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Gender equality
In recent decades, women in Australia have made significant
strides towards equality with men. At universities, in
workplaces, in boardrooms and in government, a growing
number of women have taken on leadership roles, forging
pathways for other women and girls to follow.
In 1984, the Sex Discrimination Act came into force, making
discrimination in different parts of public life against the law.
The Act, which gives effect to Australia’s international human
rights obligations, has played an important role in changing
community attitudes and helping advance gender equality in
this country.
Despite this progress, women and girls continue to experience
inequality and discrimination in many important parts of their
lives, which can limit the choices and opportunities available
to them.

About
• Women and girls make up just over half (50.2 per cent)
of the Australian population.1
• While women comprise roughly 46 per cent of all
employees in Australia,2 they take home $262.50 less
than men each week (full-time adult ordinary time
earnings).3 The national gender “pay gap” is 17.1 per
cent and it has remained stuck between 15 per cent
and 18 per cent for the past two decades.4
• Australian women account for 92 per cent of primary
carers for children with disabilities, 70 per cent of
primary carers for parents and 52 per cent of primary
carers for partners.5
• In 2013, Australia was ranked 24th on a global index
measuring gender equality, slipping from a high point
of 15th in 2006.6
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Barriers to gender equality
• The Australian workforce is highly segregated by
gender and female-dominated industries – such as
aged care, child care and health and community
services – have been historically undervalued.7
Australian women are over-represented as part-time
workers in low-paid industries8 and in insecure work
and continue to be underrepresented in leadership
roles in the private and public sectors.9
• A quarter of women were sexually harassed in the
workplace over the past five years.10 The harasser
was most likely to be a co-worker (52 per cent) and the
most common forms of sexual harassment included
sexually suggestive comments/jokes (55 per cent),
intrusive questions about private life or appearance (50
per cent) and inappropriate staring or leering (31 per
cent).11
• Women do two-thirds of the unpaid caring and
domestic work in Australian households.12 They spend
almost three times as many hours each week looking
after children compared to men.13
• In 2009-2010, Australian women reached retirement
age with an average of 36 per cent – or $87,532 – less
superannuation than men.14 As a result, women are
more likely to experience poverty in their retirement
years and be far more reliant on the Age Pension.15
• One in three Australian women experiences physical
violence in her lifetime16 and nearly one in five
experiences sexual assault.17 It is estimated that
violence against women and children will cost the
Australian economy $15.6 billion per year by 20212022 unless decisive action is taken to prevent it.18
• More than smoking or obesity, domestic and family
violence is the leading preventable cause of death,
disability and illness in women aged 15 to 44 years.19

Positive developments
• The number of women on the Boards of ASX-listed
companies has grown from 8.3 per cent in 2010 to
15.4 per cent in 2013,20 due in part to a diversity policy
implemented by the ASX Corporate Governance
Council in 2010. Increasing the number of women in
corporate leadership positions has the potential the
boost the level of economic activity in Australia by up
to 20 per cent.21
• Australian men and women overwhelmingly believe (90
per cent) that men should be as involved in parenting
as women.22 Men are also more likely than women to
want greater employment flexibility to care for their
children (46 per cent compared with 40 per cent).23
• From 2013, over one million Australian workers are
able to take leave and enjoy other protections because
of domestic violence clauses in their workplace
agreement or award conditions.24

Did you know?
• The average Australian woman has to work an extra
66 days a year to earn the same pay as the average
man.25

Find out more
• Australian Bureau of Statistics, Caring in the
Community, 2009 (updated October 2011)
• Australian Human Rights Commission, Working
without fear: Results of the Sexual Harassment
National Telephone Survey (2012)
• Australian Human Rights Commission, Gender
Equality Blueprint 2010 (2010)
• Australian Human Rights Commission, Australian
study tour report: Visit of the UN Special Rapporteur
on violence against women (2012)
• Workplace Gender Equality Agency, Gender pay gap
statistics (March 2014)
• Workplace Gender Equality Agency; Gender workplace
statistics at a glance (October 2013)
• World Economic Forum, Global Gender Gap Report
2013 (2013)

Our role
The Commission helps people resolve complaints of unfair
treatment under the Sex Discrimination Act, including
discrimination on the basis of sex, marital (or relationship)
status and pregnancy. The Act also protects workers with
family responsibilities and makes sexual harassment against
the law.
The Sex Discrimination Commissioner works in partnership
with a broad range of groups to promote gender equality and
counter discrimination, sexual harassment, violence against
women and other barriers to equality. She also undertakes
major research projects and provides policy advice to
government and others to bring about positive change.
Find out more about our work in this area.
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