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Acknowledgement  
of Country

The Commission for Gender Equality in the Public Sector 
acknowledges and pays respect to the Traditional Owners of the 
lands on which we are proud to be located. Our office is based on 
the lands of the Wurundjeri people – the lands on which many of our 
team members also live and work from home. Other team members 
live and work on Bunurong land and Dja Dja Wurrung land.

We also acknowledge the Traditional Owners and Custodians of Country throughout 

Victoria and pay our respects to them, their cultures, and their Elders past and 

present. We recognise the deep and enduring connection of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples to Country and their continuing custodianship of the land, 

waterways and seas.

We proudly recognise the First Nations peoples as having the world’s oldest living 

cultures, and acknowledge that the heritage, traditions and customs of Aboriginal 

communities throughout Victoria are vibrant, rich and diverse. We value this 

knowledge and consider it a source of strength and opportunity.

We respect that Elders and other leaders of Aboriginal communities in Victoria 

are critical to redressing inequality and disadvantage and improving outcomes 

for Victorian women. Their leadership includes First Nations women, lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, trans and gender diverse, non-binary, sistergirls, brotherboys, intersex and 

queer folk who drive gender equality across Victoria. We thank them and honour 

their important work.

As we reflect on the continuing impact of government policies and practices,  

we recognise our responsibility to collaborate and work together with First Nations 

peoples, families and communities towards improved economic, social and  

cultural outcomes.
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Message from the  
Minister for Women

Victoria is the first and only jurisdiction in Australia to have formally integrated 
intersectionality into equality law. The Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) reflects the 
Victorian Government’s commitment to ensuring that no Victorian is left behind 
when it comes to addressing the overlapping systemic and structural drivers of 
gender inequality. This acknowledgement is critical, as it recognises the diversity 
of lived experience across Victoria – without it, those most vulnerable in our 
community will continue to be disproportionately impacted by gender inequality.

Last year, the Commission for Gender Equality 

in the Public Sector released Victoria’s first ever 

public sector Baseline Report, which highlighted 

key data from the first workplace gender audits 

completed under the Act in 2021. 

I am pleased to present Intersectionality at 

work: building a baseline on compounded 

gender inequality in the Victorian public sector, 

a companion to the Baseline Report. This 

report demonstrates Victoria’s leadership in 

championing intersectional gender equality,  

a key theme of Our equal state: Victoria’s gender 

equality strategy and action plan 2023-2027.

This report analyses workforce and survey data 

about employees who experience compounding 

forms of disadvantage and discrimination. It also 

incorporates key findings and recommendations 

from intersectional research funded by the 

Victorian Government.

Thank you to the organisations who collected and 

submitted this crucial information, as well as the 

researchers who have helped build the evidence 

base regarding intersectional gender equality in 

Victoria’s public sector workplaces. I look forward 

to sharing these findings and recommendations 

widely as Victorian public sector organisations 

prepare to report on their gender equality action 

plan progress and Victoria strengthens its 

position as a leader in advancing intersectional 

gender equality.

We want to ensure that the voices of all Victorians, 

especially those that are marginalised, are heard 

so we can all live in a fair and equal state.

The Hon Natalie Hutchins MP 
Minister for Women
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Message from  
the Commissioner

As Victoria’s first Public Sector Gender Equality Commissioner, I am pleased to be 
delivering Intersectionality at work: building a baseline on compounded gender inequality 
in the Victorian public sector, a companion to the Commission’s 2021 Baseline report.  
In this report, we have analysed intersectional workforce and survey data from across the 
Victorian public sector, and drawn on research funded by the Commission, to provide an 
overview of the state and nature of intersectional workplace gender inequality in Victoria.

For the first time in 2021, almost 300 organisations 

covered by the Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) 

collected and submitted intersectional workforce and 

employee experience survey data to the Commission. 

As with many firsts, when defined entities submitted 

their intersectional data, the Commission found 

significant data gaps and inconsistencies in the way 

this data was collected and provided. This made it 

difficult to collate and analyse the data accurately 

and meaningfully. As a result, in our Baseline report 

we committed to funding a suite of intersectional 

research and to taking the additional time needed for 

the more complicated data analysis required, with the 

goal of releasing this companion report in 2023.

I want to thank the staff who supported their 

organisations to prepare and submit this data, as 

well as the researchers who have played a key role 

in helping the Commission to build a foundational 

evidence base of intersectional insights. The 

collection and analysis of this data marks a crucial 

and long overdue shift in the maturity of how we 

understand gender inequality. This report shows that 

compounding forms of discrimination have notable 

impacts on career progression, pay inequality, 

and the experience of sexual harassment and 

discrimination at work.. As such, an intersectional 

approach to gender equality is no longer a nice 

to have, it’s a must have – without it, our work will 

continue to reproduce some of the very patterns of 

inequality we seek to address. 

Research we commissioned in 2021 and 2022 

found that despite the existence of Diversity, 

Equity and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives across the 

Victorian public sector, women facing intersecting 

forms of discrimination continue to experience 

disproportionate levels of workplace discrimination. 

When data on intersectional attributes is collected, 

these experiences become visible. The use of an 

intersectional lens in data collection, analysis and 

interpretation will help us to identify the unique 

barriers marginalised people face in the workplace. 

This will, in turn, help us curate impactful, tailored 

solutions to these issues.

There are significant improvements that need to be 

made at an organisational level to create a culture 

of safety across workplaces, so staff feel comfortable 

sharing intersectional data. Findings from our 2021 

and 2022 research grants show that reports of 

discrimination and harassment are not being properly 

addressed at the managerial level. Intersectional 

gender inequality is everyone’s business, and senior 

leaders in particular, have a positive duty and 

responsibility to ensure that workplaces take action to 

achieve gender equality from the top-down. Leaders 

must actively model, prioritise and drive a culture of 

safety in their organisation and ensure accountability 

and buy-in from middle managers. Without this, DEI 

initiatives will fail to challenge structural inequalities, 

as staff are expected to assimilate into the existing 

status-quo. 

I want to recognise the effort that has gone into 

creating this report – the first of its kind in Australia 

to collate and analyse intersectional public sector 

workforce data. While there is still much progress to 

be made, I am confident that Victoria will continue 

to lead by example in addressing the overlapping 

systemic and structural drivers of gender inequality 

within the workforce, inspiring other jurisdictions to do 

the same.

Dr Niki Vincent 
Public Sector Gender Equality Commissioner
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Executive summary

Driving intersectional 
gender equality through 
the Gender Equality 
Act 2020 (Vic)

Under the Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) (the Act) 

organisations covered by the Act – known as defined 

entities – are subject to a number of obligations 

that require them to take positive and transparent 

action towards achieving gender equality in their 

workplaces and in their public policies, programs 

and services. 

One part of what makes the Act nation leading is 

that it explicitly invokes the concept of compounded 

inequality (Ryan et al. 2022). The Act states that, 

where possible, the data that defined entities collect 

should capture not only gender, but also intersecting 

forms of disadvantage or discrimination that a 

person may experience based on Aboriginality, 

age, disability, ethnicity, gender identity, race, 

religion, sexual orientation and other attributes. 

The Act requires defined entities to use this data 

to drive positive and transparent progress towards 

intersectional gender equality. 

The Commission is committed to supporting 

defined entities to meet their obligations under 

the Act through improved training, education, and 

guidance resources. This report represents the first 

step in building a baseline for ongoing progress on 

intersectional gender equality in Victoria. Across 

5 chapters, it investigates how the intersection of 

gender and one other attribute (Aboriginal and/or 

Torres Strait Islander status, age, ability, cultural and 

racial marginalisation, and LGBTIQ+ status) shape 

workplace experiences. These findings demonstrate 

how gender inequality is compounded by other 

forms of discrimination in the Victorian public sector, 

offering useful starting points for organisations 

considering how to best implement meaningful 

change. 

The pay gaps experienced by people 
facing intersecting inequalities 
must be closed

The Commission’s audit data demonstrates 

that many groups that face intersecting forms 

of discrimination and disadvantage experience 

significant pay gaps. Pay gaps were largest between 

First Nations women when compared with non-

Indigenous men, at 21% across all industries covered 

by the Commission’s audit data. The public health 

industry recorded the largest pay gap between these 

two groups at 35%. While the pay gaps between First 

Nations men and non-Indigenous men (12%), and non-

Indigenous women and men (15%) were also high, the 

much larger gap in salaries for First Nations women 

clearly demonstrates the negative and compounding 

effects of inequality based on gender and First 

Nations status. However, no pay gap should remain 

unaddressed. 

Likewise, the Commission’s audit data demonstrated 

that women with disabilities experienced large pay 

gaps when compared with men without disabilities, 

at 19% across all industries. The pay gap between 

men with disability and men without disability was 

approximately half the above at 10%, while the pay 

gap between women and men without disabilities 

across all industries was 13%, again demonstrating 

the negative and compounding effects of inequality 

based on gender and ability. Women with disability 

also had lower levels of confidence in the promotion 

practices in their organisations. This may indicate 

barriers to accessing career progression that could 

further impact the salaries of women with disabilities. 

Further research is required to understand these 

connections.

Pay gaps were also significant between culturally 

and racially marginalised (CARM) women and non-

CARM men (19%), and between trans, non-binary and 

other gender diverse employees and cisgender men, 

both at 18%. The pay gaps between CARM men and 

non-CARM men (11%) and non-CARM women and 

men (13%), as well as between cisgender women and 

cisgender men (15%) – while still high – were notably 

smaller. As stated above, no pay gap should go 

unaddressed. However, these findings again highlight 

the negative and compounding effects of gender and 

CARM status on pay inequality.
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High rates of sexual harassment 
among certain groups require 
urgent attention

Younger women, people with disabilities and 

LGBTIQ+ people reported experiencing markedly 

high rates of sexual harassment in Victorian public 

sector workplaces. Fourteen per cent of women 

aged 15-24 and 11% of women aged 25-34 reported 

experiencing sexual harassment in the previous 12 

months. This compares to 4% and 5% respectively of 

men in the same age groups.

Twelve per cent of women with disabilities reported 

experiencing sexual harassment, a figure 4% higher 

than men with disability, twice the rate of women 

without disabilities, and 4 times the rate of men 

without disabilities. These findings reflect existing 

research, which has described rates of sexual 

violence against women with disability in Australia 

as ‘endemic’ (Dowse et al. 2016). The relatively 

higher rate of the experience of sexual harassment 

reported by men with disability also demands 

attention. 

While gay men and straight women reported similar 

rates of experience of sexual harassment (7% and 

6% respectively) this was double the rate reported 

by straight men (3%). All other non-heterosexual 

women and men reported much higher rates of 

the experience of sexual harassment (between 

10-15%). Transwomen and other trans, non-binary 

or gender diverse people also reported far higher 

rates of experiencing sexual harassment (16% and 

15% respectively) than transgender men (8%) and 

cisgender women (6%) and men (4%). Thus, while the 

experience of sexual harassment is unacceptable 

for anyone, this is an issue of particularly urgent 

concern for those who are not cisgendered men and/

or straight men.

The underrepresentation of CARM 
women in senior positions across 
the Victorian public sector is 
concerning

Only 3% of CARM women reported that they held 

a senior management role, and only 9% were 

in a supervisory position (compared with non-

CARM men at 14% and 21% respectively). While 

CARM women experience even worse leadership 

outcomes than other disadvantaged groups, such 

as First Nations women (with representation at 

6% and 11% respectively), women with disabilities 

(with representation at 5% and 12% respectively) 

and transwomen (at 4% and 10% respectively), the 

low representation of all these groups of women in 

senior management and supervisory roles needs to 

be addressed. It is notable that CARM men are also 

poorly represented in leadership positions, with only 

6% in senior manager roles and 13% in supervisory 

positions - similar to non-CARM women at 7% and 

15% respectively, and with comparable pay gaps in 

some industries. 

Age continues to amplify women's 
experiences of workplace gender 
inequality 

As noted above, the Commission’s data 

demonstrates that age and gender combine to 

increase the risk of sexual harassment for young 

women in the Victorian public sector. Women at 

the midpoint of their careers also experience 

the compounded effects of gender and age 

discrimination, with pay gaps widening and 

leadership opportunities diminishing. In this stage 

of life, gendered norms around care work begin 

to significantly impact upon women’s ability to 

prioritise their careers in the same way as men. Over 

time, the compounding effects of age and gender 

discrimination result in a gender pay gap favouring 

men in every age bracket increasing from 25-34 until 

55-64, after which it tapers off slightly.

Organisations must do more to 
address the negative workplace 
experiences of some LGBTIQ+ 
employees

There is a troubling lack of available data pertaining 

to the experiences of non-binary and gender diverse 

people. These groups report lower salaries than 

their cisgender colleagues and are the least likely 

of any gender identity to agree that recruitment 

and promotion process in their organisation are fair. 

Better data collection in relation to gender diverse 

employees will help to make the experiences of this 

cohort visible. Better data is also crucial to grounding 

and focussing interventions to address the issues.

8 



Lesbian women are an exception to 
the wider finding that women facing 
compounding inequalities tend to 
experience an income penalty

Lesbian women in the Commission’s data set had, 

on average, higher salaries than bisexual and 

pansexual men and women in all other sexuality 

groups. Lesbian women also held managerial 

positions at a similar rate to both straight and gay 

men. This finding could point to lesbian women’s 

increased ability to avoid traditional heterosexual 

divisions of labour, enabling them to focus more 

on their career development. Further research is 

required to better understand these findings.

The Commission’s data may signal 
positive change in relation to 
diversity, inclusion and safety in 
some areas

Indigenous and non-Indigenous women and 

men were roughly equally likely to report that 

the recruitment and promotion practices in their 

workplace were fair. CARM women and men also 

reported lower instances of sexual harassment 

than their non-CARM colleagues of the same 

gender. However, it is unclear whether these more 

promising findings indicate that groups experiencing 

intersectional discrimination face fewer instances 

of workplace inequality in public sector workplaces 

compared to other sectors, or whether they are 

instead indicative of reporting challenges which can 

skew the accuracy of data.

In the case of sexual harassment reporting in 

particular, data accuracy is known to at times be 

limited, because diverse groups may understand or 

identify incidences of sexual harassment differently 

(Respect@Work n.d). However, the fact that the 

People matter survey (PMS) is an anonymous survey 

that asks questions about experiences of specific 

behaviours is a positive sign that diverse employees 

in Victorian public sector workplaces may feel 

less discriminated against and experience lower 

rates of sexual harassment than diverse workers 

in some other sectors. The Commission’s sexual 

harassment reporting data may have also been 

skewed in this reporting period by the COVID-19 

context, where public sector workers were likely to be 

working from home rather than in the office. Given 

the Commission’s funded research highlights the 

continued negative workplace experiences of both 

First Nations and CARM women, there is still work to 

be done to ensure workplace gender equality for all 

(Bargallie et al. 2023; Cho and Segrave 2023).

Better data is crucial for ensuring 
better workplace outcomes for 
everybody 

Improved intersectional data collection practices, 

built on the inclusion of diverse voices, are crucial 

for driving positive change in organisations. 

Organisations must carefully consider their 

approach to intersectional data collection, analysis 

and interpretation. At every stage of the data 

collection, analysis and interpretation process, 

organisations should meaningfully engage diverse 

voices in their organisation to ensure that their 

practices and approach to addressing intersectional 

gender equality are reflective of, and responsive 

to, lived experiences of disadvantage and 

discrimination in their workplaces. Demonstrating 

commitment to consultation and meaningful input 

from diverse voices will also help organisations to 

build the trust and accountability necessary for 

individuals to feel comfortable sharing their personal 

information.
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Introduction

The Commission for 
Gender Equality in 
the Public Sector

The Commission for Gender Equality in the Public 

Sector (the Commission or CGEPS) was established 

after the Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) (the Act) 

passed in February 2020. The Commission supports 

the Public Sector Gender Equality Commissioner (the 

Commissioner) to oversee the implementation of the 

Act and promote gender equality in the public sector 

workforce and the broader Victorian community. 

The Act is a ground-breaking piece of legislation 

that requires certain public sector organisations in 

Victoria to take positive action towards achieving 

gender equality in the workplace and the community. 

It does so by requiring these organisations to: 

1. Report on key gender equality measures by 

undertaking a workplace gender audit every 2 

years; 

2. Demonstrate how they plan to improve gender 

equality in their organisation by developing a 

Gender Equality Action Plan every 4 years; 

3. Make reasonable and material progress in 

relation to the Act’s 7 workplace gender equality 
indicators every two years; and 

4. Account for the gendered impacts of all 

policies, programs and services with significant 

public impact by undertaking gender impacts 

assessments. 

Organisations with obligations under the Act 

(referred to as ‘defined entities’) include all Victorian 

public sector organisations with 50 or more 

employees as at June 30 each year, as well as local 

councils and universities.

The Act represents an ambitious step up in equality 

law in Australia, by imposing a positive duty on 

defined entities to consider and promote gender 

equality. It is also the first piece of Australian 

legislation to officially acknowledge the potential 

for compounding effects of multiple forms of 

disadvantage or discrimination. This focus on the 

way in which gender inequality can be compounded 

by other forms of inequality was a key request from 

community groups and other participants during the 

Act’s consultation process. 

For a more detailed background to the Act and 

the Commission, please see the companion to this 

report, the Baseline report (2022).

This report

Organisations covered by the Act are subject to 

several obligations that require them to take positive 

and transparent action (and make meaningful 

progress) towards achieving gender equality in their 

workplaces, public policies, programs and services. 

For the first time under Australian gender equality 

reporting legislation, these organisations are 

encouraged to provide data disaggregated not only 

by gender, but across a range of attributes listed in 

the legislation:

 � Aboriginality

 � age

 � disability

 � ethnicity

 � gender identity

 � race

 � religion

 � sexual orientation; and 

 � other attributes

Through this data collection, organisations are 

encouraged to consider how experiences of 

disadvantage or discrimination on the basis of these 

attributes might compound or shape experiences 

of gender inequality. That is, organisations are 

encouraged to consider intersectionality. 

In this report, the Commission presents an analysis 

of the data collected by defined entities as part of 

the inaugural workplace gender audit under the 

Act undertaken in 2021. This analysis is combined 

with findings from projects funded as part of the 

Commission’s Research Grants Round 2022. 
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This report is intended to be read as a companion 

piece to the Baseline report – 2021 workplace gender 

audit data analysis, which the Commission released 

in 2022 following the inaugural audit. The Baseline 
report presented a snapshot of the state and nature 

of gender equality across the 298 defined entities that 

were required to report under the Act at that time. In 

so doing, it offered the Commission, defined entities 

and the wider Victorian community a starting point 

for tracking change against the 7 gender equality 
indicators under the Act (outlined below). In addition, 

it helped to locate the gaps and challenges for 

progressing gender equality in Victoria and offered 

insights into how defined entities can best target 

efforts towards positive change. 

Through its reporting platform, the Commission 

collected 67 million data points in 2021, which 

represents the most comprehensive gender-

disaggregated dataset on public sector 

organisations in Australia. Despite the significance 

of the scope of this data, the inaugural audit also 

revealed several areas of limited data availability 

and poor data quality - particularly in relation to 

data about people who experience intersecting 

forms of disadvantage and discrimination. Many 

organisations required to report under the Act 

are continuing to develop the necessary human 

resources systems to collect data about employee 

identity in a sensitive manner. These data challenges 

at the organisational level translate into challenges 

for rigorous data analysis for the Commission. 

Additionally, the sensitive nature of data related to 

the personal attributes of individuals meant that 

the Commission felt a significant responsibility to 

analyse and represent this information accurately 

and meaningfully. For this reason, the Commission 

chose to release this separate report, allowing time 

to carefully interrogate the data and ensuring that 

the data about people experiencing intersecting 

forms of disadvantage and discrimination were 

given due focus and attention. 

What is intersectionality?

Intersectionality is a term that was coined in 1989 

by Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw to explore how 

systems of power, such as gender, race, and class, 

‘intersect’ to shape experiences of the social world. 

Originally set out in the context of legal scholarship, 

Crenshaw (1989) was concerned that legal decisions 

dealing with racial discrimination and sex-based 

discrimination were failing to conceptualise how, for 

example, Black women’s experiences are shaped 

by racism as well as sexism, and by a unique 

combination of both. In other words, Crenshaw 

argued that when Black women are treated as purely 

Black or purely women, the law is unable to account 

for the specific challenges they face – challenges 

which diverge from those faced by Black men or 

white women (see also Moraga and Anzaldúa 1981; 

Collins 1990).

Since 1989, public awareness of the importance 

of intersectionality for understanding issues of 

discrimination and disadvantage has grown 

dramatically. While there are still debates in relation 

to intersectionality theory and its application (e.g. 

Collins and Chepp 2013; Cho and Segrave 2023), 

understanding how discrimination on the basis 

of attributes such as Aboriginality, age, disability, 

ethnicity, gender identity, race, religion and/or sexual 

orientation can combine with gender discrimination 

to influence a person’s workplace experiences and 

outcomes is crucial to ensuring progress towards 

gender equality is progress for all. 

Measuring and applying 
intersectionality 

Approaches to ‘doing’ intersectionality in the 

workplace, including applying an intersectional 

lens to workforce data, are still being developed 

and often have limitations (Blackham et al. 2024 

forthcoming). Despite these challenges, considering 

intersectionality in workplace equality initiatives 

is important. The Commission is committed to 

continuous improvement in relation to fulfilling the 

intersectional objectives of the Act, and to helping 

defined entities build their capability to progress 

intersectional gender equality.  

In this report, the Commission has only been able 

to consider the kinds of inequalities produced by 

gender-based discrimination and one other axis of 

marginalisation, for example, gender and disability, 

or gender and Aboriginality. In reality, the lives of 

Victorians are much more complex than this. For 

example, people with disability may also be members 

of the LGBTIQ+ community, have demanding caring 

responsibilities, live in rural towns without adequate 

services, and/or belong to migrant communities 

(for further information on gendered experiences 

in rural contexts, see Tischler et al). Accounting for 

these differences is crucial to understanding the lived 

experiences of Victorian employees. However, while 

generalisations can mask significant variations in 

the experiences of members within a marginalised 

group, they are often necessary to identify broader 

trends. The ‘gender-plus-one-other-attribute’ 

approach here is designed to focus on patterns 

of systemic inequality and respond to practical 

considerations related to the data.
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Finally, the Commission shines a spotlight on groups 

which face discrimination and disadvantage in 

this report, but it does not mean to imply that 

these groups are disempowered. Instead, the 

report strives to centre their voices as well as 

their ongoing activism and courage in the face of 

systemic discrimination. In the past, government 

data collection about marginalised groups was 

sometimes used against those groups (D’Ignazio and 

Klein 2020; Kukutai and Taylor 2016). Collecting data 

about people therefore comes with responsibility, 

and the Commission is committed to using data to 

drive positive social change. Better data is key to 

driving change initiatives which are responsive to 

the lived experiences of employees. Their voices and 

partnerships are crucial for providing the necessary 

scaffolding to accurately interpret quantitative data 

points. The Commission engaged lived-experience 

expertise at various points in the development of this 

report, as outlined below.

Methodology

Background

Under the Act, every defined entity was required 

to undertake a workplace gender audit in order to 

assess the state and nature of gender inequality in 

its workplace as at 30 June in the Gender Equality 

Action Plan reporting year. The first reporting year 

was 2021.

The Commission for Gender Equality in the Public 

Sector published workplace gender audit guidance 

in 2020 to advise defined entities of how to 

undertake a workplace gender audit. 

The workplace gender audit required the collection 

of gender-disaggregated data – which is data that 

is broken down separately for women, men and 

gender diverse people – against the 7 workplace 
gender equality indicators set out in the Act. The 

indicators are:

 � Gender composition of all levels of the workforce

 � Gender composition of governing bodies

 � Equal remuneration for work of equal or 

comparable value across all levels of the 

workforce, irrespective of gender

 � Sexual harassment in the workplace

 � Recruitment and promotion practices in the 

workplace

 � Availability and utilisation of terms, conditions 

and practices relating to family violence leave, 

flexible working arrangements and working 

arrangements supporting workers with family or 

caring responsibilities

 � Gendered segregation within the workplace

If available, defined entities were also required 

to report data about Aboriginality, age, disability, 

ethnicity, gender identity, race, religion and sexual 

orientation and were required to have regard to 

the disadvantage or discrimination that a person 

may experience on the basis of these attributes in 

addition to gender inequality (i.e. compounded or 

intersectional gender inequality). 

Data measures and types

As part of the 2021 workplace gender audit, 

organisations covered by the Act collected two 

categories of data – workforce data and employee 

experience data. The workforce data was extracted 

from defined entities’ internal data collection 

systems and provided to the Commission through 

an Excel template that was uploaded through the 

Commission’s reporting platform. The employee 

experience data was collected through surveys.

Information provided to the Commission for Gender 

Equality in the Public Sector was managed in line 
with relevant privacy laws. Defined entities were 

responsible for their own compliance with relevant 

privacy laws, including the Privacy and Data 

Protection Act 2014 (Vic) (PDP Act). 

Workplace gender audit data 
quality

The most common issue observed with audit 

submissions was missing data. The inaugural 

audit was the most comprehensive workforce 

data collection exercise many organisations had 

ever undertaken, so some gaps in datasets were 

anticipated by the Commission.

Aside from age and gender, the Commission 

learnt that most organisations do not yet collect 

the demographic data required for intersectional 

analysis. Because of this, the anonymous People 

matter survey, outlined below, is the primary source 

of data analysed in this report.

Furthermore, the 2021 workplace gender audit also 

contained very little workforce data in relation to 

gender diverse employees. While the People matter 

survey data that is the focus of this report included 

trans and gender-diverse respondents, the number 
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of respondents in these groups who identified 

themselves as also being a First Nations person, 

a person with disability, or from a culturally and 

racially marginalised background were too few to 

meaningfully analyse. As such, the experiences of 

trans and gender-diverse employees are primarily 

discussed in Chapter 5, which examines LGBTIQ+ 

workers specifically. In this report, the Commission 

acknowledges this lack of data on trans and  

gender-diverse people has meant that issues are 

generally only able to be analysed and discussed   

for women and men.

Employee experience data and  
the People matter survey

In order to fulfil the employee experience data 

component of the workplace gender audit in 2021, 

organisations had three options:

1. undertake the People matter survey or the 

People matter survey for local government 

(collectively referred to in this report as the 

People matter survey, or PMS) administered by 

the Victorian Public Sector Commission (VPSC)

2. use a third-party provider to independently 

administer the survey

3. conduct the survey in-house.

The VPSC administered the questions required by 

the Commission for Gender Equality in the Public 

Sector via the People matter survey to about 90% of 

organisations covered by the Act. Each organisation 

covered by the Act was surveyed separately, 

and the results were reported as percentages of 

respondents. Items with fewer than 10 responses 

were suppressed by the survey provider to protect 

respondents’ privacy.

The VPSC also provided the raw survey data for all 

participating defined entities to the Commission 

in late 2022. That is, the Commission has access to 

a results database that includes the responses to 

the required 2021 workplace gender audit questions 

from each individual respondent in a participating 

defined entity. The analyses undertaken in this 

report using People matter survey data are based 

on this raw data. This allows the Commission to 

calculate percentages for different groups across 

the whole dataset.

In this report, the Commission’s analysis of the 

People matter survey data includes data from all 

defined entities that participated in the survey. This 

includes local government organisations who opted 

to take part. It excludes any organisation which was 

not a defined entity in 2021 but has since become so. 

It also excludes universities, bodies which do not take 

part in the People matter survey, or any public sector 

organisation that was eligible to participate in the 

People matter survey, but opted out. 

It is important to note that the People matter survey 

data analysed here is a different sample to that 

used by the Victorian Public Sector Commission. The 

VPSC’s reporting of the People matter survey results 

does not include local government organisations. 

It does, however, include smaller public sector 

organisations that do not meet the threshold to 

become defined entities under the Act. These 

differences are responsible for any discrepancies 

between these analyses.

It is also important to acknowledge the differences 

between the analyses contained in this report, 

and the data presented in the Commission’s 2022 

Baseline report. The Baseline report primarily 

analysed the 2021 workplace gender audit workforce 

data. As such, workforce figures reported reflect 

the total number of employees reported on by 

organisations that completed a 2021 audit. Because 

the current report draws more extensively on the 

People matter survey data, the figures are reporting 

on a different population. Not only does the People 

matter survey data only cover approximately 90% of 

organisations with reporting obligations under the 

Act, but individual employees also choose whether 

or not to complete the survey. As such, rates of – for 

example – part-time work reported in the People 

matter survey may differ from rates of part-time 

work reported in the workforce data. Any apparent 

discrepancies between the Baseline report and 

this Intersectionality report stem from the different 

populations being examined.

Key characteristics of the People matter survey 

dataset analysed here by the Commission are that:

 � The sample included 106,069 respondents 

of which 30% (31,443 people) were men, 58% 

(61,706 people) were women, 1% (580 people) 

were non-binary, 0.3% (347 people) reported a 

self-described gender and 11% (11,993 people) of 

people opted to not report a gender 

 � The VPSC reported survey results had an overall 

response rate of 39% - the Local Government 

portion of the survey had a 32% response rate

 � The salary distribution of respondents does 

not match those found in the workforce data 

reported to the Commission, with people on lower 

salaries over-represented in the survey
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It should also be noted that some participants 

elected to use the available free-text field to 

describe their gender, rather than selecting from 

the available options. These responses have been 

excluded from the analysis in this report. This is 

because these responses are not homogenous and 

cannot be analysed as a group. In addition, given 

these respondents explicitly chose not to select from 

the available options, they cannot be integrated 

into the existing gender categories as it would not 

be appropriate to make assumptions about what 

category to include them in. 

Estimated pay gap calculation

Because of the significant gaps in the intersectional 

workforce data submitted to the Commission, it 

was not possible to calculate accurate pay gaps 

using the exact salaries of employees in defined 

entities. Instead, a measure for estimated pay gaps 

was developed by assigning base salaries in the 

workforce data (i.e., actual salaries recorded in 

payroll systems) to the People matter survey base 

salary ranges selected by diverse respondents. 

Respondents to the People matter survey in 2021 

were able to select their yearly income from salary 

brackets increasing in $10,000 increments. These 

ranged from ‘Less than $45,000’, followed by 

‘$45,000-$54,999’, through to ‘$175,000-$184,999’ 

and finally ‘$185,000 or more’. Respondents were also 

given the option to select ‘Prefer not to say’.

To get a more accurate understanding of pay in 

particular organisations, median base salaries 

within every salary range were calculated for each 

defined entity and each industry group (so the mid-

point of all reported salaries for that organisation 

or industry within each pay bracket). This median 

was taken from the workforce data for all employees 

(regardless of gender and other attributes). These 

median base salaries for each organisation and in 

each $10,000 bracket available in the People matter 

survey were then assigned to each respondent to  

the survey.

The median base salaries assigned to individual 

respondents to the survey were then used to 

calculate an overall median for each specific group 

that was reported on (e.g. ‘Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander Women’ or ‘Men with disabilities’). 

This median for a particular cohort was then used 

to calculate an approximate pay gap between two 

specific groups.

These pay gaps are not calculated on the actual 

salaries of the individuals in each group and are 

therefore estimated only. 

Funded research Grants

In addition to the 2021 workplace gender audit data 

and the People matter survey, insights in this report 

are also drawn from research funded under the 

Commission’s Research Grants Round 2022. This 

round of funding was focussed on contextualising 

and deepening the Commission’s understanding 

of the inaugural audit data, primarily by applying 

an intersectional lens. Studies funded under the 

scheme were required to collect qualitative data 

to complement the quantitative audit data, and 

examine how experiences of gender inequality 

are shaped or compounded by other forms of 

discrimination or disadvantage.

The following 5 projects received funding:

 � ‘Make Us Count: Understanding Aboriginal 
Women’s Experiences in Victorian Public Sector 
Workplaces’ – Associate Professor Debbie 

Bargallie, Griffith University

 � ‘Caring and Workplace Gender Equality in the 
Public Sector in Victoria’ – Associate Professor 

Alysia Blackham, The University of Melbourne 

with the Australian Discrimination Law Experts 

Group

 � ‘Getting on at Work: Progression and Promotion 
of Women with Disability in the Victorian Public 
Service’ – Dr Jannine Williams, Queensland 

University of Technology with the Disability 

Leadership Institute and the Victorian Public 

Service Enablers Network

 � ‘Victorian Local Councils and Gender Equality: 
Examining Commitments to Diversity and the 
Experiences of Women from Migrant and Refugee 
Backgrounds’ – Dr Hyein (Ellen) Cho, Monash 

University

 � ‘Rurality and Workforce Participation: Exploring 
Prevalence of Part-time and Insecure Work 
in Grampians Public Sector Roles’ – Dr Cathy 

Tischler, Federation University with Women’s 

Health Grampians, ByFive and the Wimmera 

Development Association

In relation to the first 4 projects listed above, the 

research findings are principally discussed in 

Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4 respectively. The final project 

examining rural experiences in the public sector 

does not relate directly to a specific chapter in this 

report (or a specific intersectional attribute listed in 

the Act). Instead, insights from this important project 

are presented in a ‘special look’ section of this report. 
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Language, lived 
experience perspectives 
and gender-inclusivity 
in this report

Preferred language and terminology used to identify 

and describe marginalised groups of people is 

constantly evolving. In this report, the Commission 

seeks to centre the voices of people with lived 

experience of discrimination. As such, wherever 

possible, the report adopts the preferred terminology 

of marginalised groups, while acknowledging that 

these conversations are far from settled.

Another way the Commission seeks to centre the 

voices of marginalised groups is through ensuring 

diverse perspectives contributed to this report. 

The funded research grants included in this report 

were led by academics with lived experience of 

the intersecting forms of inequality their grant 

examined, and participants in the studies had 

lived experiences of intersecting inequalities in 

public sector workplaces. In addition to this, the 

Commission invited lived-experience experts and 

other specialists to review the report in part or whole. 

These reviewers included:

 � Claire Mumme and Nick Logan. Victorian Public 

Sector Commission.

 � Diana K. Piantedosi. Director of Policy, Advocacy 

and Community Engagement at Women with 

Disabilities Victoria.

 � Maria Watson-Trudgett. First Nations Consultant.

 � Yasmin Poole. Master in Women’s, Gender and 

Sexuality Studies Graduate, University of Oxford.

 � The VPS Women of Colour Network (WoCN) also 

provided several reviews and input, which were 

taken into consideration where possible when 

finalising the report.

The Commission would like to thank our research 

partners and participants, generous reviewers, and 

employees in our defined entities – especially those 

who work to drive gender equality for everyone in 

their organisations. While the Commission is thankful 

for these contributions, responsibility for the final 

version of this report rests with the Commission.

Lastly, there is very little workforce data and 

research in relation to gender-diverse Australians. 

This group also may not feel safe to disclose their 

gender in official contexts, including the workplace. 

As such, much of this report discusses gender in 

binary terms, reflecting the available data across 

both the broader research landscape, as well as 

within the Commission’s own data collection. The 

Commission expects that the Act will drive improved 

data collection and quality in Victoria to reflect the 

gender diversity that exists in our society. Changes 

in research and data collection are essential to make 

gender-diverse cohorts visible.

Structure of the report

In the Baseline report, the Commission used the 

7 gender equality indicators under the Act to 

organise individual chapters. While this approach 

was extremely useful in the context of reporting 

on gender disaggregated data, it is less so in 

the context of intersectional data. All the groups 

highlighted here experience multiple forms of 

structural disadvantage, which tend to result in 

worse outcomes in relation to the indicators. 

To best highlight intersectional experiences, this 

report offers 5 chapters investigating how the 

intersection of gender and one other attribute shape 

discrimination and disadvantage in public sector 

workplaces. These are:

 � Gender and Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander employees

 � Gender and employees of different ages

 � Gender and employees with disabilities

 � Gender and culturally and racially  

marginalised employees

 � Gender and LGBTIQ+ employees

The chapters are presented in the same order as 

each of these attributes in the Act. Each chapter 

begins by offering background information on the 

status of the group in Australian society, followed 

by a short literature review of key workplace issues 

impacting that group, with a focus on how these 

are gendered. This is followed by intersectional 

data analysis about the cohort, drawn from the 

Commission’s 2021 workplace gender audit, as 

well as an overview of findings drawn from the 

Commission’s Research Grants Round 2022. The 

Commission acknowledges that these chapters do 

not represent a comprehensive view of intersecting 

forms of discrimination in Victorian public sector 

workplaces. Rather, the 5 chapters reflect the data 

collected by the Commission about groups that 

experience systemic forms of disadvantage.

As discussed above, in the 2021 workplace gender 

audit, only a small proportion of defined entities 

returned reliable workforce data in relation 
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to intersectional attributes. As such, the final 

‘Recommendations’ chapter offers insights into 

tangible ways that defined entities can improve their 

approach to collecting data about marginalised 

groups, with a particular focus on privacy and 

ensuring employees feel safe to disclose sensitive 

information about themselves.
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Chapter 1:  
Gender and Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait 
Islander employees



This report uses a variety of 
terminology when referring to 
Australia’s First Peoples. Blanket 
terms favoured by governments 
such as ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander’ or ‘Indigenous’ are unable 
to account for the diversity that 
comprises the hundreds of Nations 
and language groups residing across 
this continent. While some peoples 
prefer to be acknowledged by their 
particular group or clan name, 
others prefer the term ‘First Nations’ 
(Diversity Council Australia 2021:9). 
With respect to continuing (cultural) 
diversity, this report proceeds by 
following in the footsteps of the 
authors of the Commission’s funded 
research project (Bargallie et al. 
2023), as well as the recent Gari Yala 
(Speak the Truth) report. Here, the 
Commission uses ‘Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander peoples’  or ‘First 
Nations peoples’1 interchangeably 
with ‘Indigenous’ for brevity. When 
the term ‘Indigenous’ is used, where 
applicable, the Commission writes 
‘Indigenous peoples’ to foreground and 
draw attention to existing diversity. 
The Commission acknowledges that 
issues of terminology and naming are 
contentious and apologises for any 
inadvertent offence caused.

Indigenous Australians represent the oldest 

living continuous cultures in the world, comprise 

approximately 3.8% of the total population and 

are dispersed across hundreds of Nations and 

language groups (AIHW 2023a). Yet, First Nations 

peoples in Australia experience systemic forms 

of discrimination and disadvantage. Significant 

gaps remain between Indigenous Australians’ and 

non-Indigenous Australians’ outcomes across 

several key indicators such as wealth, income, 

employment, educational attainment and wellbeing 

(AHRC 2020:48). The systemic inequalities that First 

Nations peoples experience today are shaped by 

the historical and ongoing impacts of colonisation 

and dispossession.

1 The phrase Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander is used throughout this report to include individuals who are both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, as 
well as one or the other.

2 Racism in broader Australian government policies, particularly the White Australia policy, is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4: Gender and culturally and 
racially marginalised employees.

Prior to colonisation in 1788, Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples had well-developed systems of 

work and governance. These systems were severely 

disrupted by the arrival of British colonisers (Evans 

2021:8), who stole First Nations people’s land and 

exploited their labour. Large numbers of Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples—including 

children—were removed from their families and 

communities and forced to work on missions, 

settlements, reserves and stations (Kidd 2000). 

Significant abuse and exploitation were often 

gendered, with Indigenous women and girls subjected 

to forced menial and domestic labour, and physical 

and sexual abuse (Bargallie et al. 2023:16). Indigenous 

men and boys were more commonly used for unpaid 

pastoral work and physical labour (Bargallie 2020:50).

Since colonisation, First Nations peoples have 

continued to be disadvantaged when it comes to 

paid work. These disadvantages have stemmed 

from interlinked and systemic legal and cultural 

inequalities, including laws that discount or punish 

traditional cultural practices and Indigenous ways of 

knowing (Bargallie 2020:50-51), and racist stereotypes 

of Indigenous peoples as lazy and incapable of 

governing their own lives (Bargallie 2023).2 The 

Challenging Racism Project 2015-16 found that First 

Nations peoples experience one of the highest levels 

of everyday racism in Australia (25% higher than for 

non-Indigenous people) (Blair et al. 2017:10). Half of 

First Nations peoples experience discrimination in the 

workplace (50.4%), as compared to only a third of non-

Indigenous people (32.4%). First Nations peoples have 

always engaged in various forms of solidarity and 

resistance to both structural and everyday racism. 

Nonetheless, the impacts of colonialism continue 

to produce multiple social, cultural, geographic 

and economic factors that negatively impact upon 

First Nations Australians’ lives today (Australian 

Government 2020). 

This chapter explores the intersection of 

discrimination against First Nations peoples and 

people of different genders in the workplace. 

However, there is very little workplace data and 

research in relation to Australians who are both 

Indigenous and gender diverse. The Commission 

expects that the Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) (the 

Act) will drive improved data collection and quality in 

Victoria to reflect the gender diversity that exists in 

our society and make gender-diverse cohorts visible. 

In this chapter, the Commission acknowledges this 

lack of data on trans and gender-diverse people 

has meant that issues are generally only able to be 

analysed and discussed for women and men. 
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Key workplace issues for 
Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander peoples

Between 2008 and 2018, the Closing the Gap 

target to halve the gap in employment outcomes 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 

was not met in any Australian state or territory 

(Australian Government 2020). An increased 

emphasis on caring responsibilities within First 

Nations communities, in combination with poorer 

health outcomes overall (including a reduced life 

expectancy and higher rates of mental illness), 

higher rates of children in out-of-home care, and 

higher rates of incarceration and exposure to 

violence, create barriers to accessing employment 

(Bargallie et al. 2023:16; Australian Government 

2020;). Indigenous Australians continue to be, on 

average, less likely to be employed, are paid less, 

and are less likely to be in leadership roles than 

non-Indigenous Australians (WGEA 2023). In 2018, 

49.1% of First Nations Australians of working age 

participated in the workplace in some form. For 

non-Indigenous Australians, this percentage was 

75.9% (Minderoo Foundation 2022:16).

Demand and supply side barriers limit First Nations 

peoples’ likelihood of securing and retaining jobs 

(Biddle et al. 2023). On the demand side, workplace 

discrimination is a common issue reported by 

First Nations people (VPSC 2023a). For example, 

the Indigenous Employment Index has found that 

over half of the Indigenous Australians interviewed 

reported experiences of direct or indirect racism 

when at work (Minderoo Foundation 2022:31). 

Research also directs attention to the negative 

impacts of daily racial microaggressions, that 

is, everyday derogatory and hostile behaviours, 

practices, and processes that First Nations 

Australians must negotiate in the workplace, but 

which often remain invisible to non-Indigenous 

people (Bargallie 2020:103). Geography is another 

key ‘demand side’ barrier.  First Nations peoples 

living in urban areas are more likely to be 

employed than those living in non-urban areas 

(45% compared to 35%) (ABS 2016). On the supply 

side, Biddle et al. (2023) note health and education 

outcomes and caring responsibilities as key 

workforce participation barriers.

Issues of retention and career advancement 

are also common among First Nations peoples 

in Australian workplaces, including in the public 

sector. Recent analysis by the Victorian Public 

Sector Commission (2023b) found that in 2022, 

1.2% of Victorian Public Service (VPS) employees 

identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, 

and of these, most were paid at the less senior VPS 

grades four (16.7%) and five (23.7%). The numbers 

of First Nations peoples employed at higher levels 

reduces significantly, with 9.5% of Aboriginal and/or 

Torres Strait Islander staff employed at VPS grade 

six, 0.4% at the level of senior technical specialist, 

and 3.5% at the executive level. This reduction in 

representation of First Nations peoples in more 

senior levels is also visible in the New South Wales 

Public Service. A 2021 report shows that First 

Nations peoples are more concentrated in grades 

1/2 and 3/4, at 5.3% and 4.8% of total employees at 

each level (NSW Public Service Commission 2021). 

At the highest non-executive level, grade 11/12, the 

percentage drops to 2.2% of the total number of 

employees (NSW Public Service Commission 2021).

Key workplace issues for 
Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander women

Workplace discrimination and 
barriers to workforce participation

The Gari Yala (Speak the Truth): Gendered Insights 

report (2021:3) notes the problems that can arise 

when researchers make comparisons between 

men and women within First Nations communities, 

discussing how this can impose Western values or 

create an additional divide between members of 

an already marginalised group. Nonetheless, the 

Report also emphasises that gendered analysis 

remains crucial in the context of employment 

outcomes for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander women. Not only are First Nations women 

likely to experience gender discrimination as 

women, but they are also likely to have unique 

experiences of inequality as First Nations women.

While there is a lack of research examining First 

Nations women’s workplace experiences (see Evans 

2021:2), information that does exist suggests that 

they face compounded forms of discrimination 

and disadvantage due to their gender and their 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander identity 

(Bargallie et al. 2023:12).

In the contemporary context, First Nations men 

are more likely to be employed than First Nations 

women in the 15-64 age group (37.9% compared 

with 18.4%) (AIHW 2021). Indigenous women are 

half as likely as Indigenous men to own or manage 

a business, they are overrepresented in lower 

weekly income brackets and underrepresented in 

the highest brackets, and they are less likely to be 
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supported in the workplace if they encounter racism 

or experience culturally unsafe situations (Evans 

2021:1; WGEA 2023). 

Cultural load and unpaid labour

Cultural load is the extra, often invisible, workload 

attached to Indigenous employees. This includes, 

but is not limited to, requests or expectations to 

educate non-Indigenous colleagues about the 

histories and practices of Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander peoples, reviewing culturally sensitive 

material, caring responsibilities, attending ‘Sorry 

Business’, living and working on Country, racism, 

tokenism and lateral violence (VPSC 2023a). The 

Gari Yala (Speak the Truth): Gendered Insights 

report identified gender-based inequalities in 

relation to this additional work:

 � Indigenous women experience the highest 

burden of this unpaid labour, reflecting research 

that shows non-Indigenous women are more 

likely to be asked to undertake undervalued 

work assignments which do little to advance 

their careers (Evans 2021:7);

 � Indigenous women in management roles have 

a higher cultural load than those in lower levels 

(Evans 2021:1);

 � Men in management often work in organisations 

with higher levels of support, where they can 

work more effectively as agents of change 

(Evans 2021, p.1);

 � Indigenous women who are also carers have the 

highest cultural load (Evans 2021:9);

While this work is often important and may be 

personally fulfilling, it is frequently overlooked by 

managers and can also impede career progression 

(Evans 2021: 5, 8). 

Inadequate support in culturally 
unsafe workplace settings 

The Gari Yala (Speak the Truth): Gendered Insights 

report (Evans 2021:6) draws attention to the lack 

of organisational support available to Indigenous 

women who are already working in culturally unsafe 

workplaces. The reports notes that unfair treatment 

and harassment based on race are experienced 

by both women and men. However, women 

are significantly less likely to be able to access 

adequate support to assist them in navigating 

these negative experiences. 

High rates of gendered violence

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander women 

experience high rates of violence and sexual 

harassment both within and outside the workplace. 

These forms of violence stem from a complex 

array of drivers including gender inequality and 

the ongoing impacts of colonialism and racism 

(Our Watch, 2018). In the workplace context, the 

Australian Human Rights Council found that 59% of 

First Nations women and 53% of First Nations men 

reported being sexually harassed at work in the last 

5 years (2022:53).

More broadly, Indigenous women experience 

violence at 3.1 times the rate of non-Indigenous 

women, and they are 11 times more likely to die 

from assault (Our Watch 2018:6). This violence is 

often misunderstood as an ‘Indigenous’ problem, 

however, men from all cultural backgrounds commit 

violence against Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander women (Our Watch 2018:5). While the 

disproportionate levels of violence against First 

Nations women are a significant concern in and of 

themselves, they are also a workplace issue. It is well 

documented that forms of violence such as family 

violence have significant impacts on access to 

paid employment, career development and lifetime 

earnings (Weatherall and Gavin 2021; Wibberley et 

al. 2018).

Extensive caring responsibilities 

Workplace support available to carers is often 

gendered, with research demonstrating that 

women with caring responsibilities are more 

often seen as a liability, whereas men with caring 

responsibilities can be seen as a strength (Weeden 

et al. 2016). This lack of support is compounded for 

Indigenous women, with the Gari Yala (Speak the 

Truth): Gendered Insights report (2021:9) pointing 

to Indigenous mothers and carers as a particularly 

marginalised group. First Nations women are more 

likely to care for children, family, and community 

members than First Nations men and non-

Indigenous people, having one of the highest levels 

of caring responsibilities in Australia (Evans 2021:9). 

Research shows that this cohort of women are 

more likely to work in culturally unsafe workplaces 

and receive low levels of organisational support 

when they experience racism (Evans 2021:9). It is 

possible that Indigenous women carers prioritise 

income stability above seeking out culturally safe 

workplaces, however further research is required to 

better understand the discrimination experienced 

by this group (Evans 2021:9). 
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Commissioned research

In 2022-23, the Commission engaged Associate 

Professor Debbie Bargallie, Professor Bronwyn 

Carlson and Madi Day to examine the experiences of 

First Nations women working in the Victorian public 

sector. The researchers undertook 25 online and 

face-to-face Yarning sessions with Aboriginal women 

employed in Victorian public sector organisations.3 

They also conducted an online survey, with a total of 

10 respondents. The research team used Indigenous 

research approaches to investigate how Aboriginal 

women experienced working in the Victorian public 

sector. Further details of the research method can be 

found at: https://www.genderequalitycommission.vic.
gov.au/2022-research-projects/make-us-count.

Key findings

Barriers to recruitment 

Participants identified significant recruitment and 

promotion barriers for Aboriginal women in the 

Victorian public sector. These included inflexible 

recruitment processes, low pay offerings and a focus 

on recruitment of Aboriginal peoples into junior roles. 

Some participants raised geographical limitations, 

noting that most job opportunities were concentrated 

in Melbourne, or large regional centres, and that 

there was a lack of flexibility offered to support 

Aboriginal people to continue to live regionally or 

rurally. Participants also raised challenges related to 

power in hiring decisions, with dominant Aboriginal 

families often represented on recruitment panels, 

causing potential conflicts of interest. Some felt that 

these barriers to entry showed that government 

commitments to hiring more Aboriginal peoples were 

not genuine.

Barriers to career progression 

A variety of barriers to career progression were 

identified. Participants noted that senior level 

management positions went mostly to Aboriginal 

men, and that Aboriginal women were less able to 

progress beyond entry or lower-level positions, despite 

being qualified. Some participants felt that they were 

being held back because they performed well at 

their job and contributed to workplace diversity, so 

their employer didn’t want to lose them. Some said 

that hiring Aboriginal people felt tokenistic. This was 

compounded by a lack of visible Aboriginal women in 

leadership positions. 

3 Participation in Bargallie et al.’s research project was open to any First Nations women working in the Victorian public sector. However, the researchers only 
received responses from Aboriginal women. As such, the Commission uses the term ‘Aboriginal women’ when directly reporting on this project.

Precarious employment and unpaid labour

Aboriginal women reported challenges in securing 

consistent employment, leading to feelings of stress, 

frustration, and depression. The issue of unpaid labour 

emerged prominently, with expectations to engage 

in tasks beyond their designated roles, particularly 

related to Aboriginal matters. Some believed their 

long-term work prospects could be adversely affected 

if they didn't comply.

Racisms at work

Participants reported experiencing racism related 

to the ways things are set up (structural level), in the 

policies and rules (systemic level), and in how people 

treat them (interpersonal level). Racism was reported 

to show up in daily interactions with non-Indigenous 

people that are harmful (racial microaggressions), 

such as comments about Aboriginal culture, 

stereotyping, or not respecting ideas from Aboriginal 

peoples. Participants often felt that their non-

Indigenous colleagues held racist expectations about 

how Aboriginal peoples should look or behave. These 

expectations manifested in negative behaviours 

towards Aboriginal peoples, making it difficult for 

participants to comfortably be themselves at work. 

Participants also reported experiencing discrimination 

from other Aboriginal peoples in the workplace, 

because of internalised racism.

The failure of complaint policies, processes, 
and practices

A common theme among participants was a lack of 

justice in their experiences of reporting workplace 

discrimination and sexual harassment. Some 

participants explained that they chose not to make a 

complaint, due to a lack of trust in reporting processes. 

Others did make a formal complaint but found that 

they did not receive appropriate support. Some 

participants reported that they had been pressured 

to stay quiet by managers or forced to quit their jobs 

because of bullying or harassment incidents. 

Experiences of abuse and harassment were reportedly 

compounded by poor organisational processes and 

responses. These included a lack of support from 

leaders, an unwillingness to intervene in conflict 

between multiple Aboriginal peoples, inappropriate 

responses from managers or People and Culture 

departments, poor reporting processes and a focus on 

individual behaviour rather than on workplace policies, 

processes and practices. In all, participants felt that 

these compounding challenges made them the 

problem, rather than the incident they were reporting, 

causing them to be re-victimised in the process of 

attempting to address harm.
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Racism is structural, systemic, interpersonal, and largely invisible.
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Aboriginal women in the Victorian Public Sector
face racisms at work every day and in every way.
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CGEPS audit data:  
Key insights

This section reports on insights from the 

Commission’s 2021 workplace gender audit 

workforce data and the 2021 People matter 

survey (PMS). Workforce data is data drawn from 

organisations’ human resources and payroll systems. 

The People matter survey is an anonymous survey 

completed by approximately 90% of organisations 

with reporting obligations under the Act.

First Nations employees in the 2021 
workplace gender audit

For the 2021 workforce data, only a small number 
of organisations were able to provide reliable 
data regarding the First Nations status of their 
employees. Figure 1.1 illustrates that across all 

organisations with reporting obligations in the 2021 

workplace gender audit, 71% of employees did not 

have a recorded First Nations status. This means 

that more than 7 in 10 employees covered by the 2021 

workforce data either had no First Nations status 

recorded or worked for organisations that did not 

collect and store information about First Nations 

status through their workforce systems at all.

Such a low reporting rate makes it very difficult 

to draw conclusions from this workforce data and 

impacts the generalisability of the findings across 

the sector. As a result, the remainder of the data 

presented in this section is derived from the 2021 

People matter survey.

Figure 1.1. Availability of First Nations 
status information in the workforce data, 
workplace gender audit 2021

  Employees with a recorded First Nations Status 

  Employees without a recorded First Nations status

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included

People matter survey respondents who identified 
as First Nations peoples made up 1% of the total 
workforce. This broadly aligns with the 1% of the 

Victorian population who identified as First Nations 

people in the 2021 Census (ABS 2022a). 

Approximately 0.97% of women and 1.3% of men 

responding to the survey were First Nations peoples.
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Gender composition at all levels of 
the workforce

First Nations women had the lowest representation 
in manager positions. As Table 1.1 demonstrates, 

First Nations women were less likely to report 

holding positions as senior managers (overseeing 

lower-level managers) or supervisors (managing 

employees who are not managers themselves) 

than Indigenous men and non-Indigenous men and 

women. Non-Indigenous men reported the highest 

rates of supervisor and senior manager roles of any 

cohort.

Table 1.1. Percentage of respondents reporting 
senior manager and supervisor roles, by 
Indigenous status and gender.

Indigenous 
status and 
gender

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
senior 
manager roles

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
supervisor 
roles

Indigenous 
women

6% 11%

Non-
Indigenous 
women

7% 15%

Indigenous 
men

9% 17%

Non-
Indigenous 
men

13% 20%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

First Nations women were slightly less likely to 

work part time than non-Indigenous women. As set 

out in Table 1.2 below, First Nations women were 

slightly less likely than non-Indigenous women to 

report working part time. However, both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous women were nearly four-

times as likely to work part time than their male 

counterparts.

Table 1.2. Percentage of respondents reporting 
part-time work, by Indigenous status and 
gender.

Indigenous status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting part-time 
work

Indigenous women 39%

Non-Indigenous women 44%

Indigenous men 10%

Non-Indigenous men 12%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

It is not known whether the lower rates of part-

time work for both First Nations women and men 

compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts is 

related to lower access to part-time work. However, 

the larger rates of part-time work for both groups 

of women, and the smaller rates for both groups of 

men, suggest that part-time work continues to be 

closely associated with gendered norms related to 

both paid and unpaid labour.

Gender pay equity

First Nations women were overrepresented in 
lower income brackets and underrepresented 
in higher income brackets. Almost 60% of First 

Nations women reported earning under $95,000 

as their full-time base salary, compared to only 

38% of non-Indigenous men. Respondents to the 

People matter survey 2021, from which this data is 

drawn, were able to select their yearly income from 

salary brackets increasing in $10,000 increments. 

These ranged from ‘Less than $45,000’, followed by 

‘$45,000-$54,999’, through to ‘$175,000-$184,999’ 

and finally ‘$185,000 or more’. Respondents were 

also given the option to select ‘Prefer not to say’. 

Table 1.3 shows these salary options rolled up into 

$30,000 groupings.

The average annual full-time salary in Australia, 

based on the ABS full-time weekly earnings in 

November 2021, was approximately $91,000 (ABS 

2022b). While the options provided to respondents 

in the People matter survey do not allow analysis of 

salaries above or below $91,000 specifically, Table 

1.3 shows that First Nations women were more 

likely than men (Indigenous and non-Indigenous) 

and non-Indigenous women to report a full-time 

equivalent salary of less than $95,000.
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Table 1.3. Reported salaries by Indigenous status and gender.

Salary Range Indigenous women Non-Indigenous 
women

Indigenous men Non-Indigenous 
men

Less than $65,000 30% 22% 18% 10%

$65,00 – 94,999 29% 32% 35% 28%

$95,000 –$124,000 21% 22% 23% 28%

$125,000 –$154,999 3% 5% 7% 11%

$155,000 –$184,999 1% 2% 1% 5%

Over $185,000 1% 2% 2% 5%

Prefer not to say 9% 10% 9% 9%

Unanswered 5% 5% 4% 4%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

4 The pay gaps presented here are estimates, produced using a combination of salary bracket data from the People matter survey, outlined above, and the 
Commission’s workforce remuneration data. This is because the workforce data is not comprehensive enough to produce reliable pay gap calculations based 
on actual salaries. Please see the Introduction to this report for further detail on the approach taken.

Income disparity at the upper end of the pay scale 

shows the compounding impact of inequality on 

the basis of Indigenous status and gender. Non-

Indigenous men were more than 4 times as likely 

to report higher incomes than First Nations women 

(over $125,000), with First Nations men and non-

Indigenous women approximately twice as likely to 

report salaries in these brackets. 

Estimated industry pay gaps were generally largest 
between First Nations women and non-Indigenous 
men.4  As set out in Table 1.4, across 3 of the 4 

industry groups with sufficient data and at the all-

industries level, estimated pay gaps were largest 

between First Nations women and non-Indigenous 

men. At the all-industries level, the pay gap between 

these two groups was 21%.

In the Public healthcare industry, the pay gap 

between First Nations women and non-Indigenous 

men was the greatest at 35%. The Victorian Public 

Service industry bucked this trend, with the smallest 

gap between these groups, at 2%. Notably, First 

Nations men experienced a significantly larger pay 

gap than First Nations women when compared to 

non-Indigenous men in this industry group, and the 

pay gap between Indigenous women and men was 

10% in favour of women.
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Table 1.4. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Industry Local 
government

Public 
healthcare

TAFE and 
other 
education

Victorian 
Public 
Service

All 
industries

Non-Indigenous women vs 
non-Indigenous men

8% 21% 19% 2% 15%

Indigenous women vs 
Indigenous men

6% 14% 23% -10% 11%

Indigenous men vs non-
Indigenous men

19% 24% 0% 10% 12%

Indigenous women vs non-
Indigenous women

17% 17% 5% 0% 7%

Non-indigenous women vs 
Indigenous men

-13% -4% 19% -10% 4%

Indigenous women vs non-
Indigenous men

24% 35% 23% 2% 21%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Figure 1.2. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Figure 2.1. Availability of age-range 
information in the workforce data, 
workplace gender audit 2021

  Employees with a recorded age

  Employees without a recorded age 

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included
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Workplace sexual harassment and 
discrimination

First Nations women reported experiencing sexual 
harassment at similar rates to non-Indigenous 
women.5  As Table 1.5 shows, 6.5% of both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous women reported having 

experienced sexual harassment at work in the 

previous 12 months. First Nations men were more 

likely than their non-Indigenous counterparts to 

report having experienced sexual harassment

Table 1.5. Percentage of PMS respondents 
reporting they experienced sexual 
harassment in the last 12 months, by 
Indigenous status and gender.

Indigenous status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting sexual 
harassment

Indigenous women 6.5%

Non-Indigenous women 6.5%

Indigenous men 5.4%

Non-Indigenous men 3.5%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous women 

were more likely to report experiences of sexual 

harassment than men, while Indigenous men were 

more likely than non-Indigenous men to report 

experiences of sexual harassment.

The two most common types of sexual harassment 

reported, regardless of gender or Indigenous status, 

were ‘Intrusive questions about my private life or 

comments about my physical appearance’ and 

‘Sexually suggestive comments or jokes that made 

me feel offended’.

First Nations people reported experiencing 

discrimination at higher rates than their non-

Indigenous colleagues. Regardless of gender, First 

Nations peoples were approximately twice as 

likely to say they had experienced discrimination 

in the preceding 12 months as non-Indigenous 

respondents. Table 1.6 shows these differences in 

experiences of discrimination.

5 The People matter survey 2021 was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. This was when many people were working from home (except for essential 
workers, such as healthcare workers). This means that there might have been a potential decrease in certain types of sexual harassment between workers. 
However, it remains unclear how much the COVID-19 pandemic impacted these numbers.

Table 1.6. Percentage of PMS respondents 
reporting experiences of discrimination in 
the last 12 months, by Indigenous status and 
gender.

Indigenous status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting 
discrimination

Indigenous women 10%

Non-Indigenous women 5%

Indigenous men 11%

Non-Indigenous men 5%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

The most common type of discrimination 

reported by First Nations men was being denied 

opportunities for training and professional 

development. The most common type of 

discrimination reported by all three other groups in 

the table above was being denied opportunities for 

promotion.

However, First Nations women were more likely than 

any of the other three groups to select ‘Other’ as 

the reason for the discrimination, indicating that 

their experience of discrimination was not listed 

in the available options. As there was no free text 

option associated with this question, the type of 

discrimination the women experienced is unknown. 

Further research is required to understand First 

Nations women’s experiences of discrimination in 

public sector organisations.
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Recruitment and promotion 
practices

First Nations peoples and non-Indigenous women 

and men were roughly equally likely to agree that 

recruitment and promotion decisions in their 

organisations were fair. As Table 1.7 shows, both First 

Nations and non-Indigenous people, regardless 

of gender, were about as likely to agree with the 

statement ‘My organisation makes fair recruitment 

and promotion decisions, based on merit’. First 

Nations women had the highest level of agreement, 

at 56%.

Table 1.7. Percentage of respondents agreeing 
or disagreeing that recruitment and 
promotion in their organisations is fair, by 
Indigenous status and gender.

Indigenous 
status and 
gender

My organisation makes fair 
recruitment and promotion 
decisions, based on merit

Strongly 
agree or 
agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

Indigenous 
women

56% 19%

Non-Indigenous 
women

55% 17%

Indigenous men 53% 23%

Non-Indigenous 
men

53% 22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table. ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response 
options are not included in the table.

Women and men, regardless of whether they 

were First Nations Peoples or not, reported feeling 

they had an equal chance at promotion similar 

levels. As Table 1.8 shows, there were only small 

variations in levels of agreement or disagreement 

with the statement ‘I feel I have an equal chance 

at promotion in my organisation’ across the four 

groups. First Nations men had the highest level of 

agreement, at 49%.

Table 1.8. Percentage of respondents agreeing 
or disagreeing that they have an equal 
chance at promotion in their organisations, by 
Indigenous status and gender.

Indigenous 
status and 
gender

I feel I have an equal 
chance at promotion in my 
organisation

Strongly 
agree or 
agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

Indigenous 
women

47% 25%

Non-Indigenous 
women

46% 25%

Indigenous men 49% 26%

Non-Indigenous 
men

46% 27%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table. ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response 
options are not included in the table.

Flexible work practices

Women reported higher levels of working flexibly, 

regardless of whether they were Aboriginal or Torres 

Strait Islander peoples or non-Indigenous people. 

Both First Nations women and non-Indigenous 

women were equally likely to report using flexible 

work arrangements at 31%. Indigenous and non-

Indigenous men also reported working flexibly in 

similar proportions at 22% and 21% respectively. 

Table 1.9 shows the proportion of respondents in 

each group who reported using flexible work.

Table 1.9. Percentage of PMS respondents 
reporting flexible work arrangements, by 
Indigenous status and gender.

Indigenous status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting flexible work

Indigenous women 31%

Non-Indigenous women 31%

Indigenous men 21%

Non-Indigenous men 22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Women, regardless of Indigenous status, as well 

as First Nations men, most often reported using 

flexible start and finish times. Non-Indigenous men 

most often reported working part time.

Discussion and 
conclusion

This chapter aligns with previous research that 

shows First Nations women face significant 

barriers to equal participation and outcomes 

in the workplace. Data from the 2021 workplace 

gender audit illustrates that First Nations women 

in Victorian public sector organisations report low 

rates of occupation of management roles and 

often much lower salaries than both Indigenous 

men and non-Indigenous people. In industries with 

sufficient data, estimated pay gaps showed up to 

a 35% difference in reported gross salary between 

Indigenous women and non-Indigenous men.

While reported rates of the experience of sexual 

harassment and discrimination in the People matter 

survey 2021 are similar for First Nations women and 

non-Indigenous women, First Nations men reported 

experiencing sexual harassment at a higher rate 

than their non-Indigenous counterparts. As the 

People matter survey data from 2021 was collected 

during a period of significant lockdowns in Victoria, 

it is unclear how working from home conditions may 

have impacted experiences of sexual harassment.

The Commission’s funded research project found 

that sexual harassment is a notable concern for 

First Nations women in the Victorian public sector 

and indicated that fear of backlash and a lack of 

faith in systems to address the issue contribute 

to a lack of formal complaint-making (Bargallie 

et al. 2023). Fear of lateral violence and abuse, as 

well as not wanting to detract attention away from 

other pressing issues for First Nations peoples, 

provide additional explanations for why Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander women might self-

censor when reporting their gendered workplace 

experiences (see Davis 2009). 

Crucially, there is a need for identification of the 

First Nations status of employees in public sector 

workplaces in Victoria. This data is required 

to better understand how disadvantage and 

discrimination on the basis of First Nations status 

and gender compound to exacerbate experiences 

of inequality for First Nations women. Better 

workforce data will help us to calculate pay gaps 

more accurately, more reliably track harassment 

and discrimination, explore access to training and 

other professional development and promotional 

opportunities, investigate occupational and 

industrial segregation, as well as to understand the 

nuances of survey responses. Improved quantitative 

data, supported by qualitative data from people 

with lived experience, can help us better address 

these experiences of inequality. 

Despite the data limitations, this chapter reinforces 

the value of identifying and naming forms of 

inequality. For First Nations women in the Victorian 

public sector, Bargallie and colleagues’ research 

(2023) demonstrates the importance of naming 

and acknowledging challenges such as the 

unpaid labour they are expected to do to support 

reconciliation and education about First Nations 

peoples in the workplace. The research also points 

to the need to prioritise the recruitment and 

retention of First Nations women in the Victorian 

public sector, including through creating better 

access to employment outside of metropolitan 

centres (Bargallie et al. 2023). Access to stable 

employment is key to ensure First Nations women 

can grow their careers within the public sector, while 

effective responses to discrimination and complaints 

processes are vital to ensure they can safely remain 

within organisations (Bargallie et al. 2023).

This chapter has focussed on the intersection of 

discrimination against First Nations peoples and 

women in the workplace. There is a notable lack 

of data and information in relation to First Nations 

peoples of self-described gender. Bargallie and her 

colleagues’ research emphasised the challenges 

experienced by LGBTIQ+ Indigenous peoples (2023). 

These findings demonstrate the urgent need for 

further research and data collection about this group.
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IntroductionChapter 2:  
Gender and employees 
of different ages



Ageism is a set of beliefs 
(stereotypes), emotions (prejudice) 
and actions (discrimination) directed 
towards people on the basis of age 
(AHRC 2021b). While it is usually 
targeted by one age group against 
another, ageism can also be directed 
towards people in the same age 
group (Blackham 2022; AHRC 2021b). 
Ageism is also sometimes internally 
focused or self-directed, affecting 
how we perceive our own abilities 
in relation to prejudicial attitudes 
(Hausknecht et al. 2020). 

Ageism does not receive as much attention as 

other forms of discrimination, such as sexism 

or racism (AHRC 2021). The former Australian 

Federal Age Discrimination Commissioner 

Dr Kay Patterson described ageism as “…

the least-challenged and understood form of 

discrimination” (Patterson 28 July 2023) and 

the World Health Organisation (2021) noted that 

it is still largely socially accepted. Despite the 

existence of national and state-based legislation 

which makes ageism unlawful, it is prevalent 

across Australian society (O’Loughlin et al. 2017) 

with negative impacts on inclusion and wellbeing 

(AHRC 2021b). A recent study into ageist attitudes 

by the Australian Human Rights Commission 

(AHRC) found 90% of participants believed ageism 

exists, and 63% reported they had experienced 

ageism in the last 5 years (AHRC 2021b). 

Ageism affects Australians throughout adult life. 

The AHRC (2021b) categorises Australians into 3 

adult life stages, each with their own commonly 

applied stereotypes:

 � Older adults (62+ age range): Perceived as 

likeable, warm, more loyal, reliable, and aware, 

and as mere spectators of life experiencing 

declining skills and life roles rather than as 

active participants in the workplace and in 

wider society.

 � Middle aged (40-61 age range): Viewed as 

being in the prime of their career but stressed 

due to the competing demands of raising 

dependents and managing workplace 

responsibilities.

 � Young adults (18-39 age range): Seen as 

attractive, inexperienced, irresponsible, self-

centred, prone to taking risks, and having 

greater career ambitions and technological 

and physical capabilities.

Literature on ageism often focusses on 

understanding impacts on older adults. 

However, the AHRC also found that ageism can 

have significant negative impacts on young 

adults, with further research required to better 

understand these (AHRC 2021). 

Research and evidence suggest that ageism 

can impact people differently across these 

broad age categories, and that these 

experiences are shaped by gender inequality. 

This chapter highlights the ways that biases 

and discrimination on the basis of age and 

gender intersect, creating negative outcomes 

for women in the workplace across the course of 

their lives. As research on the ‘double jeopardy’ 

of ageism and gender highlights, women are 

never perceived to be the ‘right’ age, and their 

workplace experiences are always marked by 

this form of compounded discrimination (Harnois 

2015; Blackham 2023). 

There is very little data and research in relation 

to gender-diverse Australians in the workplace 

across different life stages. The Commission 

expects that the Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) 

(the Act) will drive improved data collection and 

quality in Victoria to reflect the gender diversity 

that exists in our society and make gender-

diverse cohorts visible. In this chapter, the 

Commission acknowledges this lack of data on 

trans and gender-diverse people has meant that 

issues are generally only able to be analysed and 

discussed for women and men.

Key workplace issues 
related to ageism

Although Australians are typically spending a 

larger portion of their lives in the labour market, 

age discrimination remains a significant barrier 

to equal participation. Young adults and older 

Australians are often considered “too old” or 

“too young” for relevant positions (O’Loughlin 

2017, p. 98). In 2015, the Australian Human Rights 

Commission conducted a survey that revealed 

age discrimination was frequently experienced by 

older individuals seeking paid work. Nearly 58% of 

job-seekers aged over 50 reported discrimination 

based on age (AHRC 2015:9), and 27% of those 

aged over 50 who were currently employed 

reported experiencing age discrimination in the 

workplace in the past two years (AHRC 2015:9).
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Employers’ perceptions of older workers reinforce 

these experiences. The same study revealed that 

negative attitudes toward older workers' ability 

to learn and upskill were a prevalent form of 

age-based discrimination, with 44% of managers 

aged 50 years or older reporting that they factor 

in a person’s age when making hiring decisions 

(AHRC 2015:9). A 2023 survey of human resources 

professionals found that while almost two thirds 

(65 per cent) of respondents said they were 

currently finding it difficult to recruit people into 

roles, only 56 per cent said that they were open 

to recruiting people aged between 50 and 64, 

and only 25 per cent were open to hiring those 

aged 65 and over (Australian HR Institute and 

AHRC 2023:11). Such ageist attitudes underpin the 

finding that older unemployed individuals take 

twice as long as younger unemployed individuals 

to secure employment, and some may never find 

work again (Patterson 2021). 

Despite the significant impacts ageism has on 

the experiences of older Australians at work, 

Australians are remaining in the workforce for 

longer. This is due to many factors, including 

increasing life expectancies and costs of living 

(ABS 2022c; AIHW 2023b). A higher proportion of 

Australians now report that they expect to retire 

between 66 and 70 years of age (39.6% in 2021, up 

from 37.4% in 2018 and 31.9% 2014) (AHRC 2021a:11). 

Furthermore, the proportion of workers aged 55+ 

has more than doubled from 9% in 1991 to 19% 

in 2021. Unfortunately, barriers related to ageism 

mean many older people may spend decades of 

their lives without paid employment (AHRC 2015), 

exacerbating issues related to financial insecurity 

and social isolation.

Younger workers face different challenges. 

Labour laws often fail to protect younger workers 

or can even discriminate against them. This 

includes through unpaid internships and work 

placements (Blackham et al. 2022), junior rates 

based on age rather than skill level or work 

performed (YWC 2022), and employers only 

paying superannuation contributions to workers 

under 18 if they work more than 30 hours per 

week (YWC 2022). 

Younger workers also face high levels of 

exploitation. Issues such as wage theft and 

insecure employment are prevalent. These can 

be exacerbated by the high uptake of casual 

work among younger workers, which also results 

in a lack of leave entitlements (YWC 2020). Some 

managers take advantage of young workers' lack 

of experience in occupational health and safety, 

forcing them to work in hazardous conditions to 

cut costs. In a recent survey, one in four young 

workers had been asked to perform unsafe 

tasks, and 55.6% of those complied (YWC 2017:12). 

Additionally, half of the young workers surveyed 

reported experiencing bullying or harassment 

at work. These abuses are compounded for 

international students, as their visa status and 

lack of knowledge about workplace rights make 

them vulnerable to exploitation and coercion 

(YWC 2020).

Key workplace issues 
related to ageism 
and gender

When ageism combines with sexism, it can 

exacerbate inequalities for women in the 

workforce. Women are more likely than men to 

receive negative and unequal treatment based 

on age (Blackham 2022; Handy and Davy 2007), 

with research long demonstrating that this can 

occur at various stages across a woman’s life 

(Duncan and Loretto 2004).

Sexist attitudes can combine with ageism 

to produce or increase specific forms of 

discrimination at different points in women’s 

lives. This ‘gendered ageism’ works to undermine 

women's leadership, reinforce rigid gender roles, 

limit women's personal autonomy, and normalise 

discrimination against them (Blackham 2022; 

Handy and Davy 2007).

Younger women

Younger workers – regardless of gender – 

can face particular forms of exploitation and 

discrimination, as well as biases and negative 

attitudes. For young women, these challenges can 

be compounded by gender-based discrimination. 

Barriers to workplace equality or forms of 

negative treatment that young women are more 

likely to experience include (Duncan and Loretto 

2004; YWC 2020):

 � Lower access to paid employment;

 � Larger early career wage gaps;

 � Discriminatory attitudes and assumptions 

about capability;

 � Bias in recruitment;

 � A lack of access to progression and promotion 

opportunities;
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 � Appearance-based discrimination or 

harassment; and

 � Increased risk of sexual harassment by 

bosses, managers, colleagues, and customers.

Australian and international evidence also shows 

that, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, young 

women experienced greater job losses, mental 

ill-health, and increased care responsibilities that 

impacted access to paid employment (ILO 2021; 

Loxton et al. 2021). 

Older women

Ageism affects older women differently to older 

men. According to the Australian Human Rights 

Commission, older women (51%) are more likely 

than older men (38%) to be perceived by their 

peers as having outdated skills, being slow to 

learn new things, or doing an unsatisfactory 

job (AHRC 2015). Older women are more likely 

to be discriminated against based on their 

appearance as they grow older, which can 

negatively impact their sense of self-worth 

(AHRC 2016; Handy and Davy 2007; McGann et al. 

2016). Their workforce participation can also be 

affected by a lack of workforce accommodations 

related to menopause. Workers’ menopause 

symptoms can be exacerbated by restricted 

access to toilets, inability to control ventilation 

and air conditioning, restrictive workwear, 

and uncomfortable workstations (Circle In 

2021). A 2021 survey found that 83% of women 

who experienced menopause reported that it 

negatively affected their work life, with one in two 

women considering retirement or extended leave 

as a result (Circle In 2021:4)

Middle-aged women

Women in their middle years can begin to 

experience the compounding impacts of lifetime 

gender inequality, and face challenges related 

to an increased care burden when compared 

to men. Women tend to have more caring 

responsibilities across all stages of life, with 72% 

of primary carers in Australia being women (ABS 

2019). Caring responsibilities can impact women’s 

workforce participation as they may need greater 

access to leave, part-time employment or flexible 

working opportunities to be able to provide care 

(Dangar et al. 2023). In their middle years, this 

care burden can increase, with young children 

and older parents often requiring care at the 

same time (Vlachantoni et al. 2020). Care is more 

commonly performed by historically marginalised 

communities, such as First Nations peoples, 

people of colour, queer-identifying, religious 

minorities, youth, and those with disabilities 

(Dangar et al., 2023). This means that mid-life 

caring challenges may be further compounded 

for those experiencing intersecting forms of 

disadvantage.

Ageism related to parenting

Although unlawful, mothers are especially 

disadvantaged by workplace discrimination. 

Biases related to motherhood are often extended 

to people who are perceived as women and of 

child-bearing age (Peterson Gloor et al. 2021; 

Thomas 2020). As such, these attitudes often 

disproportionately affect women, or people 

perceived as women, in their mid-20s to late-

30s. Women without children are more likely 

to experience expectations about parenthood 

than those who are already parents (Peterson 

Gloor et al. 2021). Discrimination against 

people in this demographic often arises from 

managers’ uncertainty about future childbearing 

intentions. Pregnancy and caring are viewed as 

future organisational risks where leave or other 

workplace rights may result in productivity losses 

or increased costs (Peterson Gloor et al. 2021).

The Australian Human Rights Commission 

asserts that these systemic issues of employers 

discriminating against women for pregnancy-

related reasons are widespread throughout 

Australia. These biases and prejudice towards 

potential or actual caring responsibilities create 

barriers which can prevent women from fully 

participating in Australian workforces (AHRC n.d.). 
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Commissioned research

In 2022-23, the Commission engaged Associate 

Professor Alysia Blackham, Professor Leah 

Ruppanner, Professor Beth Gaze, Professor Susan 

Ainsworth, Dr Brendan Churchill, Kate Dangar, Mira 

Gunawansa, Lía Acosta Rueda, and Cameron Patrick 

to examine the impact of pregnancy, parenting 

and caregiving on workplace gender equality in 

the Victorian public sector. While the research 

project did not explicitly examine the experience of 

people of different ages, this chapter highlights the 

links between age-based gender inequalities and 

gendered caring expectations. For this reason, the 

Commission has included a summary of this research 

project here. The researchers undertook 74 interviews 

with Victorian public sector workers in relation to 

work and care responsibilities.6 They also conducted 

an online survey, with a total of 349 respondents.7 

Further details of the research method can be found 

at: https://www.genderequalitycommission.vic.gov.
au/2022-research-projects/caring-and-workplace-
gender-equality-public-sector.

Key findings

Flexible work arrangements
More women and non-binary people reported 

being caregivers, and invested much more time in 

caregiving activities, compared to men. Encouragingly, 

participants identified workplace flexibility as a 

notable strength of the Victorian public sector. The 

research also found that how leave entitlements and 

flexible work arrangements were accessed depended 

highly on individual managers. Most respondents in 

the research reported not being informed of their 

rights as caregivers in the workplace. Additionally, 

a significant portion of respondents found that the 

amount of leave entitlements wasn’t enough and 

challenging to access.

The COVID-19 pandemic prompted discussions 

around allowing caregivers to work flexibly as 

the norm. Nevertheless, respondents said there 

was a push to return to pre-pandemic norms in 

the workplace. This created uncertainty among 

caregivers, who feared that the level of flexibility they 

had may not be sustained in the future.

Career progression opportunities
Caregivers participating in the research, particularly 

working mothers and mature-aged women (50+ 

years) were notably less likely to report being offered 

6 Of the 74 public sector workers interviewed, 86.5% were women, 10.8% were men, 1.4% were non-binary, and 1.4% preferred not to disclose their gender.
7 The 349 survey respondents worked in VPS departments, agencies and organisations across metro, regional and rural Victoria. Of these, 88.2% of respondents 

were women, 9.8% were men, 0.8% were non-binary or gender-diverse, and 0.8% preferred not to disclose their gender.

opportunities for career progression. Most respondents 

believed that having caregiving responsibilities can 

be a barrier to career success in the Victorian public 

sector. This contrasted with the results of the People 

matter survey (PMS), where 59% of women and 62% 

of men agreed or strongly agreed that caregiving 

responsibilities did not impede career success. 

Furthermore, only 40% of non-binary respondents 

to the People matter survey agreed that caregiving 

responsibilities were not a barrier to career success. 

The researchers note that these findings highlight that 

it is important to consider gender differences beyond 

the binary in experiences of caregiving.

Discrimination against carers
Respondents described how discrimination against 

caregivers in the workforce endured without being 

properly addressed. People of diverse backgrounds 

experienced additional barriers and discrimination in 

the workplace due to their caregiver status. However, 

despite higher levels of caregiving among First 

Nations peoples, people of colour, queer-identifying, 

religious minorities, people with disabilities and 

youth, the research team notes that these groups 

were underrepresented in the study. Further 

research is required to better understand how these 

historically marginalised groups experience care 

at work. The study found that individuals taking 

leave for traumatic reasons (such as for miscarriage 

or domestic violence) were less likely to receive 

sufficient or well-informed support. Finally, caregivers 

in the study reported that insecure employment 

further compounded challenges they faced and 

deterred some from using their leave and flexible 

work entitlements.

Recognising diverse types of caring
The research team emphasised the importance of 

recognising that experiences of caregiving can be 

extremely varied. This includes differences in who a 

person cares for, as well as how they practice that care 

and therefore the types of accommodations they may 

require from their employer. As such, understanding 

how different organisational policies related to flexible 

working arrangements and leave entitlements impact 

employees with different caregiving responsibilities 

is key to ensuring that carers, primarily women, can 

participate equally at work. Additionally, participants 

with non-normative experiences of caregiving – such 

as caregiving outside of an immediate heterosexual 

family, men with caring responsibilities, or practices of 

community care – reported facing a lack of empathy 

and support at higher rates than those in heterosexual 

relationships who were caring for their children.
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This is due to social 
norms which are 
exacerbated through 
workplace culture. 
Women do the bulk of 
caregiving. 
 
Historically marginalised 
communities such as 
First Nations women, 
women of colour, 
queer-identifying, 
religious minorities, 
youth and women with 
disabilities are often 
invisible as caregivers. 

70%
of primary carers
are women

37%
of primary carers

are caring for
a partner

27%
of primary carers
are caring for
their child

26%
of primary carers

are caring for
a parent

DoMeStIc 
WoRk

eMoTiOnAl
lAbOuR

cArInG FoR 
dEpEnDeNtS

mEnTaL
wOrK

SOURCE: Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (2019) Disability,
 Ageing and Carers, Australia: 
Summary of Findings.

Care work is gendered.
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CGEPS audit data: 
Key insights

This section reports on insights from the 

Commission’s 2021 workplace gender audit 

workforce data and the 2021 People matter 

survey (PMS). Workforce data is data drawn 

from organisations’ human resources and 

payroll systems. The People matter survey is an 

anonymous survey completed by approximately 

90% of organisations with reporting obligations 

under the Act.

In the People matter survey, respondents were 

able to select one of the following response 

options to the question ‘What is your age range?’:

 � 15-24 years

 � 25-34 years

 � 35-44 years

 � 45-54 years

 � 55-64 years

 � 65+ years

 � Prefer not to say

The majority of the analysis below uses the 

People matter survey data, and therefore uses 

these age brackets (or combinations of them) in 

reporting.

In the companion to this report, the Baseline 
report, the Commission reported on pay gaps 

disaggregated by both age and gender. The 

Commission has not re-created pay analyses 

again here, but instead has summarised the 

findings reported in the Baseline.

It is important to note that while age is the largest 

and most well-reported demographic variable 

examined in this report (aside from gender), 

this means that the age categories discussed 

below mask significant amounts of diversity in 

Aboriginality, ability, ethnicity, gender identity, 

race, religion and sexual orientation. Given that 

the average public sector employee is white, 

straight, cis-gendered, able-bodied and is not a 

First Nations person (VPSC 2022a), the average 

experiences across age demographics here are 

likely to reflect this dominant group most closely. 

This is one of the limitations of analysing gender 

plus one other demographic variable, and the 

Commission acknowledges that there is more to 

do to understand experiences across the life-

course of people facing intersecting inequalities.

Employees of different age groups 
in the 2021 workplace gender audit

Organisations participating in the 2021 workplace 

gender audit supplied comprehensive data about 

the ages of their employees. Age was the most 

consistently reported attribute aside from gender. 

Age-range information was provided for 93% 

of all employees included in the workforce data 

reporting (data drawn from organisations’ human 

resource management systems).

Figure 1.2. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Figure 2.1. Availability of age-range 
information in the workforce data, 
workplace gender audit 2021

  Employees with a recorded age

  Employees without a recorded age 

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included

The comprehensive age data supplied by 

organisations participating in the 2021 workplace 

gender audit means that it is possible to produce 

meaningful analysis related to age from the 

workforce data collected under the Act. However, 

this chapter focusses primarily on the People 

matter survey data in order to provide comparable 

data across all of the chapters in this report.
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Gender composition at all levels 
of the workforce

Women were less likely than men to hold 
managerial positions across all age groups. 
As illustrated in Table 2.1 below, men were 

more likely to report holding senior manager 

positions (overseeing lower-level managers) and 

supervisor roles (managing employees who are 

not managers themselves) in every age bracket. 

Women’s representation in senior manager 

(10%) and supervisor (18%) roles peaked in their 

middle years (45-54 years). Although men’s 

representation peaked in the same age range, 

they reported holding senior manager roles at 

almost twice the rate of women. At ages 55+ men 

were more than twice as likely to hold senior 

management positions. 

Table 2.1. Percentage of respondents reporting senior manager and supervisor roles, by age 
and gender.

Gender Age group PMS Respondents 
reporting senior 
manager roles

PMS Respondents 
reporting supervisor 
roles

Woman 15-24 years 0% 1%

Man 15-24 years 0% 2%

Woman 25-34 years 3% 10%

Man 25-34 years 4% 12%

Woman 35-44 years 8% 18%

Man 35-44 years 13% 22%

Woman 45-54 years 10% 18%

Man 45-54 years 19% 23%

Woman 55-64 years 7% 16%

Man 55-64 years 15% 21%

Woman 65+ years 4% 12%

Man 65+ years 9% 16%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. The gaps between the proportion of women and the proportion of men reporting 
managerial roles grew in each age bracket after 25-34 years.

37 



Gender pay equity

Gender pay gaps in favour of men increased in 
all age brackets from 25-34 years until 65+. The 

companion to this report that was published 

by the Commission in 2022, the Baseline report, 

used workforce data from the 2021 workplace 

gender audit to calculate pay gaps across each 

age bracket. These pay gaps were calculated 

using median base salaries – meaning a person’s 

salary before any bonuses, superannuation, 

overtime, salary-packaging or other extra 

payments are included – as reported from 

organisations’ payroll systems. This approach 

is more precise than the estimated pay gaps 

used in other chapters of this report (see the 

Introduction for more information on this 

approach).

The pay gap analysis reported in the Baseline 
report showed that the gender pay gap favouring 

men is smallest for employees aged between 25 

and 34 years, with women in this age bracket 

earning a median base salary 3.3% lower than 

men in the same age group. This gap begins 

to widen significantly for women in the 35 to 

44 years age bracket (7.2%) and continues to 

widen for women in the next age bracket, 45 to 

54 years (10.8%). The gender pay gap increases 

to its highest point (13.7%) for women aged 55 

to 64 years. Women in this age bracket have 

median base salaries $13,200 lower than their 

male counterparts. Fig 2.2 is replicated from the 

Baseline report and illustrates the widening pay 

gaps between women and men until age 65+.

  Difference in favour of women      Difference in favour of men 

15-24 years

25-34 years

35-44 years

45-54 years

55-64 years

65+ years

$2.8k

$7.2k

$10.9k

$13.2k

$8.3k

-$1.4k

Fig 2.2. Difference between men’s and women’s median base salaries by age.

Source: 2020-21 workplace gender audit data (unit level workforce data).

Notes: 167 organisations included. See the Commission’s Baseline report for further information and discussion.

Figure 3.1. Availability of disability status 
information in the workforce data, 
workplace gender audit 2021

  Employees with a recorded disability status

  Employees without a recorded disability status

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included
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Workplace sexual harassment and 
discrimination

Younger women reported experiencing sexual 
harassment at the highest levels compared to 
any other age group.8 Women of all ages reported 

experiencing sexual harassment at a higher rate 

than men in the same age bracket, except people 

aged 55+. Table 2.2 sets out the percentage of 

respondents to the People matter survey who 

reported experiencing sexual harassment in the 

previous 12 months.

Table 2.2. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting they 
experienced sexual harassment in the 
previous 12 months, by age and gender.

Age Gender PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
sexual 
harassment

15-24 years Women 14%

15-24 years Men 4%

25-34 years Women 11%

25-34 years Men 5%

35-44 years Women 6%

35-44 years Men 4%

45-54 years Women 5%

45-54 years Men 3%

55-64 years Women 3%

55-64 years Men 3%

65+ years Women 2%

65+ years Men 2%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Younger women, aged 15-24, reported experiencing 

the highest levels of sexual harassment of any 

age group at 14%. This is almost four times the 

4% rate reported by men in the same age group. 

The second highest prevalence of the experience 

of sexual harassment was for women aged 25-34 

8 The People matter survey 2021 was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. This was when many people were working from home (except for essential 
workers, such as healthcare workers). This means that there might have been a potential decrease in certain types of sexual harassment between workers. 
However, it remains unclear how much the COVID-19 pandemic impacted these numbers.

years at 11%. This was more than double the rate 

reported by men in the same age category. 

The two most common types of sexual harassment 

reported, regardless of gender or age, were 

‘Intrusive questions about my private life or 

comments about my physical appearance’ and 

‘Sexually suggestive comments or jokes that made 

me feel offended’.

Regardless of age or gender, respondents reported 

experiencing discrimination at similar rates. As 

shown in Table 2.3, women at each age bracket 

were similarly likely to report having experienced 

discrimination in the previous 12 months compared 

to men. While women reported experiencing 

discrimination at marginally higher rates in most 

age brackets, the exceptions to this include at ages 

25-34 and 55-64 where the rate was even across 

the two genders, and 45-54, where men reported 1% 

higher rates of discrimination.

Table 2.3. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting experiences of 
discrimination in the last 12 months, by age 
and gender.

Age Gender PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
discrimination

15-24 years Woman 4%

15-24 years Man 3%

25-34 years Woman 5%

25-34 years Man 5%

35-44 years Woman 6%

35-44 years Man 5%

45-54 years Woman 5%

45-54 years Man 6%

55-64 years Woman 5%

55-64 years Man 5%

65+ years Woman 5%

65+ years Man 4%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey 
data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Being denied opportunities for promotion 

was the most common type of discrimination 

reported among all age groups and genders, 

aside from 15–24-year-old women. Women in 

this age group were more likely to report being 

denied opportunities for training or professional 

development, while being denied opportunities 

for promotion was the second most common 

form of discrimination selected by this cohort.

Recruitment and promotion 
practices

Younger people were more likely to agree that 
recruitment and promotion decisions in their 
organisations were fair. As Table 2.4 shows, 

women and men were roughly equally likely to 

agree with the statement ‘My organisation makes 

fair recruitment and promotion decisions, based 

on merit’, however levels of agreement were 

higher among young people. People aged 15-24 

were most likely to agree, at 70% for women and 

69% for men. Men aged 45-54 showed the lowest 

levels of faith in recruitment and promotion 

decisions, with only 49% agreeing that they were 

fair and 35% disagreeing.

Table 2.4. Percentage of respondents agreeing or disagreeing that recruitment and 
promotion in their organisations is fair, by age and gender.

Age Gender My organisation makes fair recruitment and 
promotion decisions, based on merit

Strongly agree  
or agree

Strongly disagree  
or disagree

15-24 years Women 70% 8%

15-24 years Men 69% 11%

25-34 years Women 58% 17%

25-34 years Men 56% 22%

35-44 years Women 56% 18%

35-44 years Men 55% 22%

45-54 years Women 53% 18%

45-54 years Men 49% 25%

55-64 years Women 50% 16%

55-64 years Men 50% 22%

65+ years Women 56% 11%

65+ years Men 55% 13%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in the 
table. ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in the table.
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Older people were less likely to feel they had an 
equal chance at promotion in their organisations. 
As Table 2.5 shows, although men were usually 

slightly more likely than women in the same age 

group to agree with the statement ‘I feel I have an 

equal chance at promotion in my organisation’, 

these differences were small. Both women and 

men in older age brackets were less likely to 

agree that they had equal chance at promotion, 

with only 40% of women 55+ and 40% of men 55+ 

agreeing with the statement. By contrast, 53% of 

women and 60% of men aged 15-24 agreed.

Table 2.5. Percentage of respondents agreeing or disagreeing that they have an equal 
chance at promotion in their organisations, by age and gender.

Age Gender I feel I have an equal chance at promotion in my 
organisation

Strongly agree  
or agree

Strongly disagree  
or disagree

15-24 years Women 53% 16%

15-24 years Men 60% 14%

25-34 years Women 50% 25%

25-34 years Men 53% 24%

35-44 years Women 47% 26%

35-44 years Men 50% 27%

45-54 years Women 45% 25%

45-54 years Men 43% 30%

55-64 years Women 40% 24%

55-64 years Men 42% 27%

65+ years Women 40% 17%

65+ years Men 42% 18%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in the 
table. ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in the table.
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Flexible work practices

In all age groups, women were less likely to 
report working flexibly work than men. As 

Table 2.6 shows, men were more likely to report 

flexible work arrangements than women in all 

age brackets. The largest discrepancy between 

genders can be seen in the 35-44 years and 45-

54 years cohorts, where men reported flexible 

work arrangements 11 per cent higher than 

women in both brackets. Employees aged 25-

54 were also more likely to report flexible work 

arrangements than employees in both older and 

younger age brackets.

Table 2.6. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting flexible work 
arrangements, by age and gender.

Age Gender PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
flexible work

15-24 years Women 19%

15-24 years Men 20%

25-34 years Women 23%

25-34 years Men 30%

35-44 years Women 27%

35-44 years Men 38%

45-54 years Women 22%

45-54 years Men 31%

55-64 years Women 19%

55-64 years Men 25%

65+ years Women 17%

65+ years Men 22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data)

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Men selected ‘Flexible start and finish times’ as 

their most common type of flexible arrangement 

reported, regardless of age. Younger women  

(15-24 years) and older women (65+ years) were 

also most likely to choose this option, whereas 

women of all other ages (25-64) most often chose 

‘Part-time’.

Discussion and 
conclusion 

This chapter highlights the importance of 

considering the varied experiences and 

circumstances of women in the workplace at 

different ages. The 2021 workplace gender audit 

data analysed above shows that, consistent with 

previous research, gender is compounded with 

age in ways that negatively impact women’s 

safety and wellbeing at work, their career 

progression and to increase the gender pay gap.

For younger women, significantly higher rates 

of sexual harassment as compared to men 

in the same age brackets demonstrates how 

gender and age combine to increase the risk of 

harassment for younger women in the Victorian 

public sector. Fourteen per cent of women 

aged 15-24 reported the experience of sexual 

harassment and 11% of women aged 25-34 also 

did so. This compares to 4% and 5% respectively 

of men in the same age groups. The experience 

of sexual harassment for women in older age 

groups declined from 6% at age 35-44 years to 

2% at 65+ years. For men, the experience declined 

from 4% at age 35-44 years to 2% at 65+ years. 

While the elimination of experiences of sexual 

harassment for everyone is very important, 

addressing this is a particularly urgent concern 

for women aged 15-34. 

The Commission’s data also illustrates widening 

gaps between women and men over the life 

course in the areas of leadership and pay. A 

higher percentage of men report being in senior 

management and supervisory roles after 25 

years of age, and this gap increases until age 

55+. Evidence shows that gender- and age-based 

expectations contribute to the lack of women’s 

representation in leadership roles, with rigid 

and outdated expectations regarding women 

as primary carers for children and other family 

members restricting their career progression 

(Jones 2019; KPMG 2021). 

Gender disparity in leadership opportunities is 

a contributing factor to the growing gender pay 

gap observed in older age brackets. Consistent 

with previous research (e.g. KPMG 2022), the 

Commission’s findings reveal the largest median 

base salary gender pay gap of any age group 

(13.2%, favouring men) occurs in the 55-64 age 

bracket. The gender pay gap favouring men 

increases in every age bracket from 25-34 to 

55-64, before tapering off for employees 65 and 

over. The ramifications of these barriers faced by 
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women in the progression of their careers, and in 

turn, their income, restrict their financial security 

and independence throughout their adult lives. 

They also contribute to the superannuation 

gender gap at retirement age. Australian women 

aged 60-64 have an average of 28% less super 

than men of the same age (KPMG 2021:14). 

Overall, the compounding of age and gender 

inequality creates a range of challenges for 

women in the Victorian public sector, from pay 

and employment to caregiving responsibilities 

and ageism. Addressing these barriers will 

require a multifaceted approach that recognises 

the unique experiences and needs of women 

across their lifespan. Better childcare support, 

better workplace flexibility for all types of caring 

responsibilities, better designed jobs and valuing 

work-life balance, supporting workers through 

technological change through training and 

professional development, proactive workplace 

strategies to support workers with chronic 

health conditions to access paid employment, 

and addressing bias and discrimination in the 

workplace are all areas that require attention to 

ensure women can participate can access equal 

opportunities and outcomes throughout their 

lives (Chomik and Khan 2021; COTA 2022; Dangar 

et al. 2023; WGEA 2022). 
43 



GENDERED
SO

CIAL N
O

RM
S

W
om

en as prim
ary carers w

ho should w
ork in part 

tim
e or casual roles, w

om
en are responsible for 

m
anaging childcare, lim

ited shared caring arrangem
ents.

W
ORKPLACES Lim

iting w
om

en's career progression, lim
ited 

support for balancing caring w
ith w

ork, m
ore 

w
om

en w
ork part-tim

e or casually than m
en.

R
U

R
A

L
 L

IF
E

L
im

it
ed

 r
es

o
u

rc
in

g
, g

eo
g

ra
p

h
ic

a
l c

h
a

lle
n

g
es

, l
im

it
ed

 
ch

ild
ca

re
 s

er
vi

ce
s,

 la
ck

 o
f 

fl
ex

ib
le

 r
o

le
s,

 s
m

a
lle

r 
ca

n
d

id
a

te
 

p
o

o
ls

, f
ew

er
 p

ro
m

o
ti

o
n

 o
p

p
o

rt
u

n
it

ie
s.

Rural life, gender & social norms
negatively impact women’s 

participation in the workplace.

Rural life is an
intersectional issue

Rurality, gender and 
workforce participation
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Rural life, gender & social norms
negatively impact women’s 

participation in the workplace.

Rural life is an
intersectional issue

In 2022-23, the Commission engaged Dr Cathy 

Tischler, Dr Kelsey McDonald, Ms Emma Dallamora 

and Professor Keir Reeves to undertake research 

into the gendered challenges faced by women 

working rurally in the Grampians region of Victoria. 

Their findings demonstrate the unique challenges 

and barriers faced by women working in the 

Victorian public sector in a rural location.

The researchers reviewed both CGEPS audit 

data for organisations primarily located in 

the Grampians region and literature to inform 

questions for individual and group interviews. 

These interviews were conducted with employees, 

managers, and executives from nine local public 

sector organisations based in the Grampians area. 

A total of 75 interviews were conducted, with 36 

of these being individual interviews. A gendered 

breakdown of participants shows that 36% of 

interviewees were men and 64% were women. 

The research team asked open ended questions 

regarding career progression, workplace flexibility 

and management practices to understand the 

different needs of rural workforces and how women 

in these areas can be best supported. For further 

details of the research methodology, please visit: 

https://www.genderequalitycommission.vic.gov.
au/2022-research-projects/rurality-and-workforce-
participation. 

Key findings  

Recruitment

The location of rural organisations often causes 

issues when recruiting required experts. Participants 

reported risks when bringing technical staff to rural 

areas, as new hires may not like the location and 

leave after just a few months. Limited applicant 

pools can also cause issues in achieving a diverse 

workforce – participants recounted at least one 

instance where all applicants for a particular role 

were men. 

Workplace flexibility

Researchers found that low staffing rates and high 

workloads compromised workplace flexibility. They 

reported that this creates additional barriers for 

women to work while supporting their families, as 

they tend to have more caring responsibilities. In 

many instances, women’s partners were unable 

to share caring duties due to the nature of their 

own work. A lack of childcare options, as well as 

challenges related to distance between school 

or childcare and workplaces further constrained 

women’s ability to participate in the workforce.

Additionally, participants reported inconsistencies 

in flexible working policies and procedures between 

organisations, as some women received more 

support than others. 

The researchers also found that women who moved 

to part-time work – particularly when returning 

from maternity leave – at times faced workload 

challenges. Women in this position sometimes 

found they were expected to, or had the perception 

that they needed to, do the same amount of work 

as a full-time worker, but without appropriate 

compensation.

Leadership aspirations

The researchers identified several barriers 

to women’s leadership aspirations in rural 

settings. They found that women perceive senior 

management roles as having limited flexibility 

and low supports for family caring responsibilities. 

Participants expressed their careers are often tied 

to a limited location, based on where their partners 

work. 

The researchers also found that reductions in senior 

and middle-management roles further reduced 

leadership opportunities for women. This was 

compounded by executives (who are mostly men) 

staying in these limited leadership roles for lengthy 

periods. 

Attitudes towards gender equity 

The researchers found a variety of attitudes 

towards considering gender in employment and the 

workforce. When leadership promoted merit-based 

recruitment approaches, they seemed to believe 

their practices were ‘naturally fair’. The researchers 

discuss how this ignores gendered barriers to 

work success and perpetuates gender inequality. 

The research found that barriers to workforce 

participation for women in rural areas were often 

hidden. It recommended embedding gender equality 

considerations structurally in organisational values 

and culture, so that people of all genders can 

participate more fully in caring responsibilities.

Furthermore, the researchers found that in smaller, 

rural public sector organisations, gender equality-

focussed work was often assigned as an additional 

responsibility to one worker’s already busy workload. 

This additional task also often fell onto women 

employees.
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Chapter 3:  
Gender and employees 
with disabilities



Disability theory today remains 
closely linked to activism and 
advocacy. As such, preferred 
terminology and language used 
to describe persons with disability 
varies across cultures and is often 
dependant on the particular social 
movement context from which it 
emerged. For example, in some 
contexts, identity-first language 
(disabled person) is preferred as 
it recognises disability as a way of 
experiencing the world that has 
social value and is a source of pride 
(AFDO n.d.). By contrast, person-first 
language (person with disabilities) 
reduces the focus on impairment and 
centres personhood to counteract 
the history of dehumanisation 
experienced by people with 
disabilities (AFDO n.d.). In this report, 
the Commission follows the advice 
of People with Disability Australia 
(2021) (the national disability rights 
and advocacy organisation) and uses 
the term ‘people with disabilities’ or 
‘people with disability’ to reflect  
the preferred terminology in an 
Australian context.

In 2018, there were 4.4 million Australians living 

with disability, which equates to 17.7% of the 

total population (ABS 2019). Available data 

points to consistently low rates of workforce 

participation for people with disability. Just over 

half of working-age people with disability are 

currently in the workforce (53%), compared with 

84% of people without disability (AIHW 2022a:311).  

Despite disability civil rights movements and 

protective legislative frameworks, significant 

barriers to workforce participation persist and 

people with disability remain underemployed in 

Australia. When people with disabilities do find 

employment, it is often characterised by low pay, 

insufficient hours, and segregated workplaces 

(Henriques-Gomes 2022; Meltzer et al. 2020)

People with disability face high levels of 

workplace discrimination and stigma from both 

their employer and their colleagues (ABS 2019). 

Discrimination also varies according to disability 

type. For example, people with sensory or speech 

difficulty have the highest employment rate in 

Australia (50%), while people with psychosocial 

disability, including nervous or emotional 

conditions, mental illness, and/or behavioural 

problems, are least likely to be employed (26%) 

(AIHW 2022a:321). The compounding of gender-

based and disability-based discrimination also 

results in labour market outcomes that are 

significantly lower for women with disability than 

men with disability. Women with disability are also 

one of the poorest groups overall in Australian 

society (WWDA 2020). 

Understandings of disability in Australia have 

evolved to increasingly centre the voices of 

people with disability and highlight social barriers 

to equality. Recent research and advocacy efforts 

led by people with disability adopt a human 

rights approach. This approach to disability 

highlights the importance of upholding the rights 

of people with disabilities to ensure they have the 

means of support to fully participate and be fully 

included in all aspects of life and society and to 

live a flourishing and dignified life (DARU 2019). 

It also emphasises that it is society and ableist 

assumptions that create barriers for people with 

a disability (DARU 2019)

There is very little workforce data and research 

in relation to gender-diverse Australians with 

disability. The Commission expects that the 

Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) (the Act) will drive 

improved data collection and quality in Victoria 

to reflect the gender diversity that exists in our 

society and make gender-diverse cohorts visible. 

In this chapter, the Commission acknowledges 

this lack of data on trans and gender-diverse 

people has meant that issues are generally only 

able to be analysed and discussed for women 

and men.

Key workplace issues for 
people with disabilities 

Under international law, Australia has an 

obligation to ensure people with disabilities can 

rightfully, comfortably and freely work. Despite 

this, Australians with disabilities face intersecting 

and systemic barriers to employment (WWDA 

2020; AHRC 2016). This reduces their opportunities 

for economic participation and consequently 

reduces professional growth, earning capacity, 

job security and overall wealth compared to 

people without disabilities (AHRC 2016). 
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Employment issues faced by people with disabilities 

are varied, but include:

 �  Challenges looking for, finding and keeping a job 

(Devine et al. 2021; Meltzer et al., 2020; Stafford et 

al. 2017)

 �  Discrimination due to barriers in the work 

environment such as accessibility and inflexible 

hours and settings (Darcy et al. 2016; Devine et 

al. 2021; O’Meara 2023)

 �  Poor experiences in other areas of life that 

impact employment (Devine et al. 2020; 

Disability Royal Commission 2020)

 �  Lower pay – sometimes less than minimum 

wage (Disability Royal Commission 2020; Donelly 

et al. 2020)

 �  Low levels of job preparedness (Haber et al. 2016; 

Stafford et al. 2017)

 �  Stigma and discrimination by managers and/or 

co-workers (Meltzer et al. 2020; Murfitt et al. 2018)

 �  Entrenched, long-term unemployment (Devine et 

al. 2020; Moore 2021)

Addressing structural barriers and the systemic 

discrimination against people with disability poses 

unique challenges for governments, policymakers 

and activists worldwide (Beaupert et al. 2017). 

In Australia, employers are obligated to provide 

‘reasonable adjustments or accommodations’ for 

employees with disabilities, and failure to do so can 

amount to discrimination (AHRC 2016). Experiences 

of, and barriers to, employment and job retention 

vary significantly depending on the type of 

disability a person has. The Disability Discrimination 

Act 1992 contains 6 categories of disability types 

including learning, intellectual, physical, psychiatric, 

sensory, or neurological disability. However, the 

sheer variety of associated experiences highlight 

the limitations of workplace ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

disability policy. Instead, focusing on what the 

person needs to comfortably do their job as well 

as providing personalised reasonable adjustments 

increases inclusivity with benefits to the person, the 

organisation and society (Raymond et al. 2019).

Direct and indirect discrimination

A 2022 report from the Australian Institute of 

Health and Welfare found that 1 in 6 Australians 

with disability reported experiencing disability 

discrimination over a 12-month period (AIHW 

2022a:11). Such discrimination can be ‘direct’ or 

‘indirect’.

9 Physical or mental disability is a protected attribute under the Fair Work Act 2009. See https://www.fairwork.gov.au/employment-conditions/protections-at-
work/protection-from-discrimination-at-work for further detail.

 � Direct discrimination is when someone is 

treated less favourably because of their 

protected attribute9,  such as not hiring someone 

because of their disability. 

 � Indirect discrimination is when a condition or 

requirement has the effect of discriminating 

against someone because of their protected 

attribute, such as requiring all workers to 

attend a presentation but not providing Auslan 

interpreting or closed captions for Deaf or hard 

of hearing employees. 

Both types of discrimination are unlawful under the 

Discrimination Act 2006 (Cth).

The Australian Human Rights Commission 

(AHRC) (2022) reported that in 2021-22 disability 

discrimination was the most common ground 

for complaint. Of complaints in the area of 

employment, 22% were related to disability. 

Key workplace issues for 
women with disabilities

Low labour force participation

In 2018, labour force participation was higher 

among men with disability than women with 

disability (ABS 2019). Specifically:

 � 56.1% of men with disability compared with 50.7% 

of women with disability participated in the 

labour force; and

 � 31.0% of men with a profound or severe limitation 

compared with 23.6% of women with a profound 

or severe limitation participated in the labour 

force (ABS 2019).

Gender-neutral workplace  
needs assessments

Across legislative, policy, and service contexts, 

people living with disability in Australia are often 

treated as if they have no sex or gender (Frohmader 

2014; O’Shea and Frawley 2019; WWDA 2020). Yet 

women with disability have different life experiences 

compared to men with disability, largely due to 

systemic inequality between men and women 

(WWDA 2020). 

Gender neutral analyses of the needs of people with 

disability in the workforce can therefore perpetuate 

existing gender-based discrimination. Gender 
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neutral approaches can also produce inaccurate 

framings of the problems faced by women and 

girls with disability, resulting in policies that fail to 

account for their specific needs and experiences 

(WWDA 2020).

Higher rates of gendered violence, 
sexual harassment and sexual 
assault

Research has found that women with disability 

experience higher rates of gendered violence both 

within and outside of the workplace. For example:  

 � Women with disability are more likely to 

experience family violence and sexual assault 

(Victorian Government 2016)

 � 62% of women with disability under 50 have 

experienced violence since the age of 15 (Dowse 

et al., 2016)

 � Women with disabilities experience 3 times 

the rate of sexual violence as women without 

disabilities (Dowse et.al. 2016)

 � People with disability are more likely than 

those without disability to have been sexually 

harassed in the workplace in the last 5 years 

(48% and 32% respectively) (AHRC 2022c:53)  

 � Women with disability are more likely than men 

with disability to have been sexually harassed in 

the workplace in the last 5 years (54% and 38% 

respectively) (AHRC 2022c53).

Despite the concerning picture painted by the 

statistics above and research that describes 

violence against women and girls with disabilities 

in Australia as endemic, the problem is also largely 

invisible (Dowse et al. 2016). Due to poor data 

collection practices at a government level, as well as 

documented ‘cover up’ practices at an institutional 

level, violence against women and girls with 

disability is chronically underreported (Dowse et al. 

2016; WWDA 2020). 

While the high rate of violence against women 

with disability is a significant human rights issue, 

it is also a workplace issue. Research shows that 

violence against women, including women with 

disabilities, has significant impacts on access to 

paid employment, career development and lifetime 

earnings (Frohmader et al. 2015; Healy et al. 2008; 

Weatherall and Gavin 2021; Wibberley et al. 2018).

Lack of workplace flexibility 

Women with disability face compounded 

discrimination in the workplace due to a lack 

of flexible work options. Caring is a traditionally 

gendered phenomenon, and women with disabilities 

undertake particularly high levels of caring (Dangar 

et al. 2023). Adding to the need to access flexibility 

to support gendered caring responsibilities, 

women with disability also face disability-specific 

challenges. These may include health needs and 

transportation barriers, which can make it difficult 

for people with disability to work a standard full-

time work week. Research has shown that the 

majority of people who are unemployed, retired, are 

carers, have a disability, or have a long-term illness, 

would be inclined to start working if suitable flexible 

work were available (Victorian Government 2016). 

This demonstrates the serious barrier that rigid and 

inflexible work creates for people with disability, and 

women with disability in particular.

Challenges in accessing support

Gendered norms and assumptions around 

the division of domestic labour and caring 

responsibilities mean that women with disabilities 

are often more time-poor than men with disabilities. 

Women with disabilities also frequently carry 

a greater administrative load than men with 

disabilities (Yates et al. 2022). For example, women 

are often expected to manage the disabilities 

of their male partners and children, with 35% of 

primary carers who are women also having a 

disability themselves (Yates et al. 2022:4). 

In addition, men are more likely to be diagnosed 

with disabilities that are easier to access funding 

for. While men and women are diagnosed 

with disability at similar rates, women are 

underdiagnosed with some conditions, such as 

autism spectrum disorders (Yates et al. 2021). They 

are also more likely to be diagnosed with conditions 

like arthritis, fibromyalgia, and chronic fatigue 

syndrome, which are painful and socially disabling, 

but are difficult to get government support for 

(Yates et al. 2021).
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Commissioned research

In 2022-23, the Commission engaged Dr Jannine 

Williams, Ms Maria Khan and Professor Robyn Mayes 

to examine the experiences of people that identify 

as women with disability in the Victorian Public 

Service (VPS). Williams and her colleagues (2023), 

in collaboration with the VPS Enablers Network 

and the Disability Leadership Institute, undertook 

49 qualitative interviews with women with disability 

employed in the VPS. They also analysed quantitative 

data extracts from the People matter survey (PMS) 

2021 (106,069 people were included in this survey).10

The research looked at what helped women with 

disability (enablers) and what made it hard for them 

(barriers) to move up in their careers. Aiming to advise 

VPS employers on how they can best support women 

with disability to achieve their career goals, the 

research centres the voices of women with disability 

and utilises a collaborative co-design approach to 

project design and analysis. Further details of the 

research method and co-design approach can be 

found at: https://www.genderequalitycommission.vic.
gov.au/2022-research-projects/getting-on-at-work

Key findings

Sharing information about disability and 
requesting reasonable adjustments 

Sharing disability information and requesting 

reasonable adjustments can bring advantages 

and challenges. Participants reported that sharing 

disability information can result in getting reasonable 

workplace adjustments, feeling more confident at 

work, and can help co-workers to better understand 

disability inclusion. Obtaining workplace adjustments 

is important for career progression, as it enables a 

person to demonstrate their capabilities and talent.

However, some women reported challenges. 

These included feeling uncomfortable with telling 

others about their disability, for fear of stigma and 

discrimination, or finding the lack of process for 

requesting reasonable adjustments demoralising 

and frustrating. Participants also identified 

burdensome approval processes and policies as a 

deterrent.

10  Data extracts from the People matter were provided to the research team by the Commission.

The challenges of self-advocacy

Self-advocacy was viewed as both a pathway to 

inclusion and a burden. Participants noted that 

self-advocacy was particularly challenging when 

their needs were not being met and it became a 

necessity. Some participants noted that the burden 

of advocacy is even heavier for women who also 

have caregiving duties. Other research has also 

highlighted how disability self-advocacy is a highly 

gendered process (Yates et al. 2021). Often, women 

who stand up for themselves, including women with 

disabilities, are perceived more negatively than 

women who advocate for others (Wade 2001). This 

demonstrates how gendered norms can harm both 

the career progression and well-being of women with 

disabilities in the workplace.

The importance of managers and teams

Participants identified supportive teams and 

managers as crucial for psychological well-

being and enabling them to fully engage at work. 

However, they can also reduce career mobility. 

Some participants feared that the support they 

currently receive is unique and would be difficult to 

find elsewhere. Experiencing or even hearing about 

unsafe environments can create fear about the 

unpredictability of new team dynamics for women 

with disabilities. Some participants faced challenges 

with hostile managers or psychologically unsafe 

teams, limiting their advancement and success. In 

particular, participants reported that conscious and 

unconscious bias from managers or colleagues often 

led to them being overlooked for advancement. 

Visibility and mentorship

Having visible leaders with disability is important 

for inspiring women with disability in their careers 

and signalling inclusive organisational values. 

However, participants reported a lack of people with 

acknowledged and/or visible disabilities in leadership 

roles across the VPS. Potential reasons suggested 

for this included the rigid and ableist expectations 

of senior roles and potential repercussions for senior 

leaders who are open about their disability status. 

Participants also reported that colleagues without 

disability are more readily assumed to be able to 

grow and develop in a leadership role, while they 

needed to demonstrate higher levels of competence 

to be considered in the first place.
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Formal and informal mentors were identified 

as important to help build confidence, provide 

advice, and illuminate paths to progression. 

Barriers reported by participants to accessing 

mentorship included difficulties in balancing a 

mentoring relationship with their daily workload, 

lack of information on how to participate in 

mentoring relationships, and a scarcity of 

mentors with knowledge of intersecting forms of 

inequality.

Systemic change is vital

Policies and practices in the VPS were seen to be 

improving. Participants highlighted how policies 

such as remote and flexible working practices, 

disability-identified roles in recruitment, and 

opportunities to submit expressions of interest 

for secondments and ‘acting up’ duties can 

support inclusion. Universal flexible work 

arrangements, like remote work, were seen 

as especially important for supporting health 

needs and caregiving responsibilities, promoting 

self-confidence, enabling work-life balance, 

and helping women with disability to navigate 

commuting challenges. However, access to 

these policies was heavily reliant on individual 

managers. Inconsistent policy application was a 

significant cause of stress and created burdens 

on individual women to negotiate with their 

managers.

SHARING DISABILITY
INFORMATION

REQUESTS
FOR WORKPLACE
ADJUSTMENTS

POLICY CONTEXT
AND APPLICATION

DISABILITY
LEADERSHIP

MENTORSHIPIMPACT OF
MANAGERS
& SUPERVISORS

TEAM RELATIONS

DISABILITY
ADVOCACY

Enabler: Facilitate adjustment
and opportunities. 

Barrier: Stigma and ableism. 

Enabler: Demonstrate
capabilities and talent. 

Barrier: Struggle and a burden
for individuals to navigate.

Barrier: Lack of 
psychological safety.Barrier: Individual 

responsibility for addressing 
structuralinequality. 

Enabler: Increased inclusion. 

Enabler: Facilitate confidence
and progression.

Barrier: Challenges of forging
own path.

Enabler: Managerial support
and empowerment.

Barrier: Lack of manager
engagement and bias.

Enabler: ‘People like me’ —
visibility of disability leadership.

Barrier: Limited visibility and
emphasis on risk.

Enabler: Equalising and
inclusive policies.

Barrier: Inconsistent application
of policies and reliance on
standard approaches.

How the Victorian Public Service Workplace can
Enable or Create Barriers to Career Progression
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CGEPS audit data:  
Key insights

This section reports on insights from the 

Commission’s 2021 workplace gender audit 

workforce data and the 2021 People matter 

survey (PMS). Workforce data is data drawn 

from organisations’ human resources and 

payroll systems. The People matter survey is an 

anonymous survey completed by approximately 

90% of organisations with reporting obligations 

under the Act. 

Employees with disability in the 
2021 workplace gender audit

For the 2021 workforce data, only a small 
proportion of organisations were able to provide 
reliable data regarding the disability status of 
their employees. Only 28% of defined entities 

included any data related to disability status 

in their workforce reporting, and this data was 

not always comprehensive for all employees.  

Figure 3.1 illustrates that across all organisations 

with reporting obligations in the 2021 workplace 

gender audit, only 6% of employees had a 

recorded disability status. The remaining 94% 

of employees covered by the 2021 workforce 

data either had no disability status recorded, 

or worked for organisations that did not collect 

and store information about disability status 

through their workforce systems at all. Among 

those employees who did have a disability status 

recorded, only 1% (500 employees) identified as a 

person with disability.

Such a low reporting rate makes it very difficult 

to draw conclusions from this workforce data and 

impacts the generalisability of the findings across 

the sector. As a result, the remainder of the data 

presented in this section is derived from the 2021 

People matter survey.

  Difference in favour of women      Difference in favour of men 

15-24 years

25-34 years

35-44 years

45-54 years

55-64 years

65+ years

$2.8k

$7.2k

$10.9k

$13.2k

$8.3k

-$1.4k

Fig 2.2. Difference between men’s and women’s median base salaries by age.

Source: 2020-21 workplace gender audit data (unit level workforce data).

Notes: 167 organisations included. See the Commission’s Baseline report for further information and discussion.

Figure 3.1. Availability of disability status 
information in the workforce data, 
workplace gender audit 2021

  Employees with a recorded disability status

  Employees without a recorded disability status

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included

Respondents to the People matter survey who 
identified as having a disability made up 5% of 
the total workforce, with men and women equally 
represented in this percentage. While the survey 

response rates were higher than the workforce 

data, the low number of respondents identifying 

with disability meant that responses were too 

low to generate reliable results in some analyses, 

such as at the industry level.

Gender composition at all levels 
of the workforce

Women with disabilities were underrepresented 
in managerial roles. As Table 3.1 highlights, men 

without disabilities were far more likely to hold 

positions as senior managers (overseeing lower-

level managers) and supervisors (managing 

employees who are not managers themselves) 

than men with disabilities, and women regardless 

of disability status.
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Table 3.1. Percentage of respondents reporting 
senior manager and supervisor roles, by 
disability status and gender.

Disability 
status and 
gender

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
senior 
manager roles

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
supervisor 
roles

Women with 
disabilities

5% 12%

Women 
without 
disabilities

7% 15%

Men with 
disabilities

9% 15%

Men 
without 
disabilities

13% 20%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter  
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Women with disabilities reported the lowest rates of 

supervisor and senior manager roles of any cohort 

in the table above.

Women with disabilities and women without 
disabilities had an equal likelihood of working 
part-time, with both at 44%. As shown in Table 

3.2 below, women were more than twice as likely 

to work in part-time roles compared to men, 

regardless of whether they had a disability. 21% of 

men with disabilities worked part-time, whereas 

the percentage was lower, at 12%, for men without 

disabilities.

Table 3.2. Employment type by disability 
status and gender.

Disability status  
and gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting part-time 
work

Women with disabilities 44%

Women without 
disabilities

44%

Men with disabilities 21%

Men without disabilities 12%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter  
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Gender pay equity

Women with disabilities were overrepresented in 
lower income brackets and underrepresented in 
higher income brackets. Women with disabilities 

were more likely than men (with or without 

disabilities) or women without disabilities to 

report full-time base salaries under $95,000. 

Respondents to the People matter survey 2021, from 

which this data is drawn, were able to select their 

yearly income from salary brackets increasing in 

$10,000 increments. These ranged from ‘Less than 

$45,000’, followed by ‘$45,000-$54,999’, through to 

‘$175,000-$184,999’ and finally ‘$185,000 or more’. 

Respondents were also given the option to select 

‘Prefer not to say’. Table 3.3 shows these salary 

options rolled up into $30,000 groupings.

The average annual full-time salary in Australia, 

based on the ABS full-time weekly earnings in 

November 2021, was approximately $91,000 (ABS 

2022b). While the options provided to respondents 

in the People matter survey do not allow analysis of 

salaries above or below $91,000 specifically, Table 

3.3 demonstrates that women with disabilities were 

more likely than men (with or without disabilities) 

and women without disabilities to report a full-time 

equivalent salary of less than $95,000. 
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Table 3.3. Reported salaries by disability status and gender.

Salary Range Women with 
disabilities

Women without 
disabilities

Men with 
disabilities

Men without 
disabilities

Less than $65,000 26% 22% 17% 10%

$65,00 – 94,999 32% 32% 32% 28%

$95,000 –$124,000 20% 22% 24% 28%

$125,000 –$154,999 4% 5% 8% 11%

$155,000 –$184,999 2% 2% 3% 5%

Over $185,000 1% 2% 2% 6%

Prefer not to say 9% 10% 10% 9%

Unanswered 6% 5% 5% 3%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

11 The pay gaps presented here are estimates, produced using a combination of salary bracket data from the People matter survey, outlined above, and the 
Commission’s workforce remuneration data. This is because the workforce data is not comprehensive enough to produce reliable pay gap calculations based 
on actual salaries. Please see the Introduction to this report for further detail on the approach taken.

Income disparity at the upper end of the pay scale 

shows the compounding impact of inequality on the 

basis of disability status and gender. Men without 

disabilities were more than 3 times as likely to 

report incomes over $125,000 when compared to 

women with disabilities. Men with disabilities were 

still almost twice as likely to report incomes over 

$125,000 than women with disabilities.

Estimated industry pay gaps were generally largest 
between women with disabilities and men without 
disabilities.11  As set out in Table 3.4, across 3 of the 

4 industry groups with sufficient data and at the 

all-industry level, estimated pay gaps were largest 

between women with disabilities and men without 

disabilities. At the all-industries level, the pay gap 

between these two groups was 19%.

In the Public healthcare sector, this gap was largest 

at 25%. In the Victorian Public Service men with 

disabilities experienced a larger pay gap (13%) than 

women with disabilities (10%), when compared to 

men without disabilities. 

In all industries except the Victorian public 

service, there was a pay gap between women with 

disabilities and men with disabilities in favour of 

men (1-17%).

Figure 3.2. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included
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Table 3.4. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Industry Local 
government

Public 
healthcare

TAFE and 
other 
education

Victorian 
Public 
Service

All industries

Women without 
disabilities vs men 
without disabilities

10% 21% 12% 9% 13%

Women with 
disabilities vs men 
with disabilities

1% 17% 13% -4% 10%

Men with disabilities 
vs men without 
disabilities

12% 10% 11% 13% 10%

Women with 
disabilities vs women 
without disabilities

3% 5% 12% 1% 7%

Women without 
disabilities vs men 
with disabilities

-3% 13% 1% -5% 3%

Women with 
disabilities vs men 
without disabilities

13% 25% 23% 10% 19%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Figure 3.2. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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The lower salaries reported by men with 

disabilities align with international research 

suggesting the salaries of men with disabilities 

may be suppressed, due to the fact disabilities 

can conflict with traditional norms of masculinity 

(Pettinicchio and Maroto 2017). This is an 

example of where harmful gender norms also 

disadvantage men.

Workplace sexual harassment 
and discrimination

Women with disabilities experienced higher rates 
of sexual harassment at work.12 Both women 

and men with disabilities reported experiencing 

higher rates of sexual harassment than those 

without disabilities. Table 3.5 demonstrates the 

percentage of respondents to the People matter 

survey who said they had experienced sexual 

harassment in the last 12 months.

Table 3.5. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting they 
experienced sexual harassment in the last 12 
months, by disability status and gender.

Disability status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting sexual 
harassment

Women with 
disabilities

12%

Women without 
disabilities

6%

Men with disabilities 8%

Men without 
disabilities

3%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Women with disabilities reported experiencing 

sexual harassment at twice the rate of women 

without disabilities, and 4 times the rate of men 

without disabilities.

Women with and without disabilities reported 

‘Sexually suggestive comments or jokes that 

made me feel offended’ as the most common 

form of sexual harassment experienced with 

‘Intrusive questions about my private life or 

comments about my physical appearance’ the 

12 The People matter survey 2021 was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. This was when many people were working from home (except for 
essential workers, such as healthcare workers). This means that there might have been a potential decrease in certain types of sexual harassment 
between workers. However, it remains unclear how much the COVID-19 pandemic impacted these numbers.

second most common. In men with and without 

disabilities the same most common experiences 

were reported, but in reverse order. 

Individuals with disabilities experienced higher 
rates of discrimination. Regardless of gender, 

employees with disabilities were approximately 

three times as likely to say they had experienced 

discrimination compared to their colleagues 

without disabilities. Table 3.6 shows these 

differences in experiences of discrimination.

Table 3.6. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting they 
experienced discrimination in the last 12 
months, by disability status and gender.

Disability status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting 
discrimination

Women with 
disabilities

14%

Women without 
disabilities

5%

Men with disabilities 15%

Men without 
disabilities

5%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

The most common type of discrimination 

reported by women with disabilities was being 

denied flexible work arrangements or other 

adjustments. In contrast, men with disabilities, 

along with women and men without disabilities, 

most commonly reported being denied 

opportunities for promotion.

Given access to workplace flexibility and other 

reasonable adjustments is a key enabler for 

people with disabilities, this form of discrimination 

reported by women is concerning.
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Recruitment and promotion 
practices

People with disabilities were less likely to agree 

that recruitment and promotion decisions in their 

organisations were fair. As Table 3.7 shows, both 

women and men with disabilities were less likely 

to agree with the statement ‘My organisation 

makes fair recruitment and promotion decisions, 

based on merit’ than people without disabilities.

Table 3.7. Percentage of respondents 
agreeing or disagreeing that recruitment 
and promotion in their organisations is fair, 
by disability status and gender.

Disability 
status and 
gender

My organisation makes fair 
recruitment and promotion 
decisions, based on merit

Strongly agree 
or agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

Women with 
disabilities

46% 25%

Women 
without 
disabilities

55% 16%

Men with 
disabilities

43% 28%

Men 
without 
disabilities

53% 22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table.

People with disabilities were less likely to feel 
that they had an equal chance at promotion in 
their organisations. As Table 3.8 shows, people 

with disabilities were less likely to agree, and 

more likely to disagree with the statement ‘I 

feel I have an equal chance at promotion in my 

organisation’. 

Table 3.8. Percentage of respondents 
agreeing or disagreeing that they have 
an equal chance at promotion in their 
organisations, by disability status and 
gender.

Disability 
status and 
gender

I feel I have an equal chance at 
promotion in my organisation

Strongly agree 
or agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

Women with 
disabilities

34% 37%

Women 
without 
disabilities

47% 24%

Men with 
disabilities

35% 38%

Men 
without 
disabilities

47% 26%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table.
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Flexible work practices

Women with disabilities were more likely than 
women without disabilities, and men regardless 
of disability, to report working flexibly. Both 

women and men with disabilities reported higher 

levels of flexible working arrangements than 

those of the same gender without disabilities. 

However, women with disabilities were the most 

likely of any of these groups to report working 

flexibly. Table 3.9 illustrates the proportion of 

respondents in each group who reported using 

flexible work.

Table 3.9. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting flexible work 
arrangements, by disability status and 
gender.

Disability status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting flexible 
work

Women with 
disabilities

39%

Women without 
disabilities

30%

Men with disabilities 31%

Men without 
disabilities

22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Women, regardless of disability status, most often 

reported using flexible start and finish times. 

Men, regardless of disability status, most often 

reported working part time.

Discussion and 
conclusion

Consistent with previous research, this chapter 

highlights the significant structural barriers faced 

by women with disability in workplace contexts. 

The Commission’s data analysis demonstrates 

that women with disability are underrepresented 

in senior roles and overrepresented in below-

average full time salary brackets. Furthermore, 

women with disability disproportionately 

experience sexual harassment in Victorian public 

sector workplaces. These findings highlight that 

there is a still a long way to go to achieve the 

meaningful inclusion of women with disability  

in the Victorian public sector.

The Commission’s workplace gender audit 

data and the funded research project led by 

Dr Williams and colleagues demonstrates the 

importance of improved data collection about 

people of different genders with disability. Data 

is required to better understand how ableism 

and gender inequality combine to produce 

specific workplace inequalities. The lack of 

workforce data on disability status, and thus the 

need to rely on survey data that is not linked to 

employee records, meant that this analysis was 

unable to explore the access to training and 

other professional development and promotional 

opportunities, as well as occupational and 

industrial segregation of people with disabilities 

in Victorian public sector organisations. The 

Commission also had to estimate pay gaps rather 

than being able to rely on precise salary data.

The findings in this chapter reinforce the 

importance of systemic change to drive 

workplace equality for women with disability. 

In particular, consistency in the support that 

organisations provide to women with disability 

can reduce the barriers to their full participation. 

Ensuring inclusive environments and access 

to consistent support means that women with 

disability do not choose to limit their career 

progression in order to remain with a supportive 

manager or in a supportive team (Williams et 

al., 2023). It also reduces the need for women 

to advocate for themselves. This is important, 

not only because disability self-advocacy can 

take time, effort and an emotional toll, but also 

because women and gender-diverse people with 

disability who self-advocate are often viewed 

through harmful gender stereotypes as ‘pushy’ or 

‘difficult’ (Williams et al. 2023).
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Developing organisation-wide support and 

inclusion involves moving towards a culture of 

respect and trust. Important gains can be made 

by focussing on the role of middle-management, 

building psychological safety for women with 

disability, and evaluating relevant policies and 

their implementation (Williams et al., 2023). 

Shifting the responsibility from individuals with 

disability to organisations can be achieved by 

encouraging middle-management to proactively 

initiate career progression conversations with 

women with disability and raise awareness 

around available sources of support, such as 

leadership and mentoring programs (Williams 

et al. 2023). Openly acknowledging gender 

inequality and ableism in the workplace, while 

celebrating women with disability as assets 

to an organisation rather than burdens, can 

encourage respectful communications and an 

inclusive culture (Williams et al. 2023). Including 

women with disability in policy design and review 

and standardising remote and flexible working 

options can ensure policies are fit-for-purpose, 

do not unintentionally discriminate and do not fall 

to individuals to negotiate (Williams et al. 2023).

Lastly, while this chapter draws attention to the 

interactions between gender and disability in 

a workplace setting,  there is still work to do to 

improve data collection and knowledge about 

people of self-described gender with disability. 

Research from Williams and her colleagues (2023, 

p. 15) found that participants who identified as 

non-binary or ‘other’ gender identities were more 

likely to report having a disability than women 

or men.  In addition, non-binary people with 

disability encountered greater challenges related 

to workplace culture than women or men with 

disability (Williams et al., 2023, p.4). These findings 

highlight that further research about this cohort 

is required.
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Chapter 4:  
Gender and 
culturally and 
racially marginalised 
employees



Reflecting the Commission’s 
commitment to using the preferred 
terminology of groups who 
experience discrimination, this 
chapter uses the term ‘culturally and 
racially marginalised’ (CARM) to refer 
to people who are not white or who 
are outside the dominant Australian 
culture. The term CARM encompasses 
‘Black, Brown, Asian, or any other 
non-white group’ (DCA, 2023:5), and 
it directly acknowledges that people 
may experience marginalisation 
because of their culture, race, or 
religion.13  Previous terms such as 
CALD (culturally and linguistically 
diverse) and NESB (non-English 
speaking background) often mask 
the structures of race and racism 
that shape the experiences of CARM 
people (DCA 2023), including in the 
workplace. In choosing to adopt 
the term CARM in this report, the 
Commission acknowledges that 
language and terminology are 
evolving in this area, and these 
conversations remain ongoing. 
Although the lives of Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander peoples are 
also shaped by structures of race 
and racism, the Commission does 
not directly discuss their unique 
experiences here. Instead, Chapter 1 
specifically reports on the workplace 
experiences of First Nations 
Australians.  

13 The background material in this chapter addresses race, culture, and religion together. This is because racist attitudes and structures use 
characteristics such as culture, religion, language, and nationality to perpetuate discrimination against CARM people (Ben et. al. 2022, p. 2). The 
Commission acknowledges the huge amount of diversity both between and within these categories which cannot be covered appropriately here. The 
Commission is unable to report on religion in this chapter due to challenges related to analysing the small amount of data available.

14 It is important to note that this figure includes white, Western and privileged migrants, such as many of those coming from the United Kingdom 
(Carangio et al. 2021), and does not account for the huge wealth of cultural diversity within Australia in established families and communities who may 
have been here for more than two generations.

Australia is a culturally diverse nation, built  

on the contributions of established migrant 

communities who have built their lives in Australia 

over many generations, as well as more recent, 

first-generation migrants. In 2021, 1 in 2 Australians 

were either born overseas or had parents who 

were born overseas (FECCA 2022a:17).14  

In addition to our cultural diversity, Australia is 

also increasingly religiously diverse. Over the 

last 50 years, the number of Australians who 

describe themselves as Christian has declined. 

On the other hand, those reporting no religious 

affiliation, or an affiliation with ‘Other religions’ 

(an ABS category which includes Hinduism, Islam, 

Judaism and more) has risen consistently over 

the last 20 years to 10% of the population  

(ABS 2022d).

Diversity alone, however, does not translate to 

equality. Racial inequality in Australia is shaped 

by the legacy of colonialism (discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 1), as well as the relationship 

between the Australian state and non-white 

immigrants (Elias et al. 2021). The Immigration 

Restriction Act 1901 (also known as a the 

‘White Australia policy’) was one of the first 

Commonwealth laws passed after Federation. 

It sought to limit non-white (particularly Asian 

and Pacific) immigration to Australia (NAA n.d.). 

Two other key parts of the White Australia policy 

were pieces of legislation designed to ensure 

that non-white immigrants could not access work 

– namely the Pacific Island Labourers Act 1901 

which restricted the entry of Pacific Islanders into 

Australia, and the Post and Telegraph Act 1901, 

which required that ships carrying Australian mail 

employ only white-skinned people (NAA n.d.). The 

Immigration Restriction Act ended in 1958. Other 

parts of the White Australia policy, such as the 

registration of non-British migrants as ‘aliens’, 

continued into the early 1970s (NAA n.d.). 
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In the post-war context, international pressure, 

as well as the need for an increased labour force, 

saw Australian governments move away from 

assimilationist policies that required migrant 

groups to conform to the dominant Australian 

culture (Elias et al. 2021). However, the legacy of 

these exclusionary policies continues to impact 

the experiences of CARM people across multiple 

facets of their lives, including in the workplace. 

From 1973, a policy of multiculturalism formally 

promoted acceptance of diverse cultural 

communities and a more inclusive migration 

program (Elias et al. 2021) and the Racial 

Discrimination Act of 1975 made it illegal to 

discriminate against people based on their race. 

Despite the rhetoric of multiculturalism in 

Australia, CARM groups continue to have 

unequal access to institutional power and 

leadership positions as discrimination based on 

race, cultural background, language or religion 

persists (Mansouri 29 March 2022; Armillei and 

Mascitelli 2017). The Scanlon Foundation’s 2021 

Mapping Social Cohesion research found that 

16% of Australians experienced discrimination 

because of their skin colour, ethnicity, or religion 

in the previous 12 months (Scanlon Foundation 

2021:30). This figure rose to 34% for people born 

in a non-English speaking country (Scanlon 

Foundation 2021:13). CARM people face unique 

and persistent barriers to health (AIHW 2022b), 

housing (Blackford et al. 2023), education (Lenette 

et al. 2019) and personal and communal safety 

(Afrouz and Robinson 2023; Segrave et al. 2021). 

CARM people also experience various forms of 

workplace disadvantage and discrimination, 

from highly skilled CARM people who are denied 

appropriate career opportunities, to refugees 

and asylum seeker populations who experience 

barriers to accessing entry-level or low-skilled 

positions (Carangio et al. 2021; Oppare-Addo and 

Bertone 2020).15 

15 Research and data about workplace discrimination against CARM people, particularly in public sector contexts, has a strong focus on the experiences 
of migrants and people who speak a language other than English with their family or community (e.g. Oppare-Addo & Bertone 2020; VPSC 2023c). This 
is partly based on the data available, which often relies on information about country of birth and languages spoken, and partly because migrant 
people frequently face acute forms of disadvantage and discrimination. This report takes a broader definition of CARM to encompass cultural diversity 
beyond migrant and refugee people, but the Commission acknowledges that there remains a strong focus on migrant experiences in this chapter, 
which may not be the dominant experience for CARM people within the Victorian public sector.

There is very little workforce data and research 

in relation to gender-diverse Australians who 

are culturally and racially marginalised. The 

Commission expects that the Gender Equality 

Act 2020 (Vic) (the Act) will drive improved data 

collection and quality in Victoria to reflect the 

gender diversity that exists in our society and 

make gender-diverse cohorts visible. In this 

chapter, the Commission acknowledges this lack 

of data on trans and gender-diverse people has 

meant that issues are generally only able to be 

analysed and discussed for women and men.

Key workplace issues 
for CARM people

CARM people face intersecting and systemic 

barriers to employment, which limit their 

economic participation, career development, 

pay and overall job security. According to the 

Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of 

Australia (FECCA) (2022b:15) some of the systemic 

workplace inequalities faced by some CARM 

migrants, depending on their country of origin, 

may include: 

 � Lack of recognition of overseas qualifications, 

skills, and work experience

 � Lack of knowledge about Australian 

workplaces, industries, job application 

processes and culture

 � Pre-migration life experiences, particularly 

trauma and torture

 � Lack of access to upskilling opportunities

 � Cost barriers to accessing qualifications and 

job requirements, such as driving licences 

 � Caring responsibilities and unaffordable paid 

care

These challenges often result in CARM migrants 

having to take low-paid and low-skilled positions 

that do not reflect their previous experience and 

qualifications.  
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This inequality is not limited to migrant groups, 

however. Second or third generation CARM 

people who have grown up in Australia, have 

Australian qualifications and work experience, 

and a knowledge of Australian workplace norms, 

still experience racism across hiring, promotion 

and career development systems and processes 

(Leigh 2023). Second and third generation CARM 

people also still experience interpersonal racism 

within the workplace, due to racist attitudes and 

behaviours (Mansouri 2022). Research points to 

how the limited avenues for reporting racism and 

racist behaviour in the workplace continue to 

negatively impact upon CARM people’s inclusion 

and safety (Annese 2022). 

According to the Australian Human Rights 

Commission (2022b) systemic racism results 

‘when cultural norms, laws, ideologies, policies 

and practices result in the unfair treatment of 

some groups compared to others’. Interpersonal 

racism, on the other hand, is racism that occurs 

between people, at the individual level (DCA 

2023). Between 2020 and 2021, almost 40% of 

all race discrimination complaints received by 

the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human 

Rights Commission (VEOHRC) were work-related 

(VEOHRC n.d.). Common examples included racial 

discrimination in hiring or promotion practices, as 

well as racist abuse. 

Key workplace issues 
for CARM women

Discrimination is a barrier to 
participation and progression

CARM women have a lower rate of workforce 

participation than CARM men (47.3% compared to 

69.5%) (WGEA 2023). 

CARM women face a range of barriers to 

employment and career progression based on 

racist attitudes and assumptions. These include:

 � Being denied training and other career 

advancement opportunities such as guidance 

and mentoring (DCA 2023; Gyimah et. al. 2022);

 � Being overlooked for promotion, despite 

receiving good feedback (Gyimah et al. 2022);

 � Being subjected to a higher bar, 

underestimated, and negatively singled out 

compared to non-CARM women colleagues 

(Diversity Council of Australia 2023). 

 � Working in culturally unsafe workplaces where 

practices of racism, sexism, tokensim, and 

implicit and explicit bias are unaddressed 

(Pillay 2021).

 � Limited recognition of overseas education, 

work experience, and qualifications (Carangio 

et al. 2021) and a higher likelihood of working 

in unstable and casual roles within lower paid 

industries and sectors as a result (for example, 

in 2019, 90% of employed male recent 

migrants were employed full-time compared 

with 63% of females, (ABS 2020).
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Experiences of sexual harassment 
and gendered violence

International research highlights how gender-

based violence is shaped by systemic racism 

in ways which can increase the risk of violence 

for CARM women, make them more likely to 

experience victim-blaming, and limit their access 

to formal justice (Montoya 2019). 

Recent Australian studies reveal inconsistencies 

in reported rates of sexual harassment and 

gendered violence towards CARM women. While 

some studies suggest that CARM and non-CARM 

women experience sexual harassment at similar 

rates (AHRC 2018), others suggest that CARM 

women are twice as likely as to experience sexual 

harassment as non-CARM women (Baird et al. 

2018:92). For migrant CARM women, this disparity 

may be due to the increased barriers faced in 

relation to reporting sexual harassment and 

assault. Navigating difficult visa systems and high 

rates of insecure employment can make migrant 

women more vulnerable to exploitation, and less 

likely to want to challenge and report negative 

behaviours for fear of legal and economic 

repercussions (Respect@Work n.d.). 

CARM women may also bring a different lens 

to understanding and identifying instances of 

sexual harassment. This means that the type of 

questions asked in surveys, such as whether, for 

example, a legal or more behavioural definition 

of sexual harassment is used, can greatly impact 

upon the types of responses given by CARM 

women (Respect@Work n.d.). Cultural norms such 

as gender roles and attitudes to authorities also 

impact upon CARM women’s recognition and 

reporting of sexual harassment in the workplace 

(Welsh et al. 2006; Villegas 2019). Further 

research is needed to better understand how 

CARM women experience gendered violence in 

Australian workplaces.

Workplace and community 
cultures disadvantage CARM 
women 

CARM women are often required to do additional 

mental and behavioural work to try to fit into the 

dominant Australian culture. At the same time, 

they face workplace discrimination because 

they do not fit the ideal worker and leadership 

prototype, which is more masculine and Western 

(DCA 2023). As a result, CARM women often ‘code-

switch’ or enact practices of ‘white-adjusting’ 

to fit in and try to get ahead by reflecting white 

workplace cultures (Khadem 2023). This is 

particularly challenging for women from minority 

religious backgrounds, who report being unable 

to freely express and practice their cultural and 

religious beliefs, such as not shaking hands 

with men or avoiding situations where alcohol is 

served (Murray and Ali 2017).

Community cultures can also create challenges 

to employment for some CARM women. For 

example:

 � Some CARM women face higher cultural 

expectations relating to domestic and caring 

work, including cultural expectations that 

CARM women prioritise immediate and 

extended family caring needs over paid work 

responsibilities (FECCA 2022b);

 � Some CARM women are pressured by families 

and communities to work in feminised sectors 

that are perceived as culturally acceptable. 

However, these often have higher rates of 

precarious work and lower salaries (Harmony 

Alliance 2019); and

 � CARM women entering the workforce can 

threaten traditional male ‘breadwinner’ 

models of the family in some communities, 

increasing their vulnerability to domestic and 

sexual violence (Harmony Alliance 2019).

It should be noted that these assumptions about 

gender roles cross many cultures and are not 

confined to CARM populations. 

These barriers from the dominant Australian 

culture, workplace cultures, as well as family and 

community expectations, present compounding 

challenges to CARM women’s equal workplace 

participation. 
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Commissioned research

In 2022-23, the Commission engaged Dr Ellen 

Cho and Professor Marie Segrave to undertake 

research into the experiences of migrant and 

refugee women employees in 6 Victorian local 

councils. The focus on migrant and refugee 

women was designed to complement a broader 

study funded under the Commission’s 2021 
Research Grants Round, which looked at how 

to achieve workplace equality for culturally 

diverse women in the Victorian public sector 

(Pillay et al. 2022). Cho and Segrave undertook 25 

online, semi-structured focus group discussions 

and 4 interviews (by request) with a total of 81 

participants. The participants included migrant 

and refugee women working in the 6 councils, 

as well as members of each organisation’s 

executive management teams. The research 

team investigated how the women experienced 

gender equality initiatives within their workplaces. 

They also asked the executive management 

teams what they thought was needed to support 

migrant and refugee women to thrive in the 

workplace. Further details of the research 

methodology can be found at: https://www.
genderequalitycommission.vic.gov.au/2022-
research-projects/victorian-local-councils-and-
gender-equality.

Key findings

Recruitment

Participants identified discrimination and 

barriers to participation in the recruitment 

processes of the councils where they worked. 

They reported experiences such as having their 

English proficiency misjudged or having to adopt 

an English-sounding name to be noticed. 

Retention

Retention of migrant and refugee women, and 

other diverse cohorts, in the local government 

sector was seen as lacking. Participants reported 

that their organisations failed to work to retain 

women from diverse cultural backgrounds. 

Participants often felt that their employers did 

not trust their abilities, observed that men were 

promoted faster than women and believed their 

access to flexible work options was restricted.  

Promotion

Participants identified barriers to promotion. 

These included assumptions based on traditional 

gender roles and expectations, such as the false 

belief that women cannot balance work and 

childcare. While many people were seen to rely on 

personal connections to advance their careers, 

migrant and refugee women were not able to 

draw on these. Inflexible work arrangements in 

leadership roles and a lack of migrant or refugee 

role models in leadership positions were also seen 

as barriers.

Cultural and language barriers, and a lack of 

representation in decision-making bodies, were 

seen as further barriers to career progression. 

Examples raised by participants included 

superficial diversity and inclusion policies and 

practices, as well as poor representation of 

migrant and refugee women in diversity working 

groups and in decision-making groups. 

Leadership

The leadership styles of women from migrant and 

refugee backgrounds are often undervalued in 

local councils. Women participants challenged 

the narrow understandings of ‘leadership’ within 

their organisations and reported that their 

leadership styles were not valued. Some women 

also felt that their organisations did not see them 

as reliable or competent, and as a result, that 

they were constantly having to prove themselves 

– regardless of their abilities, training or skills.

Reporting sexual harassment and 
racism

Executive participants expressed concern about 

the underreporting of sexual harassment in 

their workplaces. Feelings of a lack of safety on 

the part of complainants, a lack of trust in the 

organisation, and a belief that no positive change 

would come from reporting sexual harassment 

or other forms of mistreatment were identified 

as the drivers of low numbers of formal sexual 

harassment reports. Some executive participants 

also suggested that a lack of diversity in 

leadership was a contributing factor to this lack 

of trust in reporting processes. However, the 

researchers noted that direct discussions about 

power inequalities, racism and the drivers of 

harassment were lacking in these conversations.
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CGEPS audit data: 
Key insights

This section reports on insights from the 

Commission’s 2021 workplace gender audit 

workforce data and the 2021 People matter 

survey (PMS). Workforce data is data drawn 

from organisations’ human resources and 

payroll systems. The People matter survey is an 

anonymous survey completed by approximately 

90% of organisations with reporting obligations 

under the Act. 

Culturally and racially 
marginalised employees in the 
2021 workplace gender audit

Only 72 organisations (24%) were able to provide 

any workforce data regarding the cultural 

identities of their employees, and this data was 

generally far from comprehensive. Across all 

organisations with reporting obligations in the 2021 

workplace gender audit, only 4% of employees had 

their cultural identity recorded. The remaining 96% 

of employees covered by the 2021 workforce data 

either had no cultural identity recorded or worked 

for organisations that did not collect and store 

information about cultural identity through their 

workforce systems at all.

Having such a small amount of workforce data 

means it would be impossible to draw any reliable 

and generalisable conclusions from it. As a result, 

the data presented in the remainder of this section 

is derived from the 2021 People matter survey.

Figure 3.2. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Figure 4.1. Availability of cultural identity 
information in the workforce data, 
workplace gender audit 2021

  Employees with a recorded cultural identity  

  Employees without a recorded cultural identity    

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included

Counting CARM women in this 
report

Considerable challenges exist when 

organisations and governments attempt to 

‘count culture’ in a meaningful way (Allen 

2021; DCA 2021). The lack of a standardised 

approach to measuring cultural diversity 

and ethnicity in the Australian context 

means that organisations may rely, for 

example, only on information from country 

of birth survey fields, an approach that 

is likely to exclude some CARM people 

from the analysis (FECCA 2020). The key 

tension in data standardisation debates is 

between approaches that enable simpler 

conversations around measuring and 

tracking progress in relation to cultural 

diversity, versus a more detailed and 

nuanced approach which better accounts 

for differences between specific subsets of 

the CARM population (DCA 2021). 
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As defined above, this report uses the 

acronym CARM as a catch-all term for 

culturally and racially marginalised 

populations. Ideally, the Commission would 

be able to usefully tease out some of the 

distinctions between diverse experiences 

of discrimination and disadvantage in 

the workplace on the basis of culture 

or ethnicity, also taking into account 

diversities in religious identification and 

languages spoken. However, given that 

the available data does not allow for this 

level of disaggregation the Commission is 

unable to do so here. 

To identify people who should be included 

in an analysis of the experiences of CARM 

people in the workplace, it was necessary 

to construct a proxy measure of this 

group. This was developed by drawing on 

responses to the following fields from the 

People matter survey 2021:

• How would you describe your cultural 

identity? 

• Do you speak a language other than 

English with your family or community?

• In which country were you born?

In the People matter survey, respondents are 

asked to select from cultural identity fields. 

They may select more than one, and some 

employees elect to use the ‘other’ field and 

enter free text. 

In the analysis of CARM people within this 

dataset, the Commission included those 

who selected at least one of the following 

identities:

• African (including Central, West, 

Southern and East African);

• Central Asian;

• Central and/or South American;

• East and/or South-East Asian;

• Maori;

• Middle Eastern and/or North African;

• Pacific Islander; or

• South Asian.

The Commission’s decision not to include 

the categories of North American, New 

Zealander, and English, Irish, Scottish and/

or Welsh poses limitations. For example, this 

approach does not include people who are 

both African and North American, but only 

selected the latter category. In these cases, 

the Commission cross-checked with the 

‘Country of Birth’ field and the ‘Language’ 

field. When a respondent indicated a 

country of birth falling within the selections 

highlighted in the paragraph above, or 

that they spoke a language other than 

English with their family or community, the 

Commission also analysed them as part of 

the CARM group.

Although the lives of Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander peoples are also shaped by 

structures of race and racism, this chapter 

does not directly discuss their experiences. 

Instead, Chapter 1 specifically reports on and 

analyses the workplace experiences of First 

Nations Australians.

Taken alone, any of these measures are 

imperfect for capturing cultural diversity 

status. The Commission’s approach here, 

which considers an employee’s identification 

with a cultural background, language, and 

country of birth, enables us to build a more 

complete picture of the cultural diversity that 

exists within the Commission’s dataset. This 

approach also reflects the Diversity Council 

of Australia’s recommended core measures 

for counting cultural diversity (DCA 2021).

CARM respondents to the People matter 
survey

Respondents to the People matter survey who 

identified as coming from backgrounds the 

Commission categorised as CARM made up 7% 

of respondents. In terms of gender, 9% of men 

and 7% of women identified as belonging to 

these groups. The majority of survey respondents 

identified as Australian (72%), with a large 

proportion also identifying as British, Irish or 

European. A further 11% preferred not to share 

their cultural identity.
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Table 4.1. Number and percentage of respondents selecting each cultural identity option in 
the People matter survey. CARM identities are shaded.

Cultural Identities PMS Respondents  Percentage 

Australian 75,956 71.6%

Prefer not to say 11,223 10.6%

English, Irish, Scottish and/or Welsh 8,961 8.4%

European (including Western, Eastern and  
South-Eastern European, and Scandinavian)

7,792 7.3%

East and/or South-East Asian 4,732 4.5%

South Asian 2,239 2.1%

Other (please specify) 2,222 2.1%

New Zealander 1,694 1.6%

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 1,004 0.9%

Central Asian 833 0.8%

Middle Eastern and/or North African 734 0.7%

African (including Central, West, Southern and 
East African)

695 0.7%

North American 468 0.4%

Central and/or South American 372 0.4%

Maori 243 0.3%

Pacific Islander 291 0.2%

Total respondents 106,069

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. Respondents to the people matter survey are able to select more than one cultural 
identity. As such, percentages do not add to 100%.
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Although data yielded from the People matter 

survey was greater than the amount received 

from workforce systems, the relatively small 

number of respondents identifying as belonging 

to culturally and racially marginalised groups 

meant that there was not enough data to 

generate reliable results in some analyses, such 

as at the industry level. 

Gender composition at all levels 
of the workforce

Both CARM women and men were 
underrepresented in managerial roles, but 
the underrepresentation was greater for 
CARM women. As Table 4.2 demonstrates, 

non-CARM men were far more likely to hold 

positions as senior managers (overseeing lower-

level managers) and supervisors (managing 

employees who are not managers themselves) 

than CARM men, and women regardless of CARM 

status.

Table 4.2. Percentage of respondents 
reporting senior manager and supervisor 
roles, by CARM status and gender.

CARM 
status and 
gender

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
senior 
manager roles

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
supervisor 
roles

CARM 
women

3% 9%

Non-CARM 
women

7% 15%

CARM men 6% 13%

Non-CARM 
men

14% 21%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Non-CARM men reported holding senior 

manager roles at almost five times the rate of 

CARM women, more than two times the rate of 

CARM men, and exactly twice the rate of non-

CARM women. While the disparity in supervisor 

roles was less stark, non-CARM men were still 

disproportionately likely to hold supervisor roles.

CARM women were slightly less likely to work part 

time than non-CARM women. As seen in Table 

4.3 below, 36% of CARM women reported working 

part time, compared to non-CARM women at 45%. 

14% of CARM men reported working part time, 

whereas the percentage was lower, at 12%, for 

non-CARM men.

Table 4.3. Employment type by CARM status 
and gender.

CARM status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting part-time 
work

CARM women 36%

Non-CARM women 45%

CARM Men 14%

Non-CARM Men 12%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Gender pay equity

CARM women were overrepresented in lower 
income brackets and underrepresented in higher 
income brackets. 60% of CARM women reported 

earning under $95,000 as their full-time base 

salary, compared to only 37% of non-CARM 

men. Respondents to the People matter survey 

2021, from which this data is drawn, were able to 

select their yearly income from salary brackets 

increasing in $10,000 increments. These ranged 

from ‘Less than $45,000’, followed by ‘$45,000-

$54,999’, through to ‘$175,000-$184,999’ and finally 

‘$185,000 or more’. Respondents were also given 

the option to select ‘Prefer not to say’. Table 4.4 

shows these salary options rolled up into $30,000 

groupings.

The average annual full-time salary in Australia, 

based on the ABS full-time weekly earnings in 

November 2021, was approximately $91,000 (ABS 

2022b). While the options provided to respondents 

in the People matter survey do not allow analysis 

of salaries above or below $91,000 specifically, 

Table 4.4 demonstrates that CARM women were 

more likely than men (CARM and non-CARM) and 

non-CARM women to report a full-time equivalent 

salary of less than $95,000.
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Table 4.4. Reported salaries by CARM status and gender.

Salary Range CARM women Non-CARM 
women

CARM men Non-CARM men

Less than $65,000 23% 23% 13% 10%

$65,00 – 94,999 37% 32% 35% 27%

$95,000 –$124,000 21% 23% 26% 29%

$125,000 
–$154,999

4% 5% 8% 12%

$155,000 
–$184,999

1% 2% 4% 5%

Over $185,000 1% 2% 4% 6%

Prefer not to say 6% 10% 5% 9%

Unanswered 7% 4% 5% 3%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

16 The pay gaps presented here are estimates. They were produced using a combination of salary bracket data from the People matter survey, outlined 
above, and the Commission’s workforce remuneration data. This is because the workforce data is not comprehensive enough to produce reliable pay 
gap calculations based on actual salaries. Please see the Introduction to this report for further detail on the approach taken.

Income disparity at the upper end of the pay 

scale shows the compounding impact of 

inequality on the basis of race and gender. 

CARM men reported lower incomes than non-

CARM men, but still earnt more than women of 

all cultural backgrounds. Non-CARM men were 

almost 4 times as likely to report incomes over 

$125,000 when compared to CARM women.

Estimated pay gaps were generally largest 
between CARM women and non-CARM men.16  
As set out in Table 4.5, across 3 of the 4 industry 

groups with sufficient data and at the all-

industries level, estimated pay gaps were largest 

between CARM women and non-CARM men. 

At the all-industry level, the pay gap between 

these two groups was 19%.

In the TAFE and other education sector, the gap 

between CARM women and non-CARM men was 

largest at 26%. The Local government industry 

had the smallest gap between these groups, at 

8%. Notably, CARM women had a pay gap in their 

favour in the public healthcare industry, when 

compared to non-CARM women.
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Table 4.5. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Industry Local 
government

Public 
healthcare

TAFE and 
other 
education

Victorian 
Public Service

All industries

Non-CARM 
women vs non-
CARM men

8% 21% 11% 9% 13%

CARM women 
vs CARM men

10% 11% 17% 9% 10%

CARM men 
vs non-CARM 
men

-2% 0% 11% 9% 11%

CARM women 
vs non-CARM 
women

0% -13% 17% 9% 7%

Non-CARM 
women vs 
CARM men

10% 21% 0% 0% 3%

CARM women 
vs non-CARM 
men

8% 11% 26% 17% 19%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Figure 4.2. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Figure 5.1. Availability of sexual orientation 
information in the workforce data, workplace 
gender audit 2021

  Employees with a recorded sexual orientation

  Employees without a recorded sexual orientation

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included
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Workplace sexual harassment 
and discrimination

Both CARM women and men reported 
experiencing lower rates of sexual harassment 
compared to their non-CARM colleagues of the 
same gender.17 As set out in Table 4.6 below, 7% of 

non-CARM women reported experiencing sexual 

harassment in the last 12 months, compared 

to 4% of CARM women and 4% of non-CARM 

men. CARM men were least likely to report the 

experience of sexual harassment (2%).  

Table 4.6. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting they 
experienced sexual harassment in the last 12 
months, by CARM status and gender.

CARM status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting sexual 
harassment

CARM women 4%

Non-CARM women 7%

CARM Men 2%

Non-CARM Men 4%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Regardless of gender and CARM status, the 

two most common types of sexual harassment 

reported were ‘Intrusive questions about my 

private life or comments about my physical 

appearance’ and ‘Sexually suggestive comments 

or jokes that made me feel offended’. 

Reported rates of the experience of workplace 

discrimination were similar across CARM 

and non-CARM groups and genders. CARM 

women were most likely to report experiencing 

discrimination in the last 12 months and non-

CARM men were least likely to report experiencing 

discrimination. However, these differences were 

small. Table 4.7 shows these marginally different 

rates across the four groups.

17 The People matter survey 2021 was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. This was when many people were working from home (except for 
essential workers, such as healthcare workers). This means that there might have been a potential decrease in certain types of sexual harassment 
between workers. However, it remains unclear how much the COVID-19 pandemic impacted these numbers.

Table 4.7. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting experiences 
of discrimination in the last 12 months, by 
CARM status and gender.

CARM status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting 
discrimination

CARM women 6%

Non-CARM women 5%

CARM Men 5%

Non-CARM Men 4%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

The most common type of discrimination 

reported by all four groups was being denied 

opportunities for promotion.

Recruitment and promotion 
practices

CARM people, regardless of gender, were more 

likely to agree that recruitment and promotion 

decisions in their organisations were fair. As 

Table 4.8 shows, CARM men and women were 

more likely than non-CARM people to agree 

with the statement ‘My organisation makes fair 

recruitment and promotion decisions, based 

on merit’. CARM men had the highest level of 

agreement, at 68%.

73 



Table 4.8. Percentage of respondents 
agreeing or disagreeing that recruitment 
and promotion in their organisations is fair, 
by CARM status and gender.

CARM status 
and gender

My organisation makes fair 
recruitment and promotion 
decisions, based on merit

Strongly 
agree or 
agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

CARM women 67% 10%

Non-CARM 
women

54% 17%

CARM Men 68% 10%

Non-CARM Men 51% 23%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table.

CARM people reported feeling they had an equal 
chance at promotion at higher rates than their 
non-CARM colleagues. As Table 4.9 shows, CARM 

women and men were more likely than their 

non-CARM peers to agree with the statement ‘I 

feel I have an equal chance at promotion in my 

organisation’. CARM men had the highest level of 

agreement, at 54%.

Table 4.9. Percentage of respondents 
agreeing or disagreeing that they have 
an equal chance at promotion in their 
organisations, by CARM status and gender.

CARM status 
and gender

I feel I have an equal 
chance at promotion in my 
organisation

Strongly 
agree or 
agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

CARM women 51% 18%

Non-CARM 
women

46% 25%

CARM Men 54% 18%

Non-CARM Men 46% 27%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table.

Flexible work practices

Women were more likely than men to report 

flexible work, regardless of CARM status. Both 

CARM women and non-CARM women reported 

flexible work arrangements at the same rate, 

which was higher than that of both CARM men 

and non-CARM men. Table 4.10 highlights the 

proportion of respondents in each group who 

reported accessing flexible work opportunities.

Table 4.10. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting flexible work 
arrangements, by CARM status and gender.

CARM status and 
gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting flexible 
work

CARM women 31%

Non-CARM women 31%

CARM men 23%

Non-CARM men 23%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Women, regardless of CARM status, most often 

reported using flexible start and finish times. 

CARM men also reported using flexible start and 

finish times most often, while non-CARM men 

most often reported working part-time. 

Discussion and 
conclusion

This chapter demonstrates how gender and 

race-based inequalities combine to create 

systemic challenges for culturally and racially 

marginalised women in public sector workplaces. 

Much research has found that CARM women 

face a range of systemic barriers to career 

progression. These findings are consistent with 

the Commission’s data analysis which shows that 

CARM women are less likely to report holding 

management roles and are more likely to indicate 

lower salaries – this is despite the finding that 

both CARM women and men reported higher 

agreement compared to their non-CARM 

colleagues that recruitment and promotion in 

their organisations is fair and that they have an 

equal chance at promotion in their organisations. 
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The Commission’s workplace gender audit 

data and its funded research project by Cho 

and Segrave demonstrate the importance 

of improved data collection about people of 

different genders from CARM backgrounds. 

Data is required to better understand how 

discrimination on the basis of cultural 

background and gender combine to produce 

unique barriers to workplace equality for 

particular groups. The lack of workforce data 

on cultural identity, and thus the need to rely 

on survey data that is not linked to employee 

records, meant that this analysis was unable 

to explore the access to training and other 

professional development and promotional 

opportunities, as well as occupational and 

industrial segregation of CARM people in 

Victorian public sector organisations. The 

Commission also had to estimate pay gaps rather 

than being able to rely on precise salary data.

Discrimination in recruitment and retention 

processes is a particular area requiring focussed 

attention from organisations (Cho and Segrave 

2023). Cho and Segrave report that migrant and 

refugee women found that their proficiency in 

English was often misjudged, and they were 

frequently overlooked unless they used an 

English-sounding name (Cho and Segrave 2023). 

These findings reflect existing evidence that in 

order to progress their careers, CARM women feel 

pressure to assimilate to dominant workplace 

cultures that reflect a Western ideal, minimising 

their own experiences and identity (DCA 2023; 

Khadem 2023). Biases around recruitment can 

also flow through to retention, with CARM women 

experiencing a lack of trust in their professional 

abilities from managers and organisations (Cho 

and Segrave 2023; Gyimah et al. 2022).

Moving towards more meaningful diversity 

and inclusion practices that centre the voices 

of CARM women and address conscious and 

unconscious cultural and racial biases can 

support organisations to improve equality 

for CARM women. These goals can begin to 

be achieved through focussing on redressing 

inequalities in access to training and 

development opportunities, and paying attention 

to the role of managers in supporting career 

progression and ensuring promotion pathways 

are transparent (Cho and Segrave 2023; Gyimah 

et al. 2022). Ensuring that CARM women are 

able to meaningfully participate in diversity and 

inclusion initiatives, for example as members 

of relevant committees, can help tackle the 

root causes that hinder CARM women’s equal 

participation in the workplace (Cho and Segrave 

2023). Involving CARM women, and other diverse 

people, in these processes can also help ensure 

that impacted groups have faith in equality 

programs and do not see them as a tick-box 

exercise (Cho and Segrave 2023).

Ensuring increased representation of CARM 

women in leadership will also foster a more 

inclusive environment – one where CARM 

women feel more comfortable voicing their 

concerns. Research has found that reduced 

feelings of trust and safety in their organisations, 

particularly where this representation was 

absent, contributed to CARM women feeling too 

uncomfortable to report experiences of sexual 

harassment in the workplace (Cho and Segrave 

2023; Respect@Work n.d.). 

Research funded by the Commission in its 

Inaugural Research Grants Round in 2021 

identified key whole-of-organisation approaches 

to achieving gender equality for culturally diverse 

women. Importantly, the researchers found that 

organisations must take a holistic approach to 

change across multiple scales, including systemic, 

organisational and individual change (Pillay et 

al. 2022). To ensure accountability for progress, 

organisations should set metrics and targets, 

ensuring leaders are responsible for achieving 

these goals (Pillay et al. 2022). Reviewing policies 

to ensure they are free from discrimination is 

vital to remove systemic forms of discrimination 

embedded in processes and established 

ways of doing things (Pillay et al. 2022). Lastly, 

visible leaders who lead change through active 

advocacy and sponsorship for CARM women 

are central to ensuring an inclusive workplace is 

established from the top (Pillay et al. 2022).

Further research is needed to continue to 

unpack the ways in which specific aspects 

of disadvantage and discrimination against 

CARM people intersect with gender-based 

discrimination to produce unique experiences 

of inequality. Importantly, there is also more 

data and research needed to better understand 

how people of self-described gender from 

CARM backgrounds experience public sector 

workplaces.
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Chapter 5:  
Gender and LGBTIQ+ 
employees



This chapter discusses the 
experiences of LGBTIQ+ women, 
men and gender diverse people. 
The acronym LGBTIQ+ was chosen 
because it reflects the title of the 
Victorian Commissioner for LGBTIQ+ 
Communities, a role that advocates 
for the rights and safety of people 
with diverse genders and sexualities 
(Victorian Government 2021), as 
well as Pride in our future: Victoria’s 
LGBTIQ+ strategy 2022-32 (Victorian 
Government 2022a). In this report, the 
Commission uses the terms LGBTIQ+ 
to discuss people with sexualities that 
are not heterosexual and/or a gender 
identity that is not cisgendered.18  
Use of the terms ‘women’ and ‘men’ 
includes transgender women and 
transgender men. In addition, these 
terms also include gender-diverse 
individuals who are perceived as 
either women or men, as they may 
experience disadvantage and 
discrimination on the basis of their 
perceived gender. The language 
used in this report is not intended to 
minimise or lessen any aspect of a 
person’s identity. The Commission 
acknowledges the significant 
diversity and variety of terminology 
that exists within the LGBTIQ+ 
community. 

18 Cisgendered means that an individual’s gender identity is consistent with their biological sex (Victorian Government 2022b).

Within the LGBTIQ+ community there are a 

wide variety of sexual orientations and gender 

identities. The LGBTIQ+ acronym is an evolving 

term which stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, intersex, queer, and more (Victorian 

Government 2021). These identities are not 

mutually exclusive, and there are a range of 

other terms (such as pansexual, asexual and 

non-binary) that people use to describe their 

gender and sexuality (e.g., Department of Health 

2023). People who appear to be LBGTIQ+ may 

or may not identify as such, and people within 

this community may not wish, or feel safe, to 

disclose this information to others (Lyons et al. 

2021). This, combined with inadequate reporting 

mechanisms, makes it hard to gauge accurate 

numbers of LGBTIQ+ people (Carman et al. 2020). 

Despite these limitations, in 2020, 3-4% of the 

Australian population reported identifying as 

lesbian, gay, or bisexual – with 19% of women 

and 9% of men having ‘reported same gender 

attraction and behaviour’ (Carman et al. 2020:3). 

Internationally, it is estimated that 1% of the 

population identify as transgender, and 1.7% of 

people are born with intersex characteristics 

(Carman et al. 2020:3). 

LGBTIQ+ people face inequalities because 

societies and individuals assume that 

heterosexual and cisgendered is the standard. 

These assumptions are reinforced and normalised 

through policies, cultures and interactions which 

discriminate against members of the LGBTIQ+ 

community and perpetuate unequal structures 

(Beagan et al. 2022; McFadden and Crowley-

Henry 2018). In Victoria, homosexuality was a 

criminal offence until 1980 (Victorian Government 

2020). However, criminal convictions related to 

homosexuality were only expunged 34 years 

later, in 2014 (Victorian Government 2020). In 2016, 

Victorian Premier Daniel Andrews “delivered an 

historic apology for gay convictions in Parliament,” 

(Victorian Government 2020) and it wasn’t until 

late 2017 that the right to marry was extended to 

homosexual couples (Australian Government n.d.).
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Key workplace issues 
for LGBTIQ+ people

High levels of workplace 
discrimination, exclusion and 
harassment

According to the Australian Workplace Equality 

Index’s 2022 survey, 26.7% of respondents have 

witnessed negative behaviours towards people 

of diverse sexualities or genders at work, and 

10.9% have witnessed serious bullying (AWEI 

2022a:9). This mirrors international research, 

with a 2022 survey of 5,474 LGBTIQ+ people 

globally finding that 40% experienced non-

inclusive behaviours at work (Deloitte 2022:18). 

Concerningly, 39% of these respondents reported 

sexual harassment across both remote and office 

working environments (Deloitte 2022:18). The risk 

of harassment and abuse is even greater for 

LGBTIQ+ individuals who belong to more than 

one minority group (AWEI 2022b; AWEI 2022c; 

AWEI 2022d; AWEI 2022e; TUC 2019).

Prejudice in the form of homophobia, 

transphobia, tokenism, stereotyping and being 

misunderstood are often the root causes of 

negative behaviours towards LGBTIQ+ people 

(State of Queensland 2017; DCA and Pride in 

Diversity 2022; Waite 2021). Like other forms of 

harassment and discrimination in workplace 

settings, homophobic or transphobic behaviour 

can be subtle, meaning victims feel they cannot 

formally report this (McFadden and Crowley-

Henry 2018). Consequently, LGBTIQ+ people 

often feel unsafe at work and experience higher 

levels of psychological distress compared to 

their non-LGBTIQ+ counterparts (Deloitte 2022; 

Amos et al. 2023). This can impact the workforce 

participation and career progression of LGBTIQ+ 

people (WGEA 2023; Ellsworth et al. 2020). 

Lack of safety to be themselves in 
workplace settings

The Australian Workplace Equality Index in 

2022 reported that despite workplace inclusion 

initiatives, there has been a downward 

trend over the past three years of LGBTIQ+ 

employees disclosing their identities at work 

(AWEI 2022f:4). There are many reasons that 

people choose not to disclose their sexual or 

gender identity. These include fears of bias 

hindering career opportunities, interpersonal 

relationships changing, isolation, and subtle or 

overt discrimination (McFadden and Crowley-

Henry 2018). For most LGBTIQ+ people, ‘coming 

out’ is an ongoing process with introductions to 

new workplaces, co-workers, and stakeholders. 

Never being certain how these conversations will 

go, and the continuous nature of this process, 

leads to ongoing stress (McFadden and Crowley-

Henry 2018). However, hiding these aspects of 

one’s identity at work can be emotionally and 

psychologically exhausting (Minei et al. 2023; 

McFadden and Crowley-Henry 2018; State of 

Queensland 2017). A large number of LGBTIQ+ 

people in Australia expend significant energy to 

hide their identity, detracting from their ability to 

participate at work (State of Queensland 2017). 

Barriers are also exacerbated for LGBTIQ+ people 

who identify as trans or gender diverse (DCA 

2018), are a person of colour (DCA and Pride in 

Diversity 2022), are First Nations peoples (AWEI 

2022d) or are of older age (Cray 2013).

Barriers to career development 
and progression

Research suggests that LGBTIQ+ people 

are less likely to receive career development 

opportunities and experience barriers to 

progression, promotion and accessing leadership 

opportunities in the workplace (Webster 

and Adams 2023; Gedro 2009). Associations 

between leadership and men/masculinity 

also disadvantage some LGBTIQ+ people, 

who regardless of gender identity and sexual 

orientation may not conform to stereotypical 

understandings of masculinity (Pellegrini et 

al. 2020). These barriers have flow-on effects 

across a broad range of measures, including 

representation, pay equity, discrimination, and 

occupational segregation (Gedro 2009).

Trans, gender-diverse and 
intersex people face additional 
barriers to inclusion

While all LGBTIQ+ individuals can face inclusion 

challenges in the workplace, trans and gender-

diverse people are especially likely to experience 

barriers at every stage of the employment 

process (Waite 2021). In 2018, the unemployment 

rate of trans people was 3 times that of the 

general population in Australia (Bretherton et al. 

2021:47), a trend that is mirrored in international 

research (NCTE 2016:5). When they do have 

access to paid employment, trans and gender-
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diverse people are more likely to be in entry-

level positions, miss out on career progression 

opportunities and experience social exclusion 

(Ellsworth et al. 2022; DET 2023). Trans and 

gender-diverse individuals, as well as intersex 

people, are also more likely to be misgendered in 

the workplace and encounter false assumptions 

about their gender, bodies, and sexuality 

(Ellsworth et al. 2022). This can result in privacy 

breaches, where a trans, gender-diverse or 

intersex employee’s personal information is 

shared with their colleagues without consent 

(Ellsworth et al. 2022). Privacy breaches such as 

these can have detrimental effects on LGBTIQ+ 

people’s physical and psychological safety.

Trans, gender-diverse and 
intersex people are more likely to 
experience negative behaviours 
at work

Trans and gender-diverse people are more likely 

to experience and witness negative behaviours 

than their other LGBTIQ+ colleagues (AHRC 

2022c; Amos et al. 2023). These behaviours 

include discrimination, bullying and harassment, 

which can affect their ability to participate in the 

workforce (AWEI 2022b). In the last 5 years, 70% of 

people with intersex characteristics experienced 

workplace sexual harassment in Australia – the 

highest rate of any population examined in the 

Australian Human Rights Commission’s 2022 

national survey (AHRC 2022c:12). Trans and 

gender-diverse people are more than twice as 

likely as cisgender people to hear sexist jokes or 

demeaning comments about themselves and 

people in their community (AWEI 2022b:7; see 

also Ellsworth et al. 2022). For those that formally 

report this harassment, only 16.2% feel that it is 

dealt with satisfactorily (AWEI 2022b:7). As a result 

of these negative behaviours in the workplace, 

trans and gender-diverse people are more likely 

to think about leaving their current employer, 

compared to cisgender people (AWEI 2022b).

Key workplace issues 
for LGBTIQ+ women

Compounding barriers to 
progression and promotion

LGBTIQ+ women are more likely to experience 

workplace disadvantage when compared to 

straight women and LGBTIQ+ men, or those 

perceived as men. LGBTIQ+ women experience a 

‘double glass ceiling’ – the compounding impacts 

of being perceived as a woman and LGBTIQ+ 

– when trying to access career progression 

opportunities at work (ACON n.d.; AWEI 2022e; 

PwC and Pride in Diversity 2018). This can be 

seen in the Australian context, as the Australian 

Workplace Equality Index Survey demonstrated 

that only 4% of LGBTIQ+ women (both 

cisgender and transgender) and gender diverse 

respondents were in senior leadership roles or 

above in 2022 (AWEI 2022e:3). LGBTIQ+ women are 

also more likely to report that they have missed 

out on a raise or promotion due to their gender 

and sexual orientation when compared to their 

straight and cisgendered counterparts (AWEI 

2022e; Ellsworth et al. 2022).

Unstable employment

LGBTIQ+ women are overrepresented in part-

time, temporary or contract roles (AWEI 2022e:3). 

This overrepresentation is a contributing factor 

to the gender pay gap (AWEI 2022e:3). LGBTIQ+ 

women who are out at work feel as though 

they need to evidence their competence more 

frequently than LGBTIQ+ men and their straight 

colleagues (Ellsworth et al. 2022).

High levels of discrimination and 
sexual harassment

In 2022, nearly half of all LGBTIQ+ women 

experienced sexual harassment at work, a much 

higher rate than LGBTIQ+ men (AWEI 2022e:6; see 

also TUC 2019:13-17). Moreover, instances of sexual 

harassment towards LGBTIQ+ women are more 

likely to occur on a regular basis rather than as a 

single incident (AWEI 2022e:6). Safe and inclusive 

workplaces for LGBTIQ+ women that are free 

from discrimination and harassment support 

their improved workforce participation. Research 

from the US indicates that LGBTIQ+ women who 

are safe and out at work are half as likely to leave 

their employer and are a third more likely to plan 

to stay for 5 years or more (Ellsworth et al. 2022).
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Victoria’s LGBTIQ+ 
strategy 2022-32 

In 2022, the Department of Families, Fairness 

and Housing, the Minister for Equality and 

the Commissioner for LGBTIQ+ Communities 

published Victoria’s first whole-of-government 

LGBTIQ+ strategy, Pride in our future: Victoria’s 

LGBTIQ+ strategy 2022-32 (the strategy).  

The strategy provides the vision and plan to 

drive equality and inclusion for Victoria’s diverse 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and gender diverse, 

intersex and queer (LGBTIQ+) communities  

within all aspects of government work over the 

next decade.

The vision of the strategy is that all Victorians feel 

safe, are healthy, have equal human rights and 

can live wholly and freely.

The strategy identifies 4 priority areas (outlined 

below), alongside action items and desired 

outcomes to drive equality and inclusion for 

Victoria’s LGBTIQ+ communities throughout all 

government processes and initiatives.

To acknowledge and better support the 

many LGBTIQ+ community members living 

with compounding forms of inequality, the 

strategy takes an intersectional approach. The 

development of the strategy  was informed by 

consultations with over 1600 LGBTIQ+ Victorians. 

Further details of the strategy can be found 

at https://www.vic.gov.au/pride-our-future-
victorias-lgbtiq-strategy-2022-32 

Key priority areas in the strategy

Equal rights and freedoms

The strategy commits to creating, reviewing, 

and reforming laws with an equity lens. It aims 

to strengthen legal protections for LGBTIQ+ 

Victorians and reduce the harm caused by 

the disproportionate levels of discrimination 

experienced by LGBTIQ+ people. Several key 

actions have been undertaken to advance this 

goal, such as establishing a specialist legal 

service for LGBTIQ+ Victorians, developing and 

delivering the LGBTIQ+ Justice Action Plan, 

implementing the Equal Opportunity (Religious 

Exceptions) Amendment Act 2021, the Change or 

Suppression (Conversion) Practices Prohibition 

Act 2021 and commencing the Summary Offences 

Amendment (Nazi Symbol Prohibition) Act 2022 

making it an offence to publicly display the  

Nazi Hakenkreuz. 

Equitable, inclusive, and accessible 
services

To ensure all governmental decision-makers 

and service providers recognise the needs of 

LGBTIQ+ community members, key actions have 

been identified that will improve the health and 

wellbeing of queer people. Progress against 

this goal includes delivery statewide to help 

organisations to embed LGBTIQ+ inclusive 

practices within their workplace and services, 

establishing a Trans and Gender Diverse Peer 

Support Program and rolling out safe spaces 

for LGBTIQ+ young people in Western Victoria. 

Further work will be done over the life of the 

strategy to improve LGBTIQ+ specialist services, 

enable people with intersex variations to access 

the care and support they require, ensure 

relationship, sexuality and consent education is 

LGBTIQ+ inclusive, and improve public fertility 

care access for LGBTIQ+ families.
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Visibility to inform decision making

The strategy highlights ways to improve data 

collection about the lives and experiences 

of LGBTIQ+ Victorians, and to ensure data-

collection processes are inclusive. For example, 

improving and standardising how, and for 

what purpose, government departments 

collect personal demographic data from their 

employees. The focus of this work will be to define 

a set of consistent whole-of-Victorian Public 

Service collection standards and indicators that 

government uses in its workforce data standards 

reporting. The standards will be underpinned by 

clear and consistent approaches to why data is 

collected, what it is used for and how it is shared.  

Through this initiative, it is expected there will 

be an increase in the number of organisations 

using inclusive data collection methods. In turn, 

this should amplify LGBTIQ+ voices so that their 

experiences can be heard by government. Key 

actions to achieve this goal include supporting 

LGBTIQ+ data and research, improving Victorian 

Government data standards, developing 

guidance materials on how to collect, analyse and 

report on data by government and government-

funded services and increasing diverse LGBTIQ+ 

representation on Victorian Government boards.

Safe, strong and sustainable 
communities

This priority area aims to increase LGBTIQ+ 

people’s feeling of their value in society, which is 

currently at 41.4%. For LGBTIQ+ people, being a 

part of the community is a valued and positive 

part of life. It leads to better physical and mental 

health outcomes.

This priority area aims to build whole-of-

community understanding and celebration 

of LGBTIQ+ people to prevent discrimination, 

stigma and abuse. Reducing discrimination leads 

to better health and wellbeing outcomes. This 

creates a stronger and more cohesive society 

where everyone experiences economic security, 

feels valued, is safe in public places and can 

enjoy participating in social and community 

activities, like sports and the arts. Several 

key actions have been outlined to achieve 

this, including delivering state-wide LGBTIQ+ 

awareness raising, as well as events and festivals 

that celebrate LGBTIQ+ communities, promoting 

self-sufficiency for the sector and reviewing and 

improving LGBTIQ+ inclusion in government 

policies, programs, and services.
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CGEPS audit data: 
Key insights

This section reports on insights from the 

Commission’s 2021 workplace gender audit 

workforce data and the 2021 People matter 

survey (PMS). Workforce data is data drawn 

from organisations’ human resources and 

payroll systems. The People matter survey is an 

anonymous survey completed by approximately 

90% of organisations with reporting obligations 

under the Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) (the Act). 

LGBTIQ+ employees in the 2021 
workplace gender audit

Few organisations were able to provide data 
regarding the sexual orientation of their 
employees, or employees with self-described 
genders. Only 6% of defined entities included 

any data related to sexual orientation in their 

workforce reporting. Across all organisations 

with reporting obligations in the 2021 workplace 

gender audit, only 0.5% of employees had a 

recorded sexual orientation. The remaining 99.5% 

of employees covered by the 2021 workforce 

data either had no sexual orientation recorded 

or worked for organisations that did not collect 

and store information about LGBTIQ+ identities 

through their workforce systems. 

Figure 4.2. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Figure 5.1. Availability of sexual orientation 
information in the workforce data, workplace 
gender audit 2021

  Employees with a recorded sexual orientation

  Employees without a recorded sexual orientation

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included

Only 0.1% of employees were reported as having 

self-described gender. Gender identities outside 

the binary are likely to be underreported due to a 

combination of workforce systems failing to offer 

gender options beyond women and men, as well 

as individuals not feeling safe to disclose their self-

described gender to their employer (VPSC 2023d).

This lack of workforce data makes it very difficult 

to draw reliable conclusions. As a result, the 

remainder of the analysis presented in this 

section is derived from the 2021 People matter 

survey (PMS) data.

Figure 5.2. Proportion of employees who were 
reported as being of self-described gender

  Employees reported as being of self-described gender  

  Employees reported as not being of self-described 
gender  

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit (unit-level workforce data)

Notes: 274 organisations included

Respondents to the People matter survey 
reported being LGBTIQ+ at higher rates than 
the general population. As illustrated in Table 

5.1, 6.4% of respondents identified as asexual, 

bisexual, gay, lesbian, or pansexual. This figure 

is 1.2% higher than the level reported in the 2017 

Victorian Population Health Survey. Respondents 

reported being trans and gender diverse at 

more than three times the rate of the Victorian 

population, though still constituted a very small 

percentage of the workforce at 0.64%. 
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Table 5.1. Percentage of respondents to 
the People matter survey identifying 
as LGBTIQ+, compared to the Victorian 
population.

LGBTIQ+ 
group

PMS 
Respondents

Victorian 
population 
(2017)

Asexual 0.4% 0.4%

Bisexual or 
pansexual

3% 3%

Gay or 
lesbian

3% 1.8%

Trans, 
non-binary 
or gender 
diverse

0.64% 0.2%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

While the survey data was larger than the 

workforce data, the low number of respondents 

identifying as LGBTIQ+ meant that responses 

were too low to generate reliable results in some 

analyses. This was particularly the case for 

analyses involving transgender men. The data 

below includes some figures that have a wide 

confidence interval, meaning due to the small 

amount of data available, it is only possible to 

confidently determine a large range that they fall 

within. This means that sometimes percentages 

within a table may be closer to each other than 

they appear. These numbers are indicated with 

an asterisk (*).

Gender composition at all levels 
of the workforce

Lesbian women held managerial positions 
at similar rates to both straight men and 
gay men. As Table 5.2 shows, lesbian women 

were equally likely to hold positions as senior 

managers (overseeing lower-level managers) and 

supervisors (managing employees who are not 

managers themselves) compared to both straight 

men and gay men.

Table 5.2. Percentage of respondents 
reporting senior manager and supervisor 
roles, by sexual orientation and gender.

Sexual 
orientation 
and gender

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
senior 
manager roles

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
supervisor 
roles

Asexual 
women

4% 11%

Bisexual 
and 
pansexual 
women

5% 12%

Lesbian 
women

12% 17%

Straight 
women

4% 11%

Asexual 
men

4%* 8%*

Bisexual 
and 
pansexual 
men

9% 17%

Gay men 13% 17%

Straight 
men

13% 20%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

While lesbian women reported holding 

managerial positions at similar rates to straight 

and gay men, bisexual, pansexual and asexual 

women reported lower rates of both senior 

manager and supervisor roles, in line with 

straight women. Research suggests that lesbian 

couples more equally distribute household labour, 

which may contribute to their ability to develop 

their careers in the paid workforce (Brewster 

2017). However, further research is required 

to fully understand the differences in rates of 

management roles. 

Transgender women, transgender men, gender-

diverse people and cisgender women were 

underrepresented in managerial roles, but this 

underrepresentation was greater for transgender 

women. As Table 5.3 shows, cisgender men 

were far more likely to hold positions as senior 

managers (overseeing lower-level managers) 
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and supervisors (managing employees who are 

not managers themselves) than other gender 

identities.

Table 5.3 Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting senior 
manager and supervisor roles, by gender 
identity.

Gender 
identity

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
senior 
manager roles

PMS 
Respondents 
reporting 
supervisor 
roles

Transgender 
women

4%* 10%

Transgender 
men

7%* 13%*

Other trans, 
non-binary 
or gender 
diverse

5% 14%

Cisgender 
women

7% 15%

Cisgender 
men

13% 20%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Lesbian women were slightly less likely to 
work part time than straight women, while 
transgender women were equally likely to work 
part time as cis-gendered women. As Table 5.4 

shows, 27% of lesbian women reported working 

part time. This is much lower than straight 

women, at 45%. However, lesbian women were 

more than twice as likely than straight men, and 

much more likely than gay men, to work part time.

Bisexual, pansexual, and asexual women had 

similar part-time work rates to straight women, 

while men identifying as gay, bisexual, pansexual, 

and asexual were more likely to work part-time 

(16%) compared to straight men (12%). 

Table 5.4. Employment type by sexual 
orientation and gender.

Sexual orientation 
and gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting part-time 
employment

Asexual women 38%

Bisexual and pansexual 
women

38%

Lesbian women 27%

Straight women 45%

Asexual men 21%*

Bisexual and pansexual 
men

16%

Gay men 16%

Straight men 12%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Table 5.5 shows that transgender women 

reported working part time at almost the same 

rate as cisgender women. Non-binary people and 

transgender men were also more likely to work 

part time compared to cisgender men, but less 

likely than cisgender women.

Table 5.5. Employment type by gender 
identity.

Gender identity PMS Respondents 
reporting part-time 
employment

Transgender women 45%

Transgender men 19%

Other trans, non-binary 
or gender diverse

30%

Cisgender women 44%

Cisgender men 12%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Gender pay equity

Women across different sexuality groups were 
more likely to be overrepresented in lower income 
brackets and underrepresented in higher income 
brackets than men, regardless of sexuality. The 

only exception to this trend was lesbian women, 

who on average had higher salaries than bisexual 

and pansexual men. Respondents to the People 

matter survey 2021, from which this data is drawn, 

were able to select their yearly income from 

salary brackets increasing in $10,000 increments. 

These ranged from ‘Less than $45,000’, followed 

by ‘$45,000-$54,999’, through to ‘$175,000-

$184,999’ and finally ‘$185,000 or more’. 

Respondents were also given the option to select 

‘Prefer not to say’. Table 5.6 shows these salary 

options rolled up into $30,000 groupings.

The average annual full-time salary in Australia, 

based on the ABS full-time weekly earnings in 

November 2021, was approximately $91,000 (ABS 

2022b). While the options provided to respondents 

in the People matter survey do not allow analysis 

of salaries above or below $91,000 specifically, 

Table 5.6 shows that women of all sexual 

orientations were more likely than straight and 

gay men to report a full-time equivalent salary 

of less than $95,000. Bisexual and pansexual 

women (60%) and asexual men (61%) had the 

highest rates of salaries under $95,000 of any 

group in the table.

Table 5.6. Reported salaries by sexual orientation and gender.

Salary 
Range

Asexual 
women

Bisexual or 
pansexual 
women

Lesbian 
women

Straight 
women

Asexual 
men

Bisexual or 
pansexual 
men

Gay men Straight 
men

Less than 
$65,000

24%* 23% 12% 23% 15%* 16% 9% 10%

$65,000 – 
94,999

40%* 37% 33% 32% 46%* 31% 32% 28%

$95,000 
–$124,000

23%* 22% 29% 22% 25%* 30% 32% 28%

$125,000 
–$154,999

4%* 4% 8% 5% 4%* 9% 10% 11%

$155,000 
–$184,999

2%* 2% 4% 2% 0%* 3% 5% 5%

Over 
$185,000

0%* 1% 5% 2% 2%* 3% 5% 6%

Prefer not 
to say

5%* 5% 6% 10% 6%* 5% 4% 9%

Unanswered 3%* 7% 4% 5% 2%* 4% 4% 3%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Table 5.6 also shows that lesbian women were 

significantly more likely than other women to 

report salaries at the higher end of the scale, 

over $125,000, at 17%, compared to 9% of straight 

women and 7% of bisexual or pansexual women. 

Straight men were most likely to report these 

salaries, at 22%.

Trans, non-binary and gender-diverse employees 
were more likely to be overrepresented in lower 
income brackets and underrepresented in higher 
income brackets when compared to cisgender 
men. As Table 5.7 shows, transgender women were 

the most likely gender identity to report salaries 

below $95,000, at 64%, compared to 38% for 

cisgender men. Cisgender women were next most 

likely to report salaries under $95,000, at 54%.
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Table 5.7. Reported salaries by gender identity.

Salary Range Transgender 
women

Transgender 
men

Other trans, 
non-binary or 
gender diverse

Cisgender 
women

Cisgender men

Less than 
$65,000

28% 17% 18% 22% 10%

$65,00 – 94,999 36% 36% 29% 32% 28%

$95,000 
–$124,999

16% 20% 18% 22% 28%

$125,000 
–$154,999

5% 9% 4% 4% 11%

$155,000 
–$184,999

2% 3% 1% 2% 5%

Over $185,000 2% 3% 2% 2% 5%

Prefer not to say 6% 7% 23% 11% 10%

Unanswered 8% 8% 5% 5% 4%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

19 The pay gaps presented here are estimates, produced using a combination of salary bracket data from the People matter survey, outlined above, 
and the Commission’s workforce remuneration data. This is because the workforce data is not comprehensive enough to produce reliable pay gap 
calculations based on actual salaries. Please see the Introduction to this report for further detail on the approach taken.

At the higher end of the income scale, non-

binary and gender diverse employees were the 

least likely of the groups listed in the table to 

report salaries above $125,000 at 7%, compared 

to a similar rate of 8% for cisgender women. 

Cisgender men reported salaries over $125,000 

at 3 times the rate of other trans, non-binary or 

gender diverse people, at 21%.

The estimated pay gap at the all-industry level 
was largest between straight women, and men, 
regardless of sexual orientation.19 As set out in 

Table 5.8, at the all-industry level, estimated pay 

gaps were largest between straight women and 

men, regardless of sexual orientation, at 16%. 

Across all of the industry groups with sufficient 

data, pay gaps were largest or equal largest 

between straight women and straight men. In the 

Public healthcare sector, this gap was largest, 

at 21% (equal with the pay gap between straight 

women and asexual, bisexual, pansexual and 

gay men). The Victorian Public Service industry 

had the smallest gap between straight men and 

women, at 2%.
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Table 5.8. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Industry Local 
government

Public 
healthcare

TAFE and other 
education

Victorian 
Public Service

All industries

Straight women vs 
straight men

9% 21% 19% 2% 16%

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
pansexual or asexual 
women vs gay, 
bisexual, pansexual or 
asexual men

8% 10% 0% 0% 11%

Gay, bisexual, 
pansexual or asexual 
men vs straight men

1% 0% 11% 2% 1%

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
pansexual or asexual 
women vs straight 
women

0% -15% -10% 0% -5%

Straight women 
vs gay, bisexual, 
pansexual or asexual 
men

8% 21% 9% 0% 16%

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
pansexual or asexual 
women vs straight 
men

9% 10% 11% 2% 12%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Figure 5.3. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Figure 5.4. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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While there was a pay gap between straight women 

and men across all four industry groupings and 

at the all-industry level, lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

pansexual and asexual women actually reported a 

significant pay gap in their favour when compared 

to straight women in the Public healthcare (15%) 

and TAFE and other education industries (10%). In 

the Local government and Victorian Public Service 

industries, there was no gap between these two 

groups. 

The relatively higher salaries of non-straight women 

as compared to straight women suggest that, as in 

the leadership section above, perhaps expectations 

around the heterosexual division of labour impact 

straight women’s career progression and earning 

potential. For straight women, a male partner’s 

career may be prioritised, with more domestic 

labour and care work falling to the woman (Jones 

2019; KPMG 2021). This division of labour may be less 

stark in LGBTIQ+ relationships. Further research is 

required to understand the drivers of the pay gaps 

and leadership role differences found here.

The estimated pay gap for different gender 
identities was largest between trans, non-binary 
or gender diverse people and cisgender men. As 

set out in Table 5.9, at the all-industry level, the 

estimated pay gap was largest between trans, 

non-binary or other gender diverse people and 

cisgender men, at 18%. Across the four industries 

with sufficient data, the largest estimated pay gaps 

of 21% were found in the Public healthcare sector 

between cisgender women and cisgender men, as 

well as trans, non-binary or other gender diverse 

people and cisgender men. There tended to be 

smaller pay gaps between trans, non-binary or 

gender diverse people and cisgender women, with 

only a 3% pay gap across all industries.

Table 5.9. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Industry Local 
government

Public 
healthcare

TAFE and 
other 
education

Victorian 
Public Service

All industries

Cisgender women vs 
cisgender men

8% 21% 19% 2% 15%

Trans, non-binary or 
gender diverse people vs 
cisgender women

0% 4% -7% 9% 3%

Trans, non-binary or 
gender diverse people vs 
cisgender men

8% 21% 19% 2% 18%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Figure 5.3. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Figure 5.4. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 
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Workplace sexual harassment 
and discrimination

LGBTIQ+ respondents reported experiencing 

sexual harassment at disproportionately higher 

rates than their straight and cisgendered 

colleagues.  As Table 5.10 shows, gay men were 

more than twice as likely to report experiencing 

sexual harassment at work in the past 12 months 

compared to straight men. Asexual men were 

five times as likely to report experiencing 

sexual harassment than straight men. All 

non-heteronormative women reported sexual 

harassment at higher rates than their straight 

colleagues, with bisexual and pansexual women 

reporting the highest rates at 14%.

Table 5.10. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting they 
experienced sexual harassment in the last 12 
months, by sexual orientation and gender.

Sexual orientation 
and gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting sexual 
harassment

Asexual women 11%

Bisexual and pansexual 
women

14%

Lesbian women 10%

Straight women 6%

Asexual men 15%*

Bisexual and pansexual 
men

12%

Gay men 7%

Straight men 3%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

The two most common types of sexual 

harassment reported, regardless of gender or 

sexual orientation, were ‘Intrusive questions 

about my private life or comments about my 

physical appearance’ and ‘Sexually suggestive 

comments or jokes that made me feel offended’.

Trans and gender-diverse respondents reported 
experiencing sexual harassment at noticeably 
higher rates than their cisgendered colleagues. 
As shown in Table 5.11, transgender women 

reported experiencing sexual harassment 

at the highest rates of any gender identity 

(16%), followed closely by other trans, non-

binary or gender diverse respondents at 15%. 

Transgender men also reported higher rates of 

sexual harassment at 8%, as compared to both 

cisgender women (6%) and cisgender men (4%).

Table 5.11. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting sexual 
harassment in the last 12 months, by gender 
identity.

Gender identity PMS Respondents 
reporting 
experiencing sexual 
harassment

Transgender women 16%*

Transgender men 8%*

Other trans, non-binary 
or gender diverse

15%

Cisgender women 6%

Cisgender men 4%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

The two most common types of sexual 

harassment reported, regardless of gender 

identity, were ‘Intrusive questions about my 

private life or comments about my physical 

appearance’ and ‘Sexually suggestive comments 

or jokes that made me feel offended’. There was 

some small variation between genders as to 

which of these two answers was most commonly 

reported. 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual and asexual 

people reported experiencing discrimination 

at higher rates than straight people, regardless 

of gender. As set out in Table 5.12, below, people 

with non-heteronormative sexual orientations 

were more likely to report discrimination in 

the workplace when compared to straight 

respondents.

Figure 5.3. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Figure 5.4. Estimated pay gaps by comparator groups and industry.

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.
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Table 5.12. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting discrimination 
in the last 12 months, by sexual orientation 
and gender.

Sexual orientation 
and gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting 
discrimination

Asexual women 7%*

Bisexual and pansexual 
women

8%

Lesbian women 7%

Straight women 5%

Asexual men 11%*

Bisexual and pansexual 
men

9.9%

Gay men 6%

Straight men 5%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

The most common type of discrimination 

reported was being denied opportunities for 

promotion, except for bisexual and pansexual 

women, who most commonly reported being 

denied flexible work arrangements or other 

adjustments.

Gender-diverse individuals reported facing 

higher rates of discrimination compared to 

cisgender people. Trans and gender-diverse 

respondents to the People matter survey were 

approximately 2-3 times more likely than their 

cisgender colleagues to report experiencing 

discrimination. As Table 5.13 shows, other trans, 

non-binary and gender diverse people reported 

experiencing discrimination at the highest rate of 

17%, or approximately three times their cisgender 

peers. Transgender women reported the next 

highest rate of experiencing discrimination 

at 15%, followed by transgender men at 10%. 

This suggests that people who live outside of 

cisgender expectations are significantly more 

likely to experience discrimination in Victorian 

public sector workplaces.

Table 5.13. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting discrimination 
in the last 12 months, by gender identity.

Gender identity PMS Respondents 
reporting 
discrimination

Transgender women 15%

Transgender men 10%*

Other trans, non-binary 
or gender diverse

17%

Cisgender women 5%

Cisgender men 6%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Recruitment and promotion 
practices

Gay men, and bisexual, pansexual and straight 

women, were the most likely to agree that 

recruitment and promotion decisions in their 

organisations were fair. As Table 5.14 shows, gay 

men were most likely to agree with the statement 

‘My organisation makes fair recruitment and 

promotion decisions, based on merit’, at 57%. 

Bisexual and pansexual women followed close 

behind at 56%, with straight women at 55%. 

Straight women, asexual women, and bisexual 

and pansexual women were least likely to 

disagree, at 17% each.
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Table 5.14. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents agreeing or disagreeing 
that recruitment and promotion in their 
organisations is fair, by sexual orientation 
and gender.

Sexual 
orientation 
and gender

My organisation makes fair 
recruitment and promotion 
decisions, based on merit

Strongly agree 
or agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

Asexual 
women

47% 17%

Bisexual 
and 
pansexual 
women

56% 17%

Lesbian 
women

52% 21%

Straight 
women

55% 17%

Asexual 
men

52% 21%

Bisexual 
and 
pansexual 
men

50% 24%

Gay men 57% 20%

Straight 
men

53% 22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table.

Non-binary and gender-diverse people were 

least likely of any gender identity to agree that 

recruitment and promotion decisions in their 

organisations were fair. As Table 5.15 shows, 

other trans, non-binary or gender diverse people 

had low levels of confidence in the fairness of 

recruitment and promotion decisions in their 

organisations, with marginally more respondents 

disagreeing with the statement (35%) than 

agreeing (34%). Transgender men had the 

next lowest levels of agreement at 48%, while 

cisgender women had the highest levels, at 54%.

Table 5.15. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents agreeing or disagreeing 
that recruitment and promotion in their 
organisations is fair, by gender identity.

Gender 
identity

My organisation makes fair 
recruitment and promotion 
decisions, based on merit

Strongly 
agree or 
agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

Transgender 
women

52%* 22%*

Transgender 
men

48%* 21%*

Other trans, 
non-binary 
or gender 
diverse

34% 35%

Cisgender 
women

54% 17%

Cisgender 
men

52% 22%

Bisexual and 
pansexual 
men

50% 24%

Gay men 57% 20%

Straight men 53% 22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table.

Asexual people, as well as bisexual and 
pansexual men, were least likely of any sexual 
orientation to agree that they had an equal 
chance at promotion in their organisations.  
As Table 5.16 shows, gay men (51%) had the 

highest levels of agreement with the statement ‘I 

feel I have an equal chance at promotion in my 

organisation’, while asexual women agreed least 

often (38%).
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Table 5.16. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents agreeing or disagreeing 
that they have an equal chance at 
promotion in their organisations, by sexual 
orientation and gender.

Sexual 
orientation 
and gender

I feel I have an equal chance at 
promotion in my organisation

Strongly 
agree or 
agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

Asexual 
women

38%* 32%*

Bisexual and 
pansexual 
women

46% 28%

Lesbian 
women

48% 25%

Straight 
women

46% 24%

Asexual men 42%* 31%*

Bisexual and 
pansexual 
men

43% 33%

Gay men 51% 25%

Straight men 47% 26%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. ‘Neither agree nor 
disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options are not included in 
the table.

Non-binary and gender-diverse people were 
least likely of any gender identity to agree that 
they had an equal chance at promotion in their 
organisations. As Table 5.17 shows, other trans, 

non-binary and gender diverse people had 

low confidence in their equal consideration for 

promotion in their organisations, with only 30% 

agreeing that they would have an equal chance 

at promotion and 45% disagreeing. All other 

gender identities reported notably higher levels 

of agreement and lower levels of disagreement. 

Transgender men and straight men had the 

highest levels of agreement, at 46%.

Table 5.17. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents agreeing or disagreeing 
that they have an equal chance at 
promotion in their organisations, by gender 
identity.

Gender 
identity

I feel I have an equal chance at 
promotion in my organisation

Strongly 
agree or 
agree

Strongly 
disagree or 
disagree

Transgender 
women

40%* 35%*

Transgender 
men

46%* 28%*

Other trans, 
non-binary 
or gender 
diverse

30% 45%

Cisgender 
women

45% 25%

Cisgender 
men

46% 27%

Bisexual and 
pansexual 
men

43% 33%

Gay men 51% 25%

Straight men 47% 26%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents. 
‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’ response options 
are not included in the table.
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Flexible work practices

Women were more likely than men with the same 

sexual orientation to report working flexibly, with 

bisexual and pansexual women reporting the 

highest rates of flexible working arrangements. 

Women reported noticeably higher levels of 

flexible working arrangements than men. 

However, bisexual, pansexual, asexual and gay 

men were more likely to report use of flexible work 

options than straight men. Table 5.18 illustrates 

the proportion of respondents in each group who 

reported accessing flexible work opportunities.

Table 5.18. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting flexible work 
arrangements, by sexual orientation and 
gender.

Sexual orientation 
and gender

PMS Respondents 
reporting flexible 
work

Asexual women 31%*

Bisexual and pansexual 
women

36%

Lesbian women 29%

Straight women 31%

Asexual men 29%*

Bisexual and pansexual 
men

30%

Gay men 24%

Straight men 22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) 

Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

Women, apart from asexual women, most often 

reported using flexible start and finish times. 

Asexual women most frequently reported working 

part-time. Asexual and gay men also reported 

using flexible start and finish times most often, 

while bisexual, pansexual and straight men most 

often reported working part time.

Transgender women, cisgender women and 

gender-diverse people were more likely to report 

flexible work arrangements. Gender-diverse 

people and women (regardless of whether 

they are cisgender or transgender) were more 

likely to report flexible work arrangements 

compared to cisgender men and transgender 

men. Transgender women and gender-diverse 

people were slightly more likely to report using 

flexible work than cisgender women. Transgender 

men and cisgender men reported flexible work 

arrangements at similar rates to each other.

Table 5.19. Percentage of People matter 
survey respondents reporting flexible work 
arrangements, by gender identity.

Gender identity PMS Respondents 
reporting flexible 
work

Transgender women 36%

Transgender men 24%

Other trans, non-binary 
or gender diverse

33%

Cisgender women 31%

Cisgender men 22%

Source: 2021 workplace gender audit data (People matter 
survey data) Notes: Total sample of 106,069 respondents.

The most common type of flexible work reported 

by cisgender men was working ‘Part-time’. For 

every other gender identity, ‘Flexible start and 

finish times’ were reported most often.
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Discussion and 
conclusion

This chapter highlights the importance of 

considering the varied experiences and 

circumstances of LGBTIQ+ people in the 

workplace. It also highlights the need for 

organisations to improve data collection on 

the basis of both sexuality and diverse gender 

identity. 

The lack of workforce data on gender identity 

and sexual orientation has meant that this 

analysis has relied on survey data that is not 

linked to employee records. The impact of this 

is that the Commission was unable to explore 

the access to training and other professional 

development and promotion opportunities, 

and occupational and industrial segregation 

experienced by, people of different gender 

identities and sexualities in Victorian public 

sector organisations. The Commission also had to 

estimate pay gaps rather than being able to rely 

on precise salary data.

Consistent with previous research, the analysis 

of the 2021 People matter survey and workforce 

gender audit data shows how gender inequality 

compounds with other discrimination against 

many LGBTIQ+ people to cause avoidable harm, 

hinder career progression and contribute to the 

gender pay gap (ACON n.d.; AWEI 2022e; PwC 

and Pride in Diversity 2018). These issues must 

be addressed to achieve meaningful equality 

for LGBTIQ+ and gender-diverse people in the 

Victorian public sector. 

The Commission’s data shows notable variation 

in the rates of management roles held by 

different members of the LGBTIQ+ community. 

Lesbian women report holding managerial 

positions at similar rates to both straight men 

and gay men. This is a notable departure from 

the existing literature, which suggests that many 

LGBTIQ+ women believe their career progression 

is hindered by discrimination (AWEI 2022e; 

Ellsworth et al. 2022). Similarly, fewer lesbian 

women report working part-time compared to 

women of all other sexual orientations, despite 

the existing research suggesting that queer 

women are overrepresented in part-time work 

(AWEI 2022e).

Alternatively, bisexual, pansexual and asexual 

women report being in supervisor and manager 

roles less frequently than lesbian women, at a 

comparable rate to straight women. It may be 

that traditional gender expectations of women 

are more present in relationships which may 

involve men, rather than those between women, 

impacting the career progression of some 

bisexual, pansexual, and potentially asexual 

women (e.g. Brewster 2017). Similarly, the data 

shows that lesbian women within the Victorian 

public sector are slightly less likely to work part 

time than straight women, while transgender 

women are equally likely to work part time as 

cisgender women.

Reported salaries vary across sexual orientation 

and gender identity. Trans and gender diverse 

people consistently report lower salaries than 

their cisgender colleagues, while women are 

more likely to report lower salaries than men 

with the same sexual orientation. These findings 

are reflective of the diverse and compounding 

experiences of inequality across the LGBTIQ+ 

community. However, within these broad trends 

there is some variation. For example, lesbians 

generally report higher salaries than women 

with other sexual orientations. Transgender 

men report higher salaries than other trans 

and gender diverse respondents and cisgender 

women, while transwomen are noticeably 

overrepresented in lower salary brackets. 

Additional research is needed to understand 

how factors such as traditional gender roles (e.g. 

Shamloo et al. 2022), as well as acute stressors 

experienced by transgender women and 

gender diverse people, may impact the ability 

of particular groups of people to advance their 

careers.

Despite inequalities in access to management 

roles and higher salaries, most LGBTIQ+ 

respondents report similar levels of agreement 

to their straight and cisgendered colleagues that 

recruitment and promotion processes in their 

organisations are fair and equal. However, other 

trans, non-binary and gender diverse people 

were a notable exception to this trend.
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The Commission’s data reveals that LGBTIQ+ 

respondents report experiencing sexual 

harassment and discrimination at higher rates 

compared to their straight and cisgendered 

colleagues. This is in line with previous research 

demonstrating that members of the LGBTIQ+ 

community face elevated rates of sexual 

harassment and discrimination across multiple 

areas of their lives, including in employment (e.g. 

Casey et al. 2019; Deloitte 2022). While further 

research is needed to fully understand, and 

therefore address, the drivers of these negative 

behaviours towards LGBTIQ+ workers, they may 

be a response to queer people deviating from 

cisgendered, heterosexual norms (e.g. Brassel et 

al. 2019).

While this chapter highlights some major 

areas of concern in the treatment of LGBTIQ+ 

employees, there is still a large gap in data 

collection regarding both sexuality and gender 

identity outside the binary. To adequately 

support their LGBTIQ+ employees and identify 

areas for improvement, Victorian public sector 

organisations should work to improve data 

collection processes and actively address any 

biases held by their employees.
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Recommendations for 
intersectional data 
collection, analysis, and 
interpretation

Introduction

Taking an intersectional approach to workplace 

gender auditing is necessary to understand whether 

your organisation’s systems, structures, policies, and 

practices are working to promote workplace gender 

equality for all.

Using workforce data and employee experience 

data to understand intersecting forms of inequality 

can add more complexity, but as this report has 

demonstrated, it is very important. 

At the centre of the concept of intersectionality is 

the idea that experiences of inequality cannot be 

compartmentalised into distinct, separate categories 

(Bowleg 2008, p.314). However, analysing workforce 

and employee experience data with an intersectional 

lens involves combining and comparing data about 

different attributes – for example, comparing rates 

of sexual harassment for women with disabilities 

(combining gender and disability attribute data), 

versus other groups with different combinations 

of attributes. The Commission acknowledges that 

this approach does not fully reflect the concept of 

intersectionality.

Despite these limitations, workforce and employee 

experience data can provide important information 

about workplace outcomes for groups facing 

intersecting forms of disadvantage, including pay 

gaps, experiences of sexual harassment, access to 

training and promotional opportunities, and more. 

Additional qualitative data will need to be obtained 

to understand how groups facing intersecting 

forms of disadvantage experience inequality in the 

workplace and how to address this (Bowleg 2008; 

Hankivsy and Grace 2015).

Structure of the recommendations

The recommendations that follow are organised 

into 5 chronological sections. They are primarily 

aimed at defined entities with reporting obligations 

under the Act, but they may also be helpful for 

any organisation aiming to improve intersectional 

data collection about their workforce. Firstly, the 

chapter begins with a short section outlining key 

recommendations for approaching intersectionality 

and intersectional data collection within your 

organisation. The next 3 sections cover the 3 main 

activities of data collection, data analysis and data 

interpretation. The recommendations in each of 

these 3 sections provide advice on how to improve 

your collection and use of intersectional data across 

these phases of the process. Finally, the fifth section 

briefly outlines how to monitor and track your work 

over time.

The recommendations focus on how to improve 

intersectional data collection in your organisation. 

They do not provide advice on how to improve 

intersectional inequalities that organisations might 

uncover through their data collection, or other 

methods. The focus on data here is because many 

defined entities were unable to provide intersectional 

workforce data in the inaugural 2021 workplace 

gender audit. Collecting accurate data is central to 

understanding the state and nature of intersectional 

gender inequality in your organisation. For 

recommendations on how to address intersecting 

forms of disadvantage and discrimination in your 

organisation, you may consider reviewing projects 

funded under the Commission’s 2022 Research 
Grants Round (our grants focus on Aboriginal 

women, gender and caring, women with disability, 

migrant and refugee women, and gender in a rural 

context; also see our 2021 funded grant looking at 

how organisations can achieve gender equality for 

culturally diverse women), as well as resources from 

the Victorian Government (for LGBTIQ+ inclusion see 
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‘LGBTIQ+ workforce inclusion plans’ and ‘Gender 
affirmation in Victorian public sector workplaces’) 

and the Australian Public Service Commission (for 

a useful overview and further resources about age 

inclusion, see ‘Creating an age inclusive workplace’).

Approaching 
intersectionality in 
your organisation

Recommendation 1: Develop and 
communicate a clear, shared 
understanding of intersectionality

Having a clear understanding of intersectionality 

in your organisation will help you consider how to 

approach data collection, analysis and consultation 

with your employees and other stakeholders. It will 

also help you make informed decisions in addressing 

any inequalities you discover through your data.

The recommendations that follow primarily cover 

consideration of intersectionality in relation to 

collecting, analysing and interpreting your workforce 

and lived experience data. To learn more about how 

to apply intersectionality in your work (particularly 

with regard to your other obligations under the 

Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) (the Act)), please visit:

 � Applying intersectionality in Gender Impact 
Assessments

 � Applying intersectionality in Gender Equality 
Action Plans.

Recommendation 2: Engage diverse 
voices respectfully

It is important to engage people with lived 

experience of varying forms of inequality to ensure 

your data collection, analysis and interpretation 

are respectful and fit-for-purpose. However, when 

involving diverse individuals in this work, it is 

important to ensure you are not creating unpaid or 

unrecognised labour for people in your organisation. 

Research funded by the Commission in 2021-22 
found that the burden of work being done within 

organisations to meet the obligations under the Act 

disproportionately fell to women, particularly women 

with disability, women of colour and Aboriginal 

women (Ryan et al. 2022). 

To ensure this work is not expected of marginalised 

groups in addition to their standard workload, 

you should formally allocate time in participants’ 

workload for them to take part. Offering times and 

modes of engagement that reflect flexible work 

and accessibility needs is also important. Where 

possible, avoid one-off forms of engagement with 

these groups, instead inviting them to participate in 

longer-term processes of improvement and change. 

Data collection

Recommendation 3: Review the 
Commission’s Baseline report 
for recommendations related to 
the 7 workplace gender equality 
indicators

The Act specifies the kind of data you need to collect. 

You can learn more about specific strategies to 

collect data under the 7 workplace gender equality 
indicators in the Commission’s 2021 Baseline report. 

Recommendations are located at the end of each 

chapter. The recommendations that follow here are 

not organised around the workplace gender equality 

indicators but will help you to understand more 

broadly how to collect, analyse and interpret your 

data using an intersectional lens.

For more information on how to undertake a 

workplace gender audit, please visit our website: 

https://www.genderequalitycommission.vic.gov.au/
progress-audit-guidance-2023

Recommendation 4: Update, or 
plan to update, your employee 
management system so it can 
collect demographic data about 
your workforce

If you are not doing so already, it is important that 

you start collecting demographic data from your 

employees to enable you to understand how gender 

inequality may be compounded by other forms 

of disadvantage or discrimination that a person 

may experience on the basis of Aboriginality, age, 

disability, ethnicity, gender identity, race, religion, 

sexual orientation and other attributes. This is in 

addition to the data you collect on the 7 workplace 
gender equality indicators. 

To achieve this, your employee systems must be able 

to collect and store this type of data. These systems 

may be your workforce management, recruitment, 

training and payroll systems. 

A good time to ask employees for this information 

is when a new individual joins your organisation 

as part of onboarding, as this is generally a time 

when you will collect a lot of information from the 
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employee. Or you may want to ask for it during 

recruitment, noting that the incentive for a user 

to provide this information when the don’t have 

a guarantee of a job interview of job offer, may 

not be as compelling. You can also ask existing 

employees if they are prepared to provide this data 

so you can add it into your employee data systems 

retrospectively. 

Be conscious of Recommendations 5 and 6, below, 

when designing your workforce systems. Also try to 

abide by the principle of ‘tell me once’. That is, if the 

potential or current employee has already provided 

you this information in another collection process, 

consider if you really need to ask for it again.

Conducting an employee experience survey is a 

great way for organisations to see where workers 

may be experiencing compounded disadvantage, 

but survey data does not show the full picture. 

Collecting both workforce data and employee 

experience data is important because they are 

complementary. They work together to give an 

organisation a holistic picture of its performance 

against the workplace gender equality indicators. 

Because employee experience data is not tied to an 

employee record, it cannot tell us things such as the 

exact remuneration an employee received, meaning 

it is impossible to calculate accurate pay gaps. In 

addition to remuneration information, workforce 

data can provide detail around career progression 

opportunities, leave-taking including parental 

leave, recruitment and exits, and occupational and 

hierarchical segregation within an organisation. For 

these reasons, it is important that both datasets 

include a robust range of demographic attributes.

The Victorian Public Sector Commission is currently 

leading the development of core, common workforce 

data standards for the collection of diversity 

information about public sector employees. 

Embedding these types of diversity workforce 

data standards into people and culture systems 

in organisations can help ensure effective and 

consistent workforce data collection.

Recommendation 5: Explain to your 
employees why you are collecting 
their personal information

Building an environment where your employees feel 

comfortable sharing personal information is crucial. 

This is particularly important where individuals with 

specific demographic attributes might stand out 

due to their small numbers in your organisation. Your 

employees will feel more comfortable to provide their 

personal information if they understand how it will 

be used and stored. Clearly communicating to your 

employees why you are collecting the information, 

how it will be used to support and benefit them 

and others in the organisation, and how it will be 

stored securely, can build trust, and allow them to 

provide informed consent. You can do this using 

tools like consent forms and data collection notices. 

You might also consider consulting with employee 

networks and diversity and inclusion committees to 

understand your employees’ concerns and be able 

to address them clearly in your communications.

The Victorian Public Sector Commission is currently 

researching and developing the best way to design 

and structure forms that ask for this personal 

information from employees in a way that is safe and 

inclusive.

Finally, it is important to move from communicating 

to demonstrating your organisation’s commitment 

to intersectionality. This means showing how you 

are meaningfully addressing inequalities revealed 

by your data collection. Actions that follow through 

on commitments to use data to improve equality 

can help to build accountability and trust (Global 

Partnership for Sustainable Development Data 2021).

Recommendation 6: Maintain 
confidentiality and privacy 
when collecting, managing and 
storing sensitive information from 
employees

It is vital to ensure privacy when collecting sensitive 

demographic information. This can also contribute 

to building trust and making sure your employees 

feel safe to disclose details about their identities. The 

Office of the Victorian Information Commissioner 

(OVIC) provides a range of advice and resources 

about the privacy obligations of organisations, 

including organisations that collect workplace 

gender audit data under the Act. As part of your 

workplace gender audit, and when collecting 

intersectional data, you may be required to collect:

 � personal information (which may be used to 

identify an individual)

 � sensitive information (which includes attribute 

information such as cultural background or 

sexual orientation)

 � health information (which includes whether an 

employee identifies as a person with disability). 

It is important to handle these types of information 

correctly. You can access further information about 

privacy and the Act more generally on OVIC’s 
website here.
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Data analysis

Recommendation 7: Look for trends 
in your workforce data using an 
intersectional lens

An intersectional analysis can help to identify 

patterns of inequality experienced by people who 

share a combination of attributes. These trends 

may not be visible when you analyse data about 

each attribute in isolation. Look for trends in your 

workforce and employee experience data that may 

reveal how gender inequality combines with other 

forms of disadvantage and discrimination to create 

advantages and disadvantages for different groups 

(Bowleg 2008). 

For example, a single demographic analysis might 

involve looking at representation of women in 

leadership positions compared to men. But this 

analysis may hide intersecting forms of inequality. 

Taking an intersectional approach could involve 

also looking at representation of different women in 

leadership positions. See Table 6.1 for some examples 

of how to expand from a gendered analysis to an 

intersectional analysis of your data.

Table 6.1. Some examples of gendered versus intersectional analyses of workforce data.

Gendered analyses Intersectional analyses 

Representation of women in leadership positions 

compared to people of self-described gender and 

men.

Representation of Aboriginal women in leadership 

positions, compared to Aboriginal men, Aboriginal 

people of self-described gender, non-Aboriginal 

women, non-Aboriginal men and non-Aboriginal 

people of self-described gender.

Pay differences between women, men and people of 

self-described gender.

Pay differences between women with disability, 

men with disability, people of self-described gender 

with disability, women without disability, people of 

self-described gender without disability and men 

without disability.

Workplace sexual harassment complaints received 

by women, people of self-described gender and men.

Workplace sexual harassment complaints received 

by culturally and racially marginalised (CARM) 

women, compared to CARM men, CARM people of 

self-described gender, non-CARM women, non-CARM 

men and non-CARM people of self-described gender.

Recommendation 8: Decide which 
analyses to prioritise for your 
organisation

When applying an intersectional lens, there are 

many possible combinations of data that can 

be analysed and you may not be able to look at 

every combination. Consider your organisation, 

the demographics of your employees and your 

community, the data that you hold, and your 

priorities for addressing inequality. It’s a good idea 

to consult with employees across your organisation 

to help identify which analyses should be prioritised 

(Hankivsky & Grace 2015).

Recommendation 9: Be creative 
with your data analysis

Methods for applying an intersectional lens to 

quantitative data are still being developed (Ben 2018). 

As such, there is no single, correct way to undertake 

an intersectional analysis of your workforce and 

employee experience data. While such data is an 

important tool to shine a spotlight on inequality, it 

will not be able to provide the whole picture about 

inequality in your organisation. Try examining 

different combinations of attributes to see whether 

you can uncover patterns of inequality. You can use 

the sample data analysis and literature contained in 

this report for ideas about where to start and where 

patterns of inequality tend to be found.
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Data interpretation

Recommendation 10: Consult with 
your employees to support your 
data interpretation

To make sense of the results of your analyses, and 

to develop a more comprehensive understanding of 

how intersecting forms of inequality are experienced 

in your organisation (and what to do about this), 

it is very important to consult your employees 

(and perhaps other stakeholders) from diverse 

backgrounds. Consultation can also assist in 

understanding the greater level of diversity within 

high-level categories, such as ‘people with disability’. 

This should include consulting with people who have 

different combinations of the attributes listed in the 

Act (Aboriginality, age, disability, ethnicity, gender 

identity, race, religion, sexual orientation), as well 

as other communities your employees represent. 

One way to do this is to draw on established groups, 

such as diversity and inclusion committees, external 

experts with real-life experience, and employee 

networks. You could also use interviews, focus groups 

or free-text surveys and draw on qualitative data 

that is external to your organisation, including the 
Commission’s funded research projects. Ideally, 

you will also use consultation with employees who 

experience intersecting forms of disadvantage 

and discrimination to co-design solutions to the 

problems uncovered by your data (Hankivsky & 

Cormier 2019). 

Recommendation 11: Consider how 
your organisational structures 
and processes might contribute to 
patterns in your data

Patterns of disadvantage in your data could mean 

that there are structural problems to address 

(Bowleg 2008). Structural inequalities within an 

organisation are inequalities that are built into the 

way your organisation operates. They could be 

embedded in systems, processes, or organisational 

cultures, and might be difficult to see and shift. 

For example, your employee experience data might 

reveal that carers and people with disability report 

lower levels of belonging and lower confidence in the 

fairness of progression and promotion practices in 

your organisation that other groups. Your workforce 

data might also show low promotion and career 

development opportunities for carers and people with 

disabilities and low representation of these cohorts in 

leadership roles. Consultation with diverse employees 

could reveal that this may be related to the structure 

of a typical workday, where people are expected to 

work from 9am to 5pm, Monday to Friday. As a result 

of this structure, carers and people with disabilities 

might both face different barriers to progression. 

Addressing this structural problem – a rigid approach 

to work hours – might benefit both groups. You 

might do this by offering and promoting flexible work 

options in your organisation, and by lowering the 

requirement to justify non-standard work hours (an 

“all roles flex” approach e.g. Roderick 2018). 

Monitoring and tracking

Recommendation 12: Monitor and 
track efforts regularly to ensure 
progress is maintained 

Regularly track and monitor data collected under 

the 7 workplace gender equality indicators to 

assess progress towards intersectional gender 

equality. Evaluate changes over time and identify 

areas where disparities or gaps persist for specific 

groups (Hankivsky & Cormier 2019). You might wish 

to use the resources provided by the Commission 

to support progress reporting as a starting point 

(review ‘Recommendation 1’ and ‘Commissioner’s 

recommendations for analysis’ here: https://www.
genderequalitycommission.vic.gov.au/progress-
reporting-2023-guidance/workplace-gender-
equality-indicators). 

Use information about changes in your data over 

time to evaluate your progress, review your data 

collection approach, improve strategies to drive 

intersectional gender equality in your organisation, 

and to measure the impact of those strategies. This 

may be done through formal processes, such as your 

organisation’s progress reporting obligations under 

the Act, as well as internal processes.
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Concluding comments and 
next steps

This report represents a crucial first step towards 

understanding and addressing complex inequalities 

in Victorian workplaces. Each chapter draws 

attention to how gender inequality is compounded 

by another form of discrimination for Victorian public 

sector workers. The chapters begin by outlining key 

barriers to equality for each group, before presenting 

a summary of insights from the Commission’s 

Research Grants Round 2022 or related Victorian 

Government initiatives. They also present key 

findings from the Commission’s inaugural 

workplace gender audit data collected under the 

Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) (the Act) in 2021. 

The Recommendations chapter provides defined 

entities with advice for how to improve intersectional 

data collection practices and data quality in future 

workplace gender audits. The recommendations 

may also support a broader range of organisations 

to improve data collection from, and understanding 

of, diverse groups of employees.

This report represents several ‘firsts’. For many 

organisations, this is the first time they have had to 

collect and report on workforce data about many 

of the attributes listed in the Act (Aboriginality, age, 

disability, ethnicity, gender identity, race, religion, 

and sexual orientation). Understandably, there 

remains work to do to build the systems to collect 

and store this data, to build employee trust around 

data collection and management, and to fill the gaps 

in data available. Without accurate and meaningful 

data about how different forms of inequality 

intersect to shape the working lives of employees, 

barriers to equality cannot be addressed.

This is also the first time the Commission 

has attempted to analyse data pertaining to 

intersectional gender equality. As noted in several 

places throughout this report, doing so is complex. 

Applying an intersectional lens to data analysis 

and interpretation means balancing the need 

to provide accurate representations of complex 

lives with the need to identify broad patterns of 

systemic inequality. The Commission is committed 

to continuous improvement in future intersectional 

analyses.  

Improving data collection 
and data quality

In addition to reporting on the Commission’s 

intersectional data from the inaugural workplace 

gender audit under the Act, this report has 

also provided defined entities and broader 

organisations with an overview of approaches that 

could be used to improve future data collection 

initiatives. In the Recommendations chapter, the 

Commission discussed the importance of setting 

your organisation up for success in collecting, 

analysing and interpreting intersectional data. 

This involved developing and communicating a 

shared understanding of intersectionality, as well 

as engaging diverse voices in a respectful manner 

to avoid burdening employees with additional 

unpaid or unrecognised labour. By meaningfully 

engaging diverse voices, organisations can ensure 

their change-making initiatives are reflective 

of, and remain relevant to, the lived experiences 

of employees who suffer disadvantage and 

discrimination. 

It is important for organisations to update employee 

management systems to ensure they are equipped 

to collect both demographic data as well as data 

points related to the 7 workplace gender equality 
indicators under the Act. Building trust and 

accountability in relation to data collection and 

storage is also crucial to ensure employees feel 

comfortable disclosing their personal information. 

Demonstrating your organisation’s commitment 

to intersectional gender equality, for example by 

working to meaningfully address any inequalities 

revealed through the collection of employee data, 

can help to reassure employees about the integrity 

of this process.

Once data collection is complete, organisations then 

need to analyse and interpret their data through an 

intersectional lens. These two steps should involve 

consultation with employees with lived experience of 

disadvantage and discrimination in your workplace 

to maximise your ability to use the data to create 

positive change in your organisation. Analysis and 
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interpretation may also require some creative 

thinking. For instance, trends related to intersectional 

gender equality will not be visible when data is 

analysed by only one attribute in isolation, for 

example just looking at gender, LGBTIQ+ status, 

or cultural background. The type of intersectional 

analysis you undertake, and the attributes that 

you combine in your analysis, should be specific 

to the context of your organisation. In other words, 

you should consider the demographics of your 

employees and the community in which you work to 

decide which types of analyses to focus on. There 

is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to intersectional 

workforce data analysis. Rather, organisations 

should attempt to analyse their data in diverse 

combinations to try to uncover any existing patterns 

of inequality.

Any patterns of disadvantage uncovered by this 

process will require targeted structural change. 

An organisation’s progress towards intersectional 

gender equality can be evaluated through future 

iterations of data collection and reporting under the 

Act, as well as internal monitoring and evaluation 

processes.

Where are we now?

As this report is being released, defined entities with 

reporting obligations under the Act are preparing 

to report for the first time on their progress in 

advancing gender equality. Progress reports will 

require defined entities to:

 � collect updated data as part of a progress audit

 � report on gender impact assessments conducted 

on all new or renewing programs, policies or 

services with a direct and significant impact on 

the public

 � report on their progress in implementing their 

Gender Equality Action Plans

 � demonstrate their progress in relation to the 7 
workplace gender equality indicators.

The first progress reports submitted under 

the Act will be the culmination of work by both 

the Commission and defined entities to drive 

intersectional gender equality in Victorian public 

sector organisations and the communities they 

serve. 

As explored within this report, considering 

intersecting experiences is vital when discussing 

gender equality. For many, the gendered impacts of 

navigating the workplace do not occur in isolation. 

By highlighting common experiences and barriers 

faced by those experiencing intersecting forms of 

inequality, this report deepens our understanding of 

workplace disadvantage and discrimination. In doing 

so, it provides important context which will support 

defined entities in their journey to address gender 

inequality. By opening up these conversations and 

supplying robust data and analysis, the Commission 

seeks to inspire defined entities and other 

jurisdictions to drive intersectional gender equality. 

It also seeks to grow the ability of organisations 

and data collection agencies to collect data about 

people of all genders, including those outside the 

binary.

Intersectional analysis 
is crucial for moving 
towards positive change

The Act represents an ambitious step up in equality 

law in Australia. It is the first piece of Australian 

legislation to officially acknowledge intersectionality, 

embedding the consideration of intersectionality 

throughout each of its reporting obligations. While 

intersectional approaches to data collection, 

research and workplace equality initiatives are 

still being refined, the hard work of defined entities 

has allowed the Commission to collect the most 

comprehensive dataset relating to intersectional 

gender inequality in public sector organisations in 

Australia. Collecting, analysing and presenting this 

data helps us to understand the state and nature of 

intersectional gender inequality in Victorian public 

sector organisations, universities and local councils. 

Only by understanding our current state can we 

make positive change. By doing so, Victoria can 

carve a path for other jurisdictions to similarly drive 

intersectional gender equality in their organisations 

and communities.
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Glossary

Ableism: Ableism is discrimination or prejudice 

towards people with disability. It can be described 

as the systemic and interpersonal exclusion and 

oppression of people with disability*

Ageism: Is based on the belief that people of a 

certain age should behave in a certain way and are 

only capable of certain things. Age discrimination 

and prejudice are usually targeted by one age group 

against another, but can also be directed towards 

people in the same age group. Ageism can also be 

internal, affecting how a person perceives their own 

abilities in relation to prejudicial attitudes.

Base salary: Base salary is an employee’s full-time 

equivalent annual salary, including standard benefits 

such as annual leave and casual loading. Base 

salary excludes extras like overtime and allowances.

Binary (in relation to gender):  The gender binary is 

the idea that there are only two genders, men, and 

women. The gender binary is also linked to the belief 

that gender is assigned at birth and aligns with 

biological sex. 

Cisgender: Refers to a person whose gender 

corresponds with their biological sex**

Colonialism: Refers to the domination of First 

Nations populations by colonisers who settle among 

and retain control over them through practices such 

as violence, dispossession of land, and exploitation 

of resources. 

Bullying: Repeated unreasonable behaviour directed 

at an employee that creates a risk to their health 

and safety.

Complaint/complainant: A complainant is an 

employee, member of an organisation’s governing 

body, or member of the public who makes a formal 

complaint of sexual harassment in a workplace or 

work-related setting. The complaint may be made 

internally with an employer or with an external 

agency.

Compounded gender inequality: Section 6(8) of the 

Gender Equality Act 2020 (Vic) outlines that “gender 

inequality may be compounded by other forms of 

disadvantage or discrimination that a person may 

experience based on Aboriginality, age, disability, 

ethnicity, gender identity, race, religion, sexual 

orientation and other attributes.” The Commission 

also refers to this concept as “intersectional gender 

inequality”.

Cultural identity: Affiliation with, or a sense of 

belonging to, a cultural group based on categories 

including country of birth, race, ethnicity, religion 

and/or nationality. Cultural identity also refers to the 

shared customs, practices, beliefs, languages, and 

world views of a cultural group.  

Cultural safety: The ability to create an environment 

that is safe for people from diverse cultures. When 

a person feels culturally safe, this means there is no 

challenge or denial of their identity and experience, 

and they are free from experiences of violence, 

racism, bullying and harassment. 

Defined entities: The Act applies to defined entities 

that have 50 or more employees, including: public 

service bodies, public entities, special bodies, local 

councils, universities, Court Services Victoria  

and the Office of Public Prosecutions (s5(1)).  

A full list of defined entities is available at  

www.genderequalitycommission.vic.gov.au/
listdefined-entities 

Direct and indirect racism:  Direct racism includes 

unequal treatment resulting in unequal opportunity, 

whereas indirect racism includes equal treatment 

resulting in unequal opportunity. Direct racism is 

often more blatant whereas indirect racism can be 

more subtle and therefore more difficult to identify. 

Discrimination: When a person treats, or proposes to 

treat, a person unfavourably because of a personal 

characteristic or attribute.

Gender: Part of how you understand who you are 

and how you interact with other people. Many 

people understand their gender as being a man or 

woman. Some people understand their gender as a 

mix of these or neither. A person’s gender and their 

expression of their gender can be shown in different 

ways, such as through behaviour or physical 

appearance**

Gendered violence: Violence directed against a 

person because of their gender, or violence that 

affects people of one gender disproportionately. 

The violence could include physical, sexual, or 

psychological harm or suffering. 
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Gender identity: A person’s sense of whether they 

are a man, a woman, non-binary, gender fluid or any 

combination of these identities. People may use a 

variety of terms to describe their gender identity. 

Gender roles: The stereotypes that have traditionally 

been culturally associated with a particular gender. 

These roles include how people are expected 

to behave, dress, speak and physically present 

themselves to the world based on their gender.  

Employee: Section 3 of the Act defines an employee 

as follows: an employee, of a defined entity, means a 

person employed by the defined entity on a full-time, 

part-time, casual or fixed term basis (including an 

apprentice or trainee) but does not include:

a.  a contractor or subcontractor; or

b.  an outworker; or

c.  a person on a vocational placement; or

d.  a student gaining work experience; or

e.  a volunteer.

Flexible working arrangements: Access to one or 

more of the following arrangements, as chosen by 

the employee:

 � Working more hours over fewer days

 � Flexible start and finish times

 � Working remotely (negotiated by the employee 

– i.e. not as a requirement under COVID-19 

restrictions)

 � Working part-time (negotiated by the employee 

only)

 � Shift swap

 � Job sharing

 � Study leave

 � Purchased leave

 � Using leave to work flexible hours

Part-time or remote working arrangements that 

were mandated or instigated by the employer or 

by government requirements related to COVID-19 

restrictions are not considered flexible work.

Heteronormative: The assumption that 

heterosexuality is the norm and that everyone is 

heterosexual.

Heterosexism: Discrimination or prejudice based 

on the belief that sexual orientations other than 

heterosexuality are unnatural. 

Homophobia: Irrational fear or hatred of people who 

are not heterosexual.  

Intersectionality: A theory that seeks to account for 

how systems of power, such as gender, race, and 

class, ‘intersect’ to shape experiences of the social 

world, and potentially exacerbate inequalities.

Intersectional gender inequality: The recognition 

that gender inequality may be compounded by 

other forms of disadvantage or discrimination that 

a person may experience based on Aboriginality, 

age, disability, ethnicity, gender identity, race, 

religion, sexual orientation and other attributes. 

Consideration of intersectionality is an object of the 

Act under section 4(c).

Lateral violence: Denotes violence which is directed 

between members of a marginalised group. 

Sometimes this is described as violence directed 

sideways at peers, rather than at those in more 

powerful positions. 

Median: The median of a set of values is the middle 

value when the set is ordered from least to greatest. 

Half of the set of values are below the median, and 

half are above the median.

People matter survey (PMS): An anonymous survey 

completed by approximately 90% of organisations 

with reporting obligations under the Gender 

Equality Act 2020 (Vic). The People matter survey 

is administered by the Victorian Public Sector 

Commission (VPSC). For more information see: 

https://vpsc.vic.gov.au/data-and-research/about-
the-people-matter-survey/ 

Promotions: People who were appointed to a role at 

a higher classification than their previous role. This 

includes promotions awarded through competitive 

recruitment processes as well as those awarded 

after a fixed period. It does not include lateral 

transfers (at the same classification) or temporary 

higher duties opportunities.

Psychological safety: The ability to be one’s whole 

self in a given context, such as the workplace, 

without fear of negative consequences.  

Racism: Is a process through which ideologies, 

actions, beliefs, and formal policies such as laws 

produce inequalities between people based on 

race. Racism can be interpersonal or systemic, and 

includes prejudice, discrimination or hatred directed 

at a person because of their skin colour, ethnicity 

or religion. Racism can also be subtle and does not 

always include direct acts of abuse or harassment. 

Racism can evolve over time and impacts specific 

communities in different ways.   
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Recruitment: People who have been newly 

appointed to a role from both internal and external 

recruitment processes. It doesn’t include people who 

have been promoted.

Self-described gender: For the purposes of the 

2021 workplace gender audit, the Commission 

collected data within three categories – women, 

men and self-described gender. Gender is part of 

how someone understands who they are and how 

they interact with other people. Many people identify 

their gender as being ‘woman’ or ‘man’. Some people 

understand their gender as a combination of these 

or neither. Gender can be expressed in different 

ways, such as through behaviour or physical 

appearance. A person’s gender does not necessarily 

mean they have particular sex characteristics or a 

particular sexuality, or vice versa. The Commission 

recommended allowing an option for self-described 

gender with a free text option, in addition to ‘woman’ 

and ‘man’ when collecting gender data. For those 

people who identify with a self-described gender, 

their gender should have been recorded in relevant 

systems using the term(s) provided by the employee. 

This report refers to people of self-described gender 

as a group; however, the Commission acknowledges 

that an individual with a self-described gender 

may identify as non-binary, trans, gender diverse, 

agender, qenderqueer, genderfluid or using any 

other term. For more information on gender-

inclusive language, please refer to: www.vic.gov.au/
inclusivelanguage-guide.

Sex: A person’s biological sex characteristics. The 

term ‘sex’ has previously been understood as either 

female or male.**

Sexism: Is based on the belief that men are superior 

to women. Sexism can be interpersonal or systemic, 

and includes prejudice, discrimination or hatred 

directed at a person, usually women, based on sex. 

Sexism can also be subtle and does not always 

include direct acts of abuse or harassment. Sexism 

takes multiple forms and can happen across multiple 

contexts. 

Sexual harassment: Non-consensual or unwelcome 

sexual behaviour that could be expected to make 

a person feel offended, humiliated or intimidated. 

Sexual harassment may be physical, spoken or 

written and can be directed at, and perpetrated by, 

persons of any sex or gender. A single incident can 

constitute sexual harassment, as can a broader 

pattern of behaviour.

Sexuality: See ‘sexual orientation’.

Sexual orientation: A person’s romantic or sexual 

attraction to others. A person’s gender does not 

mean they have certain sex characteristics or a 

particular sexuality, or vice versa**

Transphobia: Irrational fear or hatred of people who 

are transgender. 

Workplace adjustments: A modification to a work 

process, practice, procedure or setting that enables 

a person with disability to perform their job in a way 

that minimises the impact of barriers they face at 

work***

 

*  See https://www.vic.gov.au/state-disability-plan/our-language/ableism 

** See https://www.vic.gov.au/pride-our-future-victorias-lgbtiq-strategy-2022-32/definitions-and-key-terms

*** See https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/disability-and-reasonable-adjustment/policy-and-guidelines/what-are-workplace-adjustments
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