
WOMEN WORKERS
IN AUSTRALIA

The collision between work and family is a key reason why women 
work disproportionately short-hours and part-time jobs. 45% of all 
women’s jobs are part-time. This negatively impacts their jobs and 
incomes over their lifetime.
Women have come a long way since the 1950s when 
conservative norms dictated that women should rely 
on men’s incomes. From the late-1960s, collective 
action in the women’s and union movements allowed 
women to access paid work and earn their own 
incomes. Women’s workforce participation has 
increased steadily from 45% in 1980, to 61% in 2021. 
But while women have won greater access to paid 
work, economic and cultural barriers still hold them 
back from full economic security. Understanding the 
structural roots of economic inequality can empower 
workers to implement changes that improve women’s, 
and all workers’ lives.

BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION
Fewer women than men work outside of the 
home due to outdated social norms. Women are 
still expected to do most of the unpaid domestic 
work while raising kids and managing households. 
Restrictive gender norms are shaped by governments 
that refuse to provide affordable care services, and 
adequate workplace supports like paid parental leave 
and flexible work arrangements (for both men and 
women). This makes it hard for women to combine 
paid work and family responsibilities.

As a result, women spend on average more than 
double the amount of time doing unpaid work per 
day than paid work. The pattern for men’s work is 
inverted; men almost double women’s paid work 
time – and only 55% of women’s share of unpaid 
work. Women’s combined workload (both paid and 
unpaid) is higher than for men. With women tied 
up performing unpaid caring work, many cannot 
undertake paid work. In fact, if women participated 
in the workforce at the same rate as men (71% of 
men over 15), there would be 990,000 more women 
working and earning.

UNDERPAID ON THE JOB
While outdated social norms confining women’s 
economic choices have progressed, ideas about 
women’s “natural” abilities have followed them into 
the workforce. Australia’s labour market channels 
women disproportionately into female-dominated 
industries - socially considered “women’s work”- like 
caring services, clerical and administrative work, and 
hospitality jobs. Industries where women work are 
devalued accordingly.

INSECURE WORK
As women have entered the jobs market, it’s been 
on inferior terms; working jobs with less security, 
low hours, low pay, and fewer standard entitlements 
like sick leave, long service leave, holidays, and 
superannuation. Insecure work has grown since the 
1990s due to a combination of insufficient jobs, 
aggressive employer profit strategies, and anti-union 
government policies.

FIGURE 1: TIME SPENT BY MEN AND WOMEN DOING 
PAID AND UNPAID WORK (IN MINUTES PER DAY)
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TABLE 2: JOB TYPES BY GENDER

Proportion 
all 

women’s 
jobs (%)

Proportion 
all men’s 
jobs (%)

Part-time (a) 45% 19.4%

Casual (b) 34.9% 27.3%

Vulnerable self-employed (d) 9.5% 14.4%

Employed, want more hours 9.6% 7.1%

Full-time job with 
entitlements (d)

43.8% 57.3%

Source: ABS Catalogues 6202.0 and 6291.0.55.003.
a. Shared of all employed; b. Share of waged employees (excluding self-
employed); c. Share of all employed. ‘Vulnterable self-employed’ defined  
as part-time and either non-incorporated or no employees (or both);  
d. Share of all employed.

Women have borne the brunt of declining good 
jobs and rising insecure work. Only 44% of women’s 
employment is in full-time permanent jobs with 
access to leave entitlements. Nearly half (45%) of 
women’s jobs are part-time, often not by choice, 
with around 1 in 10 saying they need more hours of 
work. Over one-third of all women’s employment 
is casual. Problems of low hours, casual work, and 
underemployment are significantly worse for women 
than men.

LOW PAY
The combined impacts of unsupported care work, 
structural pay discrimination, and insecure work 
result in an enormous gender wage gap. On average, 
employed women earn almost one-third (31.3%) less 
per week on average than men; partly because of 
lower wages, but also less income from bonuses and 
overtime, and because they can’t get as many hours.

WOMEN NEED MORE WORK AND 
BOOSTED INCOMES
The following would markedly improve women’s 
wages, job opportunities, and quality of life: large 
and sustained government investment in women’s 
job creation (expanding public services), boosting 
wages in feminised industries, sectoral or industry-
wide collective bargaining, stronger parental leave 
entitlements, flexible work rights, and 10 days paid 
domestic violence leave. 

Valuable, important care work should be publicly 
funded through lifting income support payments and 
the introduction of universal, free public childcare. 
For a country with so much wealth, and a long 
tradition of equality and fairness, Australia’s poor 
gender equality record should spur the whole country 
to action — men included.

TABLE 1: WEEKLY EARNINGS BY INDUSTRY

Highest Wage Women’s 
Employment 

as Share Total 
(%)

Lowest Wage Women’s 
Employment 

as Share Total 
(%)

Mining $2,686pw 20% Accomodation and Food Services $582pw 56%

Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste 
Services

$2,040pw 24% Retail Trade $756pw 54%

Financial and Insurance Services $1,805pw 49% Arts and Recreation Services $811pw 50%

Professional and Technical Services $1,776pw 35% Other Services $1,036pw 46%

Information Media and 
Telecommunications

$1,752pw 42% Administrative & Support Services $1,062pw 50%

Data: Employment data from ABS 6291.0.55.001 — Table 6. May 2021. Average weekly earning total cash earnings for Nov 2020 (most recent).

GENDER PAY GAP ACROSS ALL FULL-TIME (FT) JOBS, FT 
JOBS WITH BONUSES, AND ALL JOBS (PART-TIME & FT)
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FOR MORE INFORMATION
To download more factsheets visit
carmichaelcentre.org.au/explainers_kit
Hardcopy versions of the kit are available 
on request at info@futurework.org.au


