than they want to or would normally work in a full-time job. They are 

working less than full-time because they have been stood down or there 

was insufficient work to keep them working full-time.  

The underutilisation rate includes both the under-employed and the 

unemployed as a percentage of the labour force. 

Background: pre-existing trends  

Over recent decades, men's and women's participation in the labour market 

has gone in different directions.  

Men gradually reduced their participation in the workforce from around 

80% in 1978 to around 72% recently. Women, on the other hand, have 

significantly increased their participation from around 43% in 1978 to 

around 59% at present. Over the past 30 years, women's part-time 

employment rates have been consistently higher than men's. In 1978, 5% 

of employed men worked part-time compared with 34% of women. Since 

then, the proportions have increased for both men and women so that now 

15% of men work part-time compared to 45% of women. For men, full-

time work is the norm and part-time is still relatively rare. However, 

women are almost as likely to be found in part-time employment as in full-

time employment. 

Let's make this more dramatic by going back further 

In June 1946 women comprised 24.3% of Australian workers2. By September 

2009, women had increased their participation to be 46% of Australian 
workers3. Had women not increased their participation rate to present levels, 

total employment would have been lower by 28%. Adjusting for the present 

tendency for women to be over-represented among the part-time workforce, 
the full-time equivalent workforce would have been lower by approximately 

24%. Since national income tends to be at least proportional to the workforce 

in the long run4, the 1946 female participation rate today would have meant 
Australian national income would have been lower by around 24% or 

approximately $290 billion. Put differently, the increase in female participation 

                                                             
2  Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 1947, Year Book Australia, 1946-47. 

3 Australian Bureau of Statistics,  2009. Labour Force, Australia, Cat. no. 6202.0,  

 

4  For example the neoclassical growth model suggests long run economic growth is equal to the rate of 

technical progress and the growth in the workforce.  
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since World War II has probably been associated with an annual  $290 billion 

boost to Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  

While these figures show the magnitudes involved in the movements to date 

they also hint at the orders of magnitude in the potential impact of increases 

in female participation rates. This fits into the discussion on the part of people 

like Ken Henry5 on the need to increase participation rates to meet the 
economic challenges associated with the aging of the population. 

Prior to this recession and going back over the last 30 years, women have 

on average experienced higher unemployment rates than men. Since 1978 

men averaged 7.0% compared with women 7.4%. 

With the onset of this downturn, like in earlier recessions, male 

unemployment shot up much more rapidly than women. Male 

unemployment is now 6.0% and female 5.6%. 

However, to be officially recorded as unemployed by the Australian Bureau 

of Statistics (ABS) you generally have to have:  

¶ worked less than one hour in the last week,  

¶ had actively looked for work at any time in the four weeks up to the end 

of the reference week and were available for work in the reference 

week. 

Many people do not meet these strict definitions and are instead part of the 

hidden unemployed ï especially women.  

An important feature of hidden unemployment is the predominance of 

women in the figures. In September 2008 (the latest figure available), 

women comprised 63% of Australia's hidden unemployed, a figure that had 

ranged between 63ï66% during the previous decade. However, for some of 

the critical age groups, they reached an even higher proportion. For 

example, in the 25ï 34-year-old group, they comprised 80% of the hidden 

unemployed and for the 35ï44-year-old group, 77%. 

Going back to the official stats, in October 2009 the official unemployment 

rates for men and women respectively were 6.0 and 5.6%. However, 

adding in hidden unemployment means the true figures are 10.3% for men 

but a very large 14.1% for women. 

So the official figures are catching about 60% of male unemployment but 

only about 40% of female unemployment. Smart politicians know better 

than to brag about the 'good times', but not some economists who trust the 

figures! 

                                                             
5
  Secretary of the Department of the Treasury 
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The review of the labour market experience of the earlier recessions 

revealed that while unemployment rose dramatically and quickly with the 

onset of recession, it was slow to recover after the recession. The TAI paper 

raises a number of issues relating to the specific experience of women in 

recession with the aim of coming to a better informed position on how 

policy should respond. 

Generally, the industries in which employed women are concentrated are 

those that have fared better during the recession so far (for example, 

health, education, and retail) So far, based on official definitions, female 

employment has held up reasonably well in this recession as it did in 

previous ones. However, these overall impressions conceal deeper issues. 

This recession will worsen the chronic tendency for women to do badly in 

the labour force due to the following: 

¶ Women are over-represented among the hidden unemployed. 

¶ Even when they are included among the officially recorded 

unemployed, they are less likely to seek benefits or otherwise stay in 

touch with the government ï there is no lifeline to government 

programs. 

¶ They are paid less, their working lives are prone to interruptions and, 

as a result, they have much lower superannuation balances and 

therefore lower retirement incomes. (Super balances are a good proxy 

for other forms of wealth.) 

¶ Many women move directly from employment to being completely out 

of the labour market and back again. Once outside the labour market 

they have been ignored or incorrectly presumed to be irrelevant ï yet 

many of these people will consider themselves just as much 

unemployed in the common sense meaning of the word as those who 

make it into the official definition.  

¶ Women are over-represented among the under-employed, which 

involves working fewer hours than they consider optimal. This 

phenomenon has worsened with the current recession, as it did in 

previous recessions. 

There are a number of issues that will influence the policies designed to 

assist women impacted by the recession. For example, there is a wide 

variation in unemployment rates across regions and the regional dimension 

is a critically important issue when planning labour market programs.  

There are regional unemployment figures for official unemployment but it is 

not possible to get up-to-date figures for the hidden unemployed. 
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Nevertheless the pattern is dramatic even if we just focus on the officially 

unemployed females in the different regions of New South Wales (NSW).  

Across NSW the average was 5.4% in September. Inner Sydney and 

eastern suburbs have the lowest figures. The 'best' is the Eastern Suburbs 

Statistical Region at 1.1%, next is the Inner Western Sydney Statistical 

Region at 2.7%. (The figure for the Illawarra is 2.0% but this seems 

unreliable ï the month before it was 6.9%. The ABS says this and many 

other regional figures are unreliable due to the small sample size.)  

The western suburbs and rural districts do worst ï the Far West Statistical 

Division is highest at 10.6%; next is the Outer South Western Sydney 

Statistical Region at 8.7%.  

The regional variations will also reflect socio-economic variations along with 

ethnicity, race and education/skill levels. All of those variations should 

influence not only the location of work and training schemes but also their 

content.  

In addition, there is the fundamental issue of child-care and other caring 

responsibilities, which seriously constrain how women can respond not only 

to job opportunities but also to labour market and training programs. 

Women with young children are particularly vulnerable during recessionary 

periods but many drop out of the workforce as a matter or course when 

their children are young. In July 2007, 50% of women with young children 

were employed compared with 57% of women without young children. Note 

that the latter could be aged anywhere from 15ï65 years of age, while the 

former are likely to be in age groups that would otherwise have much 

higher employment ratios. The trend is completely different for males; 

those with young children are much more likely to be in work (92%) than 

those without (68%). Thus a male living with a small child has a much 

higher chance of being employed than a woman in similar circumstances ï 

92% compared with 50%. Clearly, the presence of small children is 

associated with contrasting workforce behaviour in men and women, 

reflecting the different gender roles within the household. 

A further dramatic difference between employed men and women with 

small children involves the hours usually worked; 92% of men worked 35 

hours a week or more and, of those, 50% worked 45 hours a week or 

more. If 35 hours a week or more is defined as full-time work, almost all 

males with small children are working full-time. However, only 34% of 

women worked more than 35 hours a week and of those only 9% worked 

45 hours or more. Hence, 34% of women worked full-time and 66% 

worked part-time. Women tend to work part-time hours when they return 

to work after having children and to increase their hours as their children 
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age. Men, however, seem more inclined to work full-time when their family 

is in the life-cycle stage associated with young children. 

Family decisions mean women have lower and/or part-time participation in 

the workforce 

Women outside the workforce 

The ABS defines 'workforce' narrowly. To be classified as 'outside the 

workforce' means that an individual has not sought work in the last month 

and is not available for work in the next month. That may well exclude 

people who are keen to work but would expect to take more than four 

weeks to organise themselves and their children. Many of those defined as 

'outside the workforce' would actually consider themselves to be 

unemployed and potentially part of the workforce and would include people 

who are of legitimate interest in the present study.  

We now turn to examine those unemployed women who are excluded from 

the workforce because they do not meet the ABS definition of unemployed 

and may not even fit into the easier definition of hidden unemployed. 

The likelihood that women will just disappear from the workforce is high 

compared with that of men. There is some evidence on that issue from the 

figures the ABS publishes on gross flows in the labour force,6 which show 

that in May 2009, for example, 207,000 people who had been in 

employment in April had dropped out of the workforce. Of those, 114,000, 

or 55%, were women. In the part-time category, 137,000 people dropped 

out of whom 86,000, or 63%, were women. Putting these figures a 

different way, 2.6% of the female labour force dropped out in May 2009. 

Note that these figures dwarf the number of females who leave 

employment to join the ranks of the unemployed. 

There were 30,000 of them in May, or 0.7% of the female workforce. 

Also of interest are the numbers of people who flow back into employment 

after being out of the labour force. In May 2009, 191,000 people who had 

been out of the workforce in April appeared back in it. Of the new entrants, 

118,000 were women representing 2.7% of the female labour force while 

73,000 were men representing 1.4% of the male labour force. 

What these figures show is that there is a large monthly flow of females in 

particular who go directly from being out of the labour force and into work 

and another large flow of women who leave work and drop out of the 

                                                             
6  These are included in: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009, Labour Force, Australia, May 2009, 

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6202.0Apr%202009?OpenDocument 
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workforce altogether. When expressed as an annual rate, the figures imply 

that something of the order of 31ï32% of the employed female workforce 

come in from outside the labour force each year while a roughly equal 

number leave employment and drop out. 

The findings were unexpected. The traditional thinking about labour market 

issues seems to envisage scenarios whereby people move from 

employment into unemployment and, after a spell of unemployment, move 

back into employment. The figures just reviewed show that, instead, most 

of the movement is from employment to completely out of the labour force 

and then back again without a spell of unemployment on the way ï at least 

not unemployment as defined by the ABS. This finding will have 

implications for the design of programs to assist women in the labour 

market. 

What are women doing?  

When they are outside the labour force, many women are occupied with 

child-care duties. ABS figures based on a survey in February 2007 show 

that just over 1.9 million women or 39% of the female workforce who were 

not in the workforce at the time of the survey, had worked for some time 

over the previous year and 39% of those women described their main 

activity as home duties or child-care7. Of the female hidden unemployed 

who were willing to work but not actively looking, 31% said this was 

because they were caring for children. Of those who were completely out of 

the labour force, 43% named home duties and child-care as their main 

activities. In the critical age groups for women, 25ï34 years and 35ï44 

years, 82% and 78% respectively cited home duties or child-care as their 

main occupation. 

The Australia Institute recently undertook a survey in which respondents 

were presented with a list of 13 options and asked which factors would 

affect their decision to take a job with a pay rise. Women were much more 

likely than men to regard 'the availability of child-care' as a factor in 

deciding whether to take a job with a pay rise; 21% of women cited child-

care compared with 6% of men. The results were much starker in the case 

of men and women in the critical age group of 25ï44 years with 38% of 

women and 15% of men nominating child-care as the dominant factor. If 

the figures for women are broken down into those in employment and 

those not employed, 29% of employed women compared with 58% of 

                                                             
7  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2007, Labour Force Experience, February 2007, Cat No 6206.0, 

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/allprimarymainfeatures/3AC0DF7188D77889CA2572BA0
0195958?opendocument 
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unemployed women said child-care was a factor that would affect their 

decision in taking a new job. 

All in all ï even before the recession ï Australia was wasting labour 

resources, especially female workers who were not identified because of the 

definition of unemployment. Ken Henry has talked about the need to 

increase the participation of women in the labour force.  

For many women child-care is a critical constraint preventing greater labour 

market participation.  

The report turned to the impact of the government's response to the 

recession. This has involved two stimulus packages, in October 2008 and 

again in February 2009, and a series of initiatives that were announced in 

the May 2009 Budget. All of the measures were examined in order to 

determine whether or not there was any gender bias because the 

concentration on infrastructure projects sounded very 'blokey'. 

The stimulus packages do display a bias against women. For example, the 

packages contain a heavy emphasis on construction and other outdoor 

work.  

However, the stimulus packages might have had a greater employment 

impact for both males and females if they had been redirected towards 

public services. There is a need for ongoing investment in child-care, health 

and aged care, which would stimulate jobs, especially women's jobs, and 

remove some of the constraints against women re-entering the labour 

market.  

A major difference between the present response to the recession and the 

policy responses in earlier recessions is the role of labour market programs; 

there is little evidence in either the 2009 Budget or the stimulus packages 

that the government sees any need to expand these programs. The view 

canvassed in this paper is that labour market programs should play a larger 

role but their design needs to cater for women who are disadvantaged in 

the labour market. This would be consistent with the government's social 

inclusion policies. 

For men and women in work, men earn about two-thirds more than 

women, on average. These earnings inequalities are exaggerated in 

superannuation balances since women also experience broken work 

histories. 

The fact that women's financial positions are so much more fragile than 

men's means they are more likely to be threatened by the interruptions 

caused by the recession, which will compound the interruptions many 

women already face due to child-care responsibilities. This situation 
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suggests that there is a case for superannuation contributions to support 

women who are out of the workforce from time to time. 

The following table shows official unemployment rates for females in 

statistical regions in New South Wales in August 2009. 

NSW: August 2009 ï Official unemployment rates ï Females 
(not seasonally adjusted)8

 
% 

Unemployment rate, NSW   5.4 

Sydney Major Statistical Region ;   5.7 

Inner Sydney and Inner Western Sydney Statistical Regions ;   4.9 

Inner Sydney Statistical Region ;   5.9 

Inner Western Sydney Statistical Region ;   2.7 

Eastern Suburbs Statistical Region ;   1.1 

St George-Sutherland Statistical Region ;   3.1 

Canterbury-Bankstown Statistical Region ;   6.6 

Fairfield-Liverpool and Outer South Western Sydney Statistical Regions ;   8.4 

Fairfield-Liverpool Statistical Region ;   8.2 

Outer South Western Sydney Statistical Region ;   8.7 

Central Western Sydney Statistical Region ;   8.1 

North Western Sydney Statistical Region ;   7.3 

Lower Northern Sydney Statistical Region ;   3.5 

Central Northern Sydney Statistical Region ;   5.7 

Northern Beaches Statistical Region ;   6.0 

Gosford-Wyong Statistical Region ;   6.7 

Balance of New South Wales Major Statistical Region ;   4.8 

Hunter Statistical Region ;   5.0 

Newcastle Statistical Region Sector ;   4.9 

Hunter excluding Newcastle ;   5.6 

Illawarra and South Eastern Statistical Regions ;   5.2 

Illawarra Statistical Region ;   4.7 

Wollongong Statistical Region Sector ;   5.9 

Illawarra excluding Wollongong ;   2.0 

South Eastern Statistical Region ;   5.9 

Richmond-Tweed and  Mid-North Coast Statistical Regions ;   4.8 

Northern, Far West-North Western and Central West Statistical Regions ;   3.2 

Northern, North Western and Central West Statistical Divisions ;   2.9 

Far West Statistical Division ;   10.6 

Murray-Murrumbidgee Statistical Region ;   6.6 

 

                                                             
8  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009, Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly, August 2009, Cat 

No 6291.0.55.003, 

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/allprimarymainfeatures/77FEAC9913C739D6CA2576480

014FD4F?opendocument 

 


