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Foreword
I am privileged to be the General Secretary who launches the inaugural
PSA/CPSU NSW What Women Want survey. This is the first large-scale
survey of women in our industry in NSW, and I am proud our union
continues to find new ways to ensure the security and advancement of
women in our workplaces.
Our members in NSW Government work for the largest employer in the
country and make up over 80% of our membership. The remainder of our
growing membership work in critical tertiary education, disability, utility
and community workplaces, ensuring we are safe, educated, and cared for
with dignity. We represent a workforce that ensures our community
flourishes, and with the majority of our members being women, our union
is well placed to lead our sector as we face the challenges of the future.
Whether it be a pandemic, bushfires, floods, or the work we do every day
to serve the people of NSW, the women of our union, led by our Women’s
Council, are at the forefront of our plans, As we grow as a union and a
sector, we can be proud that What Women Want will guide our way –
together.

Stewart Little
General Secretary
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A message from our President

A message from our Chair

As the union’s President, I am proud to be a member
of our Women’s Council. In 2019, we passed a motion
recommending to our Central Council that we
undertake our first What Women Want survey.
This is a fitting way to commemorate the 90th
anniversary of the union’s Women’s Council and
honour the pioneering women who went before us.
I would like to thank Melissa Donnelly, now the National
Secretary of our federal counterpart union, the CPSU
(PSU Group), who addressed our conference in 2019 on
their What Women Want report and how it helps that
union.
COVID-19 has meant that we have adapted and
changed how we do business. But one thing never
changes: we work together, in the best interests of our
women members and our union as a whole.
I commend the What Women Want report to you.

It gives me great pleasure to be the Chair of the
Women’s Council that releases the first What Women
Want report.
This report showcases the breadth of work our
members do every day and the extraordinary pride we
take in looking after the people of NSW. It shows us
how well informed our growing membership is, and
how ready we all are to unite to change the parts of
our workplaces that leave women behind. I have the
same confidence we can take on the big challenges
that still remain for women in Federal and State laws
and policies too.
I want to thank all the women who participated in this
survey and shared their insights with us. These
insights, both before and after the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic, show us the way forward.
I would like to thank the Women’s Council for their
support and work in the survey. I look forward to
continuing our work – together.

Kylie McKelvie
President
Trish O’Brien
Chair, Women’s Council
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WHAT WOMEN WANT REPORT 2020
KEY FINDINGS
Women want greater flexibility in their workplaces, to better manage their
care and other responsibilities.
We want pay equity so we are paid fairly, and in a way that gives us dignity at
work and in our retirements.
We know we deserve career progression and to have workplaces that are
safe, free from bullying, harassment and sexual harassment. We want our
employers to support us to have good mental health and reduces risks of
every kind in our workplaces.
The top six issues for members were:
• Flexible work
• Pay equity
• Mental health and resilience
• Career progression
What Women Want 2020

• Bullying and harassment
• Superannuation

Q74 In the next 12 months, what are the key issues PSA/CPSU NSW
should focus on for women? Please list in order of priority where 1 is most
important and 13 least important.

In the next 12 months, what are the key issues your union should focus on for women?
Answered: 4,339

Skipped: 792

Superannuation
Parental leave
Flexible work
Domestic violence (leave and other supports)
Transition to retirement
Career progression
Increased numbers of women in senior roles
Climate change
Diversity (CALD, disability) in the workforce
Sexual harassment
Bullying and harassment
Mental health and resilience
Pay equity
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INTRODUCTION
WHY WHAT WOMEN
WANT?
PSA/CPSU NSW has always been a
union by, of, and for women. Our
Women’s Council was founded 90
years ago this year by trailblazer
Jean Arnot, whose name graces our
library and research resources
today. In its 90th year, our elected
women leaders continue to set
agendas and lead the union
movement and their workplaces
towards fairness and a better deal
for working people.
As a union that represents an
industry dominated by women, we
know that our women members
deserve control in their workplaces
and a union that represents their
interests to achieve that. Women
workers face different challenges to

male counterparts. The burden of
unpaid care and domestic work
mainly falls to us. We are paid less
for the same work, and promoted
less often. Both of these mean we
retire without adequate savings
because our careers are interrupted
and underpaid.
Our workplaces are not always safe
for us and we face discrimination.
There are things about our
workplaces we want to change.
PSA/CPSU NSW conducted this
survey both before the COVID-19
pandemic lockdowns and during
the early stages of the pandemic.
These changing times are creating
a new normal of uncertainty as
employers, out of necessity,
enforce flexible work practices such
as work at home that previously, we
had to fight to access.

We tell some of these stories in our
report.
While we have won access for
some of our members it remains
only an aspiration for many. But
even where it is still in place it is a
flexibility that can be taken away,
and in many cases has been
combined with additional home
responsibility such as home
schooling. Not all employers have
faced COVID-19 well in those
workplaces where workers have no
option to work at home, and our
members have done incredible
work keeping our communities safe
despite this.
Job security loomed large for
women in our industry before the
pandemic, and our survey shows it
began to feature more heavily as
the full impact on the economy
began to show. Women understand
our work is not always seen as
important the way men’s work is
and they told us they understand
just how much could go wrong for
women as we face the first
recession in decades.
Women also told us how they had
been supported by their union to
make their workplaces safe and win
pay rises that resolve gender
inequities. The women who
generously helped us gather this
data and the women in our industry
know that together we can shape
our workplaces, our economy and
our lives to give women fairness
and dignity at work and outside it.
Our members and the women in
our industry have the solutions, and
you will find them in this report.
Welcome to the Inaugural PSA/
CPSU NSW What Women Want.
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WHO WE ARE
WHERE WE WORK
Our respondents come from across
all areas of the public sector. The
largest groups were from the
Department of Education (34.4%)
and the Department of
Communities and Justice (30.77%),
which corresponds to the high
number of PSA/CPSU NSW
members in those areas. The third
and fourth highest respondent
groups were from the Department
of Planning, Industry and
Environment (8.63%) and the
Department of Customer Service
(6.24%), with all other areas
accounting for 5% or less of survey
participants.

OUR LENGTH OF SERVICE
The majority of those who
responded to our survey are
long-serving public sector workers
– more than 50% (52.98%) have
been with their current employer
for 10 years or more. The most
common period of service is 10-20
years (30.96%), followed by 22.04%
who have worked in their current
workplace for more than 20 years.
18.1% have been at their workplace
for 5-10 years, 18.08% for 2-5 years
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and 10.84% for 2 years or less.
Those who responded to our
survey are a little older than the
average Australian – most
commonly in the age brackets
above the median age in Australia
(37.9 years), with 73.02% of those
who responded over the age of 45.
The largest cohort was aged 45-54
(33.35%), 31.01% aged 55-64, while

4.33% were 65 or older. 17.72%
respondents were aged 35-44,
while 11.07% were under 35.
Our industry is ageing. Compared
to the NSW workforce as a whole,
the public sector has lower
proportions of employees in
younger age groups and a higher
median age of 45 years, compared
to 40 for the general workforce1.
Our survey reflects our industry
with the survey responses
correlating closely with the Public
Service Commission Workforce
Profile data.
Whilst the long tenure is a positive
feature of public sector
employment opportunities to
recruit younger people into the
sector should be explored to
prevent a possible brain drain in the
near future with the older
workforce.

OUR HOURS OF WORK
A large majority are in ongoing
employment (84.73%). 86.16% are
employed full-time, while 13.84%
are employed part-time. This may
reflect the national workforce trend,
where women’s full-time
employment growth outpaces
men’s full-time employment
growth2. Of those who work
part-time, the most common hour
range is between 10-24 hours per
week (46.42%), closely followed by
24-35 hours (42.59%). Concerningly,
7.78% of those surveyed said they
are in part-time work but work
more than the full-time rate of 35
hours per week, given the
increasing international evidence
that over-employment worsens
worker mental health3. This may be
indicative of high workloads,
multiple part-time employment
roles, or significant overtime (paid
and unpaid).

WHAT WE EARN
Members are relatively well-paid,
with a significant cohort (40.93%)
earning the national average wage
$89,428.854) or above. 22.19% of
these survey respondents earn
$100,000 or higher. 24.02% earn
between $60,000-$79,000, while
21.76% earn between $40,000$59,000. Less than 10 per cent of
members earn below the minimum
wage ($39,332)5.

WE ARE UNLIKELY TO TELL
OUR EMPLOYERS WE ARE
DISABLED WORKERS
5.17% of those who completed the
survey identify as a person with
disability. Given that 4 million
Australians, or around 18% of the
population, have a disability, this
percentage is well below what we
could expect on a populationaverage level.
However, the NSW public service in
particular has a very poor record on
employing people with disability.
The number of workers with
disability employed by Australia’s
largest employer, our public service,
has declined steadily for over a
decade. While in 2019 it ‘levelled
out’ at 2.5%, this is well below even
the low ‘Premier’s Priority’ target of
5.6%6.
Working-age people with disability
have a much lower labour force
participation rate than working age
people without disability (53% and
83% respectively)7. Measures of job
quality are lower for workers with
disability8. More than one million
working-age people with disability
participate in the workforce, but
more needs to be done – particularly
given employment is not only linked
to income and economic security,
but to wellbeing9.
Disability is a gendered issue. The
International Labour Organisation
(ILO) reports that women are at
increased risk of becoming disabled
during their lifetimes due to neglect
in healthcare, poor workforce
conditions, and gender-based
violence10. Disabled women are at
greater risk of poverty than men with
disability11. Women and girls with
disability are three times more likely
to experience gender-based violence
than non-disabled women12.
It is well known that women and
girls with disability have a reduced
ability to participate fully in
economic, social and political
developments, and to make

decisions concerning their
circumstances and conditions13.
Workers with disability have
measurably lower job quality14, and
the overall unemployment rate for
disabled workers is twice than of
non-disabled workers15.
Like with many things, the
COVID-19 pandemic represents an
opportunity for employers in our
sector to innovate in ways that
foster greater inclusion and
diversity. The Australian workforce
has a sadly lengthy history with
employer negative attitudes
towards people with disability16.
One human rights study defined
the problem as: “employers
seemed unable to consider an
employee with disability” and only
25% of those surveyed expressed
themselves as willing to hire a
worker with a disability17.
One survey respondent told us of
their experience as a worker with
disability:
“I fear being unsupported to
access flexible working
arrangements or reduce to
part-time hours because of
health issues, that when I gave
some information that I was
having some health issues
related to my back, rather than
offering support my employer
wanted me to fill out WHS (work
health and safety) paperwork and
spoke about that if this was
something that was to affect me
long-term then they would not be
able to accommodate me at
work – despite at the time of
discussion never having taken
time off for my health issues or
affected my quality of work.”
Women are more likely to be carers
for others with disability, too18.
All of this points to why survey
respondents seem more likely to
tell their union they are disabled
than their employer – workers know
exactly how their employers view
workers with disability and what
that might mean for their jobs and
11

careers. The NSW Government has
identified this under-reporting as a
problem for many years19, but does
not yet seem to have addressed it.
The 2019 State of the Sector report
states: “The sector will need to
create inclusive workplaces where
employees feel safe and supported
to disclose their disability”20.
It is clear at the moment this is not
the case. As the NSW Government
reported, “the 2019 People Matter
survey revealed an existing area of
concern: of the people who said
they needed an adjustment at work,
around 36% said that the
adjustment was either
unsatisfactory or incomplete”21. This
would be a fruitful starting place for
women (and all workers) with
disability.
For many of our workplaces, the
reasonable accommodation of work
at home, where appropriate, cannot
now be held up as the barrier it
once was. This too will recognise
gains for employers in increased
productivity, reduced rents and
utility and travel costs. This should
be a gender equity employment
priority for our employers with
safeguards to prevent the negative
consequences of working at home
such as isolation and possible
sweating of the public service.
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OUR EDUCATION AND QUALIFICATIONS
There was a wide range of levels
of educational qualifications
among those who completed our
survey.
Higher levels of educational
attainment tend to be associated
with increased likelihood of being
employed, being in good health,
and life satisfaction22. In the past
two decades, the share of the
Australian population that hold a
bachelor degree or above has more
than tripled, reaching 28.2%23.
There has been a 46% increase in
the proportion of Australians with
postgraduate qualifications in the
past five years. More than 80 per
cent of those with non-school
qualifications aged 20 to 64 are
employed, compared with 63% of
those who do not have such
qualifications24.
Women represent more than half of
enrolments in higher education and
complete their higher education at
higher rates than men25.
Higher education is more common
for those living in metropolitan
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areas. Almost half those with
qualifications in capital cities held a
bachelor degree or above, while
only 30% of those outside capital
cities had the same26. While there
was an increase between 1996 and
2006 in the proportion of people
with a non-school qualification
across all geographic regions, the
gains were greatest in major cities
(from 44% in 1996 to 57% in 2006)
and smallest in very remote areas
(from 30% in 1996 to 36% in 2006).
In 2006, the proportion of people
with a non-school qualification
declined with increasing levels of
remoteness27.
Of those who completed the
survey, 15.42% have a Year 12
Certificate or below. The most
common qualifications are
Certificate III or IV (24%), Bachelor
degree (20.69%), and Advanced
Diploma/Diploma (16.71%). 17.66%
have a post-graduate qualification.
Our survey makes it clear that our
employers should be providing
better support for those women in

our industry who want to take on
more training and qualifications –
particularly those in regional areas.
At a time when governments are
slashing the budgets of our tertiary
education sector, it is more
important than ever that training be
supported for individual workers
and as a sector. Our survey
respondents had a lot to say about
training in our survey.

OUR BACKGROUND
In terms of cultural background,
those that completed the survey
overwhelmingly identify as AngloCeltic at 62.31% – though this is
likely much higher as many wrote
‘Australian’ in the ‘other’ category.
The second most common cultural
background of members is
European, with 9.39% identifying as
Southern and Eastern European (for
example, Greek, Italian, Polish,
Russian, Spanish) and 7.67%
identifying as North-West European
(for example, French, German,
Dutch). 6.28% of members identify
as Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander, while 3.04% identify as
Oceania or Pacific Islander. 4.77%
identify as from an Asian cultural
background, while 1.56% identify as
from an African background and
0.78% as Latin American or

Caribbean Islander.
NSW Government research found
NSW public sector employees are
welcoming of diversity in the
workforce – understanding both the
strength and benefit diversity
brings to the workplace. This
research also found strong support
for diversity as the ‘right thing to
do’, in alignment with the core
values of public service28. This same
research identified that workers said
there was a lack of top-down
support for diversity and inclusion.
27.6% of the population of NSW
was born overseas29 but in the NSW
public sector less than 20% (18.3%)
of workers identify as speaking
English as a second language. As
your union recently highlighted in a
Parliamentary submission30 and
evidence before a Parliamentary

inquiry31, ensuring our workforce
reflects the diversity of NSW is
critical to delivering effective
services, which our members care
about deeply. Ensuring good
quality, secure jobs are available to
everyone in NSW in our public
sector is critical to gender equity.
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ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER WOMEN
6.28% of survey respondents
identified as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander women. 3.5% of
employees in the NSW public
service are Aboriginal, from a NSW
working population of which
2.6%32 of people identify as
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander.
Australia’s largest employing
sector is the health care and
social assistance industry, and a
proportion of our members are
employed in workplaces across
this sector. This sector of the
Australian economy is the largest
employer of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people in the
Census, rising by 22% from 21,500
in 2011 to 26,200 in 201633. This is
particularly true for women, with
health care and assistance the
most common employment
industry for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander women aged 15 to
64 years, followed by education
and training (14 per cent) and
public administration (11 per cent)
– all PSA/CPSU NSW areas of
coverage.
The NSW Government sees itself
16

as a leader in Aboriginal
employment:
“The NSW public sector is a
national leader in Aboriginal
employment, with workforce
representation that exceeds
representation in the NSW
general population and the NSW
working population. By attracting
and developing Aboriginal
employees, the sector can
improve the services it provides,
and grow social and economic
participation in Aboriginal
communities”34.
However, these numbers are not
the full story, with Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander women and
employees not reporting positively
on what working in our industry is
like.

OUR FAMILY AND CARING RESPONSIBILITIES
Women are more likely35 than men
to have caring roles, in childcare,
care for a relative, or elder care, or
some combination. While there
are positive aspects to caring,
many of the negative impacts are
more pronounced for women. In
NSW, 56% of all carers and 68% of
primary carers are women. Most
are of working age, with the
largest proportion in their middle
years aged 45-6436.
36.91% of those we surveyed have
regular caring responsibilities for
other people, such as parents, adult
children, partner, other relatives or
step children. This is mostly
childcare, with 32.11% of those we
surveyed have at least one
dependent child under the age of
18. This figure fits with the fact that
the majority of those surveyed (and
in our industry) are in older, parentage-range age cohorts.
Women primary carers are more
likely than their male counterparts
to be the parent of the person they
are caring for37. Women are more
likely to be caring for more than one
person than men, and many are
‘sandwich carers’, providing
childcare and elder care
simultaneously38.

“I look after my autistic
22-year-old sibling and my
92-year-old grandparent”
Most respondents to our survey
with dependents have either one
(39.34%) or two (42.26%) children.
14.53% have three, 2.98% have four,
and 0.89% have five or more.
22.08% are single parents and
almost 58% (57.67%) of these single
parents have sole custody of their
child or children. Of the 35.08%
who share custody, 78% have
majority custody, while 18.67%
share equal custody, and just 3.33%
have minority custody.

“I’m a grandmother who looks after two young children
three nights per week as my daughter is a single parent
working three night shifts in disabilities”
For those we surveyed in parenting
partnerships, 53% said that they
have an equal split of caring
responsibilities with their partner.
However, for the 47% of members
who said there is a primary carer
and a secondary carer, 93% said
that they considered themselves
the primary carer. This is consistent
with entrenched gender norms
regarding the feminised nature of
care work, and the social
expectations that women will
perform this unpaid work. Women
are more likely to reduce their hours
of work and limit their career
progression to accommodate
caring responsibilities39. This unpaid
care work is a key driver of
workforce gender inequality40.
This survey data suggests that

whether members are single
parents, co-parents, or the family
member that other carer
responsibilities fall to, women in our
industry continue to share an overall
greater, gendered caring load.
Over time, our ideas of the structure
of paid work outside the home and
unpaid work inside the home have
changed. Overall, international
policy trends demonstrate a
departure from policies supporting a
male breadwinner model. From the
1960s onwards, women began to
enter the workforce, but without
institutional support for the
balancing of their unpaid care work
with their paid employment.
Historically, this led to a ‘second
shift’ scenario with declining
fertility41.
17

“I care for my disabled
husband and intellectually
disabled daughter”
After some institutional adaptation,
policies around part-time work and
job share were introduced, as was
unpaid, then paid, parental leave. In
countries that handled this
transition well, universal childcare
was provided at a low cost to
facilitate this shift42. Australia did
not make this policy choice, leaving
childcare to the private sector.
For many policy makers, unions,
and other advocates, the goal has
been to accommodate or promote
women’s employment and the
creation of an adult worker model
for both genders, rather than a
‘breadwinner/supplementary
income’ dynamic. This has been
only partially successful, as men’s
roles have only marginally changed,
precluding gender equality in both
the labour market and the home.
These changes amount to a
modification of the traditional male
model of work and welfare and its
generalisation to women, rather
than a revising of the picture of the
‘ideal ‘worker43.
To better achieve balance in who

undertakes unpaid care work, the
labour market and unpaid care work
of men will need to change. The
policy settings to allow this will be
discussed further in this report,
along with the insights provided
from the leave patterns of our
survey respondents. International
evidence suggests men’s
engagement in domestic work and
caregiving has increased but
nowhere does it match women’s
influx into paid employment. The
timing of changes is likely to be
particularly important for fertility
outcomes44, which we also dive
into further with our survey data.

“I look after my partner with
a significanta degenerative
disease and I have an adult
child with a serious health
condition”
National policy settings and
decisions made by Federal
governments have a direct impact
on the work and life decisions
women are able to make when it
comes to hours of work and unpaid
care responsibilities. Childcare,
aged care and disability services
funding are Federal government

responsibilities and directly impact
the entry of women into, and
progression through, the workforce.

“I take my mum shopping
for groceries and take her
out as she is 83 and a stroke
survivor”
A universal childcare policy is likely
to be a precondition for gender
equality by reducing the total
amount of care done by families in
an unpaid home setting
and favouring a more gender-equal
sharing of care and wage work45. As
the COVID-19 pandemic has shown,
Australian governments can make
universal access to free childcare a
priority46. Women’s employment
disproportionately suffers when
childcare is expensive or difficult to
obtain by disincentivising primary
carers, mostly women, to work47.
Policy settings that do not explicitly
support gender equity in unpaid
care work can favour the male
breadwinner model. These policy
choices come at a cost to
government – but an even higher
cost to workers, and a cost of lost
productivity. As the Grattan
Institute found, “while the increased
support would cost the Federal
Government an extra $5 billion per
year, this would be offset by an $11
billion-a-year increase in GDP from
the workforce participation
boost”48. There is a clear need for a
free, national, accessible childcare
system.

“My child has a chronic
illness, I support them and
share care of my grandchild”

18
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OUR PARENTAL LEAVE
Nearly 16% (15.81%) of those we
surveyed have taken parental
leave while at their current
workplace. Just under 76%
(75.98%) of this leave was taken
as maternity leave, 0.76% as
adoption leave, and 23.26% was
‘other’ leave.
Just under 59% (58.66%) of
members took this leave after
1 January 2011, which is when the
Rudd/Gillard Governments’ national
paid parental leave (PPL) scheme
was introduced, which paid for 18
weeks of leave at the minimum
wage. It is only the leave of these
members that the survey examined
further, as the introduction of this
scheme is considered a watershed
moment in Australian parental
leave policy, and current and future
paid parental leave policies
continue to be built within the
context of this framework. While
20

many of our workplaces had
existing parental leave provisions
for workers before this scheme, it
was the first in Australia to provide
for universal paid parental leave. It
can be taken in combination with
employer-provided leave – though
previous conservative governments
have tried to remove some, or all,
of this provision49.
The most common period of leave
taken by survey respondents was
between 49 and 52 weeks (28.43%).
Of those who took up to 52 weeks’
leave, the average period of leave to
take was between 29 and 32 weeks.
16.39% of survey respondents took
more than 52 weeks’ leave.
The most common period of leave
paid for by the employer was 13 to
16 weeks. Of those who took up to
52 weeks’ leave, the average period
paid for by the employer was 17 to
20 weeks. While the Crown

Employees Award that covers
approximately 80% of the PSA/
CPSU NSW’s membership entitles
workers up to 14 weeks of paid
maternity leave, almost 36%
(35.9%) of members say they were
paid 12 weeks or less of leave.
The most common form of ‘other’
leave taken in combination with
parental leave was recreation leave
(54.22%), followed closely by leave
without pay (50.12%). 28.19% took
extended leave, 10.84% took ‘other’
leave, while 1.69% took purchased
leave. 17.83% did not combine any
other form of leave with their
parental leave.
Just under 75% (74.21%) took the
Australian Government’s Parental
Leave Pay during their parental
leave period. A majority (70.36%) of
survey respondents took the full
18-week entitlement, while 3.13%
took some of the 18 weeks’ pay but

not all and 0.72% took some of the
18 weeks’ pay and transferred the
rest of the leave to their partner.
The majority (54.22%) of those we
surveyed said their partner took
two weeks or less of parental leave.
10.84% took three to four weeks,
3.86% took five to eight weeks,
1.45% took nine to 12 weeks and
2.89% took more than 12 weeks.

“Although we try to be as
equal as possible as I am
maternity leave and my
husband works [in paid work
outside the home] it is more
like primary and secondary
carers, once we are both
working we intend to try for
equal”
In the Crown Employees Award, paid
parental leave is only available to
women. Men cannot take time off to
be the primary carer, and the
drafting of the Award prevents
accessing the Federal Government’s
Dad and Partner Pay (DAPP)
scheme. The only paid leave men
can access at the time of the birth of
their child is two weeks, unless they
use other forms of leave.
One survey respondent reported
her partner had annual leave
booked to take when their child was
born, but he was sacked three days
prior to the leave commencing.
Another reported their partner used
six months of long service leave to
become the primary carer of their
child. Only 20% of men ever take
leave to become primary carers50
and one survey respondent simply
asked: “why do dads only get two
weeks?”
Increasing the amount of parental
leave available to men is a critical
part of closing the gender equity
gap. For men to take an increasing
responsibility for care and domestic
work, and for their labour market
involvement to change, it must be
easier for men to access paid caring

leave51. Policies supporting these
changes include the promotion of
fathers’ leaves and adapting the
work environment to the growing
caring role of men – such as shorter
working hours or more flexible time
schedules. Where these are
available in our workplaces, as our
survey shows, women make more
use of them than men52.
Increasing rates of women in paid
employment have narrowed the
gender gap in labour force
participation, but gender
differences persist in such areas as
career breaks, occupational
segregation, working hours or pay.
Research suggests that an increase
in PPL and DAPP entitlements for
mothers without access to
employer-paid and unpaid leave
entitlements, particularly those in
less secure employment, may
further reduce postnatal depression
and improve health equity in
Australia53.
As well as addressing gender
inequity, increasing the
participation of men in care work
has two other positive economic
effects: increasing women’s
economic participation and
increasing fertility.
Australia’s fertility rate has been at
below replacement rate for some
time, and population and economic
growth has been made up through
immigration, rather than births54.
Subsequent Australian governments
have tried policy settings to
encourage fertility by providing cash
bonuses55, but fertility continues to
decline, particularly in the big cities
which are otherwise engines of
economic growth56.
Research has shown paid parental
leave and an increase in gender
equity in caring work to be one of
the best ways to encourage
childbearing. A reduction in men’s
standard working hours is
associated with a sharp increase in
completed fertility57.
Research also shows the

introduction of paid parental
leave sees the number of children
intended increase by 0.34, a 16%
increase. As fertility intentions
predict fertility outcomes, these
results suggest that even modest
paid parental leave programs can
increase the fertility of working
women and so moderate the
declines in fertility rates seen in
many developed
countries58. Australia’s net
migration rate will fall into the
negative as a result of COVID-19
border closures for the first time
since World War Two, and fertility is
expected to decline as a result of
the pandemic and recession
uncertainty59.

“It should be equal but
trying to iron out gender
stereotypes we both grew
up with is difficult!”
We are best placed to lead the way
on gender equity in care work and
paid parental leave. Fathers who
want to be primary carers face
stigmatisation, with additional
penalties such as poor performance
evaluations and being considered
an untrustworthy worker.
Fathers who request flexibility,
therefore, are more likely to work in
large, public-sector, femaledominated workplaces than in the
private sector, as the public sector
may have more liberal gendered
expectations and be more likely to
accommodate fathers’ requests
for flexibility60.
By facilitating role compatibility and
reducing the gendered costs of
childrearing, policies that support
gender equality lead to an increase
in fertility levels and to a reduction
in fertility differentials by the level
of education61. As such, the case for
a more generous and genderequitable paid parental leave
scheme in every workplace in the
country is clear.
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HOW WE MANAGE OUR RESPONSIBLITIES WITH FLEXIBLE WORK
Workplace flexibility allows
workers to decide how they
balance work and other
commitments and should enable
carers to work, or work more. Our
survey respondents had a lot to
say about workplace flexibility.
Women are more than twice as
likely to access flexible working
provisions than men62. Men who
work flexibly are able to be more
active and engaged fathers, take a
greater share in unpaid work and
create opportunities for women to
increase their paid work. Although
many Australian men want to work
flexibly, they are almost twice as
likely as women to have their
request for flexible work declined63.
One survey respondent simply
reported “my partner’s place of work
refused to allow him to take leave.”
We asked what sort of access
women in our industry had to
flexible work provisions, and what
was most important to them. By far
the two flexible work arrangements
most important to members are
the ability to access leave when
needed (81.62%) and having flexible
work hours (80.05%). The ability to
work from home/off site during
normal work hours is also a
significant issue, with 52.79% of
survey respondents marking this as
important.
Being able to negotiate part-time
work is important to 35.92% of
those we surveyed, the opportunity
to job share is important to 20.70%,
while having paid maternity/
paternity leave is important to
17.96% of and assistance with
childcare, to 9.26%.
56.39% of those we surveyed have
requested access to flexible
working arrangements of some
kind. Of them, 87.44% had their
request agreed to, suggesting that
there is a workplace understanding

that women (but not men) need
flexibility to facilitate caring and
other unpaid responsibilities. This
still means that over 12.5% of
women’s requests for flexible work
are being refused.
Flexible work is key to women
having sustainable careers in our
industry. As one survey respondent
said, “The ability to access flexible
work arrangements (and having a
manager who supports me doing
so) has meant I haven't had to
reduce my work time and inevitably
be the one to 'sacrifice' my career.”

“It [flexible work] has been
invaluable to me in that I
was supported to care for
my child by being able to
make arrangements for
school pick ups. I would
have no other option but
to reduce hours or cease
employment otherwise”
For almost 20% of those refused
flexible work (19.94%), no reason for
this refusal was given. For the rest,

the other refusal reasons were
‘operational requirements’ (41.64%)
and ‘other’ (38.42%). Some declined
requests were granted after
workers contacted their union. A
number of survey respondents said
things like:
“I’ve been denied every time,
because ‘if we allow you to work
remotely it will set a precedent’.
[Employer] has been dragging its
feet for years regarding flexibility
to either compress the work week
or work remotely” and “I have
never requested it only because
it’s been made clear this will not
be accepted” and “nothing has
ever been discussed around
possibilities [of flexible work].”
Others said there was an
expectation in their workplace that
flexible or part-time work was only
available for medical reasons, and
that requests “for more flexible
work were not well received”.
Those who completed our survey
were well aware of the possibilities
opened up by COVID-19 and workat-home arrangements, with many
reporting they get more work done,
What Women Want 2020

Q39 Which of the following flexible working arrangements important
Which if the following
flexible working
arrangements are
you personally:
important to you?
Answered: 4,783
Skipped: 348
Ability to access leave when needed
Having flexible work hours

(flex time, time off in lieu, ability to change start and finish times)

Being able to negotiate part time work
The opportunity to job share
Working from home/off site within normal
working hours
Having paid maternity/paternity leave
Assistance with childcare

(eg employer paying for services, an onsite childcare centre
or reserving places in childcare service)
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ANSWER CHOICES

RESPO

81.62%
Ability to access leave when needed
Having flexible work hours (flex time, time off in lieu, ability to change start and finish times)
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80.05%

feel more effective and find a better
balance of care responsibilities, with
school-aged children most often
mentioned.
Survey respondents are aware that
some managers often confuse
work performance with work
location, and that extra reporting
against performance ‘milestones’
was a price worth paying to work at
home and better manage unpaid
care responsibilities and pandemic
safety. As one respondent put it,
“There is a sense of distrust
among management that if you
are working from home that you
aren't working. It's very
frustrating that management
focus on presenteeism over
productivity, being present in the
office doesn't mean your
productivity or output is high”.
Another said,
“I requested work from home for
over three years, it was finally
agreed to for one day per
fortnight. It took a lot of
negotiation and involvement
from PSA to achieve this. Funny
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how we are all working from
home now during COVID-19, but
took years to approve one day
per fortnight.”
Survey respondents often pointed
to the key role of local management
with some managers and
supervisors being praised for their
approach. Others were identified as
the cause of flexible work being
denied, with local ‘rules’ being put
in place that do not comply with the
‘if not, why not’ ethos of the Making
Flexibility Count: Strategic
Framework for the NSW
Government Sector.
A common theme was, “Typically
management only supports this in
theory, not when it comes to the
practice. Management rarely adapts
their management style to help
flexible working to work well”.
Another noted wryly, “I have had
two different managers with to
different outcomes. One was not
willing to offer flexible hours, whilst
the other was”. There were several
responses detailing such
circumstances - where a change in
manager meant flexibility was

suddenly available. Some
respondents reported having their
requests approved but being
frustrated in other ways, for
example not being provided with a
laptop to actually allow the work to
be done.

“It has improved my health
because I am not having
to spend time travelling,
and therefore I get more
sleep, and I am generally
in a better mood which
improves my professional
interactions. I am hoping
these arrangements can
continue post-isolation”
Another survey respondent simply
said of their managers, “they don’t
trust us and they can’t be bothered”
when describing their senior staff’s
attitude to non-senior staff and
work at home. It is clear more work
needs to be done to provide
managers with the tools to properly
respond to flexibility requests, and

streamlined processes for making
those requests. The executive will
to ensure this throughout the
workplace is critical too, and will
help address gender inequality. One
respondent told us, “I had asked for
flex leave to care for my mother for
one day. Flex leave was declined as
a staff meeting was on that day. I
had in excess of 40 hours flex leave
accrued.” This is not ‘if not why not’.
The most commonly used flexible
work arrangement was flex leave
(flex time, TOIL), with over 55%
(55.38%) of those surveyed who
accessed flexible working
arrangements accessing this type
of flexible work. Almost 10% of
those surveyed have negotiated
part-time work (9.7%), but less than
3% (2.64%) can access job share.
Several respondents reported an
‘informal job share’ arrangement,
which left workers with an option to
return to full-time. More than 35%
(35.34%) can work from home or
offsite during normal working days
– a figure that may change due to
the pandemic. A number of
respondents said their workplaces

had become more flexible due to
COVID-19: that flexible work
applications that had previously
been rejected we now possible.
One survey respondent said,
“I requested to work from home
one day a week on three
separate occasions and was
rejected each time. I was most
aggrieved given various internal
communications noting we were
an ‘agile’ workplace. I am now
work from home like everyone
else given COVID, but would
really like to continue a regular
option to do so if/when we return
to normal.”
Several survey respondents
highlighted local agreements where
formal requests for flexible time were
denied, but some requests were
granted if made ‘informally’. Others
highlighted that managers seem
more comfortable with individual
leave request, rather than putting
more permanent flexibility
arrangements in place. One
respondent said, “I have to justify it
each week and I think that's ridiculous
because it makes me feel guilty for

doing something the government is
asking me to do [utilising flexible
work], I feel like I'm working for an
employer with 1950s attitudes.”
25% (25.12%) of those surveyed
have negotiated flexible work
hours: Something we will monitor
in future surveys for post-pandemic
responses.

Working from home during
the period of isolation for
COVID has allowed me
to demonstrate that my
productivity is not reduced
by being outside of the
office, and this fits the needs
of my family far better.
As almost 30% of those who
completed the survey (28.95%)
have not accessed flexible working
arrangements, there is more work
to be done to give effect to the ‘if
not, why not’ provisions and take
full advantage to deliver flexible
work for workers in our industry.
Given the possibilities the
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pandemic has revealed, we expect
to see workers, particularly women,
in our industry focus more on this
where their type of work permits it.
As a survey respondent said,
“It is a bone of contention for
many staff who would love the
flexibility to balance their work
against their own personalised
life commitments and
preferences. The [employer]
policy is extremely outdated and
stubbornly resistant to the
expansion of flexibility
arrangements despite the Whole
of Government initiative spruiked
in NSW64 [the Strategic
Framework]”.
Flexible work is also a key
disability accessibility issue, and
the proper implementation of the
‘if not why not’ framework would
no doubt go some way to
addressing the poor numbers of
disabled workers employed in our
industry, particularly by NSW
Government. One worker said, “I
have been denied work from home
days which would have allowed me
to maintain my chronic back
condition without having to take
sick leave” – a good explanation of
why workers are reluctant to
disclose to their employer and why
disabled worker employment is low
and dropping.
Not all our work allows all types of
flexibility – but our survey has made
it clear our employers can do much
better.
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OUR SICK LEAVE – WE USE IT TO PROVIDE CARE FOR OTHERS
Members report to PSA/CPSU
NSW they use their sick leave as
carers’ leave, and we wanted to
test the prevalence of this among
women, who shoulder more of the
unpaid care burden of families. We
hypothesised that women mostly
use their leave to care for others.
This proved correct.
Over 46% of those we surveyed
have had to use their sick leave for
something other than them being
sick, like taking care of another
person. As one respondent put it,
“most of my sick leave is utilised for
my children.” A 2017 survey found
that 90% of the time, it is women
who stay home with ill children as
opposed to men65.
One respondent said, “I cannot
afford to use my sick leave for
myself. I only take sick leave as a
last resort and work while I am
sick”. Another: “the only sick leave I
have used is for my children. I go [to
work] even when unwwell as I need
to keep my sick days for them”.

Survey respondents did not feel
supported to access this leave to
provide care and this effects how
they provide care to their families.
One said,
“I do not always take my children
to the doctors when are sick if it
is not a serious issue. because I
don’t have a medical certificate
my leave is counted as
unsupported sick leave and I get
letters from HR reminding me
that more occurrences of
unsupported sick leave could
result in me having sick leave
without pay.
I cannot afford to go to a doctor if
it isn't urgent and hence for me to
avoid being threatened with sick
leave without pay I have to go to
the doctors and pay a fee just to
satisfy [employer]”.
Several respondents reported that
because of their sick leave they
were denied promotion or places
in a talent pool. This impacts

women far more than men, as the
primary providers of care, and
restricts the access of women to
more senior jobs.
Attending the workplace when sick
is a workplace health and safety risk
– now more than ever – but the
gendered nature of care and
employer inflexibility often leaves
women with no other choice.

“That is where my sick days
go [caring for sick children],
when my kids need me I use
my sick days, otherwise how
would I both work and be a
single parent. It is not easy”
Survey respondents are caring for
parents who have cancer, are
immune compromised, for their
grandchildren, or family members
with disability. This care is ongoing,
such as taking family members to
medical appointments, and acute,
such as after surgery.
Survey respondents identified that
with more than one person to care
for, either multiple children or a
combination of elder and childcare,
their sick leave does not last and
they often have to take annual or
other leave to look after their
families, and if they fall ill.
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WHEN WE TAKE TIME OFF WORK TO DO UNPAID CARE AND
DOMESTIC WORK – HOW DO OUR EMPLOYERS RESPOND?
Just over 28% of those we
surveyed agree or somewhat
agree that taking time to deal with
family matters is frowned upon.
However, 34.07% disagree,
pointing to different experiences
in different workplaces. 65% of
survey respondents agree or
somewhat agree that their current
entitlements are sufficient to
enable a balance of work and
non-work commitments.
Almost 50% (48.46%) report that
the male model of working extra
hours or taking work home gets a
worker ahead. 23% aren’t sure. 40%
of those surveyed agree or
somewhat agree that putting work
ahead of family gets you noticed for
promotion, while over 27% aren’t
sure. Almost 31% (30.96%) of
survey respondents report that
their managers frown upon flexible
work provisions- but over 46%
somewhat disagree or disagree.
The numbers suggest those that
think conforming to a male
breadwinner model without care
responsibilities helps women
advance their careers are right. In
virtually all sectors of the paid
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workforce, women are
underrepresented in leadership
positions66. In NSW Government,
women comprise two-thirds of the
workforce but only one-third of
senior positions67. Similar significant
imbalances exist in higher
education68 and complexities and
imbalances exist in the community
sector69.
This all suggests that while
women’s unpaid care duties are
sometimes accommodated in the
workplace through flexible work
provision, women pay a career price
for it. Just over 38% of those we
surveyed reported that their
workload is adjusted when
necessary to account for family or
caring responsibilities. 40% are
unsure if both men and women are
encouraged to make use of
flexibility and caring provisions.
There is good news in that over
50% of those women surveyed felt
comfortable taking the leave and
flexibility they are entitled to.
However, leaving aside the career
price they may pay for this, the
experience is not the same for men
requesting access to flexibility,

which hinders gender equity in the
workplace.
12.84% of the women we surveyed
think they were discriminated
against because of their family or
caring responsibilities. Almost 28%
report they aren’t able to take leave
when they want to.
One respondent said,
“I have just come back to work
from maternity leave. I feel like I
have been penalised for having a
child as I did not get put in a
higher position that I had been
acting in for five years when it
came up for someone being
placed permanently in it. I was
even on a talent pool for that
level of position. I never had
negative feedback from
management in the 22 years I
have worked for the same
department but I now am on
edge that that management are
waiting for opportunity to
performance manage me. I am
unsure why suddenly this is the
case and only thing that has
changed is I had a child and my
focus is not 200% on work like it
used to be”.
About the same numbers of
respondents are satisfied, neutral or
dissatisfied with their current career
development opportunities (23%,
25%, 22%). Less than 5% are very
satisfied, and less than 10% are
happy with where they are in their
career.

OUR LIVES AT HOME
Almost 50% of those we surveyed
report spending between five and
14 hours per week on unpaid
domestic work in the home. The
Household Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
data suggests a very different
experience for men, who have
almost two hours more free per
week, or 99 hours per year70.
Over 40% of those we surveyed
report they feel rushed or pressed
for time ‘almost always’. This likely
reflects the time spent in paid work,

unpaid domestic and care work, and
the mental load of managing this.
Just over 40% of those we
surveyed are satisfied or very
satisfied with their current life
balance. Over 26% are neutral, and
over 30% are dissatisfied or very
dissatisfied. Future surveys, which
incorporate the impact of COVID-19
changes to workplaces, the
recession, and job losses being
borne primarily by women will be of
great interest.
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TRAINING AND CAREER DEVELOPMENT
In the past 12 months, almost 30%
of those we surveyed have had
one or two days’ training. 27% had
three to five days, and 24% had
less than one day.
17.5% of survey respondents have
had a training request denied in the
past 12 months, while almost 23%
haven’t applied. Of those denied
training, staffing constraints were
the main (32.61%) reason given for
denying training. As one worker
described, “I was told workload
constraints was key issue – the key
issue. Previously there were two
people at my level in my team. The
other position was cut but the work
load remains.”
Cost was the second most
frequently given reason for denying
training, along with budget
pressures (26% and 21%) – meaning
cost and budget pressures are the
most common reason for denying
training to members. As one
respondent said, “I don’t bother
applying for external training any
more, as we are always told that
there is no budget. this has been
the case for about the last two
years or more”. Another told us,
“I wanted to complete a course to
upskill a qualification which was 10
years old, initially my manager said
there was probably no point in
applying because there was no
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budget available for training.”
For over 21% of denials of training,
managers did not give a reason.
Survey respondents report
occasionally they are met with
hostility for asking, like one who
was told, "why would I even ask. Do
I think I am better than others?" and
another who reported, “my Director
said to me ‘I don’t know why
people have this expectation that
the organisation is going to pay for
their training’.. that’s because
training and ongoing professional
development is a policy of both the
NSW government and our agency!”
One respondent said she was told
when she asked for training, “you’re
a bright girl. You’ll pick it up.”
Concerningly, several respondents
reported being denied first-aid
training and refresher training they
needed to do their jobs.
The State of the Sector has few
mentions of training, preferring to
rely on the less descriptive term
‘development’. However even this
report acknowledges the
importance of development in
creating a culture that is positive for
employees and building the critical
skills our industry needs71. The
same report highlights the ‘stark’
differences in agency performance
in providing staff with development
plans.

The report states,
“Consistent with previous years,
the 2019 People Matter survey
data show that career
development is the most
substantial driver of employee
engagement in the sector. Just
over half of employees (50.8%)
were satisfied with the career
development opportunities in
their organisation. A similar
number (52.3%) said their
organisation is committed to
developing its employees.
Variation across agencies and
little improvement from the
previous year suggests that all
parts of the sector have work to
do in this space72.
Training and development is a key
component of good quality work
and in ensuring women have the
skills to remain part of our industry
and thrive within it.

OUR WORK AND
WHAT WE LIKE
ABOUT IT
By far, the thing women in PSA/
CPSU NSW workplaces like the
most about our jobs is the work we
do. Many nominated ‘all of the
above’ or several of the options in
their comments, like “my
workmates, my role and the
location” and “the pay, the people I
work with and the work I perform.”
Several responses highlighted
COVID-19 specifically, and that they
liked that it had allowed them to
work from home and they wanted
this to continue. Several
mentioned excellent managers,
and that they had flexible work to
be with their children. A strong
sense of service was clear – in that
respondents said they liked helping
customers and finding solutions
for them in these difficult times,
liked working with inmates, liked
working with children with
behavioural issues, that they liked
that they were able to pick up work
where needed to help out due to
the bushfires or COVID-19. “Giving
back to the community” was a
clear theme.
Many expressed satisfaction at
having permanent secure jobs,
particularly those responses that
came in late March, April and May as
the scope of the pandemic was
becoming apparent. One said, “That
it is permanent and full-time (which
is more than many Australians have
right now).” Another said, “I feel
lucky to have a job at all because
unemployment is so high in my
area. Also, I worry about
employment because of the
economic impacts of COVIDd-19 so
hanging on to any employment is
good right now.”
More than 56% of survey
respondents feel secure or very
secure in their jobs. We expect this

to change in the next survey, as
many of our survey responses were
received before COVID-19 began to
impact our workplaces. All
responses were received before the
NSW Government elected to freeze
public servant pay73, before the
disability employers started to
restructure out our higher paid
privatised former ADHC members,
and before the Federal Government
refused to properly support or
tertiary education sector through
the pandemic74.
We know that austerity policies like
those adopted in freezing wages
have a highly gendered effect;
austerity was the economic policy
response of various governments
to the global financial crisis of 2008
and it has been extensively studied.
It was claimed the austerity
measure of a public sector pay

freeze in the United Kingdom would
prevent the loss of more jobs, but
the reality is austerity has a deeply
gendered negative impact.
According to the WBG, 73% of
those affected by the pay freeze,
which in real terms represents a
reduction in pay, are women75.”
Such cuts impact women more
because women are more likely to
use public services, and more likely
to work in the public sector.
Women are more likely to do the
unpaid work to compensate for
cuts in services – such as caring for
children or older family members
– with consequences for their own
employment and earnings.
A study for the International Trade
Union Confederation showed that
investing 2% of GDP in the care
industry would create twice as
many jobs compared to equivalent
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investment in construction.
Moreover, in the mid-term (15 years
down the line) public debt and
deficits would be reduced more
effectively through these kinds of
expansionary policies than through
austerity76. In part, the NSW
Government tried to justify its wage
freeze by asserting it would spend
the money on infrastructure
projects during the Salaries case.
When pressed on which projects
this was in evidence, it was unable
to name them. Later evidence
referred to projects already
approved and funded. Construction
industry is highly insecure male
dominated work, with major
infrastructure projects often having
profits funnelled to overseas
shareholders.
Researchers have identified women
are “particularly sensitive to budget
cuts77”. Austerity has a number of
32

social impacts through its
disproportionate effect on women.
One of the flow-on effects of
recessions and austerity is a decline
in fertility rates: “as the demand for
labour collapsed during the
transition but changes to caring
services also negatively affected
women’s employment. These
changes in services to support
families meant that public childcare
facilities were less available;
childcare fees increased, and
stay-at-home parenting was
promoted. These are among the
contributory factors that led to the
declines in fertility rates78.”
Any government response must
recognise that any of its policy
choices, including cutting public
service wages, will have gendered
effects. There is already a gender
pay gap in the NSW public service

of $2,002 on median salary – more
than double that of 201879. This
figure belies a much larger gap in
reality, with women cloistered away
from higher salary bands, which
remain dominated by men. This
continues a trend from 201880.
Research from the European Union
shows that “in terms of women’s
employment, government policy
has led to fewer jobs for women in
the public sector in five countries”81.
Almost everywhere that introduced
austerity the gender pay gap is
opening rather than closing,
attributable to austerity policies.
As Australia’s Sex Discrimination
Commissioner has noted, the
COVID-19 pandemic and response
have already begun to negatively
affect women, and will cause
greater poverty for women without
a gender-specific response82.

Australian research has established
that employers do not meet crises
well, and do not use them to
address the gender gap in the
workplace, and often exacerbate it.
In reference to the Global Economic
Downturn (GED), Cooper et al write:
“The GED may have passed for
Australia but the reverberations
for many women workers
continue. The suggestions in the
media that work became more
flexible and that employers were
more open to job sharing and
alternative patterns of work were
exaggerated. Rigidity, insecurity
and intensification of work
seemed to predominate. The
opportunity afforded by the
economic crisis to make genuine
workplace change was lost and a
chance to focus on improving
both equity and performance at
work was also wasted83”.

European austerity cuts were being
introduced without reference to the
impact by gender or to the
longstanding commitment to close
the gender pay gap84. The effect on
gender wage inequity of austerity
can be summarised as follows: “In
short, austerity policies have not
been gender mainstreamed, in part
because any evaluation would point
to their strong and negative gender
equality implications85”.
Like in Australia, and NSW
specifically, recovery efforts to
mitigate the effects of a downturn
have favoured industries which
traditionally employ men, “rather
than in segments such as health
and care where women are
concentrated86”.
Women in our industry have not
only big reasons to worry, like
whole-of-government wage freezes
and a lack of support for their

sector in the current recession, but
reasons particular to their
workplace, too. By far the largest
reason for feeling insecure at work
given by survey respondents was
organisational restructuring, at over
50% (51.85%). One tertiary
education respondent said
“[employer] has kept us in
restructure limbo for five years and
now is promising a wholesale
reorganisation with lots of job cuts
after June.”
The next largest cause of insecurity
at 30.73% was budget cuts. It
should be noted these survey
responses all predate the decision
of NSW Government to freeze
public servant pay. This comes on
top of the current government
policy of imposing a ‘labour
expense cap’ and an ‘efficiency
dividend’ on the public service.
These are in essence an arbitrary
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cap on employees (so the public
service cannot grow except in
media release ready roles, even as
our population grows) and a budget
cut in real terms. Our survey
respondents experience this as
insecurity in their jobs and are
acutely aware of the effect of
constraints. As one said, “being a
temp [means I am] very much at
the whim of budget cuts even
though I have been temp in the
position for many years”. This has a
particular impact on women,
particularly those supporting
themselves alone or supporting
families. Many feel the uncertainty
in employment make it harder to
negotiate the flexibility they need.
One said, “I have a child with
chronic health and I am a single
mum. I have had to negotiate
flexible hours and this is not being
received so well. I am on an annual
contract.” Respondents identified
repeatedly that the pandemic
would be used as an excuse to cut
even further into staffing.
Both state and federal governments
are making funding choices that will
increase the negative impacts of
the pandemic and recession on
women in our industry, and take us
backwards instead of forwards in
gender equity.
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OUR WORK AND WHAT WE WANT TO CHANGE ABOUT IT
OUR SAFETY: DO WE FEEL
SAFE AT WORK?
A majority of those we surveyed
feel extremely safe (22.82%) or safe
(52.39%) at work.
6.36% said they felt unsafe, and
1.31% said they did not feel safe at
all. What made women we
surveyed feel least safe was
management action, at 65.25%.
Next was colleague behaviour,
including bullying and sexual
harassment, at57.56%. Unsafe work
practices made 34.48% of us feel
unsafe, and almost 28% (27.59%)
felt unsafe because of citizens or
clients. In the 22.81% who feel
unsafe, there is a variety of issues,
reflecting the diversity of our
workplaces.
For many, of course, COVID-19 is
that ‘other’, particularly coupled
with long commutes and the
fatigues that accompanies them.
Survey respondents talked about
being made to continue hotdesking throughout the pandemic,
and being ridiculed f they raised this
as an issue.
Different workplaces have different
security issues, with suspicious
vehicles entering some workplaces.
Survey respondents report being
physically attacked by students,
clients, or inmates, and a lack of
adequate security.
Several respondents highlighted
that their office or workplace does
not have a policy for dealing with
vexatious clients or citizens. Others
described unsafe plant and
equipment or inadequate
ventilation, or no equipment they
needed such as to assist disabled
students. Others referred to direct
discrimination, that they work in
workplaces that are culturally
unsafe and racist or workplaces that
discriminate against disabled
workers. A common theme was
unrealistic workloads – our survey

respondents are well aware of the
psychosocial risks they are exposed
to in their workplaces. Often, this
was through the removals of
positions or posts, but no decrease
in workload.

OUR SAFETY: BULLYING
AND HARASSMENT
Just over 43% of members have
experienced bullying in the
workplace in the last 12 months.
The majority (54.76%) of survey
respondents did not report it. Of
those that did, almost 62% were
not satisfied with the response.
Less than 10% (9.19%) were happy
with the response they received.
Almost 55% of members are aware
of bullying and harassment policies
and procedures in their workplace,
but only 16.53% think complaints

are dealt with quickly and
appropriately by management.
Over 20% of survey respondents
don’t know if management places
importance on eliminating bullying
and harassment.
Just over 8% of those we surveyed
feel unsafe or not safe at all at work.
Their concerns are from all parts of
their work – citizens and clients,
unsafe work practices, bullying,
harassment and sexual harassment,
and management action.
Around 18% of workers in the NSW
public sector reported to the
employer they had experienced
bullying, and that this was worse for
people with a diagnosed mental
health condition, people with
disability, and Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people87. This
suggests that, like with disability,
workers are more comfortable

35

reporting to their union than their
employer.
Micromanagement featured heavily
as a concern. One respondent said,
“when my manager is in a bad
mood, they go looking for things to
criticise. It could be as simple as a
dash saved in a document instead
of an underscore. I spend my days
waiting to be counselled for a
mistake. Over 20 years of awards
and good work reports and now I
work in fear of making a typo”.
Respondents reported they feared
the repercussions of reporting
bullying, with one calling it
“professional suicide”. Another said
they didn’t report because if they
had, they would be overlooked for
promotion or future opportunities
in training and professional
development.
36.21% of respondents said bullying
or harassment makes them feel
insecure at work, and this was very
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clear from the responses our
respondents gave us that they do
not feel safe and secure in their
workplaces when it comes to
bullying and harassment. One said,
“my line manager didn't encourage
me to report it and said it was
normal when I brought it up.”
“I am scared of the ramifications”
was a common theme in response
to this question. Respondents said
they were fearful of being yelled at,
they were made fun of in group
settings for raising issues, and that
they “had seen the results and
consequences of reporting
bullying.” Another wrote: “history
has proven that those who report it
quickly lose their job.”
Another common theme, was that
there was a lack of support from
human resources within the
organisation, with respondent
saying they were told that nothing
much could be done, either
because that person was their

superior or it was “he said, she said”
or “they thought he was a nice
bloke.”
Respondents were not impressed
with how their concerns and
complaints were handled if they
made them. Several reported
waiting more than six months to
hear back about where their matter
had progressed to. One said they
were still waiting four years later.
No respondent said the process
was handled well, with references
to a lack of confidentiality, a lack of
timeliness, and in some cases, not
even an acknowledgement a
complaint had been made.

“I have reported it in the
past and it continues to
occur”
One said, “The process is more
traumatic than the harassment.”
Several respondents identified

gendered aspects to the treatment
they received, including being
dismissed in loaded terms like
“you’re too sensitive”.
Respondents said: “you just have to
put up with it. It is a maledominated workplace and women
are treated very poorly”.
“The manager bullies female
staff, senior management and HR
do nothing. One woman moved
to another location and another
resigned due to the bullying. I am
currently seeking counselling due
to depression and anxiety from
being bullied and intimidated by a
male manager”.
“[I experience bullying] from men
in senior rank who are
uncomfortable with my success
and comment on my work in a
way (passive aggressive,
belittling) they never would of
another man. They also think I'm
younger than I am [and comment
on my age].”
One woman said, “I was the only
woman in a male-dominated
project and my input was often
ignored, then championed when
later offered up by a male member
of the team (who got the credit for
thinking of it)”.
Respondents identified negative
attitudes and behaviour towards
those who use their sick leave –
which as we know women are more
likely to do, to provide care to
others. One survey respondent
said, “there is a negative
intimidating attitude from
[employer] to people using sick
leave- to the point where people
come to work sick to avoid
confrontation”.
The above commentary illustrates
just a sample of the types of
experiences of women in the
sector. These experiences outside
of work or in a family scenarios are
not tolerated, but the sector seems
unable to deal with these
behaviours effectively, exacerbating
the risk for women at work.

OUR SAFETY:
DISCRIMINATION
The most commonly reported form
of discrimination by survey
respondents was age, and
references to age discrimination
appear throughout the entire
survey. Over 8% of respondents
said they had experienced age
discrimination. Members commonly
refer to their age being a factor in
decisions about them and their
workplaces. Given the older age
profile of our industry, this should
be something our employers pay
more attention to, but references to
it are scant and it does not appear
to be on the radar of our employers.
The next most common form of
discrimination was family and
caring responsibilities, at almost
13% (12.84%). This continues our
theme of women’s careers being
impacted by the gendered
responsibilities imposed by unpaid
care work.
Almost 6% (5.87%) of respondents
reported discrimination of the basis
of their race or ethnicity. One
respondent said, “as an Aboriginal
person, racism is everywhere”.
3% reported discrimination on the
basis of disability, though this figure is
likely to be higher. In the ‘other’ field of
this survey question, survey
respondents raised issues that are
disability discrimination, such as being
treated differently because of their
mental health. It appears from this
that survey respondents are not given
information by their employer about
what constitutes discrimination and
the rights they have.

“Part of office culture –
makes life more difficult to
report”
A great many survey respondents
took the opportunity to raise other
issues that do not meet the legal
definition of discrimination, but
trouble them in their workplaces.

Several themes emerged.
The first is that “frank and fearless”
advice is not welcomed. One said,
“being completely honest in the
work I do” saw her treated less well
than more deferential workers.
Another issue that troubled our
survey respondents was hierarchies
in the workplace, with their work
looked down on or seen as less
valuable than others. One put it as,
“someone looked down their nose
at me and I found out later that they
think admin people are there to get
them coffee only”. Several
respondents described their work
as being seen as unskilled or less
worthwhile than the ‘visible’ trades
in their workplaces, such as police
officers or teachers. None of these
responses argued for pay equity
across classifications or a reversal
of the informal hierarchy – just for
mutual respect in the workplace.
Many respondents pointed to the
lack of opportunities for
development and advancement
outside metropolitan areas referring
to regional discrimination through
limited workplace structures.

“I have reported incidents
before and been told rudely
that there is no proof”
Another thorny theme was that
managers appear not to manage
flexibility in the workplace well for
those without children. Several
respondents talked about the
assumption that women without
children or ‘only’ with elder care
responsibilities were less deserving
of flexibility or accommodation
than those women who have
children. While childcare does affect
women’s experiences in the
workplace as a cohort, each
individual is different and as
deserving of equitable workplace
treatment. On respondent said, “I'm
a bit tired of the focus on women's
needs being attached to child care.
It isn't always”. Survey respondents
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were clearly frustrated that their
managers are not equipped to
balance this in their workplaces.
Respondents also told us that
stepping up as a PSA/CPSU NSW
delegate or intervening as a
unionist to stop bullying and
harassment, of themselves or
others, saw them treated
differently.

OUR SAFETY: SEXUAL
HARASSMENT
Australia now lags behind other
countries in preventing and
responding to sexual harassment88.
The Sex Discrimination
Commissioner, Kate Jenkins, said in
a landmark report last year that the
current legal and regulatory system
is simply no longer fit for purpose89.
This report followed the National
Inquiry into Sexual Harassment in
Australian Workplaces. She
proposed a new model that is
“evidence-based, victim-focused
and framed through a gender and
intersectional lens. It is also based
on existing legal frameworks to
avoid duplication, ambiguity and
undue burden on employers”90. She
described this as a shift from the
“current reactive model, that
requires complaints from
individuals, to a proactive model,
which will require positive actions
from employers91”.
The legal onus has always been on
employers to create workplaces
that are equal and safe, free from
harassment of any kind, including
sexual harassment. Yet the report
found,
“Overwhelmingly, the
Commission heard that the
current system for addressing
workplace sexual harassment in
Australia is complex and
confusing for victims and
employers to understand and
navigate. It also places a heavy
burden on individuals to make a
complaint. Yet most people who
experience sexual harassment
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never report it. They fear the
impact that complaining will have
on their reputation, career
prospects and relationships
within their community or
industry92”.
As our survey respondents told us,
a complaints-based system where
people do not feel supported fails.
Workers who may be more likely to
experience sexual harassment in
the workplace include:
• young workers aged less than
30 years
• lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer or intersex (LGBTQI)
workers
• Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
workers
• workers with disability
• workers from culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD)
backgrounds
• migrant workers or workers
holding temporary visas
• people in working arrangements
described as ‘precarious’ or
‘insecure’93.

“I would be ridiculed and /
or frozen out and /or made
to wait for keys and other
things I need”
Workplace settings where there is a
higher risk of experiencing sexual
harassment include those that:
• have been found by the 2018
National Survey to have a higher
prevalence rate of sexual
harassment than the rate across
all industries of 31% (for example,
the information, media and
telecommunication industry and
the arts and recreation industry)
• are male-dominated (for
example, the construction and
mining industries), because of:
– the gender ratio
– the over-representation of men
in senior leadership roles » the
nature of the work being

considered ‘non-traditional’ for
women
– the masculine workplace
culture
• involve a high level of contact with
third parties, including customers,
clients or patients
• are organised according to a
hierarchical or rank structure94.
Those people who shared their
stories and participated in the
research for the Inquiry said
workplace sexual harassment can
affect individuals, including with:
• negative impacts on health and
wellbeing
• negative impacts on employment
(both day-to-day and in relation to
career progression)
• significant financial consequences.
The impact of workplace sexual
harassment is not only limited to
individual victims but extends to
their families, friends, bystanders
and other co-workers.
Sexual harassment also costs
Australian employers through:
• lost productivity
• staff turnover
• negative impact on workplace
culture
• resources associated with
responding to complaints,
litigation and workers’
compensation
• reputational damage95.
Accordingly, the Commission
recommended changes to the
(Federal) Sex Discrimination Act
that ensure:
• the objects include achieving
substantive equality
• the definitions of ‘workplace
participant’ and ‘workplace’ cover
all people in the world of work,
including those who are paid,
unpaid and self-employed
• that public servants are covered
• sex-based harassment is expressly
prohibited
• creating or facilitating an

intimidating, hostile, humiliating or
offensive environment on the basis
of sex is expressly prohibited96.

“The culture of our office is
extremely sexist and sexual
harassment is laughed off”
How sexual harassment regulation
interacts with other workplace laws
was considered by the inquiry. One
finding was that the lack of a
positive duty in the Sex
Discrimination Act to prevent
workplace sexual harassment
means that employers place a
higher priority on compliance with
employment law and work health
and safety laws than discrimination
law. In this instance, employers still
adhere to an old-fashioned notion
that work health and safety is
primarily about physical risk97.

It was recommended that Ministers
agree to amend State and Territory
work health and safety laws to deal
with psychological health and
develop guidelines on sexual
harassment98.
Those we surveyed have a clear
grasp of the problem. Almost 7% of
those surveyed have experienced
sexual harassment in the past 12
months. Consistent with the
national data, of those that had
experienced sexual harassment,
almost 77% did not report it. Over
52% of those who did receive a
response were unhappy with it.
A majority (62.15%) of workers
surveyed are aware of the sexual
harassment policies and procedures
in their workplace. However, only
21.94% think complaints are dealt
with quickly and appropriately by
management, Almost 60% don’t

know if complaints would be dealt
with quickly and appropriately by
management. Less than 30% agree
management places importance on
eliminating sexual harassment in
the workplace. One reported the
problem was simply moved
elsewhere: “I advised my manager
informally. I was told that similar
incidents involving the same person
had been reported but unless I
made a formal complaint no further
action would be taken. I agreed
with this and I believe the person
has been moved to another office.”

“Nothing would be done
anyway”
Survey respondents talked about a
fear of reprisal or revenge if they
raised issues of sexual harassment,
or that they had raised complaints
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and nothing was done. One told us,
“Pointless – it is a boy’s club and the
male involved is a mate of the
boss.” Others referred to previous
reports they, or other workers, had
made that were ignored.
One respondent described, “I did
report sexual harassment that was
witnessed by a number of male
colleagues once. The manager
decided to interview all of the
witnesses, which was incredibly
humiliating for me especially when
it was decided that the man who
harassed me ‘just has a bad sense
of humour’ and I had been ‘too
sensitive’. I learned from this that
reporting harassment is not going
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to end well for the woman.”
One respondent in a hierarchal
workplace said, “waste of time in
the [employer] – you get called a
trouble maker and your career is
stymied at every point”.

“Afraid of retributions”
When we asked if women were
happy with the responses they
received after making a complaint,
the majority were not. One said,
“the last incident reported was
ignored and life in that office
became worse.”
Women are similarly unhappy about
complaints handling for sexual

harassment for the same reason
they are unhappy about the
handling of bullying and
harassment. They said:
“I am still awaiting the outcome
from January 2020.”
“Nothing was done. The people
involved got better relationships
with management and given
extra high responsibilities (AKA
rewarded)”.
“I felt too intimidated to take it
further. I was told that since local
decisions were supported by the
Department in relation to
complaints made by
administration staff”.
'I was told, prepare yourself to be
public enemy no.1”.
“I was validated by my supervisor
and told that it was inappropriate
but there were no repercussions
for the staff member”.
“My 2 up manager that I reported
sexual harassment to then bullied
me into keeping quiet about both
the harassment and their
inaction by threatening that I
would lose my job”.
The National Inquiry has given us a
way forward in our workplaces on
sexual harassment, and our
Women’s Council are already
working to address how we can
make our work free from sexual
harassment, and address issues
quickly and well when they arise.

GENDER PAY GAP
There is already a gender pay gap
in the NSW public service of
$2,002 on median salary – more
than double that of 201899. This
figure belies a much larger gap in
reality, with women cloistered
away from higher salary bands,
which remain dominated by men.
This continues a trend 100, and
reflects the reality in other parts
of our industry.
Almost equal numbers of those we
surveyed are aware and unaware of
the gender pay gap in the NSW
public service (50.81% aware,
49.19% unaware). 73% percent of
those we surveyed are unsure if
their employer is doing anything to
address the gender pay gap, and
only 9.68% think their employer is
doing any work to narrow the
gender pay gap.

“When I started, a male
graduate with a Masters
degree was offered a higher
starting wage than me, even
though I have a Doctorate”
The gender pay gap persists
because male graduates are paid
more, feminised work and skills are

undervalued, there are differences
in the types of jobs held by men
and women and the method of
setting pay for those jobs, and
structures and workplace practices
which restrict the employment
prospects of workers with family
responsibilities101. Women are paid
less even in the same role102, and
men are more likely to be promoted
to senior roles with better pay.

“All high-grade team
members are male”
Many survey respondents
expressed surprise that there was
still a pay gap in our industry, and
presumed it was happening in
places other than their workplace.
Unfortunately, the Women’s
Gender Equality Agency (WGEA)
and NSW Government’s own data
is clear: there is a persistent gender
pay gap that is unrelated to
anything other than gender bias103.
PSA/CPSU NSW fought hard for pay
equity for our schools members,
and we are always looking for ways
to narrow this unfair gap.
Respondents mentioned our
schools win often.

One respondent neatly captured
why the gender pay gap will persist
unless government policy changes:
“I do not believe that agency
heads have the capacity to
narrow the gender pay gap in the
context of the current Wages
Policy by NSW Treasury. The
Commonwealth and State
Governments need to lead this
agenda and recognise the role
and importance of removing
gender inequity in the context of
remuneration levels across the
sector”.

“They say so [management
want to address the
gender wage gap] but keep
appointing men to high-paid
positions and management
even when there are good
women around. It’s a
boy’s club and it’s hard for
women to do well in sexist
environments”
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SUPERANNUATION
Almost 15% of our members are
unsure how much they have in
superannuation. Less than 13%
(12.58%) may have the amount
required to retire in modest
comfort – the lump sum needed at
retirement to support a
comfortable lifestyle is $640,000
for a couple and $545,000 for a
single person. This assumes a
partial Age Pension104. Many of our
survey respondents made it clear
that their retirement depends on
their male partner’s income and
superannuation balance.
Respondents are right to be
concerned about their
superannuation.
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• Women currently retire with 47%
less superannuation than men
• Women live five years longer than
men on average
• Women only receive one-third of
the government tax concessions
on super (men receive the other
two thirds).

“I lost a lot of super due to
COVID-19”
40% of older single retired women
live in poverty and experience
economic insecurity in retirement.
44% of women rely on their
partners’ income as the main
source of funds for retirement.

8.5% of women between 65 and 74
still have a mortgage105.
Superannuation is lower for women
because of (on average) lower paid
jobs, and broken work histories as a
result of caring responsibilities.
Had key superannuation reforms
introduced by the Rudd-Gillard
government been allowed to
continue in place, all workers would
now be paid 12% superannuation,
instead of 9.5%. This reduces
everyone’s superannuation balance,
and accelerates the superannuation
gender pay gap. Many of the
recommendations to increase the
adequacy of women’s super (get
financial advice, make greater

individual contributions) are
individual solutions aimed at a
structural problem. Women are not
paid enough superannuation to
retire and this is a policy decision.
While individual solutions are
useful, bigger changes need to be
made. In the meantime, union
members are well served by their
industry super funds, but more
needs to be done.

“Not at all super came in too
late for me and a permanent
injury to my husband meant
that he has no super and I
have had to support us on
my wage for 36 years”

Most women we surveyed (over
68%) do not salary sacrifice into
their superannuation. Almost 90%
(88.73%) do not self-manage their
super. 64.39% have never been to
an information session or training
about their superannuation.
Unsurprisingly, almost 60% of
members aren’t confident they will
have enough superannuation to live
comfortably on once they retire.
Many said they have kept working
past retirement age and will continue
to do so. One said, “I know I do not
have sufficient to live off when I
retire, which is why I need continuing
employment. I am already at
retirement age but not able to retire”.
Another: “I have nowhere near
enough to ever consider retiring. I
cannot ever retire”.

One said: “I’m 61. I’ll be working til
I’m dead”.
Respondents also noted the impact of
Covid-19 on their retirement savings,
and how this has negatively impacted
their balances. One said, “this is my
biggest worry. It keeps me up at night”.

“Separated, divorced women
are particularly vulnerable
because their employment
has been interrupted by
family expectations, then
divorce has further eroded
super. Many become
homeless, despite having
professional jobs and
tertiary education”
43

MENTAL HEALTH
Mental health was among the top
six issues women raised in our
survey. We work in varied
workplaces, from schools to
prisons to offices to farms, and
each has its own mental health
challenges. Evidence suggests
women are better placed than
mean to deal with this.
There is a well-established gender
divide among people who do and
do not seek professional help from
mental health professionals.
Females are typically more likely to
report, and seek help for, mental
health problems. Results suggest
that male-dominated occupations
may negatively influence helpseeking among males106.
Beyond seeking help, there are
structural factors that can positively
influence worker mental health.
Improving job security is strongly
associated with decreasing
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depression and anxiety symptoms,
so policy and practice intervention
to improve job security could
benefit mental health107.
Given the breadth of work we do,
the range of responses to resolve
mental health risks will depend on
our workplaces- different risks
require different solutions.
We all have similar constraints in
our budgets, though, which directly
impacts what our employers can
put in place to assist us with dealing
with the stressors of our jobs.
Government policy decisions about
how we are funded directly impact
what is available to us to look after
ourselves and each other at work.
This makes fighting budget cuts
and freezes directly related to our
mental health and wellbeing at
work and our work together more
important than ever.

METHODOLOGY
Total responses varied by
question, bouncing around in a
range 5,000 +/-. Some
questions had skip logic that
mean not every person was
required to answer every
question.
With its approx. 39,000
members PSA/CPSU NSW
received 5,081 responses to its
WWW survey. Given this was
PSA/CPSU NSW’s first survey
and done during a pandemic
when both IWD and May Day
promotion space were lost, this
is a good response result
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