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Abstract

For over a century Australia has had a social justice approach to meeting the needs of workers in the labour market initially through industrial relations legislation. Until the 1970s, this was predicated on a male breadwinner model, and this approach privileged white, male workers and specifically discriminated against other groups in the population such as Indigenous Australians, women and Asian immigrants. Since the 1970s, international agreements and social pressure have seen both human rights and social justice approaches used to enact legislation designed to ensure a less discriminatory labour market and a more inclusive approach for a recognised number of groups previously disadvantaged in the workplace.  
From the 1980s, the public sector and large private sector organisations have been required by law to produce organizational equity plans for women and, in the case of the public sector, additional groups of workers disadvantaged in the labour market. These plans require organisations to examine their own employment statistics and policies and practices and produce a plan which will advance equity for women. The approach is merit based, not quota based, and thus embodies a liberal, not radical, approach. As the government agency which administers this legislation says, ‘equal opportunity…means that all employees have equal access to the opportunities that are available’ (EOWA 2012). A business case is prominent in promotion of this legislation, alongside the social justice case. In many ways, this approach sits neatly with a variety of interpretations of diversity and managing diversity in the workplace, as it requires organisations to interrogate their specific circumstances. However, while organisations are required to submit reports on equity plans, the policies and practices vary widely across organisations. Many organisations have incorporated a range of ‘work and family’ policies designed to assist family carers to manage paid and care work into these plans, while being less likely to engage on issues such as recruitment practices and equal pay. 

In Australia today organisations and citizens face an array of legislative approaches, industrial agreements and social policies, including diversity, from which to approach employment equity. The area remains a vibrant one, with recent legislative changes to parental leave and equal pay for women workers in some traditionally female occupations. This paper reviews national labour force data, legislation and organisational practice, and does some preliminary assessment on the outcomes of the unique Australian approach. 
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