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21 September 2022 
Senate Select Committee on Work and Care 
Parliament House  
Canberra ACT 2600 
Via email:  workandcare.sen@aph.gov.au 
 

Chief Executive Women Submission to the Senate Select Committee on Work and Care  

Thank you for providing Chief Executive Women the opportunity to make a submission to the 
Senate Select Committee on Work and Care. We welcome the Committee’s focus on 
understanding the impact that combining work and care responsibilities has on the wellbeing of 
workers, carers, and those they care for. Including, the extent and nature of work and care 
arrangements, the adequacy of current support systems, and effective work and care policies and 
practices in place.  

 

Leveraging women’s participation and leadership is one of the most effective actions for business 
and government to boost the Australian economy. As we build for recovery, while facing critical 
labour and skills shortages, we need to invest in our people and place care at the centre of our 
economy. 
 
The pandemic has exposed the fragility of our economic assumptions and our lack of investment in 
the social infrastructure crucial to a strong economy and society. While the care sector, largely 
powered by women, has been the safety net of the economy, this sector has been widely 
undervalued. The care sectors are encumbered by critical workforce shortages, resulting from high 
levels of insecure work and low pay. This is particularly important for women’s economic 
participation, as women dominate health and early childhood education industries.  Addressing 
the jobs and skills crisis in the care sectors will be critical to Australia’s productivity and unlocking 
women’s workforce participation.  
 
Unlocking women’s participation and leadership 
 
Despite the positive and encouraging reduction in unemployment rates, there continue to be 
critical labour shortages in the Australian economy. In May 2022, job vacancies hit a record 480 
100, an increase of 13.8% from February 2022.i The National Skills Commission estimates that by 
2026, there will be a need for 1.2 million additional workers across the economy, largely in highly 
feminised sectors such as health and early childhood. CEW and Impact Economics and Policy 
research Addressing Australia's Critical Skill Shortages: Unlocking Women's Economic Participation, 
demonstrates that women are an untapped workforce who can play a critical role in meeting 
these labour shortages.  

• Halving the workforce participation gap between men and women would represent an 
additional 500,000 full-time skilled workers with post school qualifications.  

• Engaging women in paid work at the same rate as men could unlock an additional one 
million full-time skilled workers in Australia.  

mailto:workandcare.sen@aph.gov.au
https://cew.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Chief_Executive_Women_RESEARCH_REPORT.pdf
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Alongside this, the impact of the rising cost of living is keenly felt – with 63% of Australians 
expecting a cut to real incomes this year, an increase from 53% in February.ii This has very real 
impacts on working families, and in particular, women’s workforce participation. Three key 
barriers contribute to the stagnant gender pay gap in Australia, amounting to an equivalent 
gender pay gap of $898 million per week in earnings.iii 

• Gender discrimination  

• Balancing caring responsibilities and workforce participation  

• Gender segregation by job type  
 
Once a leader on gender equality, in 2022 Australia trails behind many of its peer nations in the 
Global Gender Gap Indexiv, ranking 43rd in the world. Whilst we are ranked equal 1st in the world 
for women’s education, we rank 38th when it comes to economic participation and opportunity.v 
Economic modelling by KPMG shows that halving the workforce participation gap between men 
and women would increase Australia’s annual GDP by $60 billion by 2038.iv  
 
Summary of Recommendations  
 
CEW recommends the following actions to address the arrangements of work and care in Australia 
that are necessary to improve women’s economic opportunities and economic equality in 
Australia:  
 
1. Invest in a care workforce with well-paid, secure jobs.  

2. Make quality early childhood education and care accessible and affordable  

3. Expand the Commonwealth Paid Parental leave scheme for all parents  

4. Make workplaces safe from sexual harassment  

5. Embed gender responsive budgeting and gender impact analysis of policy and budgets  

 
Conscious of the difficult fiscal context Australia faces, CEW makes recommendations on both immediate 
actions as well as long term reforms. The immediate actions include measures necessary to address the 
current work and care challenges in the economy. These are actions that Australia cannot afford to defer 
implementation of until a later time.  

 
1. Invest in well-paid, secure jobs in care sectors  

Immediate action: 

• Fund aged care workers wage increase, as determined by the Fair Work Commission 

• Deliver an immediate interim 10% wage supplement for educators working in the early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) sector  

• Adequately support women into work through:  

▪ Increasing JobSeeker payment rates to be consistent with pension levels with 

indexation.  

▪ Reinstating the single parents’ supplement  
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Reform: 

• Invest in secure, well-paid, professional jobs in health, education and care industries including ECEC, 

aged care and disability care.  

• Explore extending superannuation guarantee payments to time spent out of the workforce for caring 
responsibilities, such as a caring credits model.  

 

Care sectors are facing critical workforce shortages. Care sectors consist of approximately 80% women, and 

nearly half are employed part time. Care sectors, characterised by low wages, high burnout and lack of 

secure employment opportunities, have struggled to attract and retain workers.vi  

Greater provision of government-funded care services has been estimated to increase labour supply by 

over 2%, 70% of whom would be women. When combined with higher wage growth in the ECEC, aged care 

and disabled care sectors this has been estimated to contribute to 1.64% greater GDP in 2030.vii 

Both State and Commonwealth governments can play an important role in ensuring decent wages and 

secure employment for the care workforce, including teachers and nurses. These industries require strong 

professional pipelines, where young workers are excited to build their career. Investment in the care sector 

will help address the persistent gender pay gap and workforce participation gap in Australia for a diversity 

of women, noting significant numbers of migrant and refugee women work in these sectors. Investment in 

the care sectors will create jobs, boost the economy and ultimately lead to resilient sectors better equipped 

to meet the demand and respond in times of crisis. 

The burden of caring responsibilities within the home continues to fall disproportionately on women, who 

spend twice as much time in unpaid care as men. Women make up over two thirds of carers for elderly 

individuals or persons with disability. In the wake of the pandemic, the impact of caring responsibilities on 

women’s workforce participation Is glaring. Mothers were 61.5% more likely to report that they took on the 

majority, or all, of the unpaid care work related to school or childcare facility closures. Mothers with 

children under the age of 12 were the group most likely to move from employed to non-employed status 

between 2019 and 2020 across OECD countries.viii  

CEW recommends exploring options of extending superannuation guarantee payments to time spent out of 

the workforce for caring responsibilities, such as a caring credits model, to ensure carers are not 

disadvantaged and left financially insecure in retirement. This is in line with the Australian Human Rights 

Commission report Investing in care: Recognising and valuing those who care and has been adopted in 

different forms in many OECD nations. 

An important aspect of unlocking workforces to fill critical shortages is supporting people into work. 

Newstart payments have not kept pace with increased cost of living and this limited payment has 

prevented recipients moving out of poverty. The Grattan Institute has identified that for every dollar of 

cash payments made to low-income households, through payments such as the Coronavirus Supplement, 

GDP is boosted between 60c and one dollar.ix CEW recommends permanently increasing JobSeeker 

payment rates to be consistent with pension levels with indexation.x 

Supporting individuals who have left violent relationships both into work and within the workforce itself, is 

of critical importance. Although 60% of the women who have left violent relationships are employed, their 

earnings are insufficient to support their families and 50% of them rely on government payments as their 

https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fhumanrights.gov.au%2Four-work%2Fsex-discrimination%2Fpublications%2Finvesting-care-recognising-and-valuing-those-who-care&data=05%7C01%7Cmfernandez%40cew.org.au%7Cbd39ba8359b5476ef8d308da84f8a6ea%7Cb32aa7c4af1e446aaaa200b5d1f6a7fe%7C0%7C0%7C637968501198102154%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=DwyjbYswQ1pm9EvxwF12ZH9D9JbG%2Bi5sLQXimtaZ7Bw%3D&reserved=0
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main source of income.xi The data shows many could not pay their bills, heat their houses or register their 

cars, more than 17,000 women went without meals.xii Reinstating the single parents supplement will mean 

women escaping violent relationships will be supported into work and not having to live in poverty. 

2. Make quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) accessible and affordable  

Immediate action: 

• Bring forward planned increases to the Child Care Subsidy to January 2023 

• Remove the Child Care Subsidy Activity Test  

• Deliver an immediate interim 10% wage supplement for educators working in the ECEC sector 

Reform: 

• Build towards universal access for all children to quality, flexible ECEC; at the minimum- three days of 

ECEC from when families need it, until children start school.  

• Develop and implement a workforce strategy to address low wages and sector sustainability.  

Australia is facing critical skills and labour shortages. Yet there is a ready workforce wanting to participate 

more fully but are sidelined by barriers to work. As Australia seeks to rebuild economic capacity, we cannot 

afford any barriers to parents’ participation in the workforce.  

In 2021, the Productivity Commission reported that more than 90,000 Australian parents stayed out of the 

workforce because the cost of ECEC was too high.xiii This was a sharp 21.7% rise, compared with the 

previous 12 months.  

The cost of early childhood is a significant cost of living pressure on families and the current system creates 

financial disincentives to workforce participation. CEW supports the commitment to increase the 

Commonwealth Child Care Subsidy and recommends bringing forward well-designed changes to the 

subsidy to January 2023.  

The benefits of the proposed changes to the subsidy will be limited by the operation of the Child Care 

Subsidy activity test – which currently contributes to at least 126,000 children from the poorest households 

missing out on critical early childhood education and care.xiv As outlined in Impact Economics and Policy’s 

report, single parent families are over three times more likely to be limited to one day of subsidised child 

care per week, along with  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families are over five times more likely and 

Non-English speaking families and low income families are six times more likely to be limited to one day of 

subsidised child care per week. CEW supports the removal of the activity test to ensure such structural 

barriers to accessing necessary ECEC services are removed. 

The pandemic has demonstrated how vital a stable and sustainable ECEC sector is to a functioning 

economy. The Commonwealth Government needs to address the shortage of qualified teachers and early 

childhood educators impacting on the supply of accessible and affordable ECEC.  

Development of a proactive workforce strategy by the Federal Government in conjunction with State and 

Territory Governments is needed, including free or subsidised VET courses in ECEC, scholarship programs 

for educators to upgrade to teacher qualifications; and professional development and wellbeing programs 

for educators. As recommended by Centre for Policy and Development, this requires implementation by 

state and federal governments of the National Workforce Strategy, including improved wages of low-paid 

ECEC roles, with an immediate interim 10% wage supplement for educators working in the ECEC sector.xv 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/61e32e62c8c8337e6fd7a1e6/t/630de5c741a8de08ad48d593/1661855185396/Undermining+Child+Development+And+Parental+Participation+Report_FINAL.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/61e32e62c8c8337e6fd7a1e6/t/630de5c741a8de08ad48d593/1661855185396/Undermining+Child+Development+And+Parental+Participation+Report_FINAL.pdf
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CEW recommends the Commonwealth Government be a leader in committing to the Starting Better 

Guaranteexvi.  

3. Expand the Commonwealth Paid Parental leave scheme for all parents 

Immediate action: 

• Encourage greater shared caring by both parents, ensuring ‘use it or lose it’ provisions.   

• Extend the superannuation guarantee to the Commonwealth PPL scheme to help reduce the 

superannuation gap between women and men at retirement.  

Reform: 

• Increase the Commonwealth PPL scheme to 26 weeks.  

• To encourage parents to share the leave, include a 6-week ‘use it or lose it’ provision for each parent, 

plus 12 weeks to share between them as best suits their family.  

• Offer a bonus two weeks’ leave (which can be used by either parent) if both parents take at least 6 

weeks leave.  

Currently, 88% of parental leave is taken by women. On average, men continue to earn more than women. 

Whilst the Commonwealth PPL scheme is paid at minimum wage rather than replacement wage, ‘use it or 

lose it’ provisions will be essential to increase men’s uptake. 

We know from international experience that the key to men taking parental leave is a ‘use it or lose it’ 

component. In Denmark this saw a significant increase in men’s uptake of parental leave and men were 

more likely to continue shared care of their children throughout the early years. Encouraging men to take 

up parental leave normalises flexible work and shared care responsibilities, unlocking women’s workforce 

participation and strengthening their financial security.  

The Commonwealth PPL scheme needs to be increased to 26 weeks, including components that encourage 

more equitable caregiving by both parents. The Grattan Institute estimates while expanding the 

Commonwealth Paid Parental Leave scheme to 26 weeks scheme, could cost the government an extra $600 

million a year, this investment would boost GDP by $900 million a year in increased workforce participation 

by mothers and boost the average mother's lifetime earnings by $30,000.xvii  

Parental leave continues to be one of the few types of leave yet to attract superannuation. Extending the 

superannuation guarantee to PPL is consistent with recommendations of Senate Committee inquiries into 

women’s economic security and gender segregation. 

4. Make workplaces safe from sexual harassment  

• Implement commitments to all 55 recommendations of the Respect@Work report, particularly a 

positive duty for employers under the Sex Discrimination Act; and a prohibition on sexual 

harassment in the Fair Work Act.  

•  Implement commitments to the recommendations of the Set the Standard report.  

CEW welcomes the government’s commitment to implement all 55 recommendations of the 

Respect@Work reportxviii, particularly a positive duty for employers under the Sex Discrimination Act; and a 

prohibition on sexual harassment in the Fair Work Act.  
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CEW welcomes the Government bill to enable workers, including casual workers to access 10 days paid 

domestic violence leave under the National Employment Standards. This will ensure that access to such 

leave is not dependent on which organisation a person works for and support victims’ continued workforce 

participation. 

5. Embed gender responsive budgeting and gender impact analysis of policy and budgets  

Immediate action: 

• Implement existing commitments to gender responsive budgeting and gender impact analysis for 

policy 

• To operationalise these commitments, in line with KPMG recommendations: 

o Establish a baseline understanding of existing gender-disaggregated data and collect and 

analyse additional gender disaggregated data, including on the members of the public who 

may be impacted by these policies. 

o Initiate needs-based gender budgeting – that identifies and prioritises policies based on their 

ability to fulfill gender equality needs - this could be through pilot programs to establish a 

methodology 

o Publish gender impact analyses alongside the budget papers  

Reform: 

• Strengthen corporate reporting requirements, including publication of company gender pay gap data 
and collection of desegregated data (including intersectional data) in line with Workforce Gender 
Equality Agency review recommendations  

• Prioritise organisations with gender balanced leadership in government procurement processes  
 

By embedding gender responsive budgeting, governments can identify how policies will impact women and 

girls and direct more coherent and strategic policy approaches to address gender equality. Gender 

responsive budgeting is crucial to support implementation of a gender equality strategy. 

Gender impact assessments ensure governments identify and address gendered impacts of initiatives prior 

to the enactment of legislation, appropriation of funds, or introduction of policy. Without a systematic 

process in place to understand the differential impact of policy decisions on women and men, policies can 

often produce unintended gendered outcomes.  

A comprehensive, whole-of-government application of a gender lens to consideration of all new policy 

proposals is required to deliver coherent, effective policy.xix To ensure the needs of different groups of 

women are considered, gender impact assessments must include an intersectional lens that recognises and 

addresses the differential impacts on diverse women, including First Nations women, migrant and refugee 

women, women with disability, LGBTIQ communities and women living in rural and remote communities.  

Susan Metcalf  

 
CEO, 
Chief Executive Women 

https://home.kpmg/au/en/home/insights/2022/08/budgeting-gender-equity.html
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