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Catherine Hawkins 
First Assistant Secretary, WGEA Review Team and PM&C Ability Co-Champion 
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 
Ngunnawal Country, One National Circuit Barton ACT 2600 
 

Submission to WGEA Review  

Women on Boards (WOB) is pleased to provide a submission to the Review of the Workplace 
Gender Equality Act 2021. WOB has been involved actively in the EOWA / WGEA reform process 
over the years. Our most recent submission was in 2013, in conjunction with the NFAW.  

As of November 2021, WOB is of the view that the WGEA’s existing practices in the promotion and 
improvement of gender equality in employment and in workplaces are largely effective. There has 
been significant improvement in many areas, with the notable exception of numbers of women in 
leadership / senior roles and the gender pay gap.  

The cries of excess administrative burden that were prevalent in 2013 have largely subsided. This 
is consistent with the availability and adoption of web-based HR software systems. 

The Agency is to be commended for its progress over the years since 2013. In our view WGEA 
operations are world class and trailblazing and it is now well established that the WGEA reporting, 
data sets, performance benchmarks are well accepted as a useful adjunct to business.  

Some modest changes to the definitions and data collection could be made to make the 
definitions and data collection more contemporary, which are outlined in our submission. 

We are pleased to allow this submission to be made public. 

     
 

Yours Sincerely 
Ruth Medd and Claire Braund 

On behalf of Women on Boards 
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Response to detailed consultation questions 

1. Are the functions and powers of WGEA appropriate for promoting and improving gender equality 
in the workplace? How effective is WGEA in achieving its functions to promote and improve 
gender equality in the workplace including by enabling relevant employers to report on the gender 
equality indicators, developing benchmarks and reports, undertaking research, education and 
leading practice programs and contributing to the public discussion on gender equality?  

The functions of WGEA are appropriate in relation to the promotion of gender equality in the 
workplace. The agency has a track record of supporting and educating employers to comply in line 
with the ‘carrot rather than the stick’ approach favoured by the agency. While this has resulted in 
generally good compliance and, more importantly, a shift in the metrics towards improved gender 
equality, areas of concern remain: 

• Low number of women in senior / C Suite / CEO leadership roles. 
• A persistent national Gender Pay Gap of 14.2% based on average weekly earnings. 
• Dominance of women in part-time work. 

Clearly the carrot approach has worked well and the educative, research and promotional aspects 
of the work of WGEA remain a critical function. However, there is a need to review the powers of 
WGEA in terms of enforcing compliance via a combination of more public naming and shaming 
and great penalties for continued non-compliance. 

2 – No comment from WOB as reporting organisations will have more to add 

3. Should the coverage of the Workplace Gender Equality Act be further changed? Specifically, should 
the definition of ‘relevant employer’ be expanded? If so, would additional considerations need to 
be factored in for new reporting employers?  

This is a question about the relevance of the additional information collected. It may be an 
objective to include all employers, but this would not be economic or material to the outcome in 
terms of data collection.  

Currently registered higher education providers are excluded from mandatory reporting however 
some chose to report in line with best practice and to achieve Athena Swan accreditation.  

This sector has well recognised issues with the participation of women in leadership and at senior 
levels, often due to the tenured nature of appointments at tertiary institutions and reward 
mechanisms in place. Bullying and sexual harassment have also been called out in this sector. 

As the number of education providers increases, including for profit entities, then it would be 
appropriate to include higher education bodies in the mandatory reporting regime. 

WOB also supports the Respect@Work recommendation to include public sector organisations to 
report to WGEA on gender equality initiatives. 
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4. Are the gender equality indicators (GEIs) in the Workplace Gender Equality Act, and the data 
collected with respect to the GEIs, appropriate to promote and improve gender equality? How 
could they be improved? 

The six gender quality indicators remain highly relevant and provide strong indicators for 
measuring gender equality in the workplace. Rather than introducing additional indicators, it may 
be more appropriate to expand current indicators to increase data collection in relation to 
workforce participation in relation to disability and ethnicity. We understand this data may not be 
easy for employers to collect due to privacy considerations and would require a strong educative 
component in addition to collection and reporting. 

Collection of data in relation to childcare utilisation would also be a good indicator when overlaid 
against pay data. 

 

5. In addition to gender, should WGEA collect other data on diversity and inclusion criteria on a 
mandatory basis, to enable a more nuanced analysis of men and women’s experiences in the 
workplace? If yes, please specify criteria (e.g. cultural and linguistic diversity, disability, age, 
location of primary workplace). If not, why not? 

Australia has come to a point where larger organisations (particularly those in the listed and 
professional services sectors) understand the imperative to support women’s workforce 
participation and progression through to senior / leadership roles. But there are glaring 
deficiencies in relation to the participation of culturally diverse and First Nations women (and 
men). WOB has commenced data collection on culturally diverse / First Nations women and their 
participation on boards. Our first contribution is at https://www.womenonboards.net/en-
au/about-us/cultural-diversity-on-boards and highlights the problems of under representation.  

We recommend that WGEA include capacity to report on disability and cultural diversity in its 
mandatory reporting to enable greater focus on improving workforce participation and access to 
leadership and board roles for people identifying as such. 

 

6. How could data be better collected and/or used by WGEA to promote and improve gender 
equality? Should there be some form of pay transparency – should remuneration data in some 
form be public. 

Gender pay gap data should be transparent to allow prospective and current employees to review 
how organisations are addressing (or not) the gender pay gap on an annual basis. It would be 
important to ensure this did not stray into salary benchmarking. There could be greater granularity 
within the data collection in relation to pay – provision of actual salary data (possible through 
Single Touch Payroll) rather than current salary bands. This would provide a more accurate picture 
of the gender pay gap. 

https://www.womenonboards.net/en-au/about-us/cultural-diversity-on-boards
https://www.womenonboards.net/en-au/about-us/cultural-diversity-on-boards


 

Women on Boards Australia response to the WGEA Review 2021 4 

 

7. Are there changes that could be made to the Workplace Gender Equality Act that would help 
reduce the regulatory burden on relevant employers while continuing to enable WGEA to promote 
and improve gender equality? Should other data sources, such as Single Touch Payroll data, be 
used by WGEA instead of employers providing the same data to two Government agencies?  

The introduction of Single Touch Payroll and other innovations at ATO and Government level 
provide an opportunity to reduce the regulatory burden on employers via single reporting and 
agencies sharing data and information. WOB supports greater collaboration, sharing and 
publication of government data in relation to gender equality. 

The provision of apps and templates linking to major payroll and HR systems that could be 
adopted and used inhouse by reporting organisations with 100-500 employees may assist with the 
regulatory burden. 

 

8. Could the minimum standards be expanded to improve the way they drive practical gender 
equality outcomes in workplaces? What would employers need to do to implement these changes 
in their workplace? Should Minimum Standards apply to all reporting employers, not just those 
with 500 or more employees? 

Minimum standards should apply to all reporting employers. These standards should be specified 
to enable longitudinal evidence to assess improvements. 

Additional standards beyond the defined minimum standards could then be set following 
widespread consultation with employer groups and some may be specific to companies of a 
particular size. Caution needs to be exercised that poor performance is not used as a driver for 
minimal targets and all employers are not left to work to their own timetable. This will make 
compliance difficult, if not impossible, to enforce. 

 

9. Are the compliance mechanisms in the Workplace Gender Equality Act, and consequences for non-
compliance, effective to promote and improve gender equality? If not, how could they be 
improved? 

The noncompliance issue has been a vexed one. WGEA has done well using education, persuasion 
and Employer of Choice citations. The list of non-compliant employers is published on the website, 
but no information is given as to why they are non-compliant. The only penalties are: 

• Option to name the organisation in a report to the Minister that is tabled in both Houses of 
Parliament; 

• Option to name the organisation publicly by electronic or other means; 
• Potential to be ineligible to tender for contracts under Commonwealth and some state 

procurement frameworks; and 
• Potential for ineligibility for some Commonwealth grants or other financial help. 
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To what extend are these penalties enforced and who his this reported. For example, do we know 
that the training companies who are currently non-compliant are not receiving Government 
contracts?  

They include a number of large private businesses including Bindaree Beef (51% owned by Hui 
Wing Mau) and Kennards Self Storage and entities such as TasFreight and Redline. To what extent 
do the current very mild penalties impact these organisations and encourage them to comply. 

We understand the ‘last resort’ of inability to respond to government tenders has not been 
effectively enforced.  If this is still the case, then another administrative solution could be 
considered. 

We recommend that the naming and shaming in Parliament and via media is more strongly 
utilised and financial penalties are considered. 

 

10. Are there any other matters you want to comment on in relation to the WGEA Act and improving 
and promoting gender equality in Australia? 

Provide templates (forms and policies) in areas such as PPL, flexible work arrangements and other 
areas where organisations report, in particular to support smaller employers who do not have 
significant HR and related resources.  
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