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Abstract

Throughout 2017, public interest, parliamentary debate and academic research about

women, work and industrial relations centred around a few key themes: pay and income

inequality, health and well-being at work and the intersection of paid and unpaid work.

These themes were identified in three related yet distinct mediums: the media, parlia-

mentary debate and academic literature. Automated content analysis software was used

to assist in the thematic analysis of media articles and the House of Representatives

Hansard, supplemented by a manual analysis of relevant academic publications.

A thematic overlap was evident across the three datasets, despite the time lag asso-

ciated with academic research and publication. This is a significant finding, emphasising

that the inequalities experienced by women in the labour market are long term and

entrenched.
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Introduction

Determining issues of significance in the area of women, work and industrial rela-
tions in Australia is not straightforward. It is shaped by normative judgements
about the relevance and impact of policy developments and labour market changes.
The process is further complicated by implicit assumptions about the commonality
of the experiences of women. While this assumption has been challenged (Ressia
et al., 2017), an overview article cannot do justice to the diversity of experience (see
Kaine, 2016). However, as in previous years, this review aims to capture the key
strands of public, policy and academic debate concerning women, work and indus-
trial relations.
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This article differs from previous reviews in that the identification of these issues
is assisted, in part, by automated text analysis that highlights key themes and their
relationships (Smith and Humphreys, 2006). This allows for a more systematic
approach to the determination of significant issues related to women, work and
industrial relations. However, our judgement and discretion still determine the
search terms used to identify relevant media articles, search the Hansard and par-
liamentary inquiries and conduct a review of academic literature.

This article is divided into two main sections. The first section begins with a
review of developments and an update of statistical trends in labour market par-
ticipation and economic security for women. The second section identifies issues in
the public discourse about women, work and industrial relations in Australia in
2017 through the thematic analysis of three datasets: media articles, Hansard and
Senate inquiries, and academic journal articles. This leads to a thematic compari-
son and an assessment of overlap and gaps. While we anticipate a degree of overlap
in the datasets, we expect journal articles to lag behind developments in the real
world due to the time delay between academic research and publication.

Statistical trends

Labour force participation

Gender-based differences in labour market participation persisted in 2017, with female
participation rates remaining static at 66% in the 20–74 age group and stable for men
at 78% (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2017a). The employment-to-population
ratio for women increased slightly to 56.7%, but was still less than men at 66.9%
(ABS, 2017b).

As in 2016, unemployment rates among 20–74-year-olds were similar for men
and women at 4.8% and 5.1% respectively.1 However, this figure obscures nuances
in the manner in which women and men engage with the labour market. Aside from
the 15–19 age group, men were more likely to be in work or looking for work (ABS,
2017a). Women experienced greater underemployment, with 9.7% of women aged
20–74 wanting more hours of work compared to 6.0% of men. In a continuing
reflection of the gendered distribution of caring work, the underemployment
rate was greater for women with dependent children, ranging from 9.1% to
12% (depending on the age of the children), but this was not replicated for
men with dependents, of whom only 3.5% were underemployed in 2016–2017
(ABS, 2017a).

Gender pay gap

The gender pay gap (GPG) has improved since 2016. The Workplace Gender
Equality Agency (WGEA) reports the GPG for average weekly ordinary full-
time earnings as 15.3% in 2017 (WGEA, 2017: 1). Men’s average weekly ordinary
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full-time earnings were revealed to be $251.20 higher than women’s ($1638.30
and $1387.10 respectively) (ABS, 2017c). However, no improvement was evident
in total remuneration (full base salary plus any cash and non-cash benefits) with
that gap remaining constant at 23% (WGEA, 2017: 4). Geographical differentials
in the GPG persist, reflecting local labour market characteristics. As per last year
(Kaine, 2017), the GPG is most pronounced in Western Australia at 22.8%.
In 2017, South Australia could claim the smallest gap at 9.8%, as compared
with the Australian Capital Territory’s 10.7% gap that was smallest in 2016
(WGEA, 2017: 4).

Sector differences reveal a more varied picture of gendered remuneration and
expose areas of inequality. As in previous years (Kaine, 2016, 2017), the financial
and insurance services industry maintains the largest GPG at 29.6%, with the gap
in public administration and safety shrinking to 5.9% in 2017 (WGEA, 2017: 5).
The GPG in the public sector is 10.8%, compared with 19.5% in the private sector
(WGEA, 2017: 6), which is not unexpected given the smaller distribution of earn-
ings in the public sector and the differences in wage-setting methods (Cai and Liu,
2011). There is a higher proportion of workers covered by collective agreements
and awards in the public sector, due to the stronger union density (Cai and Liu,
2011) and a higher proportion of individual arrangements in the private sector
(Taylor, 2005). This impacts the GPG with the gap increasing when collective
instruments are lacking (WGEA, 2017: 6), one reason being the lower bargaining
power of women (Kaine, 2012).

Superannuation and economic security

Gender differentials in superannuation remained in 2017. The most recent ABS
data (from 2013 to 2014) show that the differential peaks in the 55–64 age range,
with the average balance for men being $321,993 in stark contrast to the $180,013
average for women in the same age group (ABS, 2017a). While the gap was smaller
in other age cohorts, given the ongoing GPG the superannuation gap is likely to be
an ongoing issue. Another factor impacting on superannuation – and consequently
long-term economic security for women – is the continuing predominance of
women as primary carers undertaking the majority of unpaid work, hence spending
half the time that men do in employment-related activities but double the time that
men do in unpaid work (‘domestic activities’ and childcare in particular) (ABS,
2017a). Unsurprisingly, then, women continue to be more likely to work part-time
– particularly women with young children. In 2016–2017, only 16% of employed
men worked part-time compared with 45% of women overall and 61% of women
with a child under five (ABS, 2017a).

The statistical trends in 2017 did not differ markedly from 2015 and 2016. While
there was a slight improvement in the GPG, women in general continue to experi-
ence inferior outcomes in terms of labour market participation and economic
security across the life cycle.
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Thematic analysis of media articles, Hansard and academic
journal articles

The data search and analysis consisted of three parts, resulting in separate datasets,
which afford insights into related yet distinct areas: the media articles provide a
snapshot of women and industrial relations in current affairs, and highlight themes
and trends in Australian public debate. The parliamentary documents demonstrate
how the theme of women and industrial relations is discussed within a public policy
context. Finally, academic publications provide an overview of developments in
scholarly literature and indicate the direction of academic debate. The exact search
parameters and analysis are detailed in the following.

The date range for the searches is 1 January 2017 to 1 November 2017 for aca-
demic journals and media articles, and 1 September for the Hansard. The search
for media articles was performed using Factiva, a global news database. An initial
search in Australian sources using the keywords ‘women’, ‘work’ and ‘Australia’
resulted in 3810 results. As many results were irrelevant to this study, the search
results were refined using the terms ‘gender’ and ‘workplace’, which yielded 1661
relevant results.

Given space restrictions, we decided to examine only the Hansard of the Federal
House of Representatives, so the speeches of the leaders of the two major parties
and the majority of ministers would be captured. Although not reviewing the
Senate Hansard, we conducted a search of reports (on bills) by Senate committees
to identify issues related to women and work that generated comment and
recommendations.

Several academic databases were used to gather publications. ‘Gender’,
‘women’, ‘work’, ‘workplace’ and ‘Australia’ were used as search terms in
Google Scholar, yielding 6420 results of varying relevance. An advanced search
was performed requiring ‘Australia’ to be in the title, in addition to at least one of
the following keywords: ‘gender’, ‘women’, ‘work’ or ‘workplace’. This resulted in
183 publications, from which we selected the 21 most relevant to our study. We
performed a supplementary search with Scopus, which facilitates more detailed
exploration of search results, using the keywords ‘women’, ‘work’ and ‘Australia’
within the title, abstract and keywords of publications, rather than the title or the
entire article. This search found 101 publications, which a manual assessment of
relevance reduced to 30.

Finally, to obtain articles missed by the Google Scholar and Scopus searches, we
manually reviewed academic journals from 2017 with a focus on work, gender and
employment. These journals included the Australian Bulletin of Labour, Australian
Journal of Labour Law, British Journal of Industrial Relations, Economic Labour
Relations Review, Gender, Work & Organization, Journal of Industrial Relations,
Labour and Industry and Labour History – resulting in four additional articles.
After removing duplicates, 46 publications were included for review. Upon further
review, another 20 articles were excluded for the following reasons: they were not
accessible to us in complete form through public search engines or university
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catalogues; they did not relate to the overlapping themes of women and work, but
focused on issues for women outside of the labour market or did not concern the
work/family/care nexus; gender was not a meaningful aspect of the analysis or
discussion, despite appearing as a variable in the data; it was an unpublished
PhD thesis; or the article had an historical focus not specifically relatable
to women, work and industrial relations in 2017. Given the smaller number of
publications in this dataset, which reflects the specificity of the topic, we could
manually assess the articles to determine key themes, allowing for a comparison
with the themes revealed in the other datasets.

Combined, the three datasets shed a unique light on women and industrial
relations in Australia in 2017. While all information contained in the datasets
was gathered over the same time period, they are not contemporaneous. Media
articles have a short turnaround time and a narrow window, meaning they cover
current topics. Academic journal articles have a substantially longer turnaround
time, and may report on longitudinal studies that are significant for the ongoing
debates about women, work and industrial relations, but may not be related to
specific events in 2017.

We used Leximancer to analyse the media articles, a software tool that auto-
mates analysis based on statistical algorithms and presents text analysis visually via
concept maps, relational word clouds and concept word lists (Smith and
Humphreys, 2006). While Leximancer is useful in analysing larger datasets, its
automated features may deny skilled interpretation of primary data (Hansson
et al., 2010). While the analysis is largely automated, the program does accommo-
date manual searches as well as the addition, removal and merging of terms.
Moreover, Leximancer can produce relational insights through concepts and
groups of higher-level themes (Shilbury, 2012) and can therefore be useful in
approaching data where the researcher either lacks strong a priori assumptions
or wants to approach a dataset with fresh eyes. The comparatively manageable
amount of data from academic sources and from Hansard allowed us to employ
manual content analysis, grouping topics and ordering them into higher-order
themes.

Media articles

We loaded the 1661 news articles and ran the program on default settings for an
exploratory analysis. Initially, Leximancer generated a list of 105 concepts, some of
which were similar (e.g. company and companies, woman and women, job and
jobs). These concepts were merged. In addition, several concepts were irrelevant
(e.g. ‘Inc.’, ‘Pty’). These concepts were removed from the data, leaving 70 key
concepts. The concept map (see Figure 1) comprised 13 dominant themes and
the 70 concepts. ‘Themes’ are groups of concepts that display a degree of com-
monality or connectedness in the original data.

Themes are identifiable by circles, their size being immaterial as they are merely
boundaries. Prevalence of themes is shown through colouring: hotter colours (red,
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orange) signify the most important themes, and cooler colours (blue, green) denote
those themes considered less important. Concept maps in this article have been
adjusted for black and white print so that hotter colours are darker and cooler
colours are lighter. The proximity of concepts indicates how often concepts emerge
in similar contexts, that is, their proximity indicates how often they appear
together. The lines between concepts express the most probable pathway between
them. The following paragraphs discuss the concepts within the themes on the basis
of their relatedness and topical similarity. Quotes from the news articles are pro-
vided as illustrations.

‘Hotter’ themes

The GPG. As might be expected from using the search terms ‘gender’ and ‘work-
place’, the themes ‘women’, ‘female’ and ‘work’ feature prominently, as indicated

Figure 1. Media Concept Map.
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by their colour. Within the ‘women’ theme, the discussion about the difference in
earnings of women compared to men features prominently. An example of the
GPG debate is WGEA boss Elizabeth Lyons telling Parliament that ‘Australia is
50 years away from closing the pay gap’ (McIlroy, 2017). We did not compound
the terms ‘pay’ and ‘gap’, believing that the superannuation gap would be a prom-
inent theme. The concept map shows that this was not the case, demonstrating
Leximancer’s power in bracketing a priori assumptions. While closer examination
of the media sources shows that the superannuation gap is indeed mentioned, the
automated text analysis shows that this issue is less topical in the media than we
originally hypothesised.

Women in leadership. Leadership was an important element revealed by the concepts
‘leadership’, ‘senior’, ‘roles’ and ‘director’, found in the ‘women’ and ‘female’
themes. This finding is validated by the fact that ‘Board’ in itself also features as
a theme in close proximity. The sources highlight that women are still under-
represented in business leadership positions: ‘In the ASX200 there are more men
named David running companies than there are females. So too Johns and Peters’
(Dent, 2017). While progress has been made in the number of women company
directors, the number of women in executive leadership positions has not grown to
the same extent, an issue that Australian companies have grappled with for some
time (Klettner et al., 2014).

Work–life balance. The ‘work’ theme has a number of interesting concepts associated
with it such as ‘career’, ‘young’, ‘leave’ and ‘time’. An exploration of the sources
reveals elements that contrast with work and confirm that the role of women in the
workplace is frequently placed in contrast to family life, health, and caring respon-
sibilities. For example, research based on the 2017 Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey revealed that ‘. . . it’s impossible for
women to work long hours often expected by employers unless they compromise
their health. That’s because normally women spend more time on childcare and
doing unpaid housework’ (Sibthorpe, 2017). The prominence of these debates is
validated by the fact that ‘family’ and ‘home’ are themes in themselves and feature
in close proximity.

‘Colder’ themes

The occurrence of themes such as ‘organisations’ and ‘business’ is unsurprising
when analysing documents found using the search terms ‘gender’ and ‘workplace’,
which is also true for the concepts that appear within these themes as seen in Figure
1. The themes ‘Market’ and ‘Law’ are relatively cold, and an inspection of the
media articles reveals a generic discussion about markets and law in a business
context, with women being mentioned in passing. Among the remaining themes
that Leximancer generated, we regarded ‘issues’, ‘change’ and ‘people’ as being of
interest.
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Health and well-being. The ‘issues’, ‘change’ and ‘people’ themes and their related
concepts provide insight into several matters associated with women in the context
of work, some of which are problematic, such as health, violence and sexual har-
assment. A closer look at the articles reveals that health is predominantly discussed
as the negative impact that work has on women’s health; violence is discussed in the
context of domestic violence and associated leave; and the term sexual is linked to
the sexual harassment of women in the workplace. Australian Council of Trade
Unions (ACTU) President Ged Kearney was quoted as saying that the government
was ‘waging war’ with women on issues such as penalty rates, paid parental leave,
domestic violence leave and childcare, and that ‘the Turnbull government has
turned its back on women in the workplace’ (Lewis, 2017). In our assessment,
domestic violence was a salient media topic in 2017, and it is no surprise that
Leximancer singled this out.

Diversity and change. The thematic groupings also revealed that increasing work-
place diversity was important in media reporting. In the words of Sex
Discrimination Commissioner Kate Jenkins, gender inequality in the workplace
is ‘not just a chief executive issue’ as every person within an organisation has a
role to play in combating sex discrimination at work (Powell, 2017). This obser-
vation is validated by two concepts related to ‘Change’ shown in Figure 1: ‘Culture’
and ‘Social’. Examination of the media articles reveals that the concepts are fre-
quently discussed in the context of the need for cultural and social change that
addresses equality in the workplace as well as in society more broadly. An example
is the 2017 establishment of the Women’s Australian Football League:

The women in the league — as with the men — are there for the love of the game. But

footy is more than a sport. It has been a driver of social change, particularly in the most

recent period of the full 120-year history of the game. (Herald Sun, 2017)

Overall, inequality features prominently in media articles about women and indus-
trial relations in 2017, whether this concerns the GPG, lack of female representa-
tion in leadership or the disproportionate impact of careers on the work–life
balance as well as on the health and well-being of women.

Parliamentary publications: Hansard of the Federal House
of Representatives and Senate reports

Several of the challenges that women in the workplace face were discussed in
Parliament in 2017. A Hansard search was performed on the website of the
Parliament of Australia using the following terms: ‘Women’, ‘Woman’, ‘Female’,
‘Gender’, ‘Parental Leave’ and ‘Gap’, the last term covering references to the
superannuation gap, pay gap, wage gap, income gap and the gender gap.
General search terms such as ‘Work’, ‘Trade Union, ‘Industrial Relations’ and
‘Labour Force’ were excluded, as these only become relevant when they are
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mentioned in the context of women and work. Hansard sections that discuss issues
pertaining to women and work were copied to a separate document, including
details such as the bill or topic being discussed and the name of the speaker.
Due to the manageable size of the Hansard transcripts we decided to analyse the
text manually, which afforded us the opportunity to compare the analyses.

The same search terms utilised for Hansard were used in the initial scanning of
2017 Senate reports (on bills) between January and September 2017. While there
were 192 results, only 25 contained our search terms and, of those, only three con-
cerned issues directly relevant to this review. These were comments on the Fairer
Paid Parental Leave Bill 2016 (Provisions), Social Services Legislation Amendment
(Omnibus Savings and Child Care Reform) Bill 2017 and the report ‘Gender
Segregation in the Workplace and its Impact on Women’s Economic Equality’.
The first report contained no policy recommendations. The only recommendation
in the second report (which covered a wide range of policy areas affecting women)
was that ‘the Bill be passed’. There was a dissenting report from Labor senators and,
after failing to win cross-bench support, the bill was not passed (Australian
Government, 2017). The Senate report on ‘Gender segregation in the workplace’
contained nine recommendations, including the development of a national policy
framework to achieve gender pay equity in Australia and amendments to the Fair
Work Act (FWA) 2009 to introduce gender pay equity as an overall objective of the
Act. However, neither of these recommendations were supported by the government
minority on the Senate Committee, making them unlikely to be implemented during
the term of the current government, although the Labor Party signalled that it would
be prepared to consider amendments to the FWA 2009.

Gender pay and superannuation gap

Gender equality features prominently in Hansard, illustrated by the equal pay case
of Lisa Wilkinson, who was commended by the Opposition leader for demanding
pay equality from her employer (House of Representatives, 2017). The Hansard
further details discussion around the GPG. The Member for Richmond noted that,
as women are more likely to work in a part-time capacity, ‘it is impossible to
separate the impact of the pure GPG from the impact of women’s concentration
in part-time work’ (House of Representatives, 2017), quoting research illustrating
that when the number of women working part-time is taken into account, the pay
gap increases to 33% (Stanford, 2017).

In addition to the GPG, Hansard details that many women in Australia are not
able to accrue enough superannuation to see them through their retirement. This
issue was raised during the debate around the Social Services Legislation
Amendment: ‘a woman’s median superannuation total by retirement was $80,000
[. . .] on average, women retire with less than three years’ worth of modest retire-
ment living’ (House of Representatives, 2017).

The decision by the Fair Work Commission (FWC) to cut Sunday and public
holiday rates in the hospitality, hotel, retail, fast food and pharmacy industries is
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prominent in Hansard. It was argued that this ruling will exacerbate the pay and
superannuation gap, as women are disproportionately represented in the retail and
hospitality industries: ‘Fifty-seven per cent of hospitality workers are women, and
57 per cent of takeaway food workers are women, as are 62 per cent of retail
workers and 85 per cent of pharmacy workers’ (House of Representatives, 2017).
The FWC has left the door open for a review of the hair and beauty industry award
where 87% of the workforce are women (House of Representatives, 2017).

The Minister for Employment, Michaelia Cash, also the Minister for Women,
completed a submission to the FWC on the minimum wage, stating that:
‘Increasing the national minimum wage is not an efficient way to address relative
living standards. Low-paid employees are often found in high income households’
(Gartrell and Patty, 2017). The Member for Sydney, Ms Plibersek, responded:
‘As if my wage should depend on my parents’ wage or on my husband’s wage’
(House of Representatives, 2017).

The gender impact of the federal budget

Traditionally, the gender impact of the federal budget has been outlined in the
Women’s Budget Statement – a document introduced by the Hawke Government
and produced by every succeeding government until it was scrapped by the Abbott
Government (Kaine, 2017). A gendered analysis of the budget has since been taken
on by Labor and the National Foundation for Australian Women, revealing that
‘the beneficiaries of maintaining the deficit levy will overwhelmingly be men, and yet
those who suffer the cost of cuts to income support are overwhelmingly women’
(House of Representatives, 2017). The OppositionWhip argued that women will pay
higher taxes under the Coalition: ‘Data from the National Foundation for
AustralianWomen [. . .] found that women on around $50,000 could face an effective
marginal tax rate of—believe this—100 per cent’ (House of Representatives, 2017).

The budget also included $30 million in cuts to community legal centres, as well
as women’s refuges, which provide services to victims of domestic violence and
those who cannot access legal aid. These cuts have since been reversed (Belot and
Yaxley, 2017). The Member for Grayndler noted that

The Australian Bureau of Statistics estimates that around two-thirds of women who

experience domestic violence are in the workforce. That means that more than 800,000

women, or around one in six women workers, are experiencing some form of violence in

their home. (House of Representatives, 2017)

He added that

Economic insecurity is one of the most significant obstacles confronting women in their

decision to leave a violent relationship. Introducing paid domestic violence leave into the

National Employment Standards offers an important opportunity to reach people living

with violence and to provide them with support. (House of Representatives, 2017)
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The Minister for Employment has suggested that helping these women would actu-
ally stop employers from hiring them (Towell, 2016).

Workforce participation and access to higher education

Hansard also details low workforce participation of women, with childcare cited as
a key factor (House of Representatives, 2017). Labor argued against the Social
Services Legislation Amendment (Omnibus Savings and Child Care Reform) Bill
on the basis that it would ‘cut paid parental leave to 70,000 new mums each year’
(Hunter, 2016). Labor also pointed out that paid parental leave is an entitlement
that has been bargained for, and is not just another welfare payment. As 95% of
those that receive the government parenting payment are women, the proposed
cuts would disproportionately affect women (House of Representatives, 2017).
The bill was not passed by the Senate.

It was also argued that the Family Assistance Legislation Amendment would
affect female workforce participation. The Member for Macquarie observed:

It is no surprise that many mums now work from home, run their own businesses and are

self-employed. That does not always equate to a steady, even income. Women choose to

do that because it is the only way they can juggle family responsibilities. This legislation

has a workforce participation test that is going to make things even harder for those

people. (House of Representatives, 2017)

Labor has argued that the Higher Education Support Legislation Amendment,
which lowers the repayment threshold on student debt to $42,000 per annum,
will disproportionately impact women by creating a hurdle to accessing higher
education, by discouraging female workplace participation and, subsequently, by
increasing the GPG:

this reduction of the threshold is more likely to affect women. Women are more likely to

be in part-time work or in low-paid work [. . .] This will have an effect on women’s ability

to get a higher education. It will have an impact on their ability to manage the cost of

living after they’ve got that higher education. (House of Representatives, 2017)

The analysis of Hansard and the Senate inquiries shows that working women in
Australia remain at a substantial disadvantage: they earn less, retire with less and
have lower workforce participation. In addition, several proposed and passed legis-
lative amendments and budget cuts disproportionately affect women, not in the
least the ruling by the FWC to cut penalty rates.

Journal articles

Of the 26 articles, 15 (and 1 book chapter) focused on issues relating to women and
work overall (rather than reporting on studies of specific groups of women),
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including pay equity, gender wages gap and the valuation of ‘women’s work’ (Cook
et al., 2017; Kennedy et al., 2017; Smith and Stewart, 2017); care work (Anxo et al.,
2017); superannuation and pensions (Sheen, 2017); women in leadership and on
boards (Ahmed and Ali, 2017; Chandrakumara et al., 2017); intersectionality and
diversity (Murray and Ali, 2017; Ressia et al., 2017); paid maternity leave
(Hondralis, 2017); the impact of education on labour market outcomes for
women (Wyn et al., 2017); health and well-being (Ambrey et al., 2017; Clark
et al., 2017; Dinh et al., 2017; Hickey et al., 2017); work–family conflict
(Abeysekera and Gahan, 2017); and precarity (Sheen, 2017). A further 11 articles
reported on studies of particular occupations, industries or age cohorts (Crofts and
Coffey, 2017; Dwyer et al., 2017; Gacka, 2017; Godwin et al., 2017; Gregory and
Brigden, 2017; Majeed, 2017; Marks, 2017; McLoughlin, 2017; O’Loughlin et al.,
2017; Ovseiko et al., 2017; Redmond et al., 2017). The themes evident in these
specific studies largely reflected those identified in the more general papers.
For example, Majeed et al. (2017) focus on workers over the age of 65 and find
that unpartnered women over the age of 65 are more likely to continue paid work
as a result of the lifetime earnings gap that has seen women accumulate less super-
annuation than men. Likewise, Gregory and Brigden (2017) consider how a par-
ticular cohort of precarious workers (performing artists) negotiate paid work and
childcare – combining a number of themes evident in the more general articles.

Several academic articles provide much-needed nuance and detail to the statis-
tical data reported above and about key characteristics of women’s engagement
with the labour market. Kennedy et al. (2017) conduct a longitudinal analysis
(1986–2013) of the relationship between labour productivity and the gender wage
gap in Australia. Their conclusion that reducing the gender wage gap by 10%
would boost labour productivity by up to 3% underlines the broader economic
rationale for the policy pursuit of wage equality. Likewise, the study by O’Loughlin
et al. (2017) contributes to a deeper understanding of the changing care responsi-
bilities of women and their impact on labour force participation. They observe the
intergenerational nature of gendered care arrangements, specifically ‘that grand-
mothers caring for their grandchildren are important for enabling daughters to
remain in paid work’ (p. 351). Dinh et al. (2017) explore the gendered nature of
the regulation of working hours. They use data from the HILDA survey to examine
the impact of inequality in non-paid time on labour market participation, pay gaps
and health outcomes for women. Their findings show that the additional non-paid
care work undertaken by women lowers the threshold for paid work ‘beyond which
mental health declines’ (p. 42), leading us to argue that work-hour regulation cannot
continue to be based on assumptions of a working life unencumbered by caring
responsibilities. Furthermore, they conclude that current regulations do not acknow-
ledge the combination of employment and caregiving and, as such, ‘will not protect
women’s health or any adult who combines work with significant caring’ (p. 49).

Health and well-being was one of the most common concerns in the academic
literature. In addition to Dinh et al.’s (2017) analysis of gender and working hours,
Hickey et al. (2017) investigated how the experience of menopause was managed at
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work. They found that, while women did not generally feel that menopausal symp-
toms impacted their performance, there was a desire for more support at work
through measures such as greater control over temperature and working hours.
Clark et al. (2017) studied the sitting, sleep and physical activity patterns of work-
ing women in Australia and noted that women who are shift-workers, who work
full-time or who are in clerical/sales or managerial roles were most likely at risk of
sitting too much, not sleeping enough and not getting enough physical activity.
Ambrey et al.’s (2017) article looked less specifically at health and rather used
HILDA data to consider the ‘interplay between time pressures at home and
at work, social connectedness and well-being as reported by Australian women’
(p. 1). Their analysis shows a small decrease in life satisfaction of women between
2001 and 2013 and highlights the ‘importance of frequent and meaningful social
connections’ (p. 24). However, beyond calling for ‘the need to refocus attention on
well-being in public policy spheres’ (p. 24), they make no specific policy recom-
mendations. The research examined in these articles reflects the ‘hotter’ themes we
described earlier, namely themes directly related to work identified through the
analysis of media articles.

Also echoing ‘hotter’ themes in the media and Hansard was a focus shared by
several journal articles on pay equity. Smith and Stewart (2017) contextualise
developments in the Early Childhood Education Pay Equity Case (that continued
throughout 2017) by investigating the use of a male comparator in such cases.
Specifically, Smith and Stewart (2017) contrast the successful Social and
Community Services (SACS) pay equity case of 2012 with the Early Childhood
case. In the SACS case, the FWC determined that the nature of the care work was
subject to gender undervaluation and that ‘it was not a prerequisite for applicants
to rely on a male comparator’ (p. 129). In the Early Childhood case, however, the
FWC determined that ‘an applicant must identify a group of male employees,
doing work of equal or comparable value, who were receiving higher remuneration’
(Smith and Stewart, 2017: 131). This is significant, because it has forced the two
union applicants (United Voice and the Australian Education Union) to submit to
the FWC a male comparison (the FWC rejected the case in February 2018).
It underscores the regulatory dilemma noted by Smith and Stewart (2017):
namely that ‘a woman is only recognised as being discriminated against, on the
basis of sex, when she is assessed as being the same as a man’ (p. 119), whereas a
man is never required to ‘demonstrate sameness with anyone in order to be entitled
to benefits’ (p. 119). Interestingly, the analysis of the media articles (above) reveals
the pervasiveness of the ‘male comparator’ approach to the consideration of issues
of import to women, including, but not limited to, pay equity.

Women on boards and in leadership was another ‘hot’ theme found in articles
within the academic literature. Of the two papers captured by the parameters of our
search, Chandrakumara et al. (2017) cover familiar ground in providing an over-
view of the profile of Australian boards, whereas Ahmed and Ali’s (2017) research
demonstrates a significant and positive association between gender diversity on
boards and stock liquidity (which has become an increasingly desirable

Kaine and Boersma 329



characteristic following the global financial crisis). Diversity did appear in the
thematic analysis of the other data sources. Aside from diversity in the boardroom,
it appeared in relation to the experience of migrant workers, with both articles
highlighting (in different ways) how gender analysis needs to consider intersections
with other aspects of identity (Murray and Ali, 2017; Ressia et al., 2017).

Although not an academic article, we deemed it important to include ‘The
Women’s Manifesto: A blueprint for how to get equality for women in
Australia’ by Summers (2017), given the status of Summers as a leading feminist
and activist in Australia. To coincide with International Women’s Day (8 March),
Summers released the ‘Manifesto’ calling for greater action by ‘every Australian
women’s group, every union, everyone who has ever expressed any interest in
equality to demand change within five years’ (Price, 2017). The ‘Manifesto’ listed
four principles of equality for women: ‘financial self-sufficiency, reproductive free-
dom, freedom from violence, and the right to participate fully and equally in all
areas of public life’ (p. 16). It also outlined policy demands related to those prin-
ciples, framed as ‘Equality Goals’ to be achieved by 2022:

Legislated equal pay for all women in all jobs, decriminalisation of abortion in New

South Wales and Queensland, specialist domestic violence courts in every state of

Australia, gender quotas dictating that women make up 50 percent of all parliamentar-

ians, all cabinets and other ministries and directors of all public companies and govern-

ment boards. (p. 16)

While it is difficult to quantify the impact of the ‘Manifesto’, it did generate media
coverage that would have contributed to our earlier identification of key themes in
the public debate about women and work in 2017.

Summary of themes and connections

There was commonality between themes across the three datasets, with gender
income inequality being the most obvious example. The gendered disparity in
superannuation and the GPG continued to be borne out in statistical trends.
It also featured in the analysis of parliamentary documents, with the penalty
rates decision being revealed by both the manual and automated text analysis as
impacting women disproportionately. Relatedly, financial security and pay equity
appeared in the academic articles, in part reflecting that the Early Childhood Pay
Equity case being pursued by United Voice and the Independent Education Union
had entered its fourth year without resolution.

Health and well-being were also common themes – albeit with different empha-
sis. In the academic articles, there was a greater focus on more traditional work,
health and safety concerns (such as hours of work), whereas in the media and
Hansard, well-being was often discussed in relation to the broader issue of eco-
nomic security and the caring responsibilities of women. However, there was some
overlap, with several academic articles noting the connection between the
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workforce participation of caregivers and their health status (Dinh et al., 2017;
O’Loughlin et al., 2017).

Ongoing interest in women in leadership, specifically ‘women on boards’, was
captured in the analysis of the media and academic articles but was not reflected in
the parliamentary documents. A plausible explanation for this is that the compos-
ition of boards (at least in the private sector where much of the debate is focused) is
seen as the remit of business rather than a direct concern of the state.

The degree of overlap in the datasets was somewhat unexpected. We anticipated
that the focus of journal articles might follow developments in the real world, as
there is generally a time delay between academic research and publication.
However, many issues relevant to the experience of women and work have
remained the same over many years. For example, progress in remedying the
GPG has been slow, meaning that academic research maintains its relevance des-
pite the time lags associated with publication – with domestic violence as it relates
to the workplace being a notable exception. In both the media and Hansard,
domestic violence was featured but it was not captured in the academic literature.
Previously, domestic violence (as it relates to work) appeared only in academic
scholarship, and only recently has it assumed prominence in public debates.
It could be argued that the rise of domestic violence leave as a public policy
issue was provoked by academic research (e.g., Baird et al., 2014; McFerran, 2011).

Conclusion

This research used a combination of novel and traditional research methods.
Text analysis software provided us with a systematic method of identifying key
themes in public debate. It provided a means to evaluate a large quantity of data
and facilitated a comparison of themes across datasets. Furthermore, it facilitated
an assessment of the accuracy of assumptions and predictions about the signifi-
cance of specific issues. In the 2016 review article (Kaine, 2017), it was suggested
that the ongoing modern award review, Early Childhood equal pay case, proposed
changes to family tax benefits and the implications of the federal budget for women
would be issues of importance in 2017. The data sampling and analysis methods
used in this article largely confirmed those predictions: the modern award review
(specifically the penalty rates decision) featured in the media articles and Hansard,
the Early Childhood equal pay case (while not progressing much) was considered in
an academic article, and changes to the federal budget and family assistance fea-
tured in Hansard.

While semantic analysis points to themes that have dominated over time, it does
not identify the events or developments that triggered such trends. We acknowledge
that our treatment of data in this review precluded a chronological description of key
events in 2017 and that the meta-analysis of the media articles obscures specific
events, such as the two childcare workers’ strikes (in March and September) in
support of the Early Childhood Pay Equity case (Stein, 2017). However, supple-
menting the automated content analysis with manual content analysis of House of
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Representatives Hansard and academic journal articles provided some context and
did highlight some specific examples.

Arguably, one of the purposes of academic inquiry in the social sciences is to
understand the implications of policy debate and development in the longer term –
to sort out interesting anomalies from longer-term trends. We anticipated that
analysis of the three datasets in this review would reveal some differences – that
the academic research might be differentiated following more in-depth interroga-
tion of issues over time, in addition to the often lengthy process of publication. This
was not the case. Academic scholarship kept pace with real-world developments in
the area of women and work. This suggests that the issues associated with the
inequalities experienced by women in the labour market are long term and
entrenched, and that policy changes to address these are often incremental with
impacts that may not be easily or quickly discernible.
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